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Prologue



In the name of God, the Most Merciful, the Most Compassionate. Blessings upon His honored Prophet Muhammad, his family, and his followers. Praise be to God, who in His glory created the earth and its diversity of lands and languages, peoples and tongues. In tales of these long-ago places, of the rise and fall of cities and empires, despots and just rulers, revolutions and anarchy, is there not wisdom to be gleaned? Lessons and warnings to be gathered and reflected upon so that our own people may be rightly guided?

But of course, history outside of our noble book is notably fallible. Or rather malleable—by those who tell it, what sources they choose, and the audience for whom it is crafted. I know this well, for what am I if not a scribe and storyteller, accustomed to plucking strands that will resonate with my audience and weaving them into the tapestry of an account, while other threads are excluded from the loom?

Ah, I can see a few of you shifting about for you did not come for an exegesis on the nature of history . . . You want more tales of the nakhudha Amina al-Sirafi, her witty crew, and the magical Transgressions they were tasked with retrieving! But it was Amina herself who taught me to look for hidden voices, for the people whom history forgets; those who are oppressed, those who are crushed by the struggle to survive, those with little means to share their story. The sailors and serving girls, midwives and slaves, porters and field hands. Their accounts are no less important; indeed, very often they highlight truths those with power would prefer to be kept hidden.

Amina would offer her own lesson on concealing truths—she did, after all, insist upon telling her own tale and for a reason. So let us speak of hidden histories, of haunted places and the lost souls who walked their paths. The lost souls who savored rich lives and met sorrowful ends. Those who witnessed the collapse of their worlds, never imagining how ours would build over their ruins.

Now—and may God guide and protect us—there is blood in these accounts. The kind of blood and pain that lingers, that scars. That festers over the centuries into raw, gaping wounds that refuse to heal, instead infecting all that they touch; misery and suffering that mar succeeding generations. Accordingly, this is not an easy tale. However, I swore to share it, to write it down as it was experienced though it nearly tore apart a friendship I believed unbreakable. Know that, then, so you may better understand that bond, I will begin with an earlier adventure, one that occurred before everything fell apart.






Chapter 1

Hand to God, we never meant to lose the ancient city of Muziris. If anything, I blame the peris. And more particularly, a certain one.

Because Khayzur certainly did not tell me about the fucking automatons when he instructed me to go after the second Transgression.

—Oh, stop sighing, Jamal. Your ancestors got us locked in a cave with a lunatic lunar spirit. You are not permitted to judge. Recall that it was you who asked to come fishing with me this morning so that I could recount to you another adventure, eh? And don’t get excited. I see the scholar’s gleam in your eye, but should warn you in advance: this tale results in the destruction of several dozen, no doubt priceless, historical artifacts.

So let me tell you, then, about our ill-fated mission to retrieve the Mortar of Mithridates.

Now, I am certain you know more than I did about Mithridates. I was aware he’d been a king of antiquity, Greek or Persian—somewhere in the north; recalling faintly, as well, that he was said to be an enemy of the Romans, though what independent-minded ruler back then wasn’t? But what I had heard about in far greater and more fabulous depth was Mithridates’s legend as the Poison King. As a man so paranoid about assassination that he’d meticulously self-dosed with minuscule amounts of every toxin available since boyhood in hopes of making himself immune to all—succeeding so well that in a cruel irony he’d required a blade to kill himself when his kingdom finally did fall and vengeful Romans were breaking down his gates. A scholar king who built a wondrous library and workshop, Mithridates supposedly ran experiments so advanced that even today’s greatest minds cannot reproduce them, including having invented his own preventative, a capsule of top-secret ingredients said to combat any poison known to man.

Khayzur had seemed well acquainted with the long-dead Poison King’s brilliance when we last spoke. “I will not deny Mithridates’s talents at pharmacology,” he’d admitted. “Though he was a brutal man in other matters. But the king may have had a slight advantage.”

“Which was?” I had inquired.

“His mortar had magical roots. My people are not certain of its exact origins—it might have been a Nahid healer’s misplaced tool or slipped into his workshop by a mischievous ifrit. Either way, it took quite a liking to him.”

Khayzur had started to confound me at whatever in the hells a “Nahid healer” was and finished the task by claiming that a mortar was capable of developing emotions. “A fondness?” I’d repeated, flabbergasted. “We are talking about a mortar like the tool, yes?” I’d asked, grinding my fist against my palm. “The mortar developed a fondness?”

“Indeed,” Khayzur had chirped sadly. “It’s a common affliction among supernatural items. Humans are just so novel, fragile, and clever! They make our tools want to be on their best behavior. Suffice to say the mortar took on some rather alarming properties under Mithridates’s hands, vanished after his death, and has been a cause of concern ever since.” He’d smiled brightly, handing over one of his lime-green feathers. “Once you find it, use this to summon me.”

The feather had shivered at my touch. “How?”

“A bit of your blood on the barbs. To my people, it is a siren’s call. Once used, I will be able to return to your side.” He had paused. “But only when you have the Transgression. Remember that I cannot help you, nor save you—not according to my people’s laws.”

The warning was a bitter reminder. Despite Khayzur’s kindness, his people saw me only as a tool. A pawn to be retrieved or cut loose as needed. “Understood,” I’d replied grimly.

Khayzur had tried to cheer me back up. “It should not be too dire of a quest. Indeed, we have a number of clues that make me hopeful this Transgression shall prove a successful hunt.”

The peri wasn’t wrong—at first. If anything, puzzling out the Mortar of Mithridates’s final location seemed a task designed specifically for my companions and me. Khayzur’s clues indicated the mortar was likely taken to Muziris by victorious Romans after the king’s death, and ruins of the famed city—now centuries past its heyday—were said to be half buried in the jungles and rivers along the Malabar Coast. Tinbu was a native son of the region, Majed was talented at geographic mysteries, and Dalila was a skilled poisoner herself in case we had trouble identifying the dead king’s tools. So it was easy to feel a bit of confidence as we paddled a canoe along a murky overgrown creek, easily spotting the moldy brick columns and crumbling stupas of what had once been an expansive harbor and well-planned city. I was beginning to even fear that my own skills—chiefly seeing things no human should be able to see and then smashing them with a strength no human should enjoy—would be wasted.

Oh, Amina . . . you never learn.

We were examining the remnants of a villa, flakes of red gold still clinging to the walls, mosaics of sea creatures and divine dancers lying in shards beneath our feet, when Dalila stilled, clucking her tongue and pointing to a comparatively plain corner of the mosaic floor where the fanciful figures gave way to a floral border. Upon the shattered façade of stylized leaves, tiny wrens chased bugs, and bulbous flowers bloomed in saffron hues.

“There,” Dalila declared, sweeping the ribbons of her headdress away from her glistening brow—the jungle’s humidity had us all sweating. “That is where we search.”

“The bush?” Tinbu asked, sounding skeptical.

Dalila tsked. “That ‘bush’ is alkekengi, and can treat everything from childbirth fever to liver maladies.” She nodded at what appeared to be an identical plant in the adjoining mosaic. “That bush will empty your bowels in both directions and kill you in a week.”

Tinbu blanched. “How do you tell the difference?”

“You study under a poison master for years.” She began tapping upon the stone flower heads with her staff in a pattern that made sense only to her. “I suspect if I . . . Ah.” With a decisive grunt, she pressed her heel into a junction of the mosaic and swiftly stepped back.

As though a puzzle box had been sprung, the mosaic gave a great shudder and splintered into four parts. The section depicting Dalila’s alkekengi bush fell away, dirt flying and roots snapping, to reveal a black, forbidding maw in the ground.

Majed spoke first. “Oh, good. A grave.”

I took a closer look. The hole was just big enough for a person to slip through, with rusty iron links that might have once supported wooden rungs vanishing into the darkness. “It appears to be a tunnel.”

“Oh, forgive me. A tunnel of uncertain stability beneath a ruined city marked by a riddle only a poison expert could solve,” Majed replied. “So: a grave. Namely, ours.”

Dalila seemed to agree, looking upon her revelation with trepidation. “In my experience, anyone going to the effort to devise such a trick rarely leaves it at one. In Egypt, there is said to be an entire branch of the Banu Sasan who specialize in building similar contraptions outside ancient tombs. They use them to tempt and rob would-be treasure seekers.”

“Then how fortunate that we count a member of such illustrious criminal lineage as one of our own.” I stepped in front of her, putting myself between the tunnel and my companion as I kicked a piece of tile into the hole.

We listened to it fall, the distance not sounding dangerously deep. When nothing monstrous popped out, I drew closer, peering into the shadowy depths. Beyond the ring of disturbed soil and broken mosaic tiles, there was nothing but yawning darkness.

Five Transgressions. The memory of the peri court whispered in my head. One—the Moon of Saba—retrieved and four to go. The only way to be free of this burden was to move forward. I lowered myself into the murky entrance, landing with unnatural grace on an uneven stone floor that would have broken both my legs last year. Even so, my bad knee twinged when I straightened up, warning me it could misbehave, supernatural strength be damned.

Tinbu called down, “Amina?”

“I am fine, God be praised,” I shouted back. “But the three of you will need a rope. And lamps,” I added, trying and failing to discern anything beyond the gloom. “It is darker than a midnight sea.”

“Do not go ahead without us,” Majed warned as I went to do precisely that. “All your magical brawn is going to be for nothing if you fall into one of the traps Dalila said might be waiting.”

With a grunt, I obeyed. As my eyes adjusted to the lack of light, I realized that the tunnel walls were shored up with chunks of plastered coral, shot through with grasping tree roots long enough to catch my turban. The fetid air was heavy with the smell of wet soil and rotting plants, and I could have sworn I heard moving water, perhaps an underground stream. The space did call to mind a grave, and as I drew my cloak tighter, it was difficult not to imagine it a shroud. After being trapped in the cave in Socotra, forced to duel a deluded Frankish sorcerer and a deranged lunar aspect, I would’ve preferred to avoid underground spaces for the rest of my life.

Even so, I closed my eyes. Taking a deep breath, I attempted to reach out in a way that still felt disquieting, to see if I could detect anything magical, anything resonating in al-Ghayb, the unseen realm of the supernatural of which I had reluctantly become a part.

There was nothing. Well, no . . . that wasn’t correct. There was a hint of warmth, a spark of sensation that couldn’t be described by any mortal senses, flickering somewhere in the distance. Could it be the Mortar of Mithridates?

No, that seemed too easy. And easy and I were not typically companions. More likely it was some sort of enchanted menace with claws and a nasty disposition. Either way, I drew my celestial blade, the strange dagger given to me by a lovesick Egyptian pirate who claimed the weapon had been crafted from a meteor in ancient times, prized by the pagan sun kings who once ruled his land. God alone knew the veracity of such a fabulous tale, but there was no denying how the depths of the blade glimmered when I held it, nor the way I’d once used it to sever magical bonds.

With curses and wayward limbs, my companions climbed down to join me. Dalila and Majed lit lamps and as the light flickered madly along the tunnel, I gave the walls another apprehensive look. If this tunnel truly did date to the early centuries of Indian trade with Rome, it was astonishing that it still held up.

God willing it would continue to hold up while we explored. “We proceed?” I asked.

“With great caution and me in the lead.” Dalila slipped in front. “Should something require smashing, I’ll let you know.”

Scowling, I nonetheless relented and with aching precision, we ventured forth. Dalila swept the air with her staff, lightly tapping the floor, walls, and ceiling with it before each step.

“Stop!” Dalila threw her arms out as we turned a corner, nearly whacking me in the face. “The pits in the floor . . . do you see them?” She gestured to the dirt path, but I could discern little among the leafy debris and scattered rocks.

Tinbu had more luck, peering at a dark patch. “Could they be snake holes?”

“I suspect these contain a different sort of snake,” she replied. “Stand back.”

The three of us obeyed. Dalila knelt carefully on the ground, brushing a section of the floor with her sleeve and bringing her lamp close to reveal a bizarre grouping of stones. Each was carved with various body parts, as though spilled from the pages of an antique text of human anatomy.

Dalila grinned. “Oh, clever. A bit of humoral humor. Well, let us balance them.” Following up the explanation only she understood, she began rearranging the stones as though laying out gaming chips. She had no sooner placed down the last one, then two bronze pipes, sculpted into the semblance of snakes, darted up from the holes, a hissing shriek coming from their gleaming metal fangs. They spun to face off across the path and with a gush of steam, let out twin fiery bursts that would have roasted any unfortunate soul who happened to be passing between them.

My mouth fell open. Majed choked, and Tinbu raised his crossbow.

The Mistress of Poisons, however, looked only amused. She tilted her head in a gesture of respect, as though she were saluting an opponent over a well-placed chess move. “Just like the manuals claim,” she murmured. “So it can be done.”

“You were expecting that?” I asked in disbelief.

“Something like it,” she said calmly, sweeping past the snakes without hesitation. “I’ve read of such tricks, though not with the medical riddle; there seems to be a theme at play here.” She made a beckoning motion. “Come along. The snakes supposedly only have one good burst of fire.”

“Madness,” Majed muttered, the three of us moving as spryly as possible past the steaming serpents. “Utter madness.”

It wasn’t long before the sound of running water grew louder. The tunnel bent to the left and then ended at the bank of a canal. An extraordinary glass boat drifted in the rushing black water, held in place by golden chains.

Majed whispered a prayer of astonishment. “And you say you sense no magic?”

“Not here.” I breathed, taking in the wondrous spectacle. “This is all human ingenuity.”

“The people who designed this place were geniuses,” Dalila said, her voice uncharacteristically enraptured. “I wonder why the city was abandoned.”

“By the looks of it, the sea shifted away. Though I doubt the inhabitants went far.” I nudged Tinbu. “Some of your ancestors likely dwelled here, no? You must have inherited their talents.”

Tinbu blushed. “I doubt I could construct a vessel such as this.” He pulled the boat’s chain closer and knocked on the sturdy hull. “I have never seen glass this thick and yet it is so clear. The sort of workmanship that must have been involved . . .”

“Do you think it shall hold us?”

“There’s only one way to find out.” With the boat still tethered, Tinbu carefully climbed aboard. It swayed only slightly, barely dipping with his weight.

“The current is strong,” Majed warned. “And there are no paddles, no way to steer. We may be taken where we do not wish to go.”

I joined Tinbu. Warmth chased down my hand the moment my fingers touched the boat’s curved prow.

“I have a feeling this is the way,” I whispered, hating the words as they left my lips. They made me sound like one of the haughty supernatural entities I had faced off against, and I wanted no commonality with such creatures. But I did have a feeling, as though my heart had been hooked, a voice in another realm urging me onward.

“Oh, good, a feeling,” Majed muttered. “A feeling and a series of lethal riddles. By all means . . .” But he climbed aboard the glass boat anyway, offering a hand to Dalila.

We had no sooner released the golden chains than the tumultuous water carried us away in a mad dash of speed. Seizing Dalila’s staff, I had to shove off the brick banks more than once to prevent us from being dashed. Bone-white snakes with flashing ruby eyes twined around the roots hanging over the canal while translucent fish jumped to snap up the silver water bugs dancing along the surface. Finally the water gentled and the canal widened, delivering us to a perfectly round lagoon.

No, not a lagoon, I realized, rather a sinkhole. Amber light spilled in from an oval of dusky sky impossibly high above our heads.

“We are in the very belly of the earth,” I remarked, looking up and wondering if there was any possible way to escape through there. Save sprouting wings, I did not imagine so.

Tinbu whistled. “Then the belly of the earth is rich as sin.”

“Why do you say . . . Oh.” I followed his gaze. “Oh, God is Most Compassionate.”

Curved around the sinkhole’s edge like a slender crescent moon was a pale pink beach so crowded with treasure that it was almost obscene. Finely etched glass lamps, delicate porcelain vases, sculpted ivory figures, and ceramic casks of resins. Enormous mother-of-pearl trunks filled with gold coins and silver ingots. There was an entire chariot constructed out of brass and precious metals, studded with gems and attended by horses sculpted of red marble, their eyes flashing onyxes. Smaller riches sat upon expertly worked teak furniture, gorgeous tables of banded chalcedony and glittering amethyst that might have hosted royal feasts and stools worked with intricate enamel designs.

The boat bumped gently upon the sand, and I jumped out, dragging it through the chilly water so my companions could disembark.

Dalila frowned at the other end of the beach. “Are those statues?”

I tore my gaze from the treasure hoard only to behold a new wonder: over a dozen life-size figures, captured in a variety of courtly scenes. Musicians strumming gilded instruments, cavorting dancers frozen in mid-step. Others held copper casks and votive offerings, fans of long-rotted feathers and strands of mummified flowers. There were even more statues—armed ones—surrounding a raised marble dais half hidden behind the tattered remnants of silk canopies. A shaft of light fell upon one warrior’s face, reflecting a molded metal cheek.

A metal cheek? But Majed was already coming to the same conclusion.

“Those are not statues,” he whispered. “Look at the joints, the gears in their hands. They are automatons.”

“Automatons?” Tinbu repeated. “I thought those only existed in stories!”

“The more fanciful versions do, but I saw one once as a boy. A gift from the caliph in Baghdad to the ruler of Kilwa. The automaton was in the shape of a maiden and played a flute when placed in a stream.” Majed’s expression grew nostalgic. “I thought it magical.”

Dalila cut through our dreamy visions. “Everyone knows this is a trap, yes? A couple of you lose your minds when it comes to riches.”

Tinbu and I had the grace not to glance at each other.

“Trap or not, I’m fairly certain that Mithridates’s mortar is near.” My sense of magic had only increased, set against this otherwise incredible spectacle of human ingenuity. It pulled hard in the direction of the marble dais and I took a step in its direction, almost without meaning to. “Follow me, but do not touch anything.”

We made our way toward the platform surrounded by the eerily still automaton guards. Snaking a path through the piles of treasure, I could not help but gaze hungrily upon my surroundings. There was just so much wealth on display, abandoned and ripe for plundering, that each piece seemed to insist on being admired. An intricate mandala not of colored sand but emeralds, rubies, opals, and sapphires. Finely blown glassware in the shape of paradisical flowers, and tiger-headed jade cups set upon carved rosewood tables with ivory peacocks as legs. Before a fine table set for a feast, an automaton perched on each stool, a pair in the act of raising a glass to their painted brass lips, others turned as though chatting with their neighbor. A rather disconcerting number of the figures bore carving knives and wickedly sharp utensils. Their garments and features were astonishingly lifelike, the metal worked so skillfully that all their faces were unique.

“Oh, what I would give to take one of these things apart and see how it works,” Tinbu said longingly, reaching out as though to touch the gears in the back of a musician. “It must sound like quite the party.”

“It is not a party they are attending.” A good deal taller than my friends, I spotted what the armed statues were guarding. Or rather, who. “It’s a funeral.”

Lying upon the dais was a corpse. Though her skin was now shriveled leather, she had clearly been embalmed and set to rights with care. Gold circled her wrists and ankles, silver rings on each finger, and clusters of carnelian, lapis, and pearl ornaments hung from her ears. An elaborate headdress with winged panels and a rising sun was set upon her head, tangled with grimy remnants of intricate braids. What had likely once been an unfathomably expensive multilayered silk gown of green and saffron draped her wizened form, slowly turning to dust. Quicksilver covered her eyes, offering an eerie mirror of the sinkhole’s roof.

And because I am cursed, because nothing about the magical world can ever be easy, a marble mortar rested in her dead hands. Hovering over it, clearly guarding both the Mortar of Mithridates and the dead woman, were two automatons. Both were enormous, one carrying a glistening bronze scimitar, the other bearing an unreasonably large, spiked club.

I grimaced. “What are the odds I’m able to successfully pluck the mortar from her hands?”

“Slim to none.” Dalila pointed to a sandstone plinth behind the woman. “Look there. Is that an engraving?”

“Perhaps a tomb marker.” I moved closer, studying the large expanse of yellow sandstone. A message had been inscribed in four different languages: ancestral variants of Malayalam, Persian, Greek, and Tamil, judging from the vague familiarity of the alphabets. Deciphering them was beyond me, but the message must have been important to be repeated in multiple tongues.

—Ay, do not pester me, Jamal. Yes, yes, I know. Had I invited you along, you would have been able to read the warning. You don’t have to get snippy about it.

—Because I wished to protect you! How often must we clash over this subject? You were barely more than a child at the time. And I thought you desired me to recount events as they unfolded, mmm? Without “scholarly interference”? Then let me continue.

Dalila drew nearer; if a people had written a book of poisons, she had learned to read their tongues, and both Persian and Greek were among the many in her head. “The language is archaic, but if I piece together some of the familiar words . . .” She squinted. “Her name was Nilani. She was a physician here when a great pestilence struck. A Roman trade delegate in the port offered her this mortar, saying it had belonged to one of their enemies, a man reputed to have used it to create cures for any ailment. She was able to work up a remedy and save her people, but the mortar carried a cost they didn’t realize . . .” Her voice softened. “The life of the one who would use it.”

“Magic always has a price.” I glanced around the silent treasure-laden sinkhole with its uncanny automaton attendants. “Is this a memorial? Were these goods meant to accompany her to their afterlife?”

Dalila shook her head. “I am not certain. The following phrases are more difficult to translate, but it seems this chamber is meant as a . . . gift? A lure? Her followers wished to attract divinities and future persons who might be able to revive her.”

“She must have been greatly loved,” Tinbu said quietly.

“Indeed.” I murmured a prayer for the martyred woman before me. “Though I fear she is long past revival. Does the marker say anything about the mortar?”

“Yes, it warns that it is the only item off-limits,” Dalila replied. “Visitors are welcome to any valuables they desire as long as they attempt to help the physician or carry her story onwards. But death awaits those who touch the mortar.”

“Because the mortar kills those who use it or because those things will?” I asked, gesturing to the automatons.

“It does not specify.”

Of course not. I glanced around the beach, hoping to see a lance or something of similar length that we could use to knock the mortar from her hands, but as though the physician’s followers had anticipated this method of grave robbing, there was nothing longer than Dalila’s staff, and that would put us closer to the metal warriors than seemed wise.

The beach abruptly dimmed, the setting sun slipping past the sinkhole’s distant entrance. We still had to find a way to escape this place and not desiring to try our luck after nightfall, I made a decision.

“All right.” I considered the distance and height of the dais. “The rest of you stand back. God willing, if I sprint fast enough—”

Dalila grabbed my arm. “Do not be ridiculous. By the Most High, Amina, it’s as though you actively seek out the most dangerous option.” She glanced at Tinbu, nodding at his crossbow. “You’ve been looking for an opportunity to play with Yusuf’s present. Do you believe you could knock the mortar from her hands?”

Tinbu toyed with his mustache. “The crossbow packs a powerful punch, but the mortar looks heavy. I would have to be close and get the angle just right.”

“Too close,” I said, with an adamant shake of my head. “Not with your leg. If you need to lunge back . . .”

But Tinbu was already loading a bolt. “I am well aware of my limitations, thank you,” he said, with a pointed stare at my bad knee. “But you cannot always be the one to put yourself at risk, and I am from this land. If any of us are to disturb her, it should be me.” He positioned himself at the edge of the dais. Then, whispering a prayer to his gods, Tinbu aimed his crossbow. “Forgive me, my lady.”

He took the shot.

God be praised, the bolt hit the mortar with just enough force to tip it from the dead physician’s hands. It wobbled, rocking back and forth, then tumbled off her withered chest and rolled to the floor.

And not a heartbeat after the mortar left her fingers, the automatons attacked.

The one bearing the scimitar dashed his weapon over the corpse, missing the body by a hair as his fellow with the club smashed down in rhythm with the scimitar strikes. Had an actual person been standing there, having just plucked away the Mortar of Mithridates, they’d have been sliced and pulverized more thoroughly than mincemeat before they could scream.

Majed swallowed loudly. “I’m starting to regret my promise to accompany you on these quests.”

I snorted in disbelief. “Brother, please. You would partake in even more dangerous misadventures than this to improve the navigational sciences.” With Dalila’s staff, I dragged the mortar closer. Making sure not to touch it with my bare hands, I wrapped the Transgression in a thick roll of leather before placing it in a saddlebag. “Let us go.”

“There is still the treasure,” Tinbu pointed out, hope in his voice. “Surely we have a few moments to—”

Dalila interrupted. “Do you hear that grinding?”

And then every fucking automaton turned to face us.

The ground rumbled with movement, the piles of riches beginning to shiver and collapse. Gold coins rained down alongside dirt and rocks from the sinkhole’s quaking walls, and the marble dais suddenly opened to swallow the long-dead healer. Several of the seated statues stood up in jerky motions, raising their carving knives.

“No time for treasure!” I shouted, urging my companions to the glass boat. “Run!”

But the ground was shaking so badly that Majed stumbled, sprawling to the sand as an automaton swooped in his direction. He threw up his hands to protect himself and I rushed between them. I smashed my sword into the automaton’s brass chest, gasping at the mechanical figure’s heft. Had I been a normal human, it would have crushed me as easily as a gnat.

However, I had not been normal in quite some time. With another blow, I knocked the automaton away from Majed.

“Go!” I cried, yanking my navigator to his feet and then swinging around to topple another looming machine. The automatons appeared to be rolling along tracks concealed beneath the sand—limited but hidden paths we could not predict. I bashed and smashed the automatons away from my companions, narrowly avoiding getting run over by a mechanical horse as we raced for the boat. Metal birds were screeching, the song more piercing than any whistle. I resisted the instinct to cover my ears, instead throwing my friends bodily into the vessel and then pushing it into the water.

“We don’t have any paddles!” Tinbu shouted.

“Dalila, give me your staff!” I pulled myself into the boat, dripping with the sinkhole’s muck.

She handed over the staff but before I could attempt to pole us away, a thunderous crack broke the air. The brick walls of the chamber splintered and gave way, a great rush of water bursting from behind them.

In an instant, the entire beach memorial was gone, engulfed by the deluge. In another heartbeat, the turbulent water had risen so high that the canal we originally traveled through was blocked.

Majed gasped. “What now?”

The boat was spinning like a potter’s wheel in the wild churn, ascending as the floodwaters rose higher and higher still, as though a bottle being filled. The sinkhole’s distant opening was no longer so distant.

My heart skipped. “I believe we’re making a skyward exit—hold on!” I gave my companions little choice, shoving their heads down, ducking my own, and gripping the sides of the narrow glass boat, trying to keep them pinned to the bottom.

We burst out of the overflowing sinkhole like a fishing bobber. But the floodwaters did not cease, washing over the land and swallowing what remained of mighty Muziris as the earth continued to quake and buried the rest. A wave, the grace of God, and the frighteningly remarkable engineering of the solid glass boat carried us through the drowning jungle, as trees and ancient ruins groaned and crashed around us, the only sounds louder than our screams. As if determined to be well and truly rid of the upstart modern folks who’d disturbed its rest, the wave dumped us in the ocean, a new floodplain all that was left of one of the grandest ports of history.

No one spoke or even peeked up for a very long time, our winded breaths set against the distant sound of collapsing trees until I finally sat up, my heart racing, to survey the destruction we had narrowly escaped.

“Dalila . . .” I exhaled. “I think you lost part of that warning in translation.”

She was too busy throwing up over the side to argue.

Tinbu had his fingers clasped against his mouth, staring at what had once been Muziris with mortification. “No one tell my family about this.”

Majed was gripping the sides of his head as though to stop the world from spinning. “I would be happy to entirely forget this night. Please tell me you kept the mortar?”

I hefted the saddlebag. “One more Transgression retrieved.”

Relief creased his face. “God be praised.”

“I, ah, also did not leave empty-handed,” Tinbu confessed, drawing a pearl necklace out of his pocket.

Dalila turned around to reveal a jade wine cup stuffed in her belt. “Did you one better,” she wheezed, still green.

I shook my head in exasperation. “The two of you accuse me of risking my life and yet here you are, grabbing treasure when you should’ve been running—”

Majed coughed. Then—with a coy, victorious expression—he withdrew the enormous gem-encrusted golden collar the statue that attacked him had been wearing. The ornament was hefty enough to be a weapon itself; the gold of visibly superb quality, the flawless emeralds, opals, beryls, and diamonds all perfectly cut.

He let it fall heavily to his chest. “I believe I’ve won this round.”

Dalila snorted. “Still full of surprises, old man.”

He smiled, a bit more bashfully. “I figured we could sell it and share the profits among the crew . . . with perhaps a diamond or two left for my wife.”

“You have earned yourself several more years of me calling you a pirate,” I chided, but I wasn’t going to begrudge treasure in our hands. “However, yes: diamonds for Nasteho and the Marawati for us. Now, let’s go home.”






Chapter 2

In that earlier time, home was still a refuge for me, one which I was so relieved to return to that its increasing tension often slipped my eye. Though rescuing “Dunya” had not brought riches, I’d invested what money remained more wisely than when I had initially retired. Between those investments and my active involvement with the Marawati, my family’s income had finally steadied. And though such stability did little to assuage my guilt over the secrets I was keeping from them, I have witnessed enough suffering in this life that knowing my family had a roof, food, and enough coin to hire a physician brought great relief to my soul.

Even if our arguments remained the same.

I was grilling the fish I’d caught that morning, alongside onions from the garden, sprinkling both with salt and coriander seeds. “Oh, Jana, be careful,” I warned as my daughter sponged out dough a little too carelessly on the scorching-hot griddle. I shooed her away. “Let me finish the bread. Go bring your grandmother and Auntie Hala some water.”

“Her grandmother would rather her granddaughter complete a task without her mother’s interference.” My own mother didn’t glance up from the porridge she was mixing in a small clay cup. “I was making bread, grinding my own grain, and preparing for marriage at Marjana’s age, Amina, and the Almighty knows you were doing much worse. Let me have the baby, Mustafa,” she insisted, holding out a hand for my one-year-old niece, currently dawdling on my brother’s knee. “I will feed her.”

My brother obliged, then rose to help me, taking over the fish as I finished the bread. “She told Hala the other day that when she was Bubu’s age, she had half the Quran memorized,” he whispered.

I glanced at my four-year-old nephew, who currently had more banana on his face than he’d likely consumed. “I believe it. I can imagine Amma being a determined child.”

We piled the still-steaming bread and fish onto a wide platter. I set aside another portion of food in a covered stone dish while my brother laid the platter on a mat before the rest of our family.

“So our supposed guest is skipping dinner?” my mother asked. “Again?”

I settled besides Marjana. “Her work can be dangerous to interrupt.”

“Then by all means, let it be done under our noses.” My mother sucked her teeth in displeasure. “Sharing a meal while a guest starves in the cellar . . . for shame.”

“I shall be sure to pass on your concern,” I promised.

She relented and we dug into our meal, thanking God for the food and then settling into the evening with familiar ease. Marjana worked at her ground loom while Hala spun wool and spoke of town gossip, my niece asleep in a sling on her back. Mustafa tooled a belt, as my mother lectured him on God-only-knew-what and spooned porridge into Bubu’s mouth. In the swiftly darkening twilight, there was a heavy peace in the air. A cool breeze had lifted the humidity, carrying the gentle night-song of insects and offering welcome relief from the day’s heat. I took a sip of my sugarcane juice, setting aside the net I’d been mending to watch my daughter work.

She is quite a talent at that, I thought, not for the first time. The colors and patterns on the cloth that Marjana was weaving sparkled in the dusk light, shimmering and capturing the eye, the graceful forms of swooping swallows emerging from the indigo warp. I’d never had much talent, nor patience, with textiles. I could spin thread well enough, as virtually all girls were taught—but whatever mental acuity let me read the stars and chart out sailing courses had never extended to memorizing the patterns of a loom. But even I could recognize uncommon skill, and while I wasn’t sure what Marjana’s future would look like, it was reassuring to know she’d have a trade.

That’s a future drawing closer with every day. Sitting at the loom, her henna-dyed fingers darting from task to task with practiced ease—running the shaft of yarn through the taut vertical threads, yanking them down with her gazelle-horned tool, bringing down the wooden bar—Marjana could have been a bride weaving a rug for her marital home, and it made my heart ache. When did she get so old? It felt only just yesterday she’d been a babe in my arms, her warm weight upon my chest.

The memory made me soft and nostalgic. Drowsy—the day’s labor catching up to me as I contentedly watched my daughter work. The soft twitter of birdsong lulling me to sleep as thoroughly as a lullaby . . .

There are no songbirds awake at this hour, you fool. I shook myself awake with a grunt. “It is so late that my ears are deceiving me. Let me check on our guest and bring her some food. Mustafa, you are back to Salalah early morrow?”

“I . . . Yes.” My brother tried and failed to exchange a glance with his wife and our mother that didn’t appear guilty. “But I had hoped to speak with you before departing.”

As if this was prearranged—and it certainly had been; my blood family is as terrible at deceit as my found ones are gifted—Hala rose to her feet. “I shall get the children to sleep.”

Bubu immediately caught Marjana’s hand. “I want Jana to tell me a story! Last time she did, she made all the shadows fly!”

Marjana covered his mouth. “Silly, you were already dreaming by then.”

As Hala took the children downstairs, I pinned Mustafa with a gaze, knowing him to be an easier mark than our mother. “What have you been plotting?”

“No one has been plotting,” my mother replied, exasperated. “Amina, stop glaring at your brother like he owes you stolen cargo. You have been with your sea criminals too long to be acting thus.”

Mustafa flushed. God, maybe I did need to spend more time at home if my own kin couldn’t hold a bluff—how did this man deal with customers? “She’s not entirely wrong, Ma. We have been plotting . . . at least, I have been.”

“Out with it,” I insisted.

He wrung his hands. “The meeting I have tomorrow is not about work. Or rather not just work. One of my elderly clients is moving to Mecca in hope of spending his remaining years in the holy city, should God allow. He wishes to sell his home and asked if I would be interested. The location is excellent: close to the market, ample space for a workshop with an existing forge that I could convert for my glasswork. The building is not so large as this one, of course, but there are rooms aplenty and a lovely courtyard with mature fruit trees. Both the masjid and the sea are a short walk, as are Hala’s parents—”

I cut him off. “You wish to buy a home in Salalah? You and Hala are moving?”

He hesitated, his gaze darting to our mother.

She cleared her throat. “Not just Mustafa and Hala are moving, Amina. All of us are.”

Taken aback, I straightened up like a cord pulled taut. “It is not safe. We discussed this when we returned to Oman—”

“Yes. A decade ago. When you retired and it seemed we had little choice.” My mother paused, and I could tell she was choosing her next words with care. “But you have returned to sea, daughter. Multiple times—even if under more . . . lawful circumstances.” She didn’t say the word lawful with much conviction. “If you believe it safe enough to do such, we believe it safe enough to move to town.”

I was already shaking my head. “There are still people who would harm us—I only recently had Sayyida Salima track me down!”

“If circumstances were as dangerous as you claim, you would not be back on the Marawati,” my mother argued. “You forget that I kept Mustafa and myself secure during your most infamous years; you forget that I was married to a pirate, with an even more notorious scoundrel for a father-in-law. I know how to stay anonymous. We came to this falling-down place for you, and now you are gone half the time.”

It was an accusation, even if gently delivered, and one that twisted my gut; the vision of my family in this lonely, isolated location while I was out having adventures.

Mustafa must have noticed my expression. “The move could be a blessing,” he added, enthusiasm bubbling in his voice. “Salalah is lovely. The children will have access to more family and more opportunities. We can hire them a tutor, they can make friends—”

“No.”

My flat rebuke, delivered more harshly than I had intended, shuttered his face. “Amina . . .”

“There is no argument to be had,” I insisted, rising to my feet. “It is not safe, not for any of you.”

“That is not your decision to make!” This time when I glared, Mustafa didn’t back down. “My sister, I love you. I understand my life, my education, my wedding—everything I have—came from your years as the Marawati’s nakhudha. But I am not a fatherless ten-year-old anymore. I, too, have responsibilities to our family. And our children, your child . . .”

“My child is what?” I snapped when he trailed off, seeming to swallow his words. “What do you know of my daughter that I, her own mother, do not?”

It was my mother who answered. “Marjana is suffocating, and everyone can see it but you.” I could not halt the enraged flash of my eyes, but she pressed on. “She is not a baby, not a jewel you can lock away in a chest—she is a young woman of your blood. Your spirit. How would you feel growing up in a place like this? She needs more than a handful of people to talk to. We all do! You cannot sashay through every port on the Indian Ocean and expect us to hide behind these walls. You are many things, Amina, but not often a hypocrite.”

I opened and closed my mouth, but I had no response. Because that was just it: I had no response, no idea how to handle what Marjana’s future might look like, an adulthood that beckoned closer with each passing year. There was nothing outwardly magical about Marjana, no hint of Raksh I could discern.

And yet, and yet . . .

My mother clasped my wrist. Her touch was warm. “You fear too much for her, my beloved. I understand, I do—God knows the things you have done to my heart. But Marjana is not traipsing around the ocean, risking her life. We just want her to live, to breathe, like normal people. Even nobles who cloister their girls make sure their doors are open to other women. You are not some evil djinn out of a tale to lock away children.”

No, I was merely a supernaturally blessed treasure hunter who could see the magical world, was indebted to a bunch of bird people, and had a daughter with a chaos spirit. “Evil djinn” sounded simpler. Bet they wouldn’t have suffered this much guilt and indecision either.

And the hope in Mustafa’s face . . . I was unable to thwart it. “I need to feed our guest,” I grunted. “Go . . . go see this man tomorrow and get his price, yes? Then we shall discuss. Discuss,” I repeated firmly when my brother blinked in pleased surprise.

Mustafa grinned and despite his insistence otherwise, it was hard not to see the shadow of youth in his face, even if a few early sprinkles of silver speckled his beard. He would always be the little brother for whom I had worked to protect and provide. “I am sure we can come to some sort of compromise.” He winked. “Believe it or not, I am a businessman.”

You are a soul naïve of the worst violence humanity can deliver. But I forced a small smile as I retrieved the stone dish. “Then, safe travels.”

* * *

Though we’d made a home in those hills overlooking the sea, there was no denying that the crumbling fort we’d chosen to settle in was . . . unique. A uniqueness that became more apparent as you descended from the pleasant roof with its salty breezes and the light-filled upper bedchambers into the murky reception room with its constantly leaking ceiling and the inner courtyard whose weeds not even my mother could tame. A courtyard that smelled constantly of roses, though we not only did not grow them, we couldn’t after numerous attempts, as though the ghosts of flower bushes past would not allow it.

The cellar, however, made haunted roses sound quaint. Consisting of a crude cavity hacked into the hillside and lined with ancient bricks, the cellar had likely been built before the rise of my own civilization, if the scrawled graffiti—with symbols resembling those found on Sabaean ruins—was any indication. When the cellar’s heavy wooden door was shut and one managed to descend the crumbling steps without breaking their neck, no lamp was adequate to fight the darkness; indeed, the cellar’s shadows seemed to grasp at the light, hungry and consuming. The damp, fetid air was smothering, the quiet so heavy it felt like the held breath of a hidden thief in the dark.

All this meant, of course, was that my “guest” had taken to the cursed, cramped, almost certainly haunted cellar like a fish to water.

“Dalila,” I complained, holding her dinner under one arm and an oil lamp in the other hand. “You are driving me mad.”

She didn’t glance up from the heavy table she’d made me drag down here. “To be fair, that is an easy task. You’re a very temperamental woman.”

I dropped the stone dish on the table, rattling her instruments and scattering her scavenged ingredients. “Dinner. I estimate you have two more skipped meals before my mother insists on eating down here so you have company. Considering how you’ve pilfered her cookware to establish this godforsaken laboratory, that might be a fate best avoided.”

Dalila stirred a simmering concoction in a stolen iron cauldron with a stolen wooden spoon. Though she’d built her cookfire near the cellar’s entrance to take advantage of what little ventilation there was, the air was still smoky, the light from her candles hazy. “The risks one must take for science,” she replied archly.

Coughing, I took a seat on the dirt floor. “When I invited you to stay with my family for the season, I imagined you would spend time with us, rather than breathing foul smoke in an underground chamber.”

She set aside the spoon for her writing board, carefully inscribing God only knew what on a crowded sheaf of parchment. “Your mother hates me. And I scare your sister-in-law.”

“Only because they do not know you,” I persisted.

Dalila glanced up with a skeptical look. “Not even you are a good enough liar to sell that tale.”

“At least eat while the food is still warm,” I grumbled, rubbing away a stiff spot in my knee.

“If it will cease your nagging . . .” Dalila put down her notes, giving her meal a cautious sniff.

“Woman, it has been two decades since we met. It is not poisoned.”

“If you make a task a habit, it is harder to accidentally slip.”

“You have never slipped in your life.”

Dalila scowled but dug into the food. I leaned back. The brick wall was oddly warm against my dress. Considering the cellar’s unsettling past, it was probably the nearness of demons, but it did provide a pleasant shield against the night’s chill.

“I doubt the house in Salalah has a haunted cellar,” I muttered.

Dalila spit a fish bone into her hand. “What house in Salalah?”

I waved a dismissive hand. “Eh, my brother and mother wish to move to town. Say it is too remote and lonely out here.”

Dalila extracted another fish bone from her mouth, laying it next to the one on her table. “Hard to argue with that. This feels like the sort of place a fugitive warlord would wait out plague.”

“That is why I favor it!” I replied. “Am I not still a fugitive? Rival bandits, warlords I’ve robbed, the pirate princes of Kish—even a former husband or two would not surprise.”

“You and all your enemies . . .” Dalila rolled her eyes. “You are far too paranoid to be shrinking from shadows everywhere you go.”

I stared at her. “I’m paranoid? You’ve not gone north of Basrah in twenty years, convinced the Banu Sasan are still after your blood!”

“We are not hunted by remotely the same class of people,” she pointed out. “The Banu Sasan do not forgive those who break their oaths, though it may be fifty years since. They cannot, it is how they terrorize their members into loyalty. Your enemies? Rival pirates and petty smugglers? You all backstab and ally in such dizzying fashion it is a wonder if one can keep it all in their mind. Half are likely too drunk to plot revenge.”

“Lady Salima certainly believed I still had enemies willing to hunt me down,” I argued, my cheeks growing a bit hot. Did I think too highly of my infamous reputation?

“She was also planning to offer a hefty bounty.” Dalila made a face. “The bread is burned. You must have baked it.”

“Ay, then why don’t you leave this dungeon and come cook if you wish to be so critical? And what are you doing with those fish bones?” I asked, perplexed as she set aside a fifth one.

“Making up for a lack of ingredients. There is only so much I can pilfer from your pantry, and these bones have quite expansive uses once ground and mixed with alum.”

I wasn’t certain how to respond to that; I’d accepted long ago that Dalila’s “science” was beyond my comprehension. Truthfully, between her ability to pick up languages and her capabilities as an apothecary, it seemed a shame she had not been born a wealthy, connected man. Her fate might have led her to Baghdad’s grand academies rather than the streets of the Banu Sasan.

Still, I persisted. “What are you working on?”

“It will only make you mad and for nothing. I am not having much success.”

“That only intrigues me further, and you know it.” I nodded at her parchment. “Whatever it is must be lucrative enough to tempt you into taking notes. I thought you didn’t like to reveal your formulas.”

Dalila scowled. “Such discretion is the luxury of youth. As much as I hate to admit it, my memory is not as sharp as it once was and to err now might prove dangerous. Your mother will hate me even more if I fill her home with poisonous fumes.”

“Now you must tell me.”

She finished her meal, wiping her mouth. “I am trying to re-create Mithridates’s preventative.”

That rather shocking claim—and its implications—took a few minutes to untangle in my mind; Dalila wasn’t the only one dealing with the mental fog of middle age. Besides, a few years ago, such a statement wouldn’t have surprised me. After all, re-creating Mithridates’s preventative was as common a goal of pharmacists as turning copper into gold was of alchemists . . . with similar rates of success.

But Dalila had a much, much closer source.

I had risen to my feet before I realized it, my head grazing the cellar’s low ceiling. “You did something with the mortar before I gave it to Khayzur,” I accused. “Have you lost your mind? It is cursed to kill the one who uses it!”

“Which is why I only took a scraping from the mortar’s interior,” Dalila replied, as though that made everything better. “I couldn’t use it now even if I wished. You said Khayzur destroyed it.”

“And you’re willing to risk your life on such a gamble? What if we translated the warning incorrectly?” I looked at her table with new eyes, and anger rushed through me. “What if my daughter or nephew wandered down here?”

“I would never put your family at risk. I lock up every time I step out. And what I took is hardly worth this panic. It was a few crumbs to see if I could isolate what might have been in a mortar a millennium ago. It was more an act of prayer than anything.”

“I doubt the peris would see the difference. I was warned not to use the Transgressions, Dalila. Threatened. Those creatures attempted to throw me to my death merely for washing up upon their shores. You do not wish to come to their attention.”

“Says the woman wearing a supposedly celestial blade. You do not think that will come to their attention?” Dalila pointed out, gesturing to the strange Egyptian dagger sheathed at my waist.

With a sigh, I sat back down. “My friend, I speak only from concern.”

Dalila seemed to retreat as well, an uncharacteristically yearning expression softening her face. “You’re not the only one who still dreams of being a legend. Who desires a bit of immortality as the years race by.” She kicked my sandal. “Did helping Jamal not make it clear? You cannot cloister those you care for behind the highest walls in hopes of keeping them safe—not without also becoming their jailer.”

I flinched. “I do not know another way. How does one endure the kind of life we have, witnessing the violence we do, and not live in a constant state of panic, fearing that it is only a matter of time until such devastation visits us?”

Dalila was silent for a long moment before finally speaking. “Do not ask me. The devastation visited long ago and all it taught me was to avoid such attachments.”

Her reply pierced me like an arrow—my words had been careless. “I’m sorry,” I said softly, then hesitated. Dalila had always been firm in her refusal to discuss the past, but I could not help but try. “But that’s no way to live. And God willing, you have plenty of years left. Surely—”

“This is the only legacy I desire,” Dalila insisted, nodding at her experiments. “Though as my dearest attachment, Amina—”

“Friend, Dalila. That is the term people use.”

“As my friend, then,” she said, exaggerating the word. “May I offer some advice?” When I nodded, there was no missing the flash of pain in her face. “Heed your family’s pleas. If God forbid the worst happens . . . you will not want to remember being a source of their misery.”






Chapter 3

Troubled by the conversations with my family and Dalila, I slept poorly, unable to get the image of the children, penned up and miserable, out of my mind. When I woke in the latter part of the night, dawn still hours away, I took it as a sign and rose from my bed. Performing my ablutions as silently as possible and whispering my intentions, I laid out my cloak for tahajjud.

The night prayer has always held a special place in my heart; that quiet, blessed time alone with the Most High is a special comfort for those who are heavy with sin and in desperate need of forgiveness, as it is for those who are lost and begging for guidance. And especially for those who are both, such as myself. And so I fell into the rhythms easily, lulled into the drowsy daze that sleepiness and opening one’s heart to God invites.

At first, there was no noise other than the distant crashing of waves on the beach below. Indeed, I was so lost in worship that it took some time for the low, sad song of a bird to catch my ear, to pull my attention. An owl, perhaps, or some other nocturnal fellow, calling softly.

Calling insistently. I paused to listen and almost doubled over at a tightening in my chest. There was that hook, that tug in my heart from the world beyond mortal sight.

One of its creatures was in my home.

I swiftly finished my prayer, not wanting to leave the Almighty in a lurch should I abruptly need Him. The low coo came again as I crept from the courtyard, my bare feet silent upon the cool stone. The sound set every hair on the back of my neck on end. I drew the meteor blade from my waist, listening carefully to discern where the creature was.

It sang another note, a tune more akin to a funeral ululation than the happy chirping of birds, but long enough for me to realize that the sound was coming from the roof. The rest of the house was silent save for Mustafa’s loud snoring. I crept toward the roof, making sure the doors to the rooms where my family members lay sleeping were all closed. Then, clutching the dagger, I climbed the steps.

The night sky was glorious, not a single cloud marring the rich expanse of glittering stars. Indeed, only one form did; perched upon my roof, the feathers of his impressive wings were a brilliant lime in the silver moonlight.

“Khayzur.” I exhaled in relief, immediately tucking my dagger away.

“Amina al-Sirafi.” The peri’s voice was a cool warble. “The Maker’s blessings upon you.”

There was none of his usual warmth in the greeting, and my heart skipped. “Salaam to you, as well.” It was too dark to observe Khayzur properly, but I got the sense the peri was staring at me, waiting. Though for what, I couldn’t imagine. I had handed over the Mortar of Mithridates on a quiet stretch of beach outside the now extremely lost city of Muziris, where the peri and I shared a brief if pleasant chat over tea. Khayzur had been happily surprised by the speed with which my crew had located and retrieved the deadly artifact, and there had been no indication anything was amiss. “Is everything all right?”

Khayzur puffed out, the motion setting dust and fallen leaves swirling in a wild dance across the rooftop. “No, nakhudha.” He said nothing else, as though giving me an opportunity to confess. Or perhaps that was just the guilty nature of a former pirate speaking.

“What are you doing in my home?” I asked instead, heat rising in my voice. I had thought the peri needed a bloodstained feather to track me down, and discovering he could apparently swoop in upon me and my family at any time was an unpleasant revelation—one that seemed intentional, as though Khayzur had concealed such abilities in hopes of catching me when my guard was down.

He fluttered his wings in agitation. “Please do not make this any more difficult than need be. Such a creature is not worth your protection.”

A creature? But then I cursed.

Dalila. It had to be. Apparently her scrapings of the mortar hadn’t gone unnoticed. Though I would be damned if I was going to let the peris claim her.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I insisted, moving away from the steps. “Why don’t we take a walk in the jungle and—”

Khayzur leapt from the edge of the roof proper, and it took everything I had not to stagger back. Power roiled off the peri like invisible waves battering my body. “Amina, cease your pretending. I can tell that he has been here!”

He? Not Dalila, then. I stared in genuine bewilderment. “Who in creation are you speaking about?”

“Your partner! The chaos spirit who calls himself Raksh!” Khayzur’s avian face puckered like he’d eaten a sour berry. “The stench of his magic fouls the very air. Its energy and purpose are so at odds with my own people’s that being in its wake is as though flying through a plume of smoke.”

Raksh? This was about Raksh? Raksh here? Panic raced through my blood, replaced almost instantly by doubt. There was no way Raksh had been here. My estranged spouse was the exact opposite of discreet and self-contained in every way: if Raksh had found me, he would have waltzed in, triumphant and aggrieved, and with as much subtlety as a peacock in heat.

It was almost certainly not Raksh’s magic that Khayzur was sensing. But that left only one other option, and it gutted me.

I swayed on my feet, fighting for balance. Not my Marjana. She is human, she is not him . . . But she did share Raksh’s blood, his heritage, and if Khayzur could detect the presence of a chaos spirit, not even my heart’s denial could pretend otherwise.

So I wouldn’t pretend. But I also wouldn’t let Khayzur learn of her. If the peri council had deemed me a Transgression, no doubt Marjana—the impossible child of a human and a whatever Raksh truly was—would fall under their equally pitiless judgment.

My distracted shock seemed to have stirred Khayzur’s suspicions further. He bobbed his head toward the stairs. “Is he hiding down there?”

Stepping in front of him, I crossed my arms, glaring in defiance. A lifetime of cons had not prepared me to feign affection for Raksh, so I went another direction, leaning into my anger. “He is not. Nor is that creature my partner. He’s a self-centered bastard and I threw him off my ship as soon as we left Socotra.”

Khayzur stared at me, and I was suddenly struck by just how alien and unnerving his colorless eyes were. I could recognize no reaction in those eyes, the gaze of a being so very old and so very foreign who had the lives of those I loved most in his hands.

“I can smell him,” he persevered, but there was new uncertainty in his voice.

“Then perhaps it is from a previous visit,” I lied. Raksh had never set foot in my home and never would if I had anything to say about it. “Or perhaps you sense my bond with him. But I give you my word that he is not here. I would swear it upon the Creator, our Maker. However, if you have it in your head that I will stand aside while you search my home and terrorize my family, you are going to have to kill me where I stand.” I gave him an even look. “And if I recall correctly . . . that would violate your people’s law.”

Khayzur gazed at me for a long moment and then defeat seemed to slump in his shoulders, his wings lowering. “My people twist those laws so easily, Amina,” he warned, but he sounded gentler. Wearier. “Forgive me. The council was prepared to fly as a flock to punish you, and it took all the groveling oaths I could swear to convince them that you played no part and to allow me to summon you alone. Then to arrive and catch the stench of that fiend . . .” He sighed. “You say you threw him off your ship? So you stranded him at sea?”

There was a great deal in Khayzur’s response that I wished to question. But sensing the truth was wiser now, I simply nodded. “Yes.”

“Ah.” Khayzur finally moved away from the stairs, settling again onto his perch. “That would make a degree of sense.”

“Good. Then would you please explain what is going on?” Deciding this was best a discussion not handled in the metaphorical as well as actual dark, I crossed the roof to stoke the smoldering embers of our cookfire. “What has Raksh done?”

“What his kind achieve best: spread discord.” Khayzur shifted slightly, giving the dancing flames a wary look. “Do your people have any stories of a sorceress called Lab?”

I racked my brain but could recall nothing. “No.”

“Then ready yourself for a bit of a tale,” Khayzur began. “For that is the latest entity with whom he has entangled himself. Though in truth, Lab is a bit of a mystery, even for us peris. She must be immortal, though we know little of her elemental composition—perhaps she is a demon or a long-forgotten daeva. But her lair is hidden from our eyes; the marid claim they battled her many centuries ago and trapped her on an island in a fold of the Unseen Realm.”

“They imprisoned her?”

“In a way. The fold contains her magic—contains her—but it is otherwise not a firm boundary; mortals are witnessed occasionally washing upon her shores.”

A fold of the Unseen Realm? Would there ever come a day when a conversation with a magical creature did not leave me baffled? “And what happens to the humans who wash up on an enchanted prison island?” I asked. Between my ill-fated adventure on the peris’ isle and this Lab’s lair, I was beginning to wonder how many missing sailors had lost their lives not to sinking ships but to the nefarious beings of accursed islands.

The peri’s expression didn’t inspire much hope. “If I had to guess, she keeps them as playthings; bewitches and enjoys them as her personal entertainment. But we could not be certain because few have escaped her clutches—and even fewer have survived to tell their tale.” He paused. “Until recently. A single man not only slipped Lab’s leash, he was fortunate to be rescued in the middle of the ocean. An astonishing streak of luck.”

I groaned. “He ran into Raksh.”

Khayzur grimaced, the shadows from the firelight flickering even more monstrously across his avian face. “I believe so. Especially if you abandoned Raksh at sea. He might have been desperate, his magic unpredictable and panicked enough to draw him and this escapee together.”

“It is a pity this Lab did not draw him back in,” I grumbled. Raksh being packed away as the plaything of a sorceress in a hidden fold of the Unseen Realm would solve a great many of my problems. “So what about this scenario has your people all riled up?”

“Because Raksh is telling every mortal he encounters about her! He has the humans all aflutter with dreams of vengeance and riches. They are apparently traipsing from port to port with tales of treasure rooms and beautiful enchantresses, all ripe for the plucking. He is luring even more mortals to Lab’s embrace, eager, hungry men with swords and delusions of grandeur.”

I frowned. That both did and did not sound like Raksh. Oh, I bet he was savoring the ambitions he stoked, but he was a coward who thought little of the future save ensuring his survival. After his being trapped in Socotra, I could not imagine him willingly traveling to a possible magical prison.

It also did not sound like a scenario that would trouble the high-and-mighty peris. “How do your people know all this? Do you spend half your days spying on humans?” When Khayzur said nothing, merely pressing his beak together like a man intentionally keeping a secret, I tried again. “And why would the peri council care? Does this not fall within ‘the standard perimeters of human violence?” I asked scornfully, remembering what the peris had said when I begged their assistance in defeating Falco, warning how many people might die if the Frank gained control of the Moon of Saba.

“It would not concern them,” Khayzur admitted shamefully. “Except that Lab is not the only danger on that island. Over the centuries she has been imprisoned, she has amassed a great number of treasures from her castaways, some magical. And there is one rumored to be in her grasp that has my people petrified.”

Apprehension flooded me. “What is it?”

“Humans would call it a spindle, at least I believe so. A strange device, it was described to me as a sort of stick whose purpose somehow is to . . . make fabric?” Khayzur sounded both unsure and awestruck, as though the concept of spinning was miraculous. “Have you ever heard of such an instrument?”

“You might say that,” I replied, glancing at Marjana’s loom, where two of the “strange devices” lay nearby, in the process of turning fluffy wool into spun thread. “Humans use them all the time. So I hope you’re not implying the very existence of a spindle is a Transgression, because let me tell you . . . that ship has long sailed.”

“No, no,” Khayzur assured. “The devices themselves are clearly of human make and ingenuity. It’s just this particular one that’s dangerous.”

“How?” I prodded.

He hesitated. “We are not entirely sure of the details. It is among the oldest Transgressions, the initial magic having been captured many eons before your Moon of Saba and having only grown more powerful since. For millennia it was isolated, but—”

“But what does it do?” I pressed. “Does it spin cloth of gold or barbed nooses? What’s the magic that’s so concerning?”

“It changes the threads of one’s life,” Khayzur answered somberly. “Whether in your mind or in reality . . . its limits are unknown. The spindle seems confined by proximity for now, but were it here on the roof with us, it might temporarily rewrite your memories to make you entirely forget your family. To make you believe they were enemies who had destroyed your true family. And to act—accordingly. In pulling and unraveling the past threads of your life, it changes the future.”

I went cold. “God forbid such a fate.” Cloth of gold or barbed nooses suddenly sounded innocent; what Khayzur was saying was beyond terrifying. No, it was blasphemous; the most vile and twisted defiance of what God had written for each of us. To not be able to trust one’s own mind, one’s own memories . . .

Khayzur let out a low coo of distress. “It gets worse.”

I didn’t see how that was possible.

He continued. “The spindle seems to have a great affinity for vengeance, for falling into the possession of those most wretchedly wronged. At least it did before it was rumored to disappear into Lab’s possession. It apparently feeds on whatever violent revenge its host can enact.”

It feeds? Horror rushed through me and not just because what Khayzur was saying was ghastly—but because it was familiar. The spindle thriving off revenge, off human emotions . . . It all struck a bit too close to what Raksh told me of the spirits of discord, the “kin” he refused to discuss any further. Did my husband—the creature who longed for the days when he had spun legends and drunk ambition, the demon who begged to stay at my side and spread tales of my glory with an expression of open lust—know such a device existed? Did he wish to retrieve the spindle, to see if it was linked to his people?

Or was this just as it must seem to the peris: a chaos spirit cavorting in drunken taverns, goading humans into death at the hands of a sorceress so he could feed on their momentary dreams? Either way, I resolved to keep such wonderings to myself. The peri council had been ready to condemn me for being associated with Raksh, and I didn’t need to give them any new fears. Especially when I remembered that Khayzur wasn’t just here to intervene.

He had been sent here to summon me. I took a deep breath. “This is the Third Transgression I am to retrieve, isn’t it?”

His voice was apologetic. “I am sorry.”

I closed my eyes, my heart breaking. One month. One month I had savored with my daughter after the six it had taken to hunt down the Mortar of Mithridates. My mother’s accusations of me cavorting about the Indian Ocean while they sat here shut away whirled through my mind, along with my fear over how easily Khayzur had tracked me down, his suspicions of magic in the house. Not to mention the terrifying artifact I was being commanded to retrieve. No, rather to steal—from an immortal sorceress who played with humans like toys and whose lair was notoriously difficult to escape.

God, save me. It was too much. But what could I do other than don the mask of an adventurer and take the job? I could not risk the peris peering too closely into my connection with Raksh or the magic that lingered around my family.

But I tried. “Can’t your people fly to this island and pluck away the spindle? You’re not supposed to interfere in mortal affairs, but this sorceress sounds far from human.”

He shook his head. “We cannot pass the boundaries of her island. Whether that is due to the marid’s intervention or her magic, I am not certain, but I was told it was impossible. And for many centuries, while Lab’s possible possession of the spindle was far from ideal, it was at least trapped on the island with her.”

“Until a chaos spirit starts sending hordes of human fortune hunters there,” I said bleakly. “Is there not a chance she might just gobble them all up upon their arrival?”

“We cannot take that risk,” Khayzur said. “Particularly if Raksh is among them, stoking their chances of survival. The spindle cannot be allowed to leave the island. We need your help, Amina. There is no one else.”

“You might have led with that,” I said acidly. “Not that I would believe the peri council, willing to toss me to my death, would admit to needing the assistance of a lowly mortal.”

He winced. “They would not humble themselves to confess such a limitation. But in this case, it is the truth, nakhudha.”

That did nothing to help my circumstances. To the facts of the job, then. “So, all I have to do is locate some overly powerful sorceress hidden in the Unseen Realm who kidnaps humans for sport, steal a spindle that feeds off vengeance and murderous delusions, and then somehow escape her lair—a lair only one person has apparently successfully fled from in centuries? And do all this before another bunch of humans go after her. Correct?” When Khayzur winced again but did not disagree, I pressed on, despairing, “Any idea where this supposed prison might be?”

“Oh, yes. On that, I can help.” Khayzur raised his hands, a swirl of wind and dust rushing to meet them. “This is how the area looks to me when I am flying; it is a mountainous island located in the belly of the Sea of Pearls—”

“The Sea of Pearls?”

“That is our name. It is not very far from here.” Khayzur spread his arms, and the dust shifted into an undulating map. The borders were rough and though it was strange for me to look upon the peri version of a map—as though soaring directly overhead instead of port and sea stretched before me—the dramatic swoop of coastline, like the crest of a wave, was instantly recognizable, Khayzur’s name only confirming it.

“This is the Persian Gulf,” I murmured, an ill feeling crawling in my belly like a worm. Lab’s island was close—a bit too close, considering how he described the Third Transgression. “You are telling me some immortal witch is holed up over there with a reality-unmaking spindle?”

“Yes and no,” he replied, not making me feel much better. “She is in the Unseen Realm, both there and not. Travel from the land of the two rivers towards the sea’s heart—that seems to be the path her victims take—and you should perceive the magic emanating from her domain.” He paused. “She makes it easy for mortals to fall into her nets. It is the leaving that is difficult.”

“Yes, you have mentioned that. Several times,” I said grimly, studying his map as the dim outlines of a plan formed in my mind. If I had to travel from the “land of the two rivers,” a certain destination might offer an ideal origin . . . “But I have people who make a business out of getting in and out of difficult situations, some of whom know the occult sciences as well. And I am not without my own skills.”

Khayzur hesitated. “What will you do about the chaos spirit?”

What was I going to do about the chaos spirit? I’d been unable to kill Raksh when last we departed, deciding he was a problem for a future day, like a bad debt, and I was nothing if not talented at avoiding payment.

Perhaps I could avoid it further. “Nothing,” I replied, and when Khayzur gave me a questioning look, I continued. “This matter is urgent, no? If I must race Raksh to Lab’s lair, I will make sure to win.”

Khayzur looked skeptical. “And if he is already there?”

Then maybe his luck will ease my escape. I was not one to hold a grudge when needing every advantage to flee a deadly situation. But there was a stilted reluctance in Khayzur’s expression that made me suspect he and I were contemplating very different ends for Raksh.

“Surely you are not expecting me to get rid of him?” I asked. “I retrieve Transgressions for your people. Nothing more.”

“And we would never ask for anything like . . . that,” Khayzur said quickly. “But nevertheless—”

“Mama?” A sleepy voice called from the stairs.

Marjana. Alarm surged through me, and I jumped to my feet. “Go, go!” I hissed, shooing Khayzur away like the peri was a troublesome pigeon.

“But we have not yet—”

“Abominable spindle, Persian Gulf, lethal sorceress: I understand. Go!”

Khayzur opened and closed his beak-like mouth, clear consternation on his face. But then he plucked a feather from his back, shoved it in my hand, and launched from the roof, a blur of silver and green vanishing into the black night. My heart racing, I slipped the feather in my robe and rushed to the staircase to intercept Marjana.

She stumbled into my body and murmured tiredly, “I thought I heard you.”

I pulled her into a hug, wrapping her tight in my arms. She was warm and cozy, the scent of her hair and the familiarity of her snuggle tearing through my heart. I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself. Trying to pretend I had not just faced down a creature who could have blown my house off the cliff and been handed yet another arduous, dangerous quest that was going to rip me away from my family. I clasped Marjana closer, pressing my face against the crown of her head. I wanted to weep.

Instead, I lied. “I could not sleep and decided to take some air.” I swallowed hard, trying to keep my voice from cracking. “What are you doing awake?”

She disentangled herself from my embrace. “I . . . I don’t know,” she said, rubbing her eyes and sounding confused. “I was dreaming . . . There were dolphins in all the colors of the rainbow and then one of them became Payasam. I woke up to her yelling. She’s very upset downstairs.”

“Cats can be dramatic.” I adjusted her shawl to better ward off the night’s chill. “Maybe she had her own strange dream.”

But Marjana frowned. “She was hissing in the direction of the roof. I came up to look and it felt . . . it felt like someone was calling me before I heard your voice.” She glanced up, her big dark eyes more awake now and perplexed. “Was it you?”

Khayzur’s words about sensing the presence of a chaos spirit hissed in my mind. “No,” I managed, forcing a smile. “But dreams can do strange things.”

“I suppose.” She stepped past me to cross the roof, looking in the direction Khayzur had flown. She ran her fingers over the spot where the peri had perched. “This feels cold.”

“It’s a chilly night.” I moved toward her. “Come, my heart, let’s get you back to bed.”

But Marjana didn’t seem to hear me, her gaze troubled as she glanced around the roof and at the midnight sky. Finally, she let out a shaky breath. “Mama, can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“When you were my age, did you ever feel . . . strange?”

I stared at my daughter. She’d shot up in the past year, not quite the height I boasted at eleven, but enough to indicate she’d be a tall adult. Long gone were the chubby cheeks and pudgy hands of childhood; indeed, she’d started braiding her hair like Hala, my stylish sister-in-law. Increasingly I could see an echo of the young woman Marjana was becoming, and her inquiry was perhaps the most normal of questions, a topic treaded upon by daughters and mothers for countless generations.

But I strongly suspected Marjana was not asking about monthly bleeding or the other accompanying irritations and blessings of becoming a woman.

Of all times to have this conversation . . . However, I forced myself to set aside the confrontation with Khayzur. Marjana needed her mother, not a distracted pirate-adventurer.

“All the time, beloved.” I moved to stand beside her at the roof’s edge. Below the midnight ocean churned, a shifting sinuous mass vibrant with reflected starlight and the untold life swimming in its fathomless depths. “People used to ask your grandmother if she stretched my limbs at night to make me grow. And as you can imagine, wanting to run away to sea was not exactly a respectable thing for a young girl to desire. But I grew into my strangeness, I even learned to love it.” I tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “Jana, the truth is that even adults are still learning who they really are, still uncertain, still dreaming. It’s part of life.”

“But did you ever feel really strange?” she persisted. “Not because you wanted a different life or because you were so tall . . . but because there was something different at your very core?” She bit her lip, hesitating. “Something that made you different even from the people in your family?”

I opened and closed my mouth. It would have been cruel to say yes: to tell her of my childish fantasies that I belonged to a kingdom of sea djinn or a race of mythical warrior women. For in my case, those had been just that—fantasies.

But Marjana’s sense of being different was no fantasy.

She is suffocating. My mother’s warning came back to me, her fear that Marjana was suffocating here, locked away as she left childhood, the only part of her life I could shelter.

Maybe it was time to move beyond that.

Taking a seat on the low stone wall that ran along the roof’s edge, I pulled her close, cupping one of her small cheeks in my broad palm. “Jana, you are my daughter, dearer to me than my own life, my own heart. No matter what difference arises between us, that will never change, understand? I will always love you, always support you. But for now . . .” I took a deep breath, not entirely certain what would come next, only that I would need to temper my reaction and put my child’s feelings first. “Tell me what’s going on.”

It was as though a dam burst. “I know I heard a voice,” she insisted. “Felt a voice . . . like—like something was reaching out to spy on me. And when I came up here . . . that feeling lingered. Like when the wind is gone, but leaves are still following in its wake. And sometimes when I’m walking outside . . . there are these whispers and shadows only I notice.” She met my gaze, her eyes wide with fear. “Do you ever feel like that, Mama?”

Ever since I was spirited off the peri island, changed forever. I chose my next question with care. “Do you ever feel like that inside the house?”

Marjana shook her head. “Not really. Not until tonight.”

My spirits sank. If Marjana was sensing aspects of the Unseen Realm—chiefly its creatures—it made sense that she didn’t feel them inside our home because upon my return from Socotra, I had chased out several tiny, scaled beasts and a winged shadow with my meteor blade, roaring prayers and threats down upon them. I, too, heard and saw hints of the magical world in the groves and waters that surrounded our house, but never inside. Such creatures apparently feared the giant human with the ill temper and magical blade.

“And have you . . . have you always felt this way?” I asked, masking the worry in my voice. “Or has it been more recently?”

Her gaze dropped to her lap. “It’s been since forever,” she confessed in a trembling voice that broke my heart. “I think I’ve always known I was different from the rest of you, but hearing and seeing things . . . not so much. And it’s happening more and more. Like—like something’s living inside me and getting bigger. And I don’t want it there! What if it’s a demon or evil spirit—” Her voice fractured in fright. “There’s an old lady in Salalah who rants about being possessed by a djinn—”

“Jana, my love, breathe,” I urged, trying to calm her down. “There isn’t a djinn inside you. There’s nothing bad inside you. I promise.”

She pulled back to look me in the face, her expression so clearly wanting to believe. “But how do you know?”

Faltering for a response, I said the only thing I could. “Because your father’s people . . . they were also—different.”

Marjana immediately straightened up, wonder and curiosity blooming across her face. “Baba was like me? Then this feeling . . . it’s not evil? His people are good?”

Every vile thing Raksh had ever done, every selfish betrayal, every lie—the way he was utterly inhumane—flashed across my memory. Raksh had once implied there were spirits of discord that had less blood on their hands, beings that fed off the disruptive joy of new love and new babies, discoveries and wonders . . . but he was a liar.

And so was I. “Yes,” I whispered, having no other recourse and hating myself for it. “They’re good. All people have some good.”

“Who are they?” Marjana pressed again, more fervently. “Where do they live? Does Baba have any relatives? Can I meet them?”

“No, they don’t—I mean—” I flustered for a response. “Your father was not close to his kin. He had not been home in many years and rarely spoke of his people and their land. Except to confess that they were different. They had . . . an affinity for magic.”

Marjana’s eyes were wide with hope. “An affinity for magic? What does that mean?”

“I could not say,” I replied, evading the few truths I knew. And God help me, they were few. I knew nothing of these “spirits of discord” whom Raksh claimed reluctant kinship with, save that they were unfathomably old; my estranged spouse saying the very word humans had used for his race was long extinct. “I’m sorry, Marjana. Our marriage was not a long one and we met as travelers at sea. That sort of life does not attract people who like to talk about their past.”

“But he was your husband,” Marjana pointed out. “My father. Surely you must at least know where he hailed from. Auntie Hala and Uncle Mustafa are always whispering together; Auntie Hala teases him, saying she knows all his secrets.”

A flush of embarrassment swept over me. Granted, I would rather Marjana grow up having my brother’s happy marriage to a woman he adored and doted upon—a match properly arranged by our mother—as her reference for how spouses should treat each other. But I was not quite prepared to tell my eleven-year-old that I’d cycled through husbands based on how attractive and competent they were in bed and at sailing. And I was definitely not ready to admit that I had married her father while drunk so we could sleep together.

“Our relationship was not like that,” I finally replied. “I know very little else about his people, but I’m sure that if they have an affinity for magic, that explains how you feel. So it is nothing to fear.”

Marjana was looking at me like I had lost my mind. “But, Mama . . . that explains nothing. What does such an affinity mean? Will it grow stronger? What if it frightens people?”

I had no response. To tell her not to worry would be worse than a lie. People always feared those that were different, and all I had to offer Marjana was ignorance. An ignorance that had already proven dangerous; I had barely learned that the spell that bound the Moon of Saba could enslave her before I needed to prevent it from falling into the hands of a sorcerer. And it was an ignorance that had forced me to spare Raksh, bitterly aware that as much as I distrusted him, he was the only link I had to my daughter’s origins.

And look how that turned out. The asshole was traipsing his way through the ports and taverns of the Persian Gulf while I needed to abandon Marjana yet again to clean up his mess. But staring at my daughter now—who had revealed her heart’s worries only to emerge more lost—made me feel utterly useless.

“We’ll figure it out,” I promised. “Together. I’m not going to let anything bad happen to you, my love.” I squeezed her hand. “I swear.”

She leaned into my warmth, letting out a shaky exhale I mistook for relief. But only briefly, until she asked the question that haunted our home.

“But what about when you leave?”






Chapter 4

Dalila’s assessment was blunt. “You should have killed him.”

I hung my head in my hands. “I know.”

“We had the perfect opportunity. He was already in chains. We could have weighted his ankles and tossed him overboard. Let him try and make one of his deals with a shark.”

“He’d probably succeed.” I rubbed my neck, tension radiating down my spine. My hands were quaking with the need to strike, to throw; to do something to spend the nervous energy boiling in my blood. At times like this, my transformation was a curse: supernatural strength unequipped to share space in a body with mortal emotions. “God only knows if Raksh even can be killed.”

“He certainly fears it,” Dalila declared. “And I suspect that would have accomplished the task if you had taken the chance.”

She nodded to the meteor blade at my waist, and I grimaced. I had indeed been tempted; when last we met and Raksh spoke so dreamingly of traveling together, of using his magic to “make me a legend,” I had been seized with the fear he would never let me go. My instincts had screamed at me to take the mystical dagger to his throat, to sever our attachment like a broken sail threatening to capsize my life.

I had stayed my hand. (I had done more, but we needn’t dwell upon it. Married ladies have needs.) And now I was in another mess because of him.

“He is Marjana’s father, Dalila,” I said quietly. Desperately. “How can I be the one who slays her father? Especially now, when she is aching for answers about her heritage?”

“And you would do what? Introduce them? Invite him to dinner with your family so he can coach your daughter in the best ways to murder and deceive?” She scoffed. “We both know you are not going to entangle that demon any deeper into your life. Allowing him to live only gives him more opportunity to endanger you. To endanger all of us.”

I said nothing, despair snaring me as thoroughly as it had since I had bid Marjana good night, kissing the top of her head and promising the morning would bring lighter spirits, knowing all along it was a lie. It was only after breakfast that I succeeded in dragging Dalila out of earshot, claiming I needed the petite, not very nature-loving “apothecary” to join me fishing.

Dalila sighed, tossing the net she’d been doing a poor job of disentangling at my feet. “This is a mess.”

“What isn’t?” I asked bleakly, picking up the net. “Regardless . . . Raksh is not the immediate problem.”

“Ah, yes, the delightful task of stealing the most dangerous object I’ve ever heard of from an immortal sorceress.”

I glared at her. “You did insist upon taking part in these quests.”

“Her island better have some uniquely lethal flora,” she grumbled. “And if I come upon any more magical apothecary tools, I will be taking them, the peris be damned. Have you a plan?”

“Not yet.” I picked through the net, plucking free snarls of seaweed and clumps of shells, severed crab pincers and other such detritus. It felt good to accomplish something with my hands, the action helping my fevered mind settle. “Despite Khayzur’s pleas of urgency, this mortal can travel only so swiftly, and it will take a couple of weeks to summon the Marawati back from Aden.” Tinbu and Majed had sailed on after dropping us off, and it was going to take some diplomacy to command them back, convince enough of the crew to join, and find other arrangements for the cargo my ship was supposed to carry on to Mogadishu. The peris were going to cost me a lot of money.

No, Raksh is going to cost you a lot of money. I tied a knot with more force than was necessary and the netting snapped.

“And then?” Dalila asked. “We wander around the Persian Gulf?”

“No wandering the Persian Gulf,” I replied. “Well—not exactly. Khayzur said peris typically witness human beings snatched as they traveled southward and so that is what we shall do. But first, we go north for more information.”

A look of understanding washed over Dalila’s face, followed by something more complicated. Trepidation, fear . . . I could scarcely identify it before it was gone, her face its usual mask.

“Baghdad,” she said, her voice flat. “You seek Jamal.”

“Judging from his letters, that uncle of his has an admirable library on the occult and Jamal himself has likely forgotten more about the supernatural world than I’ve learned in my whole life. God willing, he can tell us more about this Lab and her accursed spindle.”

“That is quite the detour.”

“I see no other option. The peris can squawk about me dragging my feet, but it is a risk I’ll take if it increases our chances of surviving and escaping her kingdom.” I met her gaze—or rather tried to, for she was staring at the sea. “You need not come,” I added, hoping to avoid sounding patronizing. Dalila had not returned to Iraq since we first met, adamant that the Banu Sasan were still after her. “We can meet—”

“And what about Raksh?” she asked, changing the subject. “You don’t believe he, or more importantly, that escapee he’s dragging around might be able to offer better information?”

I shook my head. “It’s not worth the risk. I don’t need Raksh learning about the spindle and wondering what chaos he could wreak with such an object.”

“You’re only putting off the inevitable, Amina. And turning down the chance to learn about Lab directly from the last man to deal with her.”

“We don’t have time to search every den of dreamers and criminals in the Persian Gulf, Dalila. We must steal a magical object and outwit a witch, and the person who might know how to do both lives in Baghdad.”

For a long moment, we stared at each other in mutual irritation. Neither of us said the accusations hanging in the air, that the other was letting their personal fears color their judgment, but we didn’t need to. There may be many blessings in long-standing friendships, but they also have their pitfalls—such as someone knowing when you’re full of shit.

Finally I stood, unraveling the net. Ahead the sea sparkled in the morning light, my rowboat waiting. “Let’s go. I’ll need to write Majed and Tinbu, but we should come back with enough fish that our stealing away to talk doesn’t provoke suspicion.”

“You underestimate how savvy your family already is.” Dalila fanned herself with her headdress, giving the sea a dubious look. “Also, you do realize I am not accompanying you in that rickety boat to go sweat in the sun?”

“It is a beautiful day! What place more blessed to spend it than upon God’s most glorious ocean?”

Dalila grimaced. “You and I have a very different relationship to boats. Besides, I need to check part of my experiment before noon.”

“Why?” I asked, alarmed.

“Stop delaying me and you won’t need to find out.” She shooed me off. “Go. We have a lot of work.”

* * *

We certainly did. Recalling the Marawati and disrupting the plans of my crew and business partners was no easy task, requiring me to pull more contacts than I had for some time. As for my family, they remained in the dark about my plans at first, delighted to have me safe at home and enthusiastically discussing the possibility of moving to Salalah. Marjana stuck close, spinning at my feet as I wrote and dispatched letters to my companions and clients, but my careful inquiries into our conversation about magic or suggestions we walk together in the groves and coves where she felt the Unseen were quietly shut down, and it was impossible not to feel as though I had failed her. She had turned to me for comfort, for answers, and I had left her with only disquieting revelations she couldn’t explore. Though I was happy to savor every moment we had together before parting yet again, it was heartbreaking to see the speed at which she shut down the curiosity that had so briefly lit her face that night on the roof.

And I was starting to fear that my mother was correct: our quiet, isolated life—one in which I had tried to shelter Marjana from my past and her origins—had instead smothered a spark I should have nourished. I would watch her silently working at her loom and entertain wild dreams of taking her on one of my journeys, of finding gentler magics we could explore and telling her she was not alone . . . That I, too, could see this world.

But then I would be reminded of the pitiless peri court, of Khayzur’s astonishing power and Raksh’s casual cruelty. Was it not better to keep Marjana away from this world as long as possible? There had always been people who claimed a connection with the supernatural. Women who tied love knots to secure a match, scholars who drew talismanic squares with sacred numbers, unfortunates whose seizing fits were blamed on djinn. If Marjana’s affinity never went beyond sensing the sighs and jewel-bright gazes of creatures from the Unseen, she could learn to live a normal life.

If.

As she had pointed out, however: I needed to leave again—and sooner than I had anticipated, with Tinbu and Majed’s surprise arrival on the Marawati barely a month after I wrote. Majed had been in Mecca with his family, a far easier journey down to Aden this time of year than from Mogadishu. They arrived so soon, it took my own family by surprise, forcing me into a lie about chasing down a good opportunity in Baghdad.

And they were not happy.

My mother all but smacked me with a wooden spoon when I brought her the last batch of fish I caught the night before we departed. Mustafa could take the boat if needed, but he’d never had much talent at fishing and was needed in his workshop.

“Is this your peace offering, then, eh?” she accused. “Make more work for me to do the salting while your poor child weeps in a tree?”

The tree comment stung; in a bout of true hurt and adolescent rage, Marjana was refusing to see me off, retreating instead to a favorite spot in the jungle. And so my response was sharper than I intended, sparking from my own grief. “Is what I do not work? My duty to the Marawati keeps a roof over our heads!”

“Then allow your brother to put a roof over our heads!” she retorted, her words cracking like a whip. “He has all but begged to do so!”

He had—an offer I might have contemplated if my duty to the peris didn’t call. But I could scarcely tell my mother that. “It is not that simple, Amma,” I said instead, giving her an aggravated kiss on the brow. “I will return as swiftly as I can, God willing.”

“Until the next ‘business trip’ too promising to turn away comes along,” she replied bitterly, turning the excuse I’d given them against me. But she sounded more resigned than angry. “At least tell that friend of yours that if she accompanies you again and takes my kitchenware, I’m going to put her to work.” My mother shook her head, reaching for a cooking knife. “What a strange creature. Found her sneaking around in here before the sun came up, packing a saddlebag. As though we don’t feed guests.”

I frowned. Dalila had been looking for provisions? It wasn’t the strangest thing she’d done, particularly when it came to procuring her own food and drink, but she had seemed to accept that the Marawati’s cook, Hamid, wasn’t trying to poison her, and my ship—awaiting us offshore—was freshly supplied.

Odd. “I shall be sure to let her know.” I did need to check on Dalila, to see if she required assistance carrying her bags and equipment. And so I left my muttering mother to the fish and headed for the cellar.

The hatch had been left open though no smoke billowed out. Perhaps my friend had finally realized the merit of fresh air. A weak light emanated, though, as if from a single flickering lamp.

“Dalila?” I called as I made my way down the steps.

There was no response. I stepped into the main chamber, surprised to find it empty. And not just of Dalila—but of nearly everything associated with her. All that sat on the table now was an oil lamp close to extinguished and a carefully stacked pile of pilfered kitchen supplies. Her experiments, her apothecary tools, her staff and her saddlebag . . . all gone.

Which perhaps shouldn’t have alarmed me—we were indeed departing tomorrow. But I had journeyed many years with Dalila and she was never this punctual. I had to pull her from brewing potions, cart armfuls of her possessions while she lifted nothing but her staff and whatever venomous substance was most precious to her at the time. Between her hasty packing and gathering food . . .

I ran back up the steps. I searched the house and the grounds, calling her name to no avail as the sun slipped beneath the burning horizon. None of my family had seen Dalila since this morning and I’d been too occupied with last-minute preparations to check in with her.

Perhaps she has gone to the Marawati in advance? But when I spoke to the sailors resting around a bonfire on the beach, none had seen her.

“Apologies, nakhudha,” Varun, one of Tinbu’s old recruits, said. “Trust me, I’d remember if she asked to be rowed out to the ship; we all would.” He blushed. “Everyone’s a bit afraid of her.”

My hopes were low even before I returned to the house to find a still-sullen Marjana sitting in the courtyard, dragging a stick through the dirt.

“Ay, have you returned from the jungle?” I asked, too stressed over my companion’s disappearance to be kind. “Your grandmother needs your help; you cannot be running off to play in the trees when your family requires you.”

Marjana’s response was low. “Would it be more acceptable if I ran away to sea?”

The sarcastic rebuke was so unlike her that I was momentarily speechless. A distraction Marjana took full advantage of—shooting to her feet and shoving a bundle in my hands before I could protest.

“She said she’ll find you.”

I was flabbergasted. “She?” I glanced down at the bundle in my hands as Marjana stomped away. It was my weapon’s belt.

I frowned, still not understanding. The belt should have been in my room; yesterday I’d taken everything apart to clean the sheathes and polish my blades, leaving it disassembled to dry out. My grandfather’s dagger with its distinctive leopard-headed hilt had been returned to its rightful place. But in the binding meant for the meteor blade—the meteor blade Dalila had eyed when we fought over our plan of action—there was nothing.

“No,” I whispered in horror, understanding dawning over me. “Dalila, you fool.”

But it was I who was the fool and far too late. Because Dalila was already gone.

She had gone after Raksh.

* * *

The Marawati remained ready to depart at first light. I debated the merit of delaying a few days, searching the hills and Salalah with my men for the elusive Mistress of Poisons, but I knew it was futile. Dalila was a trained member of the Banu Sasan. She vanished and reappeared as though slipping in and out of the al-Ghayb, spoke a dozen tongues, and could change her appearance as though a sorceress herself; there was no way I could trace her.

And so I cursed her while fearing for her. No doubt Dalila could keep herself safe while discreetly searching the Persian Gulf’s most debauched haunts for my estranged spouse, but their possible confrontation frightened me. Until I had been transformed, Raksh had always easily overpowered me. He’d even been close to killing us back in Socotra. But he was also the consummate coward, more interested in self-preservation than anything else.

Would he flee? Or would he fight? I had never seen Raksh take a human life, but not out of sentiment. Rather like how someone might prefer not to squash a bug, but only to avoid the mess. As for Dalila, I knew if she had the chance, her hand would not falter. But if she hoped to learn what she could from Lab’s escapee, I doubt killing Raksh, his supposed savior, would loosen any tongues.

Needless to say, my temper was close to fraying as Mustafa helped me carry my final traveling trunks to the beach that morning. My little brother didn’t appear to notice my spirits, in a cheerful mood despite my abrupt departure as he chatted about work and family.

“And you will be happy to learn the roof has recently been repaired,” he was saying. “I know how you despise battling the leaks here.”

The comment finally drew me from my racing thoughts. “The roof?” I asked. “What roof?”

“The roof of the new house in Salalah,” Mustafa explained. “Have you been listening to anything I’ve said?”

Ah, yes, the new house in Salalah. “About that . . .” I hesitated, knowing my next words were not going to be well received. “I think it best to delay such a decision until I return.”

Mustafa spun on me so fast that he nearly dropped his half of the trunk. “What? Since when? When we discussed this, you seemed amenable . . . The owner and I have already settled on a price!”

“Ay, and who told you to do such a thing when we were still in negotiations ourselves?” I stepped closer to take the trunk’s full weight on my shoulder: In truth, I did not need my brother’s help. I doubted I could load the trunks with anything that would make them too heavy for me to carry. “The situation has changed, Mustafa.”

“Changed?” he repeated, stunned. “What could have changed in just a few weeks?”

I was visited by a giant supernatural bird who sensed my daughter’s presence. Khayzur seemed to believe my deflection that the magic he detected here belonged to Raksh’s past presence. How long would that last, though? What if he tracked my family down in a new home and noticed it there as well?

I could not take that risk. “I am not certain Salalah is safe.”

Mustafa gave me an exasperated look. “Amina, I have worked in Salalah for ten years. My wife’s family has lived there for generations. Marjana and Amma have visited regularly despite your protests. There is nothing for you to worry over! No one suspects us! No one cares! And if you are truly so concerned about people hunting down the family of the infamous nakhudha Amina al-Sirafi, why don’t you stop being her?” He gestured to the Marawati, floating on the sparkling dawn water like a tethered cloud. “There are plenty of retired nawakhidha who don’t sail their own ships. Who let other captains take legitimate—”

“That is not a choice I have!” I snapped.

My brother didn’t back down; if anything, my outburst seemed to make him more determined. “And why is that, sister? What are you chasing out there that draws you away again and again?”

I seized the saddlebag from his hand. “I do not have time for this.”

Mustafa pressed his lips in an unhappy line, his gaze passing over the baggage I was carrying. The baggage that no normal person should have been able to shoulder alone. I was usually careful about concealing my improved strength and abilities from my family. But I could tell from the utter lack of surprise in my brother’s face that I had not been cautious enough.

He spoke again. “We all dance around it, you know. The way you mutter to creatures no one else sees, the way you no longer seem to tire . . . By the Almighty, Amina, I once witnessed you lift your entire fishing boat off the beach to scrape barnacles when you thought you were alone. And these trips you’re so mysterious about—” His brown eyes pinned me. “Something happened when you took that rich lady’s job in Aden. You came back different.” He paused and his expression grew gentler. “Sister, you are so tightly wrapped in secrets, it’s a wonder you can breathe. But if you insist on dictating the terms of our lives while you have your adventures, you cannot hoard the reasons why.”

I stared at my little brother, at the man he had grown into. A respected craftsman, with a normal, loving family. A modest, safe life; one I had been hellbent on ensuring he would enjoy and yet one that made us foreign to each other. What could Mustafa understand of my world? Forget the criminal aspects, the rush of a deadly fight and the stain of the worst sins . . . How could I explain Raksh? The magic that had changed me and my bargain with the peris, things out of a fable? What if, overwhelmed, he understandably told Hala? And she, in turn, told her family? The thought of people discovering Marjana’s true heritage when I was not home to protect her . . .

Yet neither could I stay to look after her, and therein lay the dilemma in all my other dilemmas. My fragile and brief hope that I might be able to balance my adventures with motherhood suddenly seemed so naïve. There were no good options here, and yet I confess I suddenly did want to be on my ship, away from this morass.

So, like a coward—like the pirate I still was—I seized the opportunity to make a quick exit. “Mustafa, there is no time for this right now. When I return, we shall talk. I swear.”

He was already shaking his head. “One of the times you return here, Amina, we won’t be waiting. And not because we’ve been snatched away by whatever demons live in your head. But because of you.”

He turned away without another word, sand kicking up from his bare feet. I watched him trudge home, apologies and explanations lying unspoken in my mouth. It was a terrible note on which to part and yet I held my tongue.

And then returned to the sea, fleeing just as they had all accused.






Chapter 5

Majed dropped a chart in my lap. “What do you think?”

I started from my thoughts, blinking up at him in the bright sunlight, as the Marawati swayed beneath me. “What?”

“You said this Khayzur of yours spun you a map of the Persian Gulf in dust . . .” He tapped his own map and gave me a knowing look. “I have permitted you several days of hand-wringing. Now, we work. Where do you think this Lab’s lair is? I am curious as to whether there are any recorded maritime oddities in the area.”

By God, had the brooding been that obvious? I didn’t need my crew fearing their nakhudha was distracted. The sailing thus far had been blessedly trouble-free, but my men deserved a captain whose head was on straight.

“Apologies.” I gestured for him to join me on the bench. “Charts and oddities . . . Let me recall.” I had taken notes shortly after my testy confrontation with the peri, not trusting my memory, but I had few specifics. “Khayzur’s map was bizarre to the eye, and the island where Lab is rumored to be imprisoned was not only small, it was shifting in and out of visibility. But if I recall, it seemed in the gulf’s very navel, closer to the eastern coast.”

Majed frowned, looking at his map. “Near Reishahr?”

“From the sound of it, not near anything human. Apparently it appears due to magic and lures ships close with little warning. Khayzur said I should be able to sense it.”

He pulled at his beard. “I hope to peruse the booksellers’ street in Baghdad for additional nautical texts, but nothing in my sources discuss such a place.”

“You’re assuming enough of Lab’s victims escaped that there are records. Khayzur did not leave me with nearly so much hope.”

“Careful, sister. I am protective of my role as the crew’s pessimist.” His voice softened. “I take it the parting with your family was not an easy one?”

I glanced at him, spotting the same slump to his shoulders and somber gaze I suspect I sported. “You too?”

Majed grimaced. “I thought we’d have more time. Nasteho was understanding, but not pleased . . . Ay, no, do not make that face. I do not say it to guilt you, only that I understand.”

I fixed my gaze back on the sea, the vast watery depth that I had devoted myself to since childhood, that now separated me from those I loved most. “There is only so much time in this life. Only so many years that they are children. It seems yesterday that Marjana was a babe. When I think of the days—the months—that I stand to lose with her on these quests . . .”

“Do not torture yourself with those thoughts, Amina; they will only ail your heart.” But Majed spoke so swiftly, so fervently that I knew he felt the same pain. “And this world is only a shadow of the one we are promised.”

“Amen.” But then I spoke again. “Did you tell Nasteho everything about our new direction in business?”

He shook his head. “No. She would only worry, and truthfully, I want my family unaware of all this magic.”

I sighed. “I fear I’ve lost that option. Mustafa is already suspicious. Says they all are. Between that and Dalila running off . . .”

“Yes, that certainly was a choice.” Majed sat back from his map. “Dalila has always made clear her reluctance to return to Baghdad, but setting after Raksh and Lab’s escapee on her own?” He tutted. “That is rash even for her.”

Tinbu climbed up to join us “What is with the long faces? Are you two also despondent at leaving so many trussed-up trade ships in possession of their cargo? Sailing through here is like passing an orchard in full bloom with empty hands. Surely to pluck one or two would be no harm? And good for our coffers.”

“Do not tempt me,” I groused. For though I was not averse to a continued bit of smuggling and mischief, I was trying to draw a line at outright piracy—both for the sake of my soul and because I didn’t need any more enemies. But I seized upon the change in subject. “I think our coffers are adequate—well, I’ve seen them worse anyway. With the payment in Muscat and perhaps picking up a couple supply runs on the way to Baghdad, we should be stable enough, God willing.”

Tinbu let out a disappointed sigh. “Fine. I shall sadly look upon every ship we pass and merely dream of the riches within . . .” He grinned when I glared. “It’s too bad Dalila isn’t here, she would agree with me.”

“If only she were here.” I shook my head. “I want to search at least some of her old hunting grounds. See if anyone has had word.”

“We might waste months doing so and you know it,” Majed chided. “She is cunning and capable, and if she doesn’t wish to be found, she won’t be.”

Tinbu chuckled. “Getting affectionate in your elder years, Majed. I’m going to tell her about such a compliment.”

“If Dalila succeeds in dealing with Raksh, I will shower her with compliments every day for the rest of my life,” Majed declared. “Gifts, blessings. There will be no end.”

“Oh, I don’t know . . .” Tinbu leaned against the rudder, crossing his arms. “Does it not feel wrong to kill him in such a manner? My gods, he has a Banu Sasan assassin on his tail, plotting his interrogation and execution. And for what? Rescuing a man adrift at sea and boasting about treasure over drink?”

Majed drew up in a huff. “That is hardly all Raksh has done! He doomed Asif, he partnered with a Frankish sorcerer to hunt us down, he stole our boat and left us to be eaten by a sea monster! And he is very, very bad for Amina.” Majed shook a finger in my face as though scolding a wayward child for wanting to play with a poisonous snake.

Though to be fair . . . that was not the worst metaphor for my relationship with Raksh.

Tinbu tilted his head. “But was he not also our companion? For a little while?”

Now Majed glared at him. “This is because he has a tail, isn’t it? You lose your wits when it comes to animals. This is the rabid fox you brought on the Marawati all over again.”

“You don’t know it had rabies. It didn’t bite anyone!”

“Then there was the foul-mouthed parrot in Kilwa . . .”

“It could say my name!”

“That was not your name in the local tongue, Tinbu,” Majed countered. “It was a slur. And then there’s your cat.”

Tinbu straightened up like he’d been challenged to a duel. “What about my cat?”

I stepped in before my first mate threw my navigator overboard. “Majed loves Payasam,” I insisted. “As much as his own children. Look!” I added, spotting the aforementioned feline from the corner of my eye. “Here she is now.”

Tinbu gave us both aggravated looks but smiled at his cat, making kissy sounds as Majed rolled his eyes. “Come here, Payasam, my gorgeous girl. Majed wishes to give your ears a proper scratch.”

But the cat ignored him, picking her way over the ropes cluttering the deck. She appeared briefly stumped by the water cistern in her way—the cistern that had been in the same place longer than she’d been alive—and then continued on, darting through an opening in the cargo hold.

“Your lap has been replaced, my friend.” I laughed. “Perhaps it is this nonsense you and Marjana have about splitting her. Your cat does not have enough wits to have two homes.” Upon meeting Tinbu’s idiot pet, my daughter had fallen irretrievably in love. A heartbroken but understanding Tinbu and she had arranged a ridiculous and overly complicated plan that involved the blasted animal living in my house part of the time.

And now I’d taken Marjana’s cat away, too, I realized. Just another reason for her to hate me.

Majed frowned. “I have seen her go into the hold a few times. Maybe we have mice, and the cat has finally learned how to be a cat.”

Tinbu looked even more concerned at that prospect. “She has been going down there, but I’ve never seen her successfully kill anything. Or hunt anything. Or demonstrate any awareness of vermin.” He rose to his feet. “But I shall check. We don’t want to risk the wheat we’re taking to Basrah.”

“Please do,” I urged him. “The peris are costing us enough money already.” I turned back to Majed as Tinbu headed off. “Let me see your charts,” I said, not wanting to talk about Raksh, Dalila, Marjana, or any of my other various woes. “Maybe there is something there.”

But Majed and I hadn’t gotten very far into our discussion when Tinbu poked his head out of the hold.

“Amina?” His voice was oddly strained. “Can you come down here for a moment?”

I glanced up from the charts. “Mice?”

Tinbu gave me a pained grimace. “Not quite.”

Puzzled, I followed him into the creaking hold. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the lack of light, the only illumination whatever sunlight managed to pierce the deck, falling in dusty rays. The air was close and musty, the ceiling so low that I was forced to duck as I maneuvered past supplies and trade goods, all lashed into place so as to not unbalance the ship. Payasam was purring upon one of the crates, twitching her scraggly tail and gazing adoringly at a shadowed niche between a heap of trunks.

And sitting there, looked disheveled and guilty, was Marjana.

* * *

There have been many times when my Marawati felt overly small; crowded and smothering, a tiny blip of surface surrounded by the sea and shared with too many malodorous bodies. And yet never more than after all but hauling Marjana out of the cargo hold—a hold in which she’d spent a week!—and hastily checking her over for dehydration and injury. She sat now in a patch of shade on my captain’s bench while I paced what narrow length I could and tried not to scream.

“I had no choice,” she declared, crossing her arms in uncharacteristic defiance.

“You had no choice? No choice?” I spluttered. “Was our home about to be swept away by some beast? Were you being chased by bandits? Do you have any idea how foolish this was? How much danger you’ve put yourself into? By the Most High, Marjana, how do you think Grandma felt when she realized you were missing? She is elderly! Their hearts cannot take such shocks!”

At that, Marjana shrank back. “But I left a note. In my bed. Saying I was with you.”

“That is worse!” Unable to control myself, I let out a stream of curses in every tongue I knew and wrenched at the tail of my turban. Finally able to take a breath, I asked, “What am I to do with you? I am already delayed and going back will cost me time I do not have!” I continued my pacing and swearing, my brain abuzz with a dozen terrible options. Marjana hugged her knees to her chest, looking even smaller and more fragile as I ranted. I wanted to scream at her as much as I wanted to wrap my arms around her and keep her safe.

She spoke again, her voice tiny. “Are you very mad?”

“Yes!” Realizing I was shredding my belt, I stopped, but the motion caught Marjana’s attention and she seemed to deflate.

“I’m sorry, Mama,” she whispered. “But I did not know what to do. Everyone wants so badly to move to Salalah. I do too, but I know you don’t think it’s safe for me. But they would be so happy. So I figured . . .” She nervously smoothed her dress over her knees. “You always say sailing is safe when I worry about you. So I hoped . . . that maybe I could join you. I can learn to sail and see all the places you go.” She glanced up, her eyes bright. “And maybe together we’ll find Baba’s people. The ones who can do magic.”

Guilt instantly snared me. “Marjana . . .” I let out a messy breath. “The decision about Salalah is complex. But not your fault. It is something that your grandmother, uncle, and I simply need to discuss further.”

The open doubt on Marjana’s face reminded me too much of the teenager she was swiftly becoming. “And Baba? His kin? I know you said you didn’t have answers about their magic, but if we found more people like him—”

“We won’t.”

“But how do you know?”

I fought for a response. “It’s complicated. You are too young to understand.”

True frustration bloomed in her expression now, an emotion my quiet daughter rarely articulated. “You always say that. When I try to tell you my fears, when I ask why you have to leave, you always tell me that I won’t understand. But you’ve never let me try.”

Your child is suffocating. My mother’s warning returned as I gazed upon the daughter I was so terrified for at times that I could scarcely breathe. Whom I feared I was failing. Who was growing up so quickly that my time to teach her how to live in this world might be eclipsed before either of us was ready . . .

Which is when inspiration struck. “I will take you to Baghdad.”

Marjana started, shock rippling across her face. “Truly?”

I swallowed, trying to show more confidence than I felt. “Yes. Going back to Salalah will take even longer and your grandmother is probably worried sick. I will write to her as soon as we make landfall and leave you in the care of someone I trust in Baghdad while I proceed on my assignment—No,” I warned as she opened her mouth to protest. “My work after that is too dangerous. I will try to retrieve you myself, but if I take too long, Grandma will know how to get you. We both have contacts along these shores.” It would be a frighteningly colorful education among the kind of people my father and myself had cultivated, but they would get her home.

True joy lit Marjana’s face. “Oh, thank you, Mama! It is going to be wonderful!” She beamed. “And I promise not to cause any more trouble. It will be like I am not even here.”






Chapter 6

Marjana’s oath was nigh but impossible to uphold. Any stowaway would have been exciting; that it was the nakhudha’s own daughter added a whole new level of tension. For days afterward, most of the crew resembled skittish cats, uncertain how to behave. They might have also been trying to avoid my wrath—for it was impossible not to fret with Marjana about. Though I had spent much of my life at sea, there was no denying it was a hazardous existence, my survival due to God’s blessing as much as my own skill. With Marjana aboard, we stayed closer to shore, and I was more alert than usual for storms and rough waters, for sharks circling a bit too near and for rusty tools left carelessly upon the deck.

Though my stress was for naught: The weather remained as exceptionally lovely as it had been when we left Salalah with my daughter hidden aboard. Our fishing nets stayed full, the winds ideal, and the heat a bare caress. For this the men were pleased, growing more comfortable with her presence—even grateful, with several calling her a blessing. “A streak of luck,” the cook’s assistant declared with a kindly smile.

It was impossible not to recall who else had once brought us similarly uncanny good fortune.

However, even if it took a few days to reorient myself, balancing duties to crew and child, I confess that part of me was delighted by Marjana’s unexpected act of defiance. There was a spark in her, a new confidence. She found tasks to keep herself busy and helpful, listening with rapt attention to Hamid as he showed her how to cook rice with saltwater, fetching Majed his maps, and perhaps casting a few too curious glances at Firoz, the gangly ship’s boy who was closest to her age. The wonder that blossomed in her eyes when she first spotted a surfacing whale blow a burst of spray, her familiar warmth as she curled into my side at night, her satisfied smile when I let her adjust the rudders . . . And that it should be the ocean, my Marawati that enthralled her so?

Oh, but it warmed the heart. My life had always been divided: the safe if dull harbor of home versus the chaos of a career that began in smuggling and ended in the supernatural. And though I wanted Marjana nowhere near my piratical footstep, to witness her blossom at sea, to light up at the prospect of exploring new lands and meeting new people, was a wonder I couldn’t deny. Her curiosity only grew stronger when our travels took us ashore. She marveled at the endless date orchards of Basrah and the soaring reed houses of Iraq’s marshlands, spending her mornings playing with the children of fisherfolk whose Arabic was so different as to be incomprehensible, and her afternoons climbing the crumbling bricks of palaces ruined before the birth of the Prophet, peace be upon him. Each day, Marjana seemed more newly mature, a seedling thriving after the rain. It brought me a sort of wistful pride. How swiftly our children grow up, youthful aspects melting away before we blink.

But nothing delighted her as much as Baghdad. Granted, Baghdad was no longer as splendorous as it had been during the heyday of legendary rulers such as Harun al-Rashid, his exploits still recounted in the dazzling tales of storytellers. Decades of corruption, civil war, and political incompetence—the plagues that eventually infect and drag down even the grandest of dynasties—had left the Abbasids little more than jeweled puppets, their strings controlled by an ever-changing group of steppe warlords and Mamluk generals. A good section of the eastern half of the city was in ruins from an earthquake, both grand mansions and ancient markets mere ghostly shadows of themselves as those with means left for more prosperous cities. A great number of its famed bridges were collapsed, some of its previously sparkling waterways now clogged with silt.

But what was left was still mighty enough to impress, the city’s unique heartbeat alive in the brightly painted houseboats that plied the rivers, the countless shrines of departed holy men, the famous domes of the imperial city, and the knots of chattering scholars. Its legendary hospital was still open to patients, a line curving around the remarkable building, and there was a mix of charming nostalgia and history that lay heavily upon the entire city, evoking an odd pang in the heart akin to homesickness for a long-vanished world. It beguiled even me, an avowed seafarer who avoids venturing too far inland though I had been to Baghdad before, early in my career.

Jamal’s great-great-uncle multiple times removed lived close to the Baghdad’s bookselling district, a proximity I had no doubt regularly drained the young scribe’s purse. I’d originally been reluctant to send him there, fearing it was the first place Sayyida Salima would search for her wayward grandchild, but Jamal was not as concerned, claiming the fallout between the branches of the al-Hilli family with opposing views toward magic had been generations ago—and adding more cynically that by the time Salima did track him down, he doubted that the elderly noblewoman so concerned about their family’s reputation would dare imply a connection to the young man he now resembled. I was not so certain, recalling Salima’s genuine grief, but the rupture between them was fresh and not mine to judge. Even so, I was looking forward to visiting, the parent in me eager to confirm with my own eyes that Jamal was well and in a stable position.

That is—if we ever made it to Jamal’s neighborhood. Thoroughly enchanted by the old city and everything around her, Marjana lagged behind, stopping at various stalls and viewing points, grabbing my hand to point out this and that. Dusk beginning to fall, I urged her along, finally arriving at Jamal’s doorstep, marked by his family name and a simple pictogram of what looked like a cairn, only to glance back and see that she and Majed had stopped to examine a small shop selling embroidered book covers.

“Oh, let them be,” Tinbu cut in as I opened my mouth to call them along. “Majed misses his children. And you can let her out of your sight for a moment.”

I grunted in annoyance—and then jumped at a tug upon my pant leg. Glancing down, I met the stupefied golden gaze of a smoldering stone creature barely higher than my knee. Smoke curled around his clawed hands as he pulled again at my trousers, and then—ever so carefully—took a bite of the fabric.

“I don’t have time for this,” I hissed, kicking the creature away. “Go back to the Unseen Realm.”

“Stop assaulting the doorstop,” Tinbu warned. “You were a menacing sight before you armed yourself with enough weapons to supply a garrison. Anything else and Jamal’s uncle might die of fright.”

“It isn’t a doorstop, it’s a—” But the creature had already shifted, taking the form of a limestone slab covered in a scrawl of geometric shapes. Just another magical being I could see and my companions could not. I wondered if they would ever stop startling me. “Never mind.”

Tinbu shook his head and knocked on the open door.

“Come in!” a cheerful, Baghdadi accent shouted.

Ducking beneath the doorway, Tinbu and I entered a cool, shadowed entrance with corridors stretching in opposing directions. The scent of roses emanated from an open archway decorated with faded red and white bricks, and when we stepped through, what greeted us was a pleasant courtyard with a grizzled olive tree at its heart and stately date palms in the corners. Medicinal herbs flourished in old stone pots and water glimmered from a tiled fountain. A sprightly old man in a ratty yet extremely bright yellow thobe sat upon a shaded cushion.

“Peace be upon you!” He grinned, looking up from the ceramic dish he was painting. “Are you here for an incantation bowl?”

“A what?” I asked.

The old man gestured to the dozen or so ceramic dishes stacked beside him and tilted the one in his lap. Inscribed in swirling lines of tight, enigmatic characters at the center of the rust-red bowl was a crude sketch of a creature with a trident in each clawed hand and snakes for feet.

“It will protect you against Pazuzu,” he said confidently.

“Sure it will,” I said, having no idea who Pazuzu was and hoping if he did exist, the snake feet kept him slow. “We are looking for Jamal al-Hilli.”

“Ah, but you must be Jamal’s friends! I am Abu Gharib, his uncle.” He stood up, a bit too enthusiastically considering his age and the wheeze that followed. His gaze went from my sandals to my turban and his eyes went wide. “Oh, my. He warned you might appear formidable, but that is not the word I would have chosen.”

Tinbu interrupted before we could learn what word Abu Gharib would have chosen. “Is Jamal here?”

“He was.” The old man returned to painting inscriptions. “Do not mind me. It is dangerous to leave the spell unfinished for more than a few heartbeats. Jamal!” he boomed, so loud that Tinbu jumped. “JAMAL!”

“I am coming!” Moments later, a very disheveled Jamal al-Hilli raced into the courtyard, breathing fast and clutching a scroll. He quickly unfurled it, his panicked gaze locked on the text. “Do not fear! I have the entrapment charm right—”

I coughed. “Peace be upon you, little scholar.”

Jamal glanced up in shock and nearly dropped the scroll. “Nakhudha! Tinbu!” True delight cracked across his face. “Oh my goodness . . . peace and blessings upon you both as well!” He let out a relieved sigh, exchanging a knowing glance with his uncle. “Whew, certainly a better sight than Pazuzu, no?”

Abu Gharib tilted his head, examining me and my weapons again. “I’m not sure.”

Jamal hastily put down the scroll. “Never mind.” He crossed the courtyard to embrace us, kissing my cheeks. “I pray your trip was smooth?”

“A few surprises, but such is the life.” I spied shadows beneath his eyes, a thinness in his face and clucked my tongue in disapproval. “You are working too hard and eating too little.” Casting a suspicious look at his uncle, my voice sharpened. “Is that your doing?”

Abu Gharib nervously pulled his stack of protection bowls closer.

“No,” Jamal replied adamantly. “Abu Gharib has been nothing but hospitable. And though I am not a lamb to be fattened for slaughter, I am eating plenty. Perhaps reading a bit too late at night judging from the amount we spend on lamp oil but nothing dire.”

A hesitant knock sounded against the door and then a moment later, Majed stepped into the courtyard, Marjana peeking out from behind his robe.

Jamal beamed. “Father of maps! Peace be upon you. And . . . Marjana?” He gave me a surprised look. “Your letter didn’t mention—”

“No, it did not,” I said swiftly, not wanting Marjana to hear anything further about the contents of my letter to Jamal. “My unexpected surprise. Apparently someone decided she needed to accompany me so badly that it was worth stowing away in the cargo hold with only a witless cat for company.”

“Oh. Oh.” Jamal blinked. “No, you should not do that. Running away to sea to pursue your dreams is a terrible idea.” He winked at me and then beckoned Marjana closer. “Come! You have had a long journey. Introductions and rest.” He presented his uncle to Marjana and Majed, then rustled up cushions and refreshments, turning down our offers of help. Eccentric uncle and snake-footed demons aside, it gave me pleasure to see Jamal at ease and at home. The half-dead youth I had rescued was long gone, a confident and mature apprentice in their place.

By the time we devoured two platters of apricot pastries, Marjana was nodding off. I met Jamal’s gaze with an intentional signal, and he rose smoothly to his feet.

“Nakhudha, we should catch up,” he suggested. “Uncle, would you mind keeping Marjana company?”

“Certainly!” Abu Gharib gave her a gap-toothed grin. “Would you like to see a mermaid? My grandfather had it stuffed in Bahrain.”

Marjana straightened up, promptly awake. “Yes.”

“Then get some sleep!” I called over my shoulder as the rest of us followed Jamal through a dusty curtain.

To say the al-Hilli’s ancestral home was a remarkable place would be an understatement. It reminded me more of a warehouse than anything, its yawning corridors stuffed to the brim with books and scrolls, cabinets and curiosities. It was also a mess. Texts were stacked haphazardly up to the ceiling and priceless statues used to prop open doors and hang laundry. Broken tiles littered antique rugs in desperate need of a beating and several glass display cases were so grimy that it was impossible to examine their contents. Birds swooped in through a high open window, a pigeon nesting in a carved cornice of the ceiling. The smell of old parchment and the peppermint oil used to keep said old parchment free of insects was so thick on the air that I sneezed more than once, nearly toppling a stone idol of a serpent-eyed, winged woman.

“Please excuse the state of the place,” Jamal said, with obvious shame. “Abu Gharib has been alone for years and the upkeep is too much for one person. I’m trying to set it to rights, but it’s going to take a long time.”

“No judgment from me.” I set the idol back in place. “These artifacts remind me of your library in Aden.”

“This collection is actually older. And vaster. What my family brought to Yemen were just some selected favorites, which means that some of the books and artifacts intended as a collection are now divided. There is nothing more disappointing than finishing a fascinating volume and realizing its partner is gone forever.”

“You don’t know that,” I said gently. “God willing, there will come a day when you and your grandmother meet in peace again. Perhaps you can arrange for the books to be returned.”

Jamal scoffed. “She likely sold off the contents of our library the day she received my letter,” he replied, referencing the note I had delivered to Lady Salima explaining his decision to part ways with his old life and identity. “Or burned them. But let us not talk of the past. This,” he said, leading us around the corner of the final corridor, “is what I pray will be my future.”

It was as though we had entered an entirely different building. Everything was freshly dusted, the carpet washed and vibrant, the window screened with newly woven thatch. Neatly repaired bookshelves lined the walls, stacked with embossed leather-bound texts and swirling Arabic calligraphy. One cabinet was dedicated to fragile clay tablets with cuneiform letters, another to minuscule cylinder seals in carnelian, agate, jade, and lapis. More shelves held precisely arranged figurines of carved alabaster, graceful magical animals and men with wreath-like kilts and large, luminous black eyes. High upon each of the four walls were protective verses of the Quran, reigning over all.

“The small portion I’ve managed to clean up and properly document,” Jamal said proudly. “Abu Gharib says the collection fell into disarray as the family scattered. Centuries ago, there would have been a dozen al-Hillis working to maintain the archive and take commissions. I intend to restore it all.”

Tinbu gaped. “There must be thousands of books and artifacts in here. Tens of thousands! You’re only one person and half the texts look like they’ll disintegrate if you breathe too hard upon them.”

“Then it is good I do not breathe too hard.” Jamal grinned, clearly overjoyed to be sentenced to a lifelong task many might have considered a punishment.

Majed marveled at the books. “Astonishing. The amount of effort and care that must have gone into gathering such items . . .”

“Our collection predates Baghdad,” Jamal said. “According to family lore, it predates even the Persian kings in this land. My ancestors have been here since the rise of Babylon.”

“God be praised,” I said sincerely. I had a warier relationship with magic than did Jamal, but even I could recognize this place was a jewel. “I pray that uncle of yours is careful. A toppled lamp and you could lose the work of centuries.”

“Abu Gharib might seem . . . scattered,” Jamal conceded. “But his heart is in the right place, and we are both very cautious. And Baghdad has stayed safe for us, despite its politics. It is a city of libraries, from our archives to the caliph’s house of wisdom, and one that has always been protected.” He gestured to a clean space covered in a soft rug and several cushions. “Why don’t you sit? While I am happy to discuss books, I suspect you did not come all this way to hear me wax poetic about family lore.”

I sat, stretching my limbs. “What did you make of my letter?”

“The one warning of sorceresses and cursed spindles? I was intrigued, to say the least,” Jamal replied. “It sent me on quite the hunt through this jungle of knowledge.”

Tinbu blanched. “That sounds daunting.”

“Oh, no, it was wonderful!” Jamal was infused with the sort of excitement I’ve seen in those addled by dice anticipate their next game of chance. He dragged out a large trunk and unlocked the top, revealing neatly stacked books, scrolls, tablets, and other assorted artifacts nestled inside.

Nothing I could see had an alphabet even remotely familiar. Indeed, I wasn’t certain some even were alphabets. “Jamal, you are overestimating our abilities.”

“Merely showing my sources, nakhudha.” He bent to dig into the trunk, his slight form nearly swallowed. “Let us start with this spindle.”

My hopes rose. “You found mention of it?”

“Truthfully, I found mentions of a dozen such objects.” Jamal straightened up, a plain wooden spindle in his hands. It was smooth, polished by years of relentless work, but otherwise little more than a stick with a bulbous skirt at one end. “A spindle. Undoubtedly one of humanity’s oldest tools, simple and essential to any culture that requires cloth. Silk for the sultan, flax for the farmer—a spindle turns it all from a heap of fluff to the threads that garb our people, from the blankets that welcome newborn babies to the shrouds that wrap our dead. It is an astonishingly profound symbol if you stop and contemplate it. And yet why would we, this instrument that is among the earliest a child is taught to master?”

“You sound like a sheikh,” Tinbu teased good-naturedly. “I pray that means the good professor has discovered a way to ease our quest?”

But Jamal’s expression was not encouraging. “Notions of spinning and weaving are entangled with magic in a great number of tales; it is an unparalleled metaphor for fate. There are numerous cultures who taught that various deities—almost always female—controlled the lives of both immortals and divine beings with such textile work, from a trio of sisters in the ancient Greek sagas to a spider goddess from this land’s forgotten past.” Jamal hesitated. “But if the stories I read had anything in common, it was that these threads were unfathomably powerful. They could be cut and rearranged, yes, but there was no outwitting or escaping the fate already spun for us.”

“‘It is written,’” Majed said softly, echoing our own faith. “I suppose we are not alone in our beliefs.”

“It is hard to blame the peris for wanting to destroy an object that interferes in all that,” I admitted.

“Who says it’s interfering?” Tinbu countered. “Perhaps the spindle is only doing what it was created to do.”

“You are not the first people to have such a debate,” Jamal said, reaching for a leather-bound journal with thick bindings. “Some of my ancestors did as well, and it was their discussions that caught my eye.”

“Did the al-Hillis come upon this spindle?” I asked.

“I believe they might have. I discovered a mention of a similar artifact at Ctesiphon, shortly before the conquest. It was during the last days of the Persian kings and their wars with the Rumi . . .” Jamal gently turned the fragile pages. “There was a vicious, unnatural plague that killed every member of the ruling family and their supporters but left the rest of the population untouched. The only survivor from the palace was an aggrieved noble, a former court rival who offered ‘an ensorcelled weaving device’ to what was left of the Persian forces after the city fell. Apparently haunted by guilt, he blamed himself for weakening his people and leaving them open to Arab invaders. He cut his wrists and wrote the letter in his blood.”

“God forbid,” Majed said, looking unsettled. “Did they believe him?”

“Well, we’re having this conversation in Arabic instead of Persian shortly after salah was called in the city that replaced Ctesiphon, which now consists of a single arch, so no, I do not believe any ensorcelled spindles were successfully used to defend the shahs. But the al-Hilli records include a second account about a century earlier which sounds similar—and one in which they participated.”

“Participated?” Tinbu repeated.

“The incantation bowls in the courtyard are not just for show, my friend. We are exorcists when necessary and have been for a very long time. My ancestors were called to expel a demon in a village outside Erbil, far to the north. A wife claimed her husband’s slave girl grew jealous and bewitched her. But by the time they arrived . . .” Jamal’s voice faltered.

“What?” Majed asked.

“The wife had slaughtered her entire family. She insisted they were imposters intent on enslaving and murdering her true loved ones. The female slave in question was long gone, but when the rest were questioned, one said the girl had kept a spindle on her person at all times and would whisper to it at night. No one spoke her tongue, so they were not certain what she said. Neither were ever found and there was no further mention of the spindle.”

There was an ominous pause.

I cleared my throat. “Now, that sounds like the spindle the peris are after.”

“Or a tall tale,” Tinbu pointed out. “People blame slaves—particularly foreign ones—for every little thing. The wilder and more scandalous the stories, the better.”

“Discerning the truth in some of these accounts is impossible,” Jamal agreed. “Regardless, if this object does exist . . . the possibilities are terrifying. If whoever possesses the spindle should learn of your intent to steal it—”

“We might have our minds rewritten and murder each other.” Sighing, I fell into a dusty cushion, massaging my knee. It seemed to know my weaknesses, pain flaring in the accursed joint at the worst moments.

Majed frowned. “Was there no mention of Lab? This supposed sorceress of eons who plays with mortals like toys?”

Jamal nodded his head. “It is apparently Queen Lab. The story I uncovered spoke of her ruling over not a magical prison, but a wondrous White City.”

“Truly?” I should have known my instinct to reach out to Jamal was a good one; his obsession with the occult might have once landed him in Falco Palamenestra’s claws but it was now paying off handsomely. “What else can you tell us of her?”

“Well.” He blushed. “It is only a single tale and a rather bizarre one. And not the most . . . ah, appropriate.”

“Is it worse than someone massacring their family or writing letters in their dwindling lifeblood?” Majed asked dryly.

Jamal shook his head. “The other sort of scandal.”

“Sex?” When Jamal turned pinker, I snorted. “We are old, Jamal, not dead.”

“Nakhudha, I doubt even you . . .” He immediately flustered. “Not that I think you are a particular sort—”

Tinbu and Majed burst into laughter.

“Oh, shut up, both of you.” I turned back to Jamal. “Speak. I am intrigued.”

“Then fortunately you can read this one yourself.” Jamal reached for a slim text. “The collection is in Arabic: from Tales of the Marvelous and News of the Strange, the account of Julnar the Seaborn—”

“Tragically I cannot read Arabic,” Tinbu intoned, a stretch of the truth. “Tell it to us yourself.”

Jamal gave me an imploring look, but I shrugged. “You wished to be a storyteller, no?”

“I wished to relate intriguing accounts with a dash of true historical learning,” he huffed. “But fine, let us speak of incompetent princes.”






Queen Lab and Julnar of the Sea

Dear reader, you will forgive me if I relate to you a more polished version of the tale which I stammered through long ago for Amina and her companions. I was far less practiced then in the art of story craft, and it is a difficult task to spin a narrative about a side character in someone else’s life, especially when they are a villain of such little note, only one obstacle among many to be surmounted by heroes of breathtaking beauty and bravery. For we have a great deal of those tales: youthful pretty princes who are lost at sea, stolen away, betrayed and forced to battle their way back to their homeland. Well . . . perhaps battle is a bit much, for many of these frankly dull boys are handed girls, riches, and thrones like the monsoon dumps rain. I find them uninspired in comparison to stories of crafty women, conniving merchants, and of course . . . daring pirates. It is additionally frustrating to catch only glimpses of more interesting characters in their verses: a fiercely defensive sea princess, a brooding monster once worshipped in antiquity, entire legal courts of mysterious djinn. Here and gone in a flash, mere stepping stones for a royal brat’s uninspired ascent to glory.

Badr Basim is, in my opinion, among the worst. A gorgeous idiot, the son of a marid princess and a supposed king of Khorasan, it is in his misadventure that we have our sole glimpse of Queen Lab. She would come at the end of his story, when Badr needed his mother, Julnar, to save him, and Lab is described as all such villainous women are: lusty for blood and bedsport, her only delight the despoiling of men whom she captured from the sea, enjoyed and pampered for a month, and then transfigured into livestock when she was sated.

It was such livestock that was said to warn Badr Basim, attempting to kick him back into the sea when he climbed upon a pearly shore, shipwrecked due to his own incompetence. They are said to have numbered over ten thousand: goats and swine, sheep and cattle. Badr dodged their hooves and bellows to ascend to a white city, shining like a pearl. A city of magicians, where he is taken in by a kindly merchant named Abdallah who warns him to stay hidden for the place is ruled by a tyrannical queen—the aforementioned Lab. The animals moaning at the beach were her victims, former lovers she transformed into beasts when they finally tired her. Avoid her, my son, Abdallah pleads, and I will protect you.

Badr Basim does not do this. For you see, Queen Lab is apparently quite the charmer. Her face is more captivating than the moon, her inviting curves like a graceful willow, her teasing voice an enchantment. When she spots Badr, she invites him to her palace, promising a fretful Abdallah that she shall not harm a hair upon the young man’s head. And oh, what a palace! Its walls are plated with gold, its tables encrusted with precious metals. Seated on a sapphire throne, one of Lab’s lovely thighs over his own, Badr enjoys delicacies served upon crystal platters, serenaded by handmaidens strumming lutes and singing as sweetly as nightingales. They make love in a bed of rich brocades and satin mattresses until the sun rises, then he spends the day in baths of marble and rare fragrance, gifted robes of honor worth thousands of dinars.

It is thus for a full month before Badr fears that Queen Lab is growing tired of him, taking sport as a bird with other avian lovers (dear readers, I beg: do not ask me to elaborate on the role that bird sex and adultery play in this story—one can only come upon the phrase “spreading of feathers” twice before banishing it from this scribe’s mind). Learning she intends to transform him into a beast by way of ensorcelled porridge, Abdallah saves him by making a magical porridge of his own and teaching Badr to conceal a jar of it up his sleeve. The trick is successful and instead of Badr being transformed, it is he who turns Queen Lab into a mule.

He is successful for perhaps three days before an extremely obvious ruse by Queen Lab’s mother catches him out. Lab is saved and turned right, and the two vengeful sorceresses transform Badr into a bird (for the second time in the story!) and he is caged and set upon a shelf to be starved and forgotten until his own mother, Julnar, finally steps away from the reins of governance she’s been obliged to take up in her son’s absence, saves him in a great war of fire and brimstone that kills all in the White City save Abdallah, and returns him to his throne. The ingrate marries his love, another clever sea princess he does not deserve, and lives untroubled until Death, the Destroyer of Delights and Separator of Companions, calls.

So much for Badr Basim. But what of Queen Lab? Could she truly have been brought to destruction by such a turn of events? Was she so foolhardy, bewitched by a handsome youth, to have fallen for so easy a trick? She, who ruled a city of magicians for centuries? Or was she more cunning than the tale—told to glorify Badr Basim—would have it appear?

Certainly when I first stuttered through this story for Amina and her companions, we wondered so, for the tale of the lusty, reckless witch did not match the clever, devious enchantress that the peris so feared. And though I will not spoil this adventure just yet, promising to tell my nakhudha’s stories as they unraveled, my own travels and research have unearthed a great many echoes of similarly skilled sorceresses across creation. A magician with flashing golden eyes in the Mediterranean who transforms men into swine, a mermaid sultana north of Aceh who seduces and eats sailors, a Babylonian witch capable of seducing angels into revealing hidden names, and a lonely goddess upon a drowning island in the Gulf of the Ganges who turns castaways into spiders and forces them to weave her wings, which disintegrate each time she tries to fly away.

Are they all different? For there are indeed a great many capable, cunning women that the world would prefer to remember as witches. Or was there a particular sorceress, with roots older than civilization, who roamed and quietly weaved her own tale, forgotten and disabused when necessary to keep her nets and belly full . . .






Chapter 7

We all stared at Jamal for a long moment after he finished.

“Bird sex?” Tinbu finally asked.

Jamal held up a hand. “A fancy of the original storyteller more than reality, I suspect. It comes up repeatedly and, well . . . the verses linger.”

“I’ve heard worse.” I frowned. “But your tale paints a much different picture. Khayzur spoke of a witch imprisoned away in a lair filled with the bodies of mortals she lures off course. In your story, she is a queen of—What did you call it?”

“The White City.” Jamal shrugged. “Not the most original name.”

“There are still bodies,” Tinbu pointed out. “They’ve just been transformed into livestock.”

“A marginally better end than death but still not the retirement I had hoped for.” I rose to my feet, clasping my hands behind my back as I mulled over Jamal’s words and contemplated my future adversary. Was Lab a cunning queen or a trapped monster? Perhaps both . . . or something yet to be revealed. The story had also made her out to be a sex-crazed fool, but I dismissed that, too personally familiar with the ways in which these accounts delighted in disparaging women. “Yet no mention of a spindle that rewrites fate?”

“None whatsoever,” Jamal confirmed.

Majed gestured to the archives surrounding us. “Maybe the spindle’s presence on the island is unknown? Did Khayzur not claim that Lab has been capturing castaways for centuries? Look at this place and then think of all the ships, all the treasures that might await, perhaps hoarded away by those who have no need or interest in them?”

“You tempt me, Majed,” Tinbu teased. “Perhaps if the circumstances are not too harrowing, we may be pirates again?”

“Then you best pray that Dalila joins us,” he replied. “Amina has a talent for theft, but neither you nor I are particularly skilled at sneaking about; that has always been the realm of the Mistress of Poisons.”

Jamal closed his book. “May I ask why Dalila isn’t with you? I confess that I was surprised not to see her.”

I sighed. “A great number of reasons, the foremost being why I’ve been commanded to retrieve another Transgression so shortly after handing over the second: because Raksh is involved. He is entangled with Queen Lab’s escapee and supposedly riling up the ambitions of every treasure seeker in the Persian Gulf.”

“Raksh.” The name seemed to choke in Jamal’s throat, conflicting emotions flashing across his face. He suddenly looked younger, the mask of confident librarian slipping to reveal the fatherless youth. I had taken Jamal aside before we parted and told him what had happened to his father at Raksh’s hands. I hadn’t lingered on the horror, but I needed to ensure he knew the bones of the truth and the part I had played in Asif’s death. To pretend otherwise would have been abominable, and considering Jamal’s own zeal for the supernatural, I felt it best he knew the dangers of consorting too closely with the creatures who lived off our dreams.

At the time, he seemed to take it in stride. Now, however . . . but I pressed on. “Dalila was similarly unhappy and we fell out over what to do. I believed pursuing Raksh to be a waste of time, time better spent going after this spindle before it falls into the wrong hands. Dalila disagreed. She wished to interrogate Lab’s escapee and if possible: eliminate Raksh as a risk.”

“Permanently,” Tinbu clarified, drawing a finger across his throat. “What?” he asked when I gave him an exasperated look. “You are the one being vague.”

Jamal’s eyes had gone wide. “That is . . . quite the ambition. Can he even be killed?”

“God alone knows. Dalila said she would meet us in Baghdad, and I’m just hoping she comes to her wits before getting herself hurt.”

“And how long will you wait?” he asked.

I could feel Majed’s and Tinbu’s eyes upon me. Neither man had pushed me deeply on this matter; I suspected none of us could fathom stealing the spindle without Dalila at our side, to say nothing of embarking into the unknown without learning her fate.

“We are yet to make a decision,” I replied. “We wished to speak to you about Lab and the spindle and gather as much information as possible. I have a few business deals and meetings to wrap up regarding the cargo we brought . . . but then, it is God’s will.”






Chapter 8

God’s will was not moving swiftly.

My business matters wrapped up within the week. While my duty to the peris was paramount, I did still need to make some money to maintain the Marawati, and I didn’t wish to carry any extra goods—especially those belonging to the few merchants who still trusted me—upon our mystery venture in the great blue deep. But after all our commodities were exchanged, much-needed coin crossing palms, there was little to do but wait and fret, each day Dalila failed to show weighing our hearts with additional worry. Majed and Tinbu kept themselves busy, Majed scouring the booksellers’ street for nautical tomes and maps, still determined to wrestle our magical maritime itinerary into a journey that made sense, and Tinbu fixing various broken gutters and splintering bookshelves around the al-Hillis’ home. On our third day, he and Marjana stumbled across a motherless, malnourished puppy (if there is an animal in need, it will find Tinbu—it is uncanny). My daughter took it upon herself to nurse the creature back to health, which apparently meant never leaving its side and spending all her time preparing gruel and making new and ever softer beds.

Which was a blessing—for it allowed me the freedom to prepare for our quest in my own way.

Thwack.

The bladed disk struck the ruined trunk of a half-dead tree located in the overgrown scrub behind the al-Hilli compound. The benefit of their family’s centuries-long residence was evident in the enviable real estate. The compound was located directly on the river, a location that aided the extensive network of couriers the al-Hillis relied upon to receive new books and artifacts, as well as to transport the various protection spells and devices they were commissioned to manufacture. Their clients were among the most powerful and oldest families in the region: those who had depended on his relatives since the birth of Baghdad. As Jamal told me: when people like the emir of Aleppo wanted to know which month had the most auspicious portents with which to attack the Franks, they relied upon the al-Hillis. And though they were discreet and humble, it was clear theirs was not only a proud family tradition, but a lucrative one—a fact that brought me a good deal of relief. I had not sent Jamal into the wilds to waste away; he was making a stable life for himself.

However, there were no couriers here now and the overgrown grounds provided an excellent place to practice—even if I had no sparring partner. In truth, I had been bereft of sparring partners the moment I left the peris’ island; there was simply no one who could match my strength and speed, no one human anyway. In recent months, I had been getting more accustomed to my new body—I was breaking fewer blades, at least—but I would need months more of daily training to smooth out the inconsistencies between my enhanced capabilities and my fighting instincts.

That morning, however, it all seemed to be flowing, the unnatural speed with which I moved graceful and organic, like a released bow. I pulled the bladed disk free from the trunk. It had struck exactly where I had intended; it always did now, a tendency that never ceased to unnerve me. Granted, in my line of work, I did not entirely object to being a supernaturally blessed warrior (my God, I could have hired myself out as a bodyguard to some sultana and lived comfortably). But I’d always been a trickster before a fighter, a smuggler before an outright bandit. It was in my nature to deceive with a smile and flee before a mark realized the truth about me.

Now, however? I felt more like a weapon, a warrior in the mold of Antarah and Bhima. A legend. With a hefty slab of iron scrap, I moved through various fighting stances, adjusting to the weight as though it were a club, a sword, a spear. I whirled, I thrust; I ducked and I leapt.

And when the soft crack of a twig gave away that I was not alone, my blood was so hot that I spun without thinking, brandishing the iron plank like a hammer.

Marjana and her little dog stood before me.

I dropped the slab as though it had scalded me, breathing fast. “Jana! I was not expecting you.”

Her eyes were wide with surprise, but she seemed more awed than afraid. “Sorry! I didn’t mean to surprise you. I just . . .” Her gaze swept my arms, glistening with exertion in the humid air. “I’ve never seen you move like that. I didn’t know anyone could move like that.”

I wiped my brow, kicking the iron slab into a bush before she could investigate its weight. “All a result of practice,” I lied. “Devote yourself to any task for long enough and you shall excel, God willing. Your letters, your loom, a trade.”

If Marjana had already looked doubtful, this explanation didn’t help. “But why?”

“Why what?”

“Why this?” she asked, gesturing to the bladed disk sheathed at my waist and nodding to the maimed tree. “Why do you need to practice fighting so often? I rarely saw the other sailors on the Marawati doing so. A few would occasionally spar, but not most.” Her expression grew more pointed. “So why do you?”

Unable to read the intent behind her question, I paused. Was it the innocent curiosity of a child or the adolescent piecing together the parts of her mother she had never before interrogated?

“It keeps my body strong,” I said smoothly, hearing the confidence—the do not question me tone in my voice. “And it gives me peace of mind to know that I can defend my family and crew if need be.”

The do not question me tone did not work.

“And have you?” she demanded. This was the Marjana who accused me of running off, not the babe who cuddled in my arms. “Needed to defend us?”

This time I didn’t lie. “Yes.”

Marjana seemed to consider that, breaking away from my stare to scratch the puppy’s ears. But any hope that she’d dropped the subject was brief. “You have a lot of weapons, Mama. I used to go look at your old things in the storage room when I was younger. Grandma caught me playing with one of the daggers once and threatened to beat me if I ever touched them again.”

I was taken aback. “She never told me.”

“She said it would be better for you if we didn’t talk about the past. So I didn’t.”

If that didn’t summarize the attitude in my family home, I didn’t know what did. I hesitated, struck by the image of a younger Marjana picking up the leopard-headed dagger that had belonged to her grandfather and great-grandfather. Her mother. One that had tasted more blood than anyone in our home could imagine.

And as though Marjana could read my very thoughts, she suddenly asked, “Have you ever killed anyone?”

“Ah, I thought I heard chatting!” The very welcome voice of Jamal al-Hilli carried from the path leading back to the house and I held my tongue—and that terrible answer—for the few tense moments it took for the scholar to join us. He was carrying a saddlebag stuffed with scrolls and well-wrapped parcels, and I had rarely seen a more wonderful sight in my life as he surveyed the riverbank. “I do not suppose my messenger has arrived?”

I resisted the urge to kiss him. “I’ve not seen any boats.”

“Well, it is a pleasant enough day to wait.” He tilted his face to the sun, blissfully unaware of the brewing mother-daughter confrontation, then glanced down at Marjana with a smile. “How is Kabikaj?”

My daughter’s questioning stare lingered on me another moment, but then she seemed content to abandon her interrogation, preferring the subject of her dog. “Good!” She knelt to cuddle the little creature, burying her face in the top of his soft ears as the puppy eagerly licked her hands.

“I spotted Tinbu setting aside some scraps when I left,” Jamal continued. A hint of exasperation crossed his face. “Along with half my breakfast.”

The dog let out a tiny whine and Marjana straightened up with a warrior’s focus. “I should feed him. Mama, do you mind . . .”

“Not at all!” I said with an overly bright smile. “You can even give him my portion. And I’ve dried lamb in my bag. He might like it.” It would also take Marjana additional time to go through our supplies, time in which she would hopefully forget her inquiries into my murderous past.

“Oh, he would love that!” Marjana cradled the dog to her chest as though it were an invalid. “Come on, Kabikaj!”

They set off for the house and I exhaled in relief. “Praise God.”

Jamal gave me an inquisitive look. “Are you all right, nakhudha? You appear stressed.”

“I have not been right for eleven years, little scribe. It is the very state of parenthood.” With another sigh, I sat down in the shade and leaned against the tree trunk I’d eviscerated. “And on that, I must beg a favor from you.”

Jamal squatted beside me. “Anything. I owe you my life.”

“You owe me nothing,” I assured. “Though I’m still going to ask that favor.”

“Name it.”

I glanced back, making sure my daughter had gone. “I dare not take Marjana further south and yet do not have the time to return her home. Can I leave her in Baghdad under your care? I will return for her afterwards. And if I don’t return, I will leave a letter for my mother and enough money that either you can take Marjana back or my family can retrieve her.”

Jamal made a warding motion with his hands. “Do not speak like that. You will return, God willing. But yes, of course, I will watch over her. Though I will admit . . .” He blushed. “I was hoping you would take me with you.”

His interest didn’t surprise me—in fact, I was awaiting it. But I shook my head. “Not this time, my friend. I don’t think retrieving any of the Transgressions will be easy or safe, but there is something about this spindle that has me even more unsettled.”

“And the next?” he blurted out. When I hesitated, he pressed further. “Nakhudha, I could help. Dealing with dangerous magical aspects is my family’s very calling.”

“I know, but . . . I cannot make such a promise, Jamal.” He sighed and I reached out, squeezing his shoulder. “Live a bit longer,” I urged. “You are so young, and you’ve had such a short taste of this new life you’ve dreamt of for so long. After what happened to your father—”

“You did not kill my father, nakhudha. His choices did.” There was a trace of bitterness in Jamal’s voice, the words similar to what he’d said when I’d told him the truth of Asif’s death. I had softened the circumstances as much as possible, taken the blame entirely—or tried to—and yet Jamal had seen only reckless selfishness in his father’s decision to barter his soul. Maybe Asif’s dreams and his willingness to go to dangerous lengths to achieve them struck too close for the youth to admit.

Or perhaps a child’s anger at their parent abandoning them to go to sea struck too close for me to delve into.

“Sit this one out,” I said more gently. “Please. Should Queen Lab not rewrite all our lives and turn us into gazelles, should you still desire a taste of magical madness, and if the Fourth Transgression is a bit less lethal . . . I shall take you with me on the hunt for it.”

Jamal grumbled but I saw acceptance in the defeated line of his shoulders. “Fine—but only for Marjana’s sake. And I shall fill her ears with stories of mischievous princesses, sea djinn, and magical islands of cats and mermaids until you get back, so make haste should you not wish to have a permanent stowaway.”

“As long as she does not go out traipsing about Baghdad by herself, tell whatever tales you wish.” I hesitated. “But keep a close eye on her, yes? Closer than you would if . . .”

“If Raksh were not her father?” Jamal prompted. He gave me a knowing look. “You may not have told me all your secrets, but I can work out dates reasonably enough.”

“There is such a thing as too much cleverness,” I grunted.

“God forbid,” he said lightly. “She doesn’t know, does she?”

I pressed my lips together, the instinct to hold my secret close overwhelming. But then I shook my head. I could scarcely entrust him with my daughter’s safekeeping and then lie about it.

“Oh, nakhudha.” He set down his bag, a couple of incantation bowls spilling out. “That is quite the secret to keep.”

It was and yet I had no idea how to begin unraveling it, my sole attempt leaving Marjana in even greater distress. “How do you tell someone what their father is if you don’t know? A ‘spirit of discord’?” I scoffed, picking up one of the ceramic bowls with its tiny beast trapped by swirling lines of script. “That’s an overly poetic insult, not an answer.”

Jamal was silent a moment, as if considering his response. “I looked for mention of them when I started organizing the texts,” he finally replied. “The spirits of discord, I mean. After what you told me about my father . . . I wanted to know if he was truly doomed the moment he met Raksh or if there might be some way his soul could still reach Paradise.”

Oh, Jamal. His words gnawed at my heart; he might not blame me for Asif’s fate, but it was a guilt I would always carry. “Did you find anything?”

“No. They are not mentioned in a single text. My uncle has never heard of them. None of the historians, none of the linguists, none of the occult scholars . . . no one in our entire—very extensive—circle has ever encountered any mention of a creature like Raksh.” Jamal hesitated and then, apparently deciding that he hadn’t crushed my spirits enough, continued. “I cannot impress upon you enough how uncommon that is.”

“Yes, the despair in your expression is doing enough impressing. No one knows what Raksh is.”

Jamal picked up a stick, tracing shapes in the dust. “He may be as he said, nakhudha. A creature so old that his name is forgotten.”

I gazed at the words inscribed in the incantation bowl in my hands. As a measure of peace between us, I had inquired about them with Abu Gharib the other day and he’d been delighted to share that it was an ancient magic, the spell conceived before the rise of Baghdad, before the Arabic we spoke to each other had likely left its tribal roots. And yet, we knew this to be Aramaic on the bowl. Jamal and his uncle knew its purpose and the demon it contained.

Raksh was older than even this ancient magic. Incomprehensively older.

“You think he’d be less ignorant,” I said in a poor effort at a jest. “Isn’t age supposed to bring wisdom?”

“He may be so profoundly different from humans that it is impossible to truly comprehend one another,” Jamal said with an earnest, scholarly air that immediately killed both the joke and my spirits.

“And is that what I am to tell my daughter?” I asked bleakly. “My daughter who already fears she is unusual?”

Jamal touched my hand. “Do not most children secretly hope to be magical? If you’d told me at eleven that I was descended from a mysterious supernatural enigma, I would have imploded with delight.”

“Perhaps this Queen Lab will murder me and save me the trouble. Then you can tell Marjana what she is.”

“Don’t speak like that,” he chided again. “But do tell her, nakhudha. Sooner rather than later.”

“Speaking from the experience of being a stubborn teenager?”

He rolled his eyes. “I suspect I am more docile than you ever were at my age. But I will take care of her while you’re gone, I promise. I will watch over her as if she were my own sister.”

I would have still preferred Marjana safely at home, rather than in the company of a teenage scholar who’d once run off with a Frankish sorcerer, but seeing how Jamal had established a new life here, I did feel slightly better. And truthfully, it might be a good experience for Marjana. It was anathema to the way we typically raised our girls—safe and sheltered under the watchful eyes of family members. But Marjana was not an ordinary girl.

Perhaps she needed to see how those of us who were not ordinary could build a life.

“Are you content here?” I inquired softly. I’d been wanting to ask since we arrived but struggled to find the right moment, remembering how shy and uncomfortable he’d been in our discussions when I first rescued him.

Jamal seemed to take the question in stride. He glanced down at his dusty thobe, ink staining the cuffs. “It does not entirely pair with how I think of myself, but I am not certain anything would. More importantly, being Jamal is allowing me to live a life I could only have dreamed of growing up.” He squeezed my hand again. “I am content, nakhudha. God be praised.”

“Then I am content.”

We sat in companionable silence for a time, the steady drone of insects and the song of the river gulls a pleasant melody. After a while, Jamal shaded his eyes again.

“Ah, that is the messenger. Let me send these off.”

I helped Jamal repack his bags while a solitary figure on a slender gondola drew closer. He waved me off when I went to rise and so I stayed in my shaded respite, watching as he greeted the courier and exchanged his saddlebag for another, far less bulging one. He made his way slowly off the dock, riffling through his messages, then frowned as he plucked out a parcel.

“This has your name written on it,” he called as he approached. “Could it be from Dalila?”

I eagerly took the parcel. It was the size of my hand and well wrapped in oilcloth. “God, I hope so. Perhaps she’s come to her senses and is on her way.”

“Perhaps she was successful and has sent you Raksh’s heart.”

“Please do not suggest such a thing in front of Dalila. You will give her ideas.” I unrolled the parcel.

A heap of cloth fell out. Its ribbons were stained crimson and its tiny glass ornaments shattered. It wasn’t Raksh’s heart.

It was Dalila’s bloodied headdress.

* * *

Dalila’s headdress lay on the ground between the four of us, Marjana and Jamal’s uncle swiftly hastened from the house on a made-up errand. The bloodstains must have dried some time ago, but they were extensive, covering the pale blue lining of the cap and encrusting the silver coins. Crimson-brown spots dappled the long ribbons where she would typically hang her various poisons and other mysterious substances in tiny decorative glass baubles or fake gemstones. Every single one had been smashed, the lethal contents neutralized.

Looking close to tears, Tinbu finally broke the silence. “Do you think she’s dead?”

“I believe that’s the question this is intended to provoke, yes.” My voice was flatly neutral, my emotions burning like a banked fire. There was no place for feelings right now, for the fear and rage that might shake my concentration, the guilt that might make me rush headlong into ill-planned action. Not with the caliber of enemy I was apparently facing.

“I do not understand . . .” Jamal glanced at the short note that had been rolled up inside the headdress and gave us a bewildered look. “Who is Sheikh Sasan?” he asked, referencing the name signed at the bottom. “Is that supposed to be an alias, some sort of joke? Surely that cannot be referencing the Banu Sasan.”

“I fear that is exactly who it is referencing.”

Jamal—the youth who studied djinn and demons for the love of God—abruptly paled. “They’re real?”

“Apparently so. Dalila claimed to have spent her life amongst the Banu Sasan: a guild member trained in poison and deceptions. When we found her years ago, she was on the run.” A lump grew in my throat. “She would never go north of Basrah, insistent that they were still hunting her.”

“They must have extended their reach to the Persian Gulf ports,” Majed said softly, his gaze not leaving her headdress. “This is a trap, Amina.”

Yes, obviously. I read the note again, as though reciting its short missive a twentieth time would reveal what in God’s name had gone wrong and whether or not my friend still lived.

To the nakhudha Amina al-Sirafi,

Peace and blessings upon you. Apologies for the brevity of this letter, but your sister is ill, and I fear she does not have much time. A former acquaintance of yours has reached out and offered treatment but insists upon a meeting with your person. Should you wish to assist her, make all haste to Sarilaglag.

I trust that you know the way.

Sheikh Sasan

“It’s Raksh, isn’t it?” Jamal asked, sounding ill himself. “The ‘former acquaintance’?”

I swallowed. “I fear so. If he was in the Persian Gulf, boasting about treasure and throwing around my name, and the Banu Sasan were watching for Dalila . . . they must have worked out long ago that the ‘Mistress of Poisons’ attached to me was their quarry. We are each of us notorious.” I swore. “God, I wish she had not gone after him.”

“I don’t understand how they could have caught her,” Tinbu persisted. “She never slips!”

“She is still human, Tinbu,” Majed argued. “You’re the youngest of us—give it another few years and see how sharp you are. Dalila hides it best, but she’s had issues with her sight since we reunited. And the Banu Sasan—” His voice hitched.

“They were the only people she was ever afraid of,” I finished. And we had teased her for it, said she was paranoid. Granted, Dalila had returned the favor, rolling her eyes over the enemies I was convinced hunted me, but still. The thought of my friend caught and alone . . .

Tinbu was pacing in agitation, uncaring of the limp that slowed his pace. “We cannot leave her in Sarilaglag. The Third Transgression be damned, she’d walk into a trap for us!”

I studied my friend, fast as ever with a bow and with his tools, but there was no more swiftly fleeing city streets on foot for Tinbu. Then I glanced at Majed. My old navigator was still staring, stricken, at Dalila’s headdress, and a feeling of helplessness stole over me; no matter how willing both men would be to risk their lives to save Dalila’s, neither was going to be battling any hardened thugs. In our physical prime—with Dalila’s assistance—stealing from and fleeing an enemy like the Banu Sasan would have been a stretch.

Now? It seemed impossible.

Fighting Falco once seemed impossible too, remember? And it had been Dalila to encourage us, to remind us that what we did best was not fighting: It was tricking our adversaries. Outwitting them.

Majed stood up, holding Dalila’s headdress. “It’s not right that this should be bloodied. I am going to get the stains out. She will want it back.”

I watched him go, then read the letter again. Sarilaglag. Oh, I’d find fighters there to aid us, but they were likely to be outweighed by foes. While my companions and I had gained infamy across the Indian Ocean. I’d spent my earliest, wildest years in the Persian Gulf, sowing mayhem on both shores. Call it youth, call it recklessness—to say nothing of the worst years of my reliance upon wine—all combining in a great many acts I’d rather not remember save when atoning for them. There was a reason I’d never fought Dalila on her reluctance to dwell in the region; it was not a good place for me to do business when I had a whole slew of ex-husbands, double-crossed business partners, and smuggling rivals who’d be happy to see me hang.

Dalila’s cutting assessment drifted across my mind. Your enemies? Rival pirates and petty smugglers? You all backstab and ally in such dizzying fashion it is a wonder if one can keep it all in their mind.

Ah.

The words simmered another moment, brewing about in an exceedingly dangerous concoction. “Jamal . . .” I started, thinking fast. “Is your courier network as impressive as you claim?”

The young scholar blinked, looking taken aback by the question. “We are scarcely sultans or generals, but our work requires speed. If the King of Kollam demands a magical square drawn before his wedding, you best believe we get it there on time. However, if you need to get a message to . . . What was the place in that letter?” He glanced at the missive and frowned. “Sarilaglag? Is that some sort of code? I have never heard of such a place.”

“No, you wouldn’t. But I do, indeed, know the way,” I said with a grimace.

Tinbu met my gaze. “You have a plan.”

I exhaled. “A dreadful one.”






Chapter 9

There are a great many things one can credit criminals with, but the one trait that truly distinguishes the middling from the successful is simple: discretion. And it is discretion that gains you admission to Sarilaglag.

You will find Sarilaglag on no map, glean not even the slightest mention in a text. Its name sounds like nonsense and may very well be—for its origins are a mystery. Sarilaglag might have been there in the days of the Persian shahs or perhaps it was only dreamed up in the more recent heyday of the Abbasids, God alone knows best. Indeed, I am likely the first to speak of its existence to an outsider, a betrayal for which a great many bandits would cut my throat—so perhaps keep this account to yourself until I have returned to my Creator. But I suspect the time of that great criminal metropolis on the sea is fading, and it seems a remarkable enough wonder to be remembered despite the anonymity that kept it bustling for so long.

As to its location, ah, but the old vow tugs at my heart. You have no doubt worked out that it is in the Persian Gulf, but I shall say no more. There are certain quirks of geography that enable Sarilaglag’s existence, the tides and terrain and deeply inhospitable hinterlands all combining to create a unique gem: a hidden floating town made entirely of boats. Some are ancient and primitive: vast reed platforms that have been built over and decayed so that they are more island than vessel. Others are the flashiest racing boats from Iraq and the newest sailing junks from China.

However, the majority are houseboats, like those you see in Baghdad, intended to spend their lives tethered in place, a residence more than a mode of transport. They are painted and decorated mostly gaily, with proud banners indicating the type of outlaw they host and boasting their grandest accomplishments. There are hundreds of such boats, tethered to stone columns that jut from the seabed like a drowned forest. It is a maze of dwellings that feels almost like a city—save that the ground bobs without warning and one needs to take a skiff to get from place to place. This mobility is by design; if you’re going to have a central meeting place of brigands, you’re asking for trouble. Order is kept by ruthless agreement and necessity in Sarilaglag, but it is a messy affair, and feuds, duels, and murders run rampant. But the boats allow bands to move apart if they fall afoul of one another and keep the pecking order of power fluid. If a navy or other lawful strangers ever came sniffing, the town could be broken apart, everyone sailing away. And if true order is deteriorating, violent calamity beckoning, there is always the overarching threat of arson. My grandfather told me of such a blaze when he was a youth; those in charge of Sarilaglag deciding its denizens needed to learn how valuable such a safe harbor was the hard way.

Either way, it was a notorious place with no notoriety outside its denizens, one where you were watched and studied, judged and made ally or competition. I had visited a handful of times in my prime, taught the route by a smuggler who deemed me worthy when I saved his crew and cargo from a patrol in Bahrain. Pirates occupied a snobbish rank in Sarilaglag, preferring to keep their precious ships apart from the crowded morass of bobbing old houseboats “captained” more often than not by men who couldn’t have hoisted a sail if their life depended on it.

At the end of the day, however, it was a place of many, many eyes. Always watching, always waiting. For the law, for an old enemy, for opportunity. With everyone on the lookout, it was extraordinarily difficult to sneak around. There were youths who made a living by spying and selling secrets; boys who could swim like a fish, paint themselves to resemble mangroves, live in a gutter hole for weeks. So, when I poled a skiff down Sarilaglag’s main watery avenue at the height of day, the sun blazing to illuminate my famed leopard dagger and the straight sword at my back, my brightly colored robe of Yemeni ikat and woman’s turban, gazes were drawn, then snatched, so intent that I could feel their weight upon my shoulders.

Which was my goal. Indeed, I began to whistle as I passed the outer houseboats, those belonging to lesser outlaws who feigned medical calamity to elicit sympathetic coin (between the animal bladders, the excited self-branding and binding, and the noxious substances they brew to imitate pus, they are a bunch of weirdos best avoided). I pushed my skiff languidly through the pale green water, as though I had few cares and all the time in the world. As though time were not a fragile, precious resource—the days I’d spent fretting and pacing in Baghdad, knowing each additional one made it more likely my ludicrous plot might bear fruit while also fearing it brought further risk to Dalila. I was alone, having rowed out here in the dead of the night to wait in the mangroves for just the right moment. My Marawati, little more than a speck on the horizon, would be along later but was under the strictest orders not to risk the rest of the crew and unleash burning arrows of Rumi fire should anyone approach.

Then the first disbelieving whisper curled around my ear.

“Is that . . . Amina al-Sirafi?”

It was followed quickly by a second, a third, and then carried in hisses and epithets, both admiring and scornful.

“Heard she was swallowed by a sea devil—”

“—married a Socotran pirate.”

“Fucked the caliph and retired on a pile of gold.”

I let the rumors settle around me, feeling old annoyance at the more insulting allegations, but with age had come something else: pride. Vain and sinful, it was nonetheless pleasing to discover that although more than a decade had passed since I last took to the seas as a pirate, I was still remembered. As a terror, as unnatural, as a seducer—yes, but I’d left my mark among the rowdiest and most cunning criminals and that was not a thing lightly done.

At least, that is what I tried to tell myself as I poled into my most daring gamble yet.

The whispers continued. I made a show of ignoring them even as I kept a close ear for recognizable voices. For a gaze more vengeful than curious, for a familiar cloak, a profile I might have once stalked. I was both dependent on such hopes and at their mercy. The peri island might have blessed my speed and my senses, but I didn’t like the odds should a determined archer set their sights on my exposed back.

They cannot see you sweat. Every part of my plan—from dealing with the Banu Sasan and their unknown aims, to confronting Raksh, to managing the impossible to foresee consequences of my scheme—depended on a level of confidence, nay cockiness, that was absurd. I took a deep breath, and in need of distraction, turned to appreciate the sights around me. It might be the wonders of God’s creation—magnificent mountains, the stunning ruins of ancient civilizations—that we are told to admire and contemplate, but I would argue the absolute ingenuity of charlatans must also be remarked upon. For I have never seen an impulse more creative than that of a huckster looking to part a mark from his money, and as the wonders of Sarilaglag opened up, I could not help but marvel.

Canoes full of ingredients to manufacture every sort of counterfeit good, from rhino horn to ambergris, mother-of-pearl to camphor, flitted among the canal of the fraudsters, stopping at a safe distance from the false alchemists—whose madcap chemistry and metallurgy experiments were kept apart from anything flammable. The street entertainers were next: contortionists bending into knots and tucking themselves into jars while acrobats walked tightropes stretching from opposing ship masts and youngsters practiced folding parchment into trick squares and tying blindfolds so the bearer could secretly see. I steered clear of the canal of the beggars, its shadowed, sorrow-filled houseboats smelling of blood and scorched flesh, the desperate ways people maimed themselves and others—including children—to elicit sympathy and coins from strangers when feigned maladies did not work. Beyond were the forgers, the most talented in the world who could imitate any signature, write in rare, nigh-forgotten tongues, and who kept parchment and inks from all over creation. They shared space and ingredients with the poisoners, Dalila’s brethren, though she had forsworn earlier visits to Sarilaglag at my side and dismissed these practitioners as incompetent. Across was the avenue of the animals, where an assortment of apes was being coaxed to wear human garments and trained to do everything from pray to “read,” in hopes of one day being passed off as ensorcelled princes in need of money to undo their foul enchantment. On another boat, bears were being berated into dancing and snakes being defanged and/or charmed depending on their temperaments.

Yet even criminals in the abode of deception—where they trained their protégés and took refuge from the law—abided by a code, a form of respect if not fear, and Sarilaglag’s was this: the deeper one delved toward the murky shore of mangroves and razor-sharp rocks, the more lethal the arts taught. Past the mewling bears and contract forgers was the canal of the stranglers, marked by barbed garrotes and silken cords hanging from banners, tallies marking successful kills. The armory boats, those selling blades, bows, and other assorted weapons, were next—along with their deadliest masters. The arsonists followed, those who killed without aim and without care, their deadly conflagrations responsible for scores of murdered souls. In large gondolas cunningly and mockingly made up to appear like temples and hermit dens were the false preachers, those who did not fear God and thus pretended to be any variety of holy men—Sufi mendicants, Christian saints, reincarnations of various Indian deities—to prey on the devout and damn their souls.

Beyond—and I wish I was making this up—was the island of women.

Yes, all women, for apparently even female forgers are as deadly and distrusted as those who proudly decorate their vessel with bloodied garrotes. It wasn’t a true island but rather a great number of floating platforms whose age had anchored them to the seabed, along with a cluster of houseboats, all overgrown with weeds now tall as trees and mangroves on the western side, throwing it into shadow. There had never been an enormous number of female bandits when I visited; as you might imagine, Sarilaglag attracted violent men, and the code of safe conduct that kept the peace among men did not always extend to the women they often looked down upon. The ones that did make a life for themselves here were thus a ruthless group. I’d been told the Marawati had a standing offer of a berth, but I’d yet to consider it. Even I was afraid of the women of Sarilaglag.

Keeping my gaze low, I poled past a floating garden of courtesans practicing card tricks and counterfeiters spreading their tools in the sunshine. A gondola of hijras gawked in recognition and then started laughing.

“It is the Sea Leopardess. Ay, Amina al-Sirafi, come sit a spell with us!”

“Nay, she best keep going. That bitch cost me my shares in a merchant vessel!”

I poled faster. Finally, with another turn of the skiff, I passed the island of women and approached the sole structure not dwelling upon the water: Sarilaglag’s famed meetinghouse.

Here deals were struck, gang wars settled, the marriages of crime lords negotiated, and the assassinations of princes plotted. The meetinghouse sat high upon a seawall constructed of green-tinged coral at the foot of a watchtower staffed by a group of extremely well-paid Mamluks who risked death if there was even a whiff of bribery. The building was not overly large but was marked rather dramatically by the severed halves of an old Rus sailing vessel. Legend had it that a crew of the strange northerners once attempted to take over Sarilaglag, dragging their distinctive ships with iron nails and rearing, curled dragon heads across the Sinai, down the Red Sea, and into the Persian Gulf, only to be met with the combined force of criminals from Guangzhou to Timbuktu. Their boats were broken and their crucified bodies hung as a warning from the berthing posts. An elder pirate once swore to me that you could still see a fragment of skull with its moldy blond locks plastered to the top of one, though all I could ever make out were some long-dead mollusks among a bird’s nest.

The tide had been pulling me toward the eastern bank, but as I glanced up at the watchtower, trying to tamp down my fear, it abruptly gentled. A pleasant breeze tickled my face as a cloud crossed the sun, alleviating the afternoon heat, and the ache in my knee vanished. A whisper—somehow soundless, more like a caress upon my very heart—curled around my nape.

Ah, I thought. So you are here.

And close, there was no doubt. Relief and apprehension stirred in my breast. Whether Raksh was here as an adversary or ally, God only knew. But he did bring luck, and if his presence granted me even the slightest edge, I would seize it. Shoving my skiff forward with a final push, I squared my shoulders and prepared to enter the meeting place of the world’s deadliest criminals to confront a myth, a demon, and—God willing—my wayward friend.

The tavern was bustling, the shaded interior a balm against my flushed skin. A pair of musicians played, one strumming an oud while the other beat a steady rhythm on a tabla. A dancer turned in languid, gracefully bored moves, catching the gaze of more than one quick-eyed man. Pausing at the entrance, I quickly assessed the crowd. There were perhaps three dozen people in the meetinghouse, mostly men save for a gang of a young women who were all wearing cropped blue vests and sashes of boar tusks. It was otherwise a diverse bunch, with a group of Greek Christians arguing loudly over cups of wine about the price of mercury in Constantinople while a table of Malay and Chinese contract forgers settled a debt. A makeshift counter consisting of an enormous teak door carved so intricately it must have once belonged to a royal, was set over two barrels anchoring the opposite wall. Below it, stone amphorae of various refreshments—few of them halal, I suspected—were half buried in the ground to stay cool.

Keeping my gaze high, I strode to the counter. “Peace be upon you,” I greeted the barman. His shoulders were stooped, his head bowed.

It took a moment for him to respond and when he did reply, his voice was so raspy that it could barely be heard. “And upon you peace. Can I get you a drink?”

“Anything that hasn’t been fermented longer than a week.”

He let out a hoarse chuckle. “We have more options than you might imagine. Many visitors wish to keep their wits about them.” He turned around, but his face was covered and he seemed to be avoiding my gaze; an understandable condition when working in Sarilaglag’s notorious meetinghouse, I supposed. He ladled a dark, frothy liquid into a clay cup. “Anyone you are looking to meet?”

He asked the question lightly, as though we were having a conversation rather than playing our parts in a long-established process, a ritual made possible by blood, duels, and generations of criminals before us. “An acquaintance,” I confirmed, taking the cup and exchanging it for my swords. Strictly speaking, weapons were forbidden.

He took the swords with his left hand, tucking them under his right arm. His right hand was gone, severed at the wrist with a long-healed stub—the mark of a thief not quite quick-fingered enough. “And their name?”

Sheikh Sasan had assumed I knew the way to reach him, and I did. But for now, I twisted the pattern. “My name is Amina al-Sirafi.”

The barman paused, but only for a moment. New arrivals did not give their names in Sarilaglag’s meetinghouse. A fragile peace might hold here, but one never knew which enemies might be lurking. “Ah. Well, a pleasure to meet you, sister. Why don’t you refresh yourself? I am sure your acquaintance will be along shortly, God willing.”

And God willing, I would still be alive to meet him. I took the cup but did not drink; Dalila and her warnings had been too long my companions for me to ever consume a beverage in such suspicious company. Otherwise, there was nothing to do now but wait as my name was carried along the canals, news of my presence in the tavern being shared from houseboat to houseboat. Wait and pray that the “paranoia” Dalila had dismissed about my old enemies was warranted . . . and that at least a few of the dozens of forged missives Jamal and I had sent out had found their marks.

The meetinghouse stayed busy, bandits of various classes coming and going, some slipping through the reed doors like knives in the night, others with boastful struts. A few eyed me, but no one looked familiar. I pretended to sip my drink, studying the surrounding criminals. Was it just me or had that young woman glanced in my direction a time too—

The tavern abruptly darkened. It was only for a moment, the shadows in the room seeming to flatten and flare, like tossing a fresh log upon a fire might affect flame. But then just as suddenly, though I did not see the doors open, Raksh was standing at the entrance.

My husband must have been preying on wealthy marks because he was dressed in a fine silk caftan of dark gold, embroidered with tiny silver mirrors, and loose pants dyed an expensive indigo. A shawl of the same color twined his elegant neck, tangled with the coral pendant he rarely removed, and a long string of pearls. The bright sun at his back was blinding, leaving spots on my vision.

But I would have known the figure for my demon of a spouse even if my eyes had been closed. The strange sense of rightness, like one had fallen off a ship only to be unexpectedly caught by a lucky rope, surged through my blood, leaving shivers racing across my skin. The barely there whisper of Unseen murmurs that always seemed to exist in the background rose up in a sharp, discordant hum like a drone of cicadas.

Raksh’s gaze set upon mine and blazed. The nearest table of gamblers burst into cheers as game pieces scattered. To his left, one of the Greek merchants shot to his feet with an angry cry, tossing a cup of wine into his fellow’s face.

Chaos. Discord and ambition, desire and madness. And as the physical manifestation of all that was tumultuous charged toward my table, I suddenly wondered if I’d thought this scheme through. The female gang of outlaws came to blows as he passed, an elderly man bursting into tears as he pulled a gold coin from a loaf of bread.

Raksh didn’t seem to notice, his furious stare set firmly on mine. My estranged husband looked torn between throttling me and taking me on the table, and I cursed myself for how quickly my baser instincts contemplated the merits of the latter. But he made no attempt to seize me, instead stopping a pace away, drawing up to his full height and ruffling in his finery like one of those obnoxious male birds parading their colorful feathers to a disinterested female.

“Am I permitted to sit or have you lined the cushion with rusty nails?” he challenged. “Perhaps there is another meteor blade hidden up your sleeve? You seem damnably determined to kill me so maybe I should start taking precautions in your presence.”

“If only it were so easy.” I glanced up and down his body. Raksh’s human form looked as though he’d been crafted solely to allure, and he typically tended toward garments so scarce they risked falling off at any moment. It was strange to see him covered and yet even these clothes flattered him, as though the sun had taken form, winding and clinging to his body like a lover.

Not a helpful image, Amina. Chiding myself, I set my gaze on Raksh’s face, refusing to let it dip lower. “Why are you dressed like a prince on the run?”

He sniffed, sounding insulted. “Maybe I like these clothes. Maybe I was trying something new, after someone threw me off their ship . . . again.”

The bastard sounded genuinely hurt. “Something new? Then why did you have me dragged back to you?”

“I am not the one who sent an assassin after the other! I was minding my own business! Meeting new people, entertaining new prospects!”

“New prospects?” I hissed. “Is that what you call it? I have peris landing on my roof in the middle of the night, squawking about you and your new prospects!”

“So divorce me!”

It takes a fair amount to raise eyebrows in Sarilaglag, but it was impossible to ignore that our hushed argument was drawing attention. From across the meetinghouse, the barman was staring at us, his dark eyes flitting between me and Raksh.

I reached out, snagging my spouse by the silks and dragging him to sit beside me. “Keep your voice down.” I glanced at the door, but Raksh had arrived alone. “And tell me what the hell is going on. Is Dalila alive?”

He bristled. “I do not work for you.”

“You have never worked for anyone but yourself a single day in a thousand years. Is Dalila alive?”

Glowering, he pulled an object from his belt and tossed it on the table. It was my meteor blade, the one Dalila had stolen.

“Recognize that?” he accused. “For I certainly did when your friend attempted to assassinate me with it, an act she should be grateful I did not return by breaking her neck.”

“No, you just sold her out to her enemies.”

“Beg pardon: I am the reason Dalila is still alive and unharmed.” When I opened my mouth, he held up a silencing hand. “Your Mistress of Poisons made a grave error in coming after me. I might care little for mortal grievances, but I have been hunting in crowded waters, and she foolishly caught the attention of far more determined predators.”

Oh, Dalila. I took a deep breath, still trying to work out what sort of game Raksh was playing. “You’ve kept her safe? How?”

Raksh gave me a look that suddenly seemed much older. Colder. “I am the master of fortunes, Amina. Both good and ill. If I find the former more exciting and more . . . satisfying, that does not mean the latter don’t have their place.”

A chill ran down my spine. “Why?” I asked. “Why would you help her?”

“Maybe I was keeping my options open.” Raksh seemed to study me, an expression I couldn’t read simmering in his black eyes. “You know . . . I was looking for an end to this. To us. The little pet I plucked from the sea was so promising. I was even in talks with a rabbi over the best way to divorce you.”

“A rabbi?”

“Yes. Did you believe I would stay trapped in our foul marriage pact forever?”

I pinched my brow. “What religion do you think I practice, Raksh? The one in which you were married. Name it, please.”

He drew back as though suspecting a trick. “You’re a Mandaean. Or some sort of Matsu acolyte.” When I sighed, frustration bloomed in his face. “It matters not! Your venomous companion got my newest mark killed in a melee. Another opportunity, once again ruined by those in the orbit of Amina al-Sirafi.”

Lab’s escapee was dead? By God, maybe no one truly did escape her, fate intervening even if someone slipped her clutches. But callous as it was, I set the man’s fate aside. I had come for Dalila and it felt like this conversation had just taken a dangerous turn.

“Speak plainly, Raksh,” I challenged. “First you claim to be helping Dalila and now you sound as though it is vengeance you seek.”

Raksh laughed. “I care nothing for vengeance, wife. That is a human vice.” He leaned closer, a handbreadth away from me. “You said the peris came to you? Are you hunting another Transgression?”

Intrigue radiated from his voice, thick as a spell and I found myself tripping over the words I tried to deny him. “It doesn’t concern you.”

“Doesn’t it?” Before I could respond, his hand darted out to clasp my wrist.

Magic surged through my already agitated blood. I should have thrown Raksh across the room, headbutted him over the table, but I seemed unable to budge. Instead I shivered madly, the cup in my hand shaking so violently that half the drink spilled out. I could feel the bitterness of the arguing forgers, the dreamy, terrifying ambition of an arsonist at the next table.

Raksh trailed his fingers down my arm, and when he met my gaze again, through the dark curtain of his long lashes, crimson power glimmered in his eyes. It was the gaze of the chaos spirit when he fed upon ambition, and he exhaled, a long messy sigh like one once starved and now gorged.

“I’d forgotten how good this feels,” he murmured, his breath warm upon my neck as though a lover whispering endearment. But it was no sweet flattery Raksh spoke into my ear. “You came here with a plot.”

I gritted my teeth against the power boiling in my veins. I wanted to release it. To turn over the tavern and rip through every member of the Banu Sasan. “Let me go.”

“Let me help. Take the offer I made last we met. I can taste your fear, sense you struggling to fight your new gifts, to deny and delay what you might become.”

I jerked free, gasping as the magic receded. “I don’t need you to become a legend.”

Raksh sat back with a weary sigh. “No, but you will need me to survive becoming a legend,” he warned. “You are hunting a Transgression for the peris, aren’t you?” When I said nothing, his gaze grew even more knowing. “They will betray the deal you made with them if they can.”

“Says one who lives and breathes deception.”

“Says one who has tangled with them longer than humanity has been building cities.” Raksh clucked his tongue. “You believe me a fool, ignorant of mortal custom, and yet you remain steadfast in refusing the one being willing to guide you through the magical world. Come back to me. Together we would be so powerful that you need not fear for your friend.”

Temptation stalked me, it was undeniable. I had not survived this long by choosing honor over effectiveness, and I had no doubt with Raksh by my side, I stood a better chance of walking out of this meetinghouse with Dalila as well. For I had indeed come here with a plot. A plot that as of yet showed no promise.

He reached out again, clearly detecting my uncertainty, and entwined his fingers in mine. “Come,” he continued, his voice a playful purr. “You know you don’t entirely despise me. You made that plenty clear last time I was on your ship.”

Now it was a different sort of temptation sending heat into my cheeks. “I am not here for you, Raksh,” I retorted, jerking my hand back. “I am here for Dalila. Where is she?”

“Safe. I swear it. She and her sheikh will be along shortly. I insisted upon meeting you first.”

“How kind for your partner to allow such a thing.”

His expression flared. “He is not my partner. I told you: I kept Dalila safe—”

“Did you? Then help me understand how that letter ended up in my hands.”

Raksh frowned. “How I am to understand how communications work amongst mortals? A . . . ship? Birds?”

“I am not talking about couriers, you bastard.” I seethed, speaking more plainly: “Dalila would have never given me up. Never in a thousand years divulged Jamal’s residence. So how did the Banu Sasan know I was there?”

He hesitated and any doubt I might have reserved crumbled.

“I still remember that night on the beach,” I said more softly. “When we first met and you ripped through my mind. Because you are ignorant of the human world. If you weren’t, you could have hunted me directly. It would have been faster, simpler. However, you needed help; help to turn your magical impressions into a specific location. How fortunate, then, for you to have come upon a man with such vast criminal connections.”

Give my spouse some credit, he knew when a game had run its course. “So I took advantage of a situation while helping someone!” Raksh argued. “I’m learning!”

I seized the dagger. “Go to hell, Raksh. Because if Dalila and I get out of this newest trap in which you’ve ensnared me, you best be far away.”

“Oh, my . . . is the marital reunion not going well?”

The voice was new, amused, and so unexpected that I flew to my feet, holding the meteor blade.

A man stood behind Raksh’s shoulder. When he had gotten there, I couldn’t imagine. The tavern was busy and crowded, yes, but I’d been watching for new arrivals even while fighting with my husband and this man had materialized so suddenly, it was as though he’d stepped from a hidden seam of the world.

I knew someone else, someone very dear, who could do just that. And upon such a realization, I strongly suspected I now gazed upon none other than her sheikh.

Sheikh Sasan did not make a striking first impression. Of slight build and a good decade my senior, he was entirely unremarkable, with a thin face and well-trimmed graying beard. No jewelry, no finery, his cap was of plain flax and his rough black robe the same you might see a hundred such men wearing—the kind of clothes worn by working folks who pass unnoticed, unremembered in a hundred such places. Gloves concealed his hands, an undershirt garbing his neck up to the chin. He held a long, ebony staff with an eagle’s head carved into the end, but even that appeared old, an heirloom. Next to Raksh, he was plain as a mouse, his features so forgettable it was nearly remarkable.

Intentional. For there was not a trace of fear upon his face as he studied me with open curiosity.

The barkeep rushed over. “Forgive me, lord! I did not see you enter.”

“No forgiveness needed,” Sasan replied, with all the kindliness of a grandfather. He handed his staff to the younger man. “Thank you for the message.”

The barkeep took the staff, his hands trembling. He still seemed to be avoiding my gaze, an oddity that made me gladder I had not drunk what he’d prepared. “Please make yourself comfortable. Is there anything I can—”

Sasan chuckled. “I am not accustomed to consuming the wares of others, but the offer is appreciated.”

Two pairs of similarly dressed men appeared at the doorway, and with their arrival, a few of the criminals began to glance around. The bickering forgers rose to their feet, visibly alarmed.

“Please!” the sheikh said, giving them a pleasant smile. “Stay. Go about your business.” His teeth gleamed. “I insist.”

The forgers glanced at the door once more but then dropped to their seats. The sheikh turned his attention back to me and Raksh.

“So this is the pirate.” His eyes danced with mirth. “Apologies for the interruption. When my men saw your husband rush off, it made us concerned.” He nodded at the meteor dagger in a dismissive fashion. “If you would please put that . . . thing away. We would not wish to upset the hospitality rules of such a special place.”

I would have rather kept the weapon at hand; indeed, if I had my way, it would already be sticking out of Sasan’s chest. But I obeyed the request. If this was the man who had trained Dalila, I doubt he would have put himself in any position for me to attack. I glanced at Raksh, but my husband had gone curiously still and quiet, a cat feigning boredom while awaiting two scrabbling mice.

I refocused my attention on the supposed leader of the Banu Sasan. “I take it you are Sheikh Sasan?”

“A title more than a name, but one I wear proudly.” The sheikh settled down on the cushion opposite mine and I watched him carefully, ready to throw myself backward if Sasan so much as attempted to brush my cloak. Dalila had put the fear of God in me when it came to her venoms; there were dozens of ways to poison someone that had nothing to do with ingestion and I knew just sitting here was a risk.

“I received your letter about our shared acquaintance.”

He tutted. “Shared nothing. We need not dance, al-Sirafi. Your adventures together are as infamous as I dare say my desire for vengeance is. I know she is your friend—you would not have risked coming if you didn’t care for her. Besides, your husband has told me there is quite the sense of camaraderie among your crew.”

Raksh rolled his eyes. “It’s ridiculous. Harm one of them and you’re an enemy for life, apparently.”

A hint of hunger churned in Sheikh Sasan’s voice. “A shame more of you did not come to shore, then. It would have been lovely to meet.”

“Where is she?” I asked warily.

“Close. And safe. The apparent curse your husband laid upon my people assured such,” Sasan replied.

Raksh smiled for the first time. “Your workshops are astonishingly prone to burning to the ground. What terrible luck.”

Sasan’s expression remained polite. “If I were twenty years younger, I would be so ever intrigued by that.” He glanced my way. “Is he the secret to your success? I do hear such entertaining tales. Did you truly steal the Sultan of Mysore’s pleasure barge?”

“Fetch me my friend and I shall tell you all about it. Until I see Dalila with my own eyes, I have nothing to discuss.”

“What admirable loyalty,” he said softly, making a beckoning motion to his men. “And to one so undeserving. I take it she never told you why she left us?”

I spread my hands. “No one who captains a pirate ship interrogates the reasons why their crew decides upon such a life. It would leave us bereft of enough men to even raise a sail.”

Sasan tented his fingers. “And yet, you understand my dilemma, no? You are a captain, the sheikh of your ship. What would you do, nakhudha, if one of your sailors betrayed you? If they led a mutiny or worse—engaged in an act of selfishness that resulted in the deaths of a dozen of their fellows?”

Surely he exaggerates. However, doubt crept in, because how would I know? Dalila had kept her past with the Banu Sasan wrapped so tightly that it had almost become more myth than fact, and I had not pressed.

Nor would I before her enemy. “You have not killed her. Instead, you were willing to work with my husband and await my arrival, leading me to believe you were open to negotiation.”

“I did. So here is my offer, al-Sirafi. Order your devil to lift his curse, then get on your ship and take him with you. I will give Dalila a quick death, the merciful one she does not deserve. We shall never meet again, and you shall live to see the next moon.” He raised a palm before I could protest. “Do not say no out of reflex. Out of love for a friend. Consider it, from one captain to another.”

No one rose to the top of the Banu Sasan by being anything less than a master of deception, but the truth of that offer rang out in every word. I cleared my throat. “I have nothing more to say on the matter until I see her.”

Sasan sighed and sat back, his gaze narrowing past my shoulder. “Bring her in.”

We waited in a tense silence, but it was not long before a pair of his men dragged a madly writhing and blindfolded Dalila through the door. My heart crashed at the sight of my friend swearing and spitting like a wounded lion, gasping for breath between her vicious insults. By the time she was shoved to her knees before Sheikh Sasan, she was spent, pale as parchment and barely capable of standing. Her hands were bound roughly behind her back, and she was thin as a rail, yellow bruises covering her filthy skin, her uncovered hair matted with knots.

Fury roared through me. Twenty years ago, I would have been rash and vengeful, flipping the table and attempting to stab Sasan in the throat. I could not afford such risks now, but oh, my hands shook. My very blood seemed to be bubbling, my body urging me to fight. To seize and relish my new strength. To rip through these men as dozens watched and raced to spread the story . . .

That is not me. And surely enough, from across the table, Raksh grinned. I glared back, determined not to let the fiend further mislead me.

Sheikh Sasan, however, had eyes only for Dalila.

“Ah, there she is, my most talented student.” But there was nothing affectionate in his tone, nor even a cold professionalism. Instead a vicious light twisted across his previously grandfatherly visage as he gestured for his men to remove her blindfold.

Dalila jerked back, her wild gaze darting around like that of an animal released from a trap. Her eyes were so bloodshot that I could scarcely make out her pupils. But, oh—her glare found mine.

“So this is your long-awaited vengeance,” she said scornfully. “Selling me back to the pirate? Surely you could have gotten a higher price elsewhere.”

“The pirate.” Sasan’s calculating eyes brightened with amusement, even if none of the cruelty left his expression. “You’re attempting to sell disaffection to one who knows you too well, and trust me, there is no prize I desire more.” He glanced at me. “I used to wonder if I would still be able to pick her out of a crowd or if the decades—and the skills I taught her—might have erased any once-familiar features.” He reached out to tousle her dirty hair, an act as audacious as it was dangerous. “But there is no one quite like my sister.”

Dalila spat in his face. “I’m not your sister.”

There was an outraged hiss from Sasan’s men. One moved to smash a staff into the back of her neck, but the sheikh raised a hand, staying his action.

“No. I fear such a blow might kill her in her current state and that is not what I promised the nakhudha.” He wiped his face, turning his attention back to Dalila. “Though you could have been family, truly. My brother was sweet on you until you got him killed.”

That Dalila had gotten someone killed or—more likely—killed them herself in her long criminal career was not particularly surprising to me. But Sasan’s very brother?

Dalila was far less sympathetic. “Your brother’s feelings were neither returned nor my problem.”

Anger flashed in the sheikh’s eyes but then he laughed. “God, Dalila, you truly are the coldest of cunts. You could have risen so far had you not betrayed us.” Sasan leaned closer, almost heedless. “Did you think I had forgotten you? Think twenty years would make a difference? My dear, it only gave me more time to dream. To contemplate the various poisons that I might inflict on you. Something that would hurt long enough so I could savor your pain, but not so lingering that you might find a way to escape its clutches.” He sighed. “You had so much potential. You could have been leading your own company. And now? Foolish enough to return to the Persian Gulf on a mission for your nakhudha? She must be very precious to you.”

Dalila didn’t even look my way. “No one is precious to me. And you are a fool to believe anyone in the guild believes differently. The Banu Sasan are no different than any other criminal gang. The tricks may be better, but in the end, loyalty is a scam.”

“A traitor would say that.” He gestured at me. “And what if I told my men to kill her? A mighty warrior she may be, but you are terribly outnumbered. Perhaps I shall have her take your place in the cell? We shall compete for her life. I brew the poisons, you the antidotes.” He tilted his head, sizing her up. “Only, if I recall, you were never very skilled with antidotes. Killing people, ah, that was easy. Saving them?” He clucked his tongue. “I do hope you’ve improved.”

Dalila said nothing, her eyes lit in silent challenge, and it dawned on me she might be contemplating it.

Sasan glanced at Raksh. “No argument from the devoted spouse?”

Raksh shrugged and reached for my untouched cup. “I have made my wife an offer of reconciliation. Whether or not she takes it is her decision.” He took a sip and then spat the drink out, his expression twisting in disgust. “What foul swill is that?”

The audacity of this man to steal my drink and then complain. I jerked my head at the barkeep. “Why don’t you go get your own? Perhaps they’ve palm wine.”

But the young Banu Sasan accompanying their sheikh interpreted the exchange in a very different light.

Before Raksh or I could speak again, they reacted with astonishing speed, one plucking away my cup with a handkerchief, the other jerking Sheikh Sasan back. The first man took a careful sniff of the drink. Not a single one of the poisoners spoke aloud, the glances between Sasan and his acolytes all the communication they needed. He nodded.

In the blink of an eye, the Banu Sasan who’d been guarding the door had rushed the barman. They dragged him toward our table.

Sheikh Sasan’s voice was frighteningly calm. “It takes one either very foolish or very cunning to poison another in my presence. So which are you?”

The barman’s voice rasped out, “Was not meant for you, my lord!”

“Obviously.” Sasan beckoned to his men. “Remove his veil.”

They jerked the facecloth down, and I gasped. “Ishaq?”

My second husband—a man I’d not seen since we divorced at knifepoint—glared back. Ishaq and I had met during my wildest years in the Persian Gulf and brought out each other’s worst impulses. Older than me and dangerously good-looking, he’d been an accomplished killer back then, running with pirate gangs since he was ungodly young. He’d distinguished himself for his way around boats, blades, and beds, and I suspect we both viewed the other as a conquest in a way.

“Oh, now you recognize me,” he said hoarsely. God only knew what had happened to his voice: disease, vice—maybe someone had tried to strangle him. Ishaq was a violent, unpredictable man, my worst marital mistake before Raksh. “You ruined my life,” he accused. “You made my name a humiliation.”

“You should be grateful I settled for throwing you off my ship. Another captain would have keelhauled you for attempted mutiny.” I nodded at his missing hand with open scorn. “Too incompetent a thief to regain your reputation?”

Ishaq’s eyes flared in outrage. “This the newest one?” he asked, jerking his head at Raksh. “You always were a greedy whore.”

“An embarrassingly common insult,” I replied. “Can you not be cleverer?” Sheikh Sasan tried to interrupt, looking deeply annoyed, but I pressed on. I didn’t particularly care to trade insults with my foulest ex-husband, but I was looking to both delay the sheikh and provoke a distraction. “Or perhaps you cannot. After all, judging from the glazed visage and suicidal schemes, I assume you’re still eating too much hashish to please a woman.” I shrugged. “True pity about the hand, then. It must have been as though losing half your lovers—”

Ishaq lunged. He had not a chance, of course, but the threatening motion was enough to draw the rest of the Banu Sasan from the door. They hauled Ishaq away from our table, my ex-husband cursing and snarling.

“Deal with him outside,” Sheikh Sasan said curtly, as though handling an unwelcome party-crasher. He turned back to Dalila and me. “Now, nakhudha. If you would . . .”

But there were already other people making their way through the door.

“I do not care if Gog and Magog are preparing to end the world,” a voice loudly blasphemed from outside. “If that horse-thieving harlot is here, I will have her.” The reed doors burst open, a trio of men charging inside before Ishaq could be dragged out.

My gaze went first to their weapons, a ghastly array. All were armed with hooked poles, grappling irons, and daggers, but then each held an additional lovely surprise. The man to the left hefted a heavy mace with a spiked iron ball the size of my head, his fellow toying with a vicious, barbed whip large enough to wound an elephant, and the third interloper bearing a towering spike with a double-headed steel axe. Wearing coarse tunics, plain head wraps, and braided armor, they could have been from anywhere. But then the man in the lead stepped forward, one eye milky and his entire left side mottled with scars from Rumi fire, and I recognized him.

“Al-Uqab.” I grimaced. “You were one of the ones I hoped wouldn’t be here.”

“Al-Sirafi,” he snarled, driving the end of his spike into the floor. “You fucking cunt. I’m going to tear you in half and leave your entrails dripping from the roof.”

At that the number of Banu Sasan guards seemed to abruptly double, several of the seemingly unrelated folks sitting around now standing up to reveal weapons and put themselves between al-Uqab and their sheikh.

A hint of misgiving played across Sheikh Sasan’s face, though he still appeared implacably unimpressed; I suppose he preferred his weapons in colorless liquid form. “Another former adversary?” he asked me.

I kept a careful watch on al-Uqab and his men. “We had some disagreements over cargo in my early years.”

“Disagreements?” Al-Uqab’s face went red, a vein popping in his forehead. “You stalked my route every season for five years! You set fire to my ship!”

“You left my scout in a well to drown,” I returned coldly. “You should be fortunate that all I did was burn your ship. And what sort of fool returns to the same route after being beset more than once? You deserved to be robbed.”

He hefted the spike. “I don’t see much crew around now to save you.”

“And yet you are outnumbered,” Sasan pointed out, gesturing to his dozen fighters. “I have business with the nakhudha and do not care what sea squabbles you’ve come to contest.”

“And we arrived before all of you,” one of the young women in the blue vests interrupted. She rose to her feet, her sash of tusks jingling, and I noticed an odd glimmer to her garments. The silvery fibers in the vest seemed to glow and catch in the light.

Azarshost. Those were the garments of an arsonist—woven in part with the fire-resistant fibers of mysterious mountain rocks. I didn’t know of any arsonists with enmity toward me, as far as I could recall—not even in my wildest days was I foolish enough to invite such danger.

But the young woman wasn’t looking in my direction. Her gaze was focused only on Sasan as she spoke again. “I know your reputation, Sheikh, and respect you enough to have given you time to negotiate with the nakhudha. But we’ve been hired to retrieve her, and we will not be leaving empty-handed.”

Al-Uqab sneered. “You won’t be leaving with al-Sirafi at all. You’re welcome to whatever bits of her are left after I get my revenge, but bits will be all your client receives.”

She scoffed. “You are but three men. You will not even overcome the poisoners.”

“And you are but a handful of little girls,” al-Uqab shot back. “I could best you all by myself.”

A hint of madness blazed in her eyes. “I am Taumuriya of the Burning Grasses, and you are welcome to try.”

“Enough of this!” Sheikh Sasan snapped, alarm in his voice for the first time as he appraised the arsonists. He seemed to be reassessing his plans; there was a reason the arsonists’ canal was set back from the rest, and that was because not even the most cunning of bandits wanted to ensnarl themselves with a bunch of wild fire-starters.

“Taumuriya?” A Malay forger shot to his feet, looking outraged. “You infernal demoness; ’twas you and your vipers who burned down the treasury in Temasek! My crew was still inside—you cost me a fortune! And slew them all!” he added, a half second too late. But his current troop didn’t seem to notice his half-hearted grieving for they flew to their feet, brandishing a sudden flurry of small blades clearly smuggled on their bodies.

Sheikh Sasan turned to me, his expression icy with suspicion. But before he could speak, screaming came from outside. A bloodied Mamluk guard rushed in from a back entrance.

“Pirates!” he cried. “There are at least fifty of them coming out of the marshes and two ships approaching.”

Pirates. Apprehension snaked through my body. Those weren’t my men: I counted neither fifty warriors nor captained two ships. But the mystery only lasted another moment . . . before the advance guard of the pirate princes of Kish—my oldest enemy—flooded through the door. They were instantly familiar with their helmets of plaited reeds and curved swords. And a great, great many swords those were.

It was instant commotion. With the smell of sulfur and pine, something flashed in the air near the woman of the Burning Grasses and the arsonists rushed the brawlers who had insulted them.

I flew to my feet. Sasan’s men were already hauling him away, Dalila abandoned on the ground. I rushed to her side.

The sheikh called out once more. “Creative, nakhudha—truly!” he complimented, clearly working out what I’d done. “My commendations.”

I spared him a glance while cutting Dalila’s ropes, not liking the tone of his voice.

Sasan met my gaze, smiling. “But I had what I wanted before I even set eyes on your face.”

Raksh cackled. My husband had been silent, observing all that was playing out before him like a bemused leopard watching adolescent gazelles lock horns before pouncing to devour one. But he laughed now, a sound so rich with supernatural malice that it seemed to briefly pierce the violent tension, to draw attention from the brewing melee like water dragged back before a tidal wave. The crimson line in his eyes had grown to overtake the pupils, bright as a scorching sun as he gazed upon the madness poised to envelop the meetinghouse.

The brawl could probably still be tamped down. We were outlaws; criminals and thieves and murderers, yes. But it was discretion that gained one admission to Sarilaglag, and we were the elite; nothing like the careless, thoughtless vagrants that plagued and loitered. Sheikh Sasan was correct: I had arrived with a wild plot, a hope and a prayer that enough of my old adversaries could be tempted out, that they might desire vengeance enough to cause a distraction in which I could slip away with Dalila.

However, I had not given thought to what the presence of a ravenous spirit of discord might do.

Raksh laughed again, his head thrown back. Then he brought his hands together in a single clap and true chaos erupted.

Al-Uqab lifted his spike and roared a battle cry. “By the time night falls, I shall be King of Sarilaglag!”

The Malay forger swayed on his feet, his eyes and those of his comrades dreamy. “Oh, but the pickings are ripe here . . . Men, fan out! Think of secrets we might seize. We shall build an empire of gossip and gold!”

Taumuriya was already lighting a torch, her comrades doing the same as flames glittered against their azarshost vests. “Burn it all down! Our name shall be feared from Samarkand to Sri Lanka!”

Unfortunately, the pirate princes of Kish were more focused.

“After al-Sirafi!” screamed a man brandishing their banner. “We shall finally be the ones to hang her from her heels!”

But they weren’t the only ones affected. Raksh’s magic was strong, feeding my head and my heart with absurd notions: Might I not slay all my enemies right now, become a buccaneer queen to rival even the notorious pirate fleets of Socotra? How people would fear and spread my name, the legend of Amina al-Sirafi carrying on the wind . . .

Do not let him seduce you. Not now. Gasping as though resurfacing from a watery plunge, I shook away the cravings rushing through my body. I cut through Dalila’s last rope and dragged her to the bar.

“My swords!” I hissed, ducking a scimitar and kicking a low table at an assailant. “Behind the counter!”

“Your clothes,” Dalila wheezed. “You’re too distinctive!”

“Al-Sirafi is over there!” a voice cried. Through the smoke and flashing weapons, I had been spotted.

Dalila passed me one of my swords, keeping back the second for herself, though she appeared hardly capable of hefting it, let alone fighting.

“Stay close,” I warned. “We make for the door.”

She shook her head. “It’s too far.” We were on the other side of the anarchic meetinghouse, the distance between us and the exit packed with grappling bloody figures, swiftly spreading tongues of fire, and choking smoke.

“Then let’s hope my luck holds.” Said source of luck was still cackling, a high cold noise I had never before heard from Raksh; a mad king gorging himself on cruel spectacle.

I very much did not wish to be here when my husband returned to his senses. So with a prayer, I threw myself into the fray.

Now, I have never been the smoothest of fighters, particularly in those early years of adjusting to the new strength my time on the peri island had granted me. Yes, I am a trickster and a con artist, capable of lies like melted butter and schemes as complicated as an astrolabe’s working. But when it comes to fighting, I’m a brawler first.

So I brawled, punching and kicking. People were fleeing, fighting, or both at the same time. I might have been the intended target of many, but it was chaotic and hazy, the bloodlust in the air enough to make half the men turn on their own. I yanked off my colorful robe, pulling an abandoned gray cloak over my head and taking one of the reed helmets off a fallen fighter, then gave Dalila the azarshost vest of a slain arsonist. Raksh might not have been hunting me, but I could feel his presence in every too-fortunate thrust; in the way crowds seemed to part around me, a burst of fire catching the man with the mace when he got too close. I hadn’t taken Raksh’s offer, but we were still bound, his magic rubbing off on me.

Until it met someone even more determined than him: Ishaq.

Sheikh Sasan’s men must have let my ex-husband go, more preoccupied with getting their leader safely away. They certainly hadn’t stopped Ishaq from getting his hands on a bloodstained crossbow—one of the many weapons my brute of a former spouse was quite adept at handling. A bolt was already loaded.

I froze. Not even I was fast enough to disarm someone from this distance. Which judging from the bitter satisfaction that twisted across Ishaq’s face, he knew damn well. He lifted the crossbow . . .

With an unhinged bellow, Dalila barreled forth. But it was not Ishaq at whom she lunged.

It was me. She struck so hard and so fast, like a war projectile in the form of a tiny woman, that she knocked me clear off my feet and against the thatched wall.

No, not a wall. A window. Which I realized as we went crashing through several layers of shutters. There was a moment of sweltering air, of falling . . . then we hit the water.

I emerged, spluttering and coughing, then abruptly ducked back under when a brick came flying at my head.

Dalila, where is Dalila? Finally I spotted her, writhing and red-faced. I swam fast, grabbing my friend and dragging her to the surface.

“Two breaths!” Gasping for air, she obeyed and I pulled her under again, putting another pier between us and the tavern. I did not spare even a moment to see if we were being pursued, not a single glance back as the screams grew louder. All that mattered was getting the hell out of the maze that was Sarilaglag, where everyone would sell us out.

But Dalila was starting to go limp, her grip around my neck weakening. Holding her with one arm, I paddled awkwardly to the shade of an abandoned houseboat, half sunk upon a large rock that still had it pinned in place. I heaved her up and then pulled myself onto the rotting deck, grateful that it held our weight.

“Dalila?” I lightly slapped her cheek when her eyes lolled around, as though struggling to place me. Her face was the color of parchment and splotchy bruises covered her arms. “My friend, we cannot stay here. I need you to move.”

“Go,” she croaked. “I will slow you.”

“Ay, I came all this way to rescue you and now you wish to be abandoned?” I tried to keep my tone light, but she flinched. It was strange to have Dalila reliant upon me, reliant upon anyone. In our years together, she’d been extremely ill twice and vanished during each bout, unable to be vulnerable around people, like a cat that would prefer to hide and die alone.

There was shouting in the distance and curious chatter from a nearby vessel in a language I didn’t understand. Just beyond, two men in leather aprons appeared to be boiling and sharpening handsaws and pliers, and I blanched. The canal of the barbers then, or rather butchers: those who made a living trading in human parts, often for the most desperate of medications and foulest of sorceries.

We very much did not want to get caught here. I took a waterskin from my belt and put it to her lips. “Drink. Rest a minute. And you know I’m not going to leave you so do not waste time we don’t have arguing.”

She scowled but drank the water and then leaned back against the moldering wood, briefly closing her eyes. The smoke was getting thicker in the air, the fire spreading. More of Sarilaglag’s denizens were starting to panic, calling for companions and hurrying to ready boats that hadn’t moved in years.

Dalila seemed to read my concerns. She coughed, struggling to sit up. The moment to catch her breath seemed to have done her well enough. “This place is going to go up like dry kindling.”

Guilt snared me. Though the threat of arson was not unknown in Sarilaglag, I could not help but feel some responsibility. “Should we try and warn—”

“Amina, this is a town of criminals. If anyone is capable of quickly fleeing, it is those who dwell here. And trust that Sasan would be only too happy to see us roasted like a pair of stuffed pigeons.”

I had what I wanted before I even set eyes on your face. The sheikh’s ominous farewell returned to my mind, but this was scarcely the time to puzzle out the poison master’s intentions.

Instead I nodded and we slipped back into the water. A bit of strength might have returned to my companion, but it was an arduous flight and before long she was breathless again, clinging to my shoulders as we swam through filthy water choked with debris, dodging fleeing skiffs and narrowly avoiding being crushed by a houseboat. The air was thick with smoke and desperation as bandits hurried to escape. Darting past the whirling oars of another vessel, we finally made it to the mangroves.

But it was both shelter and trap. The mangrove forest was thick as a jungle and dark as night, clusters of spiky leaves obscuring my vision. I couldn’t carry Dalila and hack my way through the vines with any sort of speed, and my friend was barely capable of standing. The roots and dense brush ripped at our arms, the maze of tiny creeks dizzying. The thick mud yanked away my sandals, leaving me barefoot. Here and there, other bandits ran; sooner or later I feared we would come across one of the many that hunted us.

But just when I was starting to feel hopelessly lost, suddenly as a spot upon the eye, there was my canoe less than ten paces away. The creek that had been unpassable cleared and shallowed, giving way to a gentle tide pool beneath an airy canopy of trees.

It had not looked like that before; I’d taken care to hide the canoe far better. But then, as prickles crawled over the back of my neck, I heard him.

“Amina.” Raksh all but sang my name, sounding tipsy, merry and drunk on the ambition and chaos he’d sown. “Where, oh, where are you, my cunning wife?”

I stilled, praying that the thickets of scrub and trees that had stymied my progress would hide us. Raksh sounded closer than I would like—granted, an ideal location would be on the other side of the world—and his senses were sharper than mine.

“Did you see what we did together? I . . . I don’t believe I’ve ever done magic like that.” Raksh was inebriated, awed and rambling to himself. “No. No, I would remember it.” He giggled, sounding horribly closer. “Maybe we’re fated.”

Dread curdled in my belly, but I dared not even breathe, hoping he would pass. Whose luck was stronger: the master of fortunes or the mortal he acted through? The forest seemed to grow darker, every other noise—from the singing birds to the crashes of other distant fleeing bandits—muted and strangled.

“AMINA!”

But mercifully Raksh sounded a bit farther now, the unnatural stillness relenting. I waited another moment and then as quietly and hastily as possible, raced for the canoe. I all but tossed Dalila inside, shoving off through the marshes and rowing with all my might.

Between the smoke and fleeing ships, it was not easy to navigate back to the Marawati. As we approached, I spotted a pair of my men loosing arrows in the direction of more than one vessel that had gotten too close. But then we were there, my crew throwing down ropes. Dalila had passed out while I rowed, but they hauled her up as I climbed and helped drag in the canoe.

By the time I joined her, Dalila was laid out upon the deck and had a dozen worried crewmen fretting over her. The cook was waiting with a waterskin, Majed had prepped a pillow for her head, and Jabril—an apprentice bonesetter on the run from his debts who’d joined me in Basrah—was trying to push his way through, carrying a tonic. Dalila was pale as death and violently shivering, muttering incomprehensible whispers.

“What’s wrong with her?” Tinbu asked, sounding alarmed.

“She’s been in the company of the Banu Sasan for weeks. Raksh swears they didn’t harm her, but she was in a terrible state and our escape was arduous.” I glanced at Jabril as he joined us. “Can you help her?”

He looked grimly determined. “Poisoning is far outside my experience, but rest and a light broth seem a good place to start. Perhaps we can settle her in your galley?”

“Go ahead. And please keep me informed.” I watched the men gently pick up Dalila’s petite frame and carry her off. There was no chance of accompanying her—not while Sarilaglag burned far too close behind us. Dozens of vessels of varying levels of seaworthiness were fleeing in the smoky dark, and I’d already spotted more than one collision; it was best I personally oversee our flight. “Tinbu, I want us out of here, as swiftly and safely as possible.”

“The wind is terrible. Let me get the men to the oars.” Tinbu lowered his voice. “Do you anticipate being pursued?”

My last glimpse of the tavern played through my mind; I’d set a trap for my enemies and it had sprung more effectively than I could have imagined. Too effectively. No one who knew the way to Sarilaglag was an innocent, but I feared that whatever magic Raksh had spurred to life—inspired by me, apparently—had left far more bodies burning in that infamous building than I wanted to know.

But you will know. And so will others. Because you have a chaos spirit now even more intent on hunting you down and spreading tales of your legend.

I swallowed, finding my mouth dry as I answered, “For the rest of my life.”






Chapter 10

It wasn’t long before the distance between the Marawati and the burning abode of criminals had grown vast. Other vessels were fleeing, too, but none were as fast as we were. The sails now full, I waited until the smoke was a blur on the horizon and the other ships the size of insects before I finally rose from my captain’s bench.

Or at least attempted to. My knee let out a painful protest, a wave of dizziness sweeping over me. I cursed under my breath, reaching for my head.

“Everything all right?” Tinbu asked, climbing up to join me.

I attempted to steady myself on the railing, only to draw back at an unpleasant sting. Angry blisters had erupted across my left palm, painful to the touch. Odd. But God only knew what had been in the fiery waters of Sarilaglag last night.

“I’m fine, God be praised,” I muttered. “Too old to crash through a window, swim the length of a town, haul a poisoner through a swamp, and then sit on a cramped bench the entire night, but I wasn’t torn apart by a mob of my oldest enemies so I shall try not to complain.”

Tinbu shuddered. “You frighten me at times. And that is saying something, considering my own schemes.”

I ran some clean water over my hand and bandaged it. “Would you take command? I’d like to check on Dalila.”

“Of course.”

Jabril was leaving as I approached the galley. He met my gaze. “Your companion is as . . .” He seemed to fight for a polite word. “Spirited,” he decided, “as the rest of the crew claims.”

“Forgive me. I would have given you more warning if the situation had permitted it. She is awake, then?” I asked.

“Awake and alert enough to have threatened my life multiple times. She refused to answer any questions and wants nothing to do with ‘a bone-breaking quack,’ but she did take a good amount of broth and vinegar water and seems stronger. I would give her time.”

I clapped his shoulder. “God bless you.” Then I stepped inside the galley.

The galley was dim compared to the bright sun of early morning, hazy stars dancing across my vision. Dalila hadn’t been left alone. Majed was across from her, sitting on the chest of supplies she kept on the Marawati and holding a waterskin.

“. . . I will get off your kit after you drink more water,” he bargained. “You want to run some blasted experiment? Then get yourself better first. You are paler than the underbelly of a fish. Jabril said—”

“I do not care what that man said.” Dalila clutched a tattered cloak around her narrow shoulders, swaying and shivering like an angry cobra. “And you will get off that chest if you know what’s good for you.”

“Ah, you are feeling better,” I greeted. “God be praised.” I motioned for Majed to move; Dalila’s passion was her work and if going through her kit reassured her, peace on the Marawati would be reestablished sooner.

Ignoring us both, Dalila dragged the chest closer and threw it open. Hunching over the supplies like some sort of jealous ghoul, she rooted through the contents before finally plucking out a gnarled yellow root and a curved cutting tool.

Majed gave her a bewildered look. “Is that for some sort of remedy? Are you ill?”

She began dicing the root with fervor. “It isn’t your concern.”

“It is if we need proper medication,” I argued. “We are about to head into the deep. If you—”

“I’m fine,” Dalila snapped. “At least I would be if you would all just leave me alone!” She slammed down the knife, but she was trembling too hard to control the movement and nearly sliced her thumb off. Majed moved to help, and the glare she aimed froze him where he stood.

Oh, for the love of God. I knew this woman had issues with vulnerability but . . . “Dalila, we just want to help,” I said gently.

“You should never have come after me.” She placed her hands on either side of the root, clearly struggling to control her expression. “My feud with the Banu Sasan wasn’t your concern.”

“It’s what we do for family,” Majed countered. “And that’s what we are.”

Dalila scoffed. “No, we’re not. Do not pretend that we are anything like the families you all clearly hate to leave behind, your children and your lovers and your cages of obligation. We’re a group of old murderers and thieves, held together by sentiment and nostalgia. And you should not have come for me,” she insisted again. “You only got yourselves involved in an old quarrel that had no reason to entangle you.”

I couldn’t help but bristle at hearing her call Marjana a “cage of obligation” and noticed Majed do the same. Was that what she really thought of our children? But there was no contempt in her voice, just pain, and I’d known Dalila long enough to recognize her instinct to run from emotion, to deny connection. She had failed in her mission and been caught by the enemy she’d been hiding from for twenty years. For the proudest and most private person I’d ever met . . . I could not judge her state of mind.

“Majed, would you mind watching over things out there?” I asked, nodding to the door. “I want to work on setting a course.”

He sighed. “Yes, nakhudha.”

“You might as well go too,” Dalila said gruffly when he left, not looking at me.

I sat instead, stretching out and getting comfortable. “My knee and I are resting. Now. If you wish to lick your wounds in silence, I understand. But I need to know if you require a proper doctor. If we should put into port—”

“No.”

“Because there’s nothing to be done about your health or because you can treat yourself?”

She grunted in annoyance but finally gave me a real answer. “I can treat myself. They were giving me an elixir to keep me drowsy and complacent. This will clear it from my blood.”

I leaned back against the thatched panel. “See? Was that so hard?”

But Dalila had already returned to torturing the root, still refusing to meet my eyes. There was a flush in her cheeks. Illness, anger, shame . . . perhaps all three. “You can stop that, you know.”

“Stop what?”

“Being kind.” She kept slicing, her fingers a blur that made me nervous. “Majed told me, you know. Jamal was apparently quite the source of information. Your choice was the correct one, nakhudha, whereas all I’ve done is get Lab’s escapee killed and returned Raksh to your trail.”

I pressed my lips into a thin line. I hadn’t intended to voice the charge. My friend rarely erred—indeed, she was typically pulling the rest of us out of ill-conceived messes—and it was not the time to get into a fight. “Everyone makes mistakes, Dalila.”

“I don’t.”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “We are both of us too old to make such ludicrous claims. You made a mistake. That hardly deserves death at the hands of the Banu Sasan.”

“That is hardly the only crime I’ve committed.”

The words lay between us for a long moment, the question hanging in the air. Finally because it felt more awkward to ignore it than inquire, I did so. “Is what he said true about his brother?” When Dalila didn’t respond, I pressed. “You can talk to me, my friend. It is you who said we were such back in Socotra, no? You delivered my child; you know my fears and my weaknesses. What is it that you are so worried that I will learn? I know you betrayed your guild. So what? Sasan seemed an asshole, I would probably betray him too.”

“No,” Dalila argued. “You wouldn’t have. Not if he was part of your crew. You may steal and lie to the rest of the world, but I know you, Amina, and you would not betray a member of your crew, not for a moment.”

It was its own unintended admission. “Then you’re telling me you did? Why?”

Dalila took a deep breath and just when I was convinced she was going to clam up again, she replied, all but exhaling the words. “Because I found one of the men responsible for what happened to my village.”

The confession took me aback. Sheikh Sasan had spoken of Dalila’s break with their guild as a personal betrayal—one that had gotten a great number of their brethren and his own brother killed. But I had assumed it a criminal disagreement; perhaps they had been trying to force her into a truly abhorrent job or the brother had been pushy in his affections.

Revenge for the past tragedy she refused to discuss . . . that, I had not considered. “You did?”

“A police chief,” she said, her voice hollow. “Not surprising, I suppose, they’re all corrupt bastards. He was inquiring into our services, but it was going to be a complicated, delicate assignment—an expensive one. One that required collateral.” She put the knife down. “And among the treasures he brought were gold relics stolen from my church.”

My heart dropped. “Oh, Dalila.”

But Dalila didn’t look up, lost in the haze of memory. “We’re not supposed to be a vengeful people. It is forgiveness that our priests preach. Forgiveness and mercy in the face of everything. We are to pray for those who do us harm, even as they slay our bodies. We tell stories of martyrs who went gladly to gladiatorial rings. Martyrs who shed tears for their executioners. Turn your cheek, they say. Love sinners as God loves you.” She paused. “I have always failed in doing that.”

It was the most personal thing I’d ever heard Dalila confess of her faith; of the Christians of whom she was fiercely protective. “I believe God understands the failings of the believers He created more than those who preach His words,” I returned.

“Well, I dream of nothing but suffering for those who hurt me,” Dalila continued. “There were times I yearned for it like air, like a hunger I could never sate. If presented with the chance . . . I would do anything to attain such vengeance.” She finally met my eyes. “Do you understand?”

Goose bumps prickled over my skin. “You would betray your guild.”

Her dark gaze didn’t waver, but then my bad knee chose that terribly vulnerable moment to spasm. I jumped at the pain and Dalila started.

“Sorry,” I muttered, shifting my position and my weapons belt so I could sit more comfortably. “My damn knee—”

“When did you get that blade back?”

The question was so sudden that it took me by surprise. “Which one?” I asked, gesturing to the three knives currently strapped to my person.

“Your meteor blade,” Dalila clarified, her voice sharp. She didn’t bother pointing out that my question had been, in retrospect, stupid. Only one of my blades had gone “missing,” after all, stolen by the woman before me. “When did you get it back?”

“Raksh threw it at my face when he accused me of sending you after him.” Distaste flooded my mouth at the thought of my husband. “I should have buried it in his chest.”

Dalila was not to be deterred. “At the meetinghouse?”

“Yes. Obviously. But we needn’t talk about him right now.” Dalila had finally seemed close to discussing the tragedy that haunted her early years. “You were saying . . .”

But I had already lost her. Dalila’s gaze darted about like a panicked goat, flickering from the meteor blade to my face to the floor before finally settling on her trunk of supplies.

“I need to speak to Hamid,” she said, bizarrely referencing our cook. “And Jabril. It is imperative that I rebuild my kit.”

“Your kit?” I repeated. “What does that have to do with anything? You were telling me about the police chief, the one who hired your guild—”

Dalila flinched. “It doesn’t matter. Not now.”

But the abrupt change in subject alarmed me, as did the hint of genuine fear in her voice. “Why?” I demanded. “Please, my friend, if you need treatment, we can turn around. Go back to Baghdad, to hell with this spindle.”

She seemed to hesitate. “What did you say Jamal called this place? Lab’s kingdom?”

Now I really feared my companion was losing her mind. Not even Dalila was this focused on a mission. But I answered her, trying to keep our conversation going. “The White City? Some palace of magic and miracles and almost certainly murderous supernatural beasts.”

“Miracles.” Her voice was strained, her face even paler. “I suppose we shall see. But for now . . .” Her expression hardened, as though a mask had slipped over her features. “I would like to be allowed to lick my wounds in private.”

I paused, tempted to insist upon staying. To insist she at least explain whatever odd shift in behavior had just taken over her. But that had been the Mistress of Poisons responding and I knew there would be no arguing with her—if anything, doing so would only make her further retreat.

Trying to respect what was clearly a dismissal, I rose to my feet. “Please let me know if I can do anything.” But then I let her be, returning to my captain’s bench.

Tinbu and Majed were already there, setting the rudders. “Do you think she’ll be okay?” Tinbu asked.

I sighed. “God willing. How are we?”

“Setting off into the heart of the ocean as directed,” Majed replied. “This is the course I came up with after comparing the last known locations of several missing vessels. After that, I suppose we pray your magical inkling takes over.”

“For once, I would like a plan that doesn’t entirely rely on luck,” I grumbled.

Tinbu frowned, shading his eyes. “There is one thing. A ship. It might be a coincidence, another of Sarilaglag’s escapees, but it’s come and gone on the horizon a couple times, as though heading in a similar direction.”

“Then let us make even more haste. If it continues to pursue, we’ll consider our options.” I didn’t truly believe any of the vessels fleeing Sarilaglag were capable of catching me at sea—not even the pirate princes of Kish had been that fast and as I’ve said, the criminal metropolis attracted those bandits who preferred to drop anchor for years. “But for now . . . I do believe we have a spindle to steal.”






Chapter 11

By next morning, when dawn’s quiet light kissed the churning midnight sea, warming it in brilliant hues of indigo and iris, the shimmering expanse of water stretched from horizon to horizon without a single blemish. The shore—and the possibly pursuing other vessel—was now long gone as we pushed into the heart of the Persian Gulf, this ancient sea of pearls and sailing traditions older than dust. With no destination save the deep, on a course Majed ominously said the most vessels seemed to have vanished upon, we were finally on the quest Khayzur had warned me a significant time ago was urgent. But there was nothing to be done about it now, save press forward. My family furious, my daughter left in Baghdad with only a teenage scholar looking over her, my estranged spouse even more determined to hunt me down, and one of my dearest friends shut away . . . all I could do was sail, try to complete this latest deadly quest, and then return to deal with the aftermath of it all.

Accordingly I turned my attention to my ship and crew, making sure the Marawati would be in prime condition, her people hale. We had one minor squall, a few days in, that left half the crew emptying their stomachs and washed away a number of unsecured items, and another incident with the carpenter’s apprentice smashing his toe with an ill-aimed adze, but otherwise the sailing was steady if the water a bit rough.

There were two brushes with the Unseen—a horrid cross between a seagull and a bat that woke me from a dead sleep and a pair of mating mermaids (do not get excited—they resemble turtles more than any fair maiden and the resulting scene was something I desire burned from my memory). But I was growing more accustomed to my visions of a world and creatures no other human could see, and besides the sandal I hurled at the bat-gull, I was learning to keep such reactions to myself. Save for a few lumbering baggala—the heavy trade ships darting away at the sight of my possible pirate’s galley—we spotted no other vessels and seemed to be alone.

At first, this was a blessing. One never knows the intentions of a strange ship, in that lonely, lawless world of water and sky where everyone is on edge, where miscommunication can be as deadly as malice—but as we edged past the third week without sight of land, when it had been a few days since birds were last spotted, a restless energy began to simmer about the crew. I had warned my men that we were headed to an isolated land, one we might find strange, dangerous, and difficult to leave; indeed, I had granted the few that wished to stay behind my blessing, choosing a handful of adventurous new recruits in Basrah. But even for those of us accustomed to life at sea, the narrow confines of a ship quickly grow suffocating, particularly without even a short break upon land. Mood can be capricious. Infectious. Entirely changed by something as simple as a dead bird taken as an ill portent. When you are at the mercy of none but God and a vast, shifting ocean that might swallow you with a single gulp, even the most seasoned sailor can be rattled.

Looking back, the shift in the Marawati’s attitude can be blamed on that which rules a sailor’s life: the weather. On the twenty-ninth day at sea, the sun broke across the sky as though a viciously wronged celestial being, determined to scorch the vast world below that had maltreated it. It crept into every patch of shade, warmed the water so much that not even a dip in the sea offered respite, the air so muggy that we existed in constant sweat—moisture we could ill afford to lose. Tempers grew shorter as temperatures rose and we were all struck with a terrible thirst: a danger when there were no ready sources of fresh water. Old friends snapped at each other and newer ones cursed acquaintances they had been nurturing. I was forced to intervene more than once before people came to blows, and as we passed a solid month since departing Sarilaglag, a new moon rising over a night whose darkness offered no relief, I could sense the doubt, hear the murmurings that we were lost, that there was something cursed about this venture, and worse—see the disquiet in their gazes when they looked upon Dalila.

Because there was no denying that the Mistress of Poisons was alarming everyone.

Granted, a certain level of alarm was the general state around Dalila, one she even cultivated. But while her devil-may-care attitude, cold confidence, and bizarre experiments were one thing, the paranoid hermit who had all but taken over the cargo hold hunched over a peculiar assortment of tools and “ingredients” was another. She was openly pilfering random bits of detritus and personal items like a wanton crow, bringing back fish bones and wood shavings, iron nails and seaweed snagged on fishing lures. She appeared physically healthier than she had when we first rescued her, but she would speak to no one, instead muttering to herself and her work. Throughout the day, I would randomly feel a heat upon my neck and turn back to find her staring at me, studying me in a way she refused to explain.

And it was starting to exhaust my sympathy. Had we been upon land, I might have indulged some further licking of her wounds, but we were at sea under increasingly perilous conditions and when a member of the crew began refusing to pull their weight . . . it was noticed. And it was enough that I feared we might be flirting with the sort of discontent that leads to mutiny—until a change of fortunes one miserable late afternoon soon made heat waves, unhappy sailors, and eccentric poison mistresses the least of our problems.

There was little to signify the misadventure to come. We were awaiting night in a stupor, exhausted from the day’s labors and praying for the mild release of dusk. I was fighting a spell of dizziness, one of many that had been plaguing me, the vicious weather making every physical ailment worse. Regardless, I was still overseeing a change in the sails. The wind had died a slow death in the hazy air, thick as honey, and if we had any hope of movement, we needed to try tacking in a different direction. Shading my eyes, I watched my men, waiting for Ilyas to toss down his rope.

FLEE.

It was not a word, not quite, but rather a sensation—a warning more dire than any tongue could confer. A sharp cold punched through my chest, and I sucked for air.

“Are you all right, nakhudha?” Ilyas called down.

I attempted to steady myself on the mast and then jerked back my hand: the blisters on my left palm had yet to heal, there was no time, not when I couldn’t rest my hand and constantly sweat through any bandage. The pressure in my chest relented, replaced by an overwhelming urge to follow. The fear didn’t leave; rather it felt like spotting a leopard in the wilderness. A sight so beautiful that one is tempted to linger, to steal another look despite every moment increasing their chance of having their throat ripped open by feline fangs.

“Keep working,” I managed, my feet nearly tripping over each other. I wasn’t even sure I was controlling them. The sensation that was not quite a voice was continuing to not quite shout internal commands.

Look, it urged. Here. There.

My skull pounded in complaint; I’d had a steady headache for weeks, the lack of water not helping, and I barely made it to the edge of the ship before I vomited without warning, the rush of magic upending my thirsty, mortal form. I braced myself on the railing, breathing hard.

A flash of color drew my eye to the southeastern horizon and my mouth fell open in genuine surprise.

In the distance was a bright green shore. I hastily rubbed my eyes, convinced it was a mirage, but no. The rich expanse of forested hills remained and then, with another shift of the sun, a blindingly white city appeared in their midst. It was like a pearl set among blazing emeralds, both riches and relief beckoning.

The next moment, it was gone. Cold certainty churned in my chest another moment, then faded. But the urge to follow remained, like a ghost upon the eye after glancing at the sun. That part of the sky had darkened enough for the brighter stars and planets to glow, and I quickly marked al-Zuhara close by.

Tinbu had noticed my distress. “Nakhudha?” he called, joining me. “Is everything all right?”

Gripping the side of the boat to steady myself, I forced a nod. “Ay. We make for that spot,” I added, pointing to where the now-vanished white kingdom had blazed.

He gazed at the empty horizon and frowned. “You are certain?”

The yearning ache in my chest certainly was. “I am. Set the rudders. Make as much progress as we can before nightfall.”

I returned to my captain’s bench to oversee the work, calling out for the sails to be repositioned and the anchor to be checked if—God willing—we were soon to make landfall. The environment seemed to respond, a swell shoving the ship forward and a breeze catching the sails as though we were a ball being tossed between children. We surged forth, night falling swiftly as we left the setting sun behind and headed toward a kingdom that had only offered a glimpse of itself. Majed and I traded shifts, each watching the map of stars in the sky. But I had not been sleeping long when a gentle nudge woke me.

“Nakhudha,” Tinbu whispered. “There is something you must see.”

Grumbling, I rolled over and rubbed my bleary eyes. It was nearly dawn, the stars still out for they immediately grabbed my attention . . . by being entirely wrong.

The familiar constellations and stars, the brilliant cluster of al-Thurayya and the two Shi’ra sisters, the jeweled belt of al-Jawza and the Henna-Dyed Hand—even fucking al-Dabaran, which I could never spot without recalling the lunar aspect that lived in its light—either they were all gone or had transformed into a vast, swirling formation that moved like a dancer’s wrist, the starlight twinkling with unnatural intensity, candles blown out and relit as though entranced.

“God save us,” I breathed. “What . . . what am I looking at?”

“I was hoping you could tell me,” Tinbu confessed in a tight voice. “One moment, everything was normal. A few minutes later, I glanced up and—”

I flew to my feet, searching the sky but could no longer find al-Zuhara. I could not find anything, and judging from the murmured sounds of shock from other sailors as they awoke, we were not alone in our distress. At my captain’s bench, Majed sat in stupefied confusion, an oil lamp throwing light over both my rahmani and his own charts and notes.

“Do you know of anything like this?” I asked as I made my way to him.

He glanced up, his eyes wide with bewilderment. “No. The position of the stars changes, of course, as one nears and crosses the equator, but we are not nearly that far south and this . . .” He gestured to the dangerously unfamiliar constellations of stars and planets across the sky. The moon was as full as it had been earlier, but nearly four times larger, throbbing and streaked with clouds as it hung low over the horizon. “Nothing like this. We are beyond the realm of known maritime science.”

“Perhaps that indicates we are close to Queen Lab’s realm,” I suggested, then glanced at the sky. “Best get familiar swiftly. If we’ve not yet changed course, that pair of stars—you see, the one rather bright and its neighbor just below—they seem to have replaced al-Zuhara. Let us call them the Scales and head there, for that was where I spotted land.”

Majed pursed his lips. “There is perhaps a week of fresh water left, Amina. Ten days if we tighten rations.”

“Then we tighten rations.” I forced a smile. “God provides, brother.”

With that sentiment, I roused the rest of the crew, and we tried to continue our journey. I spoke to those of my sailors from the farthest reaches of our world: a quiet, older refugee from one of the fallen towns of al-Andalus and a boisterous young man who’d left his fishing village at the very end of Africa searching for adventure. Both told me of treacherous waters: waves like mountains and sudden storms, but while the map of stars looked different in the skies above their homelands, it was nothing like this abrupt change. I paced the deck with what I hoped was a confident air, aware of the nervous looks aimed in my direction, and kept Firoz in the crow’s nest as long as I could.

But he spotted no sign of land and by the next morning, the map of stars had changed yet again.

And the next morning.

And the next.

When we woke the fifth morning to a new celestial map fading into the warm colors of sunrise, despair had thoroughly set in. I had tried to maintain our course toward the glimmer of land I had spotted, but it was impossible to chase the ever-changing stars on a watery landscape with no other markers. There were no birds, no ships, no other signs of life or land and we had halved our daily rations of water as the weather grew even more vicious, the sun burning and merciless. We were in uncharted waters, unnatural waters, and the crew was starting to lose their wits.

“It is that witch,” I heard Bushto, a recruit we’d picked up from the season’s returning pearl divers, whisper to a comrade. “The assassin who lurks in the cargo hold with her unnatural experiments. We are being punished for her sinfulness.”

His companion leaned close to whisper, but my hearing was sharp. “It is worse than that. I bet she attracted the attention of a massive sea beast who keeps us here, conjuring a swath of night to blind us to our position.”

Bushto scoffed. “Such creatures exist only in your imagination.”

“A spot on your eye, you were not here during our last adventure! The nakhudha fought off a beast bigger than the Marawati, with a tail like a scorpion and tentacles more numerous than a giant squid.”

I dropped from the upper deck to land before them, provoking startled yelps.

“The nakhudha will not hear you denigrating another member of the crew,” I warned coldly. “That way lies madness, and we can ill afford such a thing.” I nodded at a group of men I’d just commanded to adjust the oars. “Go make yourselves useful. The air is thick, and I wish for the ship to be ready if God forbid a storm strikes.”

I watched them go, unease curdling in my belly. Was it worth attempting to warn Dalila? An effort to engage the Mistress of Poisons the other day had earned me nothing but a tongue-lashing for disturbing her work; Dalila seemed to scarcely notice our predicament, muttering that the impossible map of stars didn’t concern her.

Later, I decided. There was work to be done now. And perhaps I could ask Tinbu if he’d heard similar mutterings; there were confidences he held with the men when they were too intimidated to approach their captain. If so, we could offer a united front.

However, as the day wore on, crew gossip about Dalila took less and less precedence in my mind. The sweltering stillness I’d mentioned to Bushto and his companion worsened and by noon, clouds had moved in to veil the cruel sun. They offered slight relief in the heat, yes, but not with the humidity. The air was heavier than wet laundry and when it started to rain, any aid the precipitation might have brought—joyous sailors filling drop cloths and buckets—was dampened by dread over what such a change portended.

And portent it was.

By late afternoon, the rain that began as a patter had grown so torrential that I had four men bailing out water, all of us drenched to the bone. Shortly after, the winds kicked up, driving rain into our eyes and stirring the roiling sea into increasingly perilous waves. My crew dashed to secure loose items while vomiting violently over the side, the ship swaying so intensely that I feared it was only a matter of time until some unfortunate soul was swept away.

The storm showed no sign of abating, the air so thick with petrichor, it was as though the gale had yet to find its release. With each hour, the sky grew ever more mottled with green and purple clouds, resembling a poisoned wound. The wind screamed its rage, rushing over the ship with such fierce noise that it became impossible to shout orders. Water rushed across the deck, the Marawati lying perilously low in the tumultuous deep. Every spare hand was now bailing, but there was only so much we could do.

“Everything that isn’t essential goes overboard!” I shouted, rain blasting my face. “Cargo, clothes—anything! Save only our food, weapons, and tools. Then fasten yourselves to the ship!” I already had the tether I typically used in such situations looped around my belt, but I forced myself to do another round of the Marawati first, making sure everyone was in position. Majed was strapped in at my captain’s bench, and Tinbu supervised the vulnerable rudders. There was no steering through waters like this, only praying we stayed afloat and letting the waves take us where they would.

Another wave washed across the deck, and I sent a fervent prayer to the Almighty as twin strikes of lightning dashed across the sky, illuminating a churning sea with molten steel swells taller than mountains heaving their impossible bulk across the horizon. If the storm lasted much longer, we were doomed.

“Keep bailing out!” I shouted, tethering my strap to the railing along with the other men struggling to keep the Marawati from being inundated. To encourage them, I took up a barrel, dumping water over the side as more surged in. This was no time to worry about concealing my uncommon strength.

“Rocks, nakhudha!” Firoz suddenly screamed. “Dead ahead!”

Rocks? Were we nearer land than we realized? But there was no time to ponder it, no way to properly steer in this maelstrom of driving rain and waves larger than my vessel. Instead, as we rode the next swell, rising higher and higher, I yanked free my tether and rushed to the closest rudder. Three others joined me as we pulled hard. My arms burned, battling the furious ocean an impossible task.

“More to the right!” Firoz shouted. “More! MORE!”

Additional men rushed to join us, pulling with all our weight. We were almost certainly going to damage if not shatter the rudder outright, but if we were dashed on the rocks in this storm, we would all drown either way.

“Pull!” I cried, spotted the wet slab of black rock just ahead. It melted into the storm-dark sky, lethal protrusions concealed by the driving rain. “PULL! There, there, there—God is greatest!”

We passed the slab so close that I could have reached out and touched it. The rudder smashed into the side as we scraped by, an ominous grating coming from the hull, but then another wave carried us along and we were charging down the swell like a barrel rolling down a hill. Two men went flying toward the ship’s bow, the rest of us still clinging to the damaged rudder.

God, please, I begged, my silent entreaty joining the wails and prayers of the sailors around me. Have mercy on us.

A bolt of lightning struck so close that I could feel the buzz of energy dancing over my skin. And then something else, an abrupt change in the wind as though everything were being sucked upward. The air that had been thicker than stew chilled so fast that anyone whose life depended on the weather knew it was a terrible sign.

“Firoz, get down!” I cried, swiftly resuming my bailing as we climbed again, like a piece of bobbing driftwood in a foaming, churning bath. “Everyone—hold on!”

The wind went wild, a possessed entity screaming its rage and ripping over the deck. The barrel was torn from my hands, my rain-soaked garments whipped around my body like a flag, and then worse—there was a sudden pressure downward like a great punch, like the wind was pounding us into the sea as though grains in a mortar. Men were screaming, the Marawati’s wooden ribs were groaning, and then with an ominous earsplitting crack . . . the main mast snapped in half.

The Marawati was carried with it, immediately listing.

“Cut it loose!” I screamed, my carpenter already rushing over with a saw. The heavy, sea-ready beam, the expensive sail—none of it mattered if it dragged us down to a watery death.

Knife at hand, I raced to the shattered mess of the drowning mast. “Firoz!” I searched for the boy in the tangled remnants of the crow’s nest, finally spotting his dark curls as he spluttered and fought to remain above water. I tethered myself and climbed out on the sinking beam, clutching the slick wood.

Firoz gasped for breath, a wave washing over his face. “—stuck,” he choked out. “My leg . . .”

I cut through what lines I could reach as swiftly as possible, ripping apart the batting with my hands, but a hard jerk on my tether stopped me when I tried to grab Firoz, the youth still an arm’s length away. I swore, but there was no further slack, and with the men working furiously to sever the mast, the tether was all that would bring us back to ship.

Even so, I reached out. “Your knife, boy,” I urged as a salty wave slapped me in the face; I could scarcely see like this. “Can you cut away what’s tangled round your legs?” The wind whipped the tail of my turban into my face, more rain driving into my eyes. “Firoz!” I snapped when he began to sob, clearly too terrified to act.

Another swell washed over his head. “Maman!”

The word cut through me. Desperate, I ripped off my outer cloak, unfurling the cloth and tossing him one end. “Grab it and I’ll pull you!”

The sinking mast shuddered under my body with each thwack of the carpenter’s axe. “Nakhudha!” he cried. “Come back!”

“Sever it!” I shouted. “That is an order!” The Marawati did not have time for me to climb back up the tangle of wrecked wood. Firoz was trying to grab the end of my cloak, the water yanking it to and fro. Finally he caught it with a choked wheeze, wrapping it around his hand.

“Hold tight!” I dragged him forward—or rather I tried, heaving not only Firoz but the debris that still snarled his body.

“Amina!” It was Tinbu, sounding shattered. “We cannot delay!”

“SEVER THE DAMNED MAST!” I crouched on the bobbing beam, trying to balance as I held tight to the cloak, the only thing keeping the boy from being washed away on the next churning wave.

With a grief-stricken wail, Tinbu brought the axe down in a final crunch.

I leapt into the water as the mast dropped beneath my feet, trying to jump as clear of the debris as possible while still clutching my end of the cloak. Instantly submerging, I fought to the surface, taking a deep breath as the water dragged my body around like a shark ripping into prey.

But God be praised, my tether still held. I dragged Firoz to my chest, finally ripping apart the net of ropes that entangled him.

“Pull us in!” I shouted to the crew, then to Firoz, “I’ve got you, boy. I’ve got you.” I looped the twisted cloak under his arms, meaning to tie him to the tether as well.

Firoz clung to me, sobbing and shaking as his fingers dug into my shoulder. I could barely hear anything over the crashing sea and furious storm, save his breathy apology. “I am sorry. I am sorry . . . Nakhudha!” he screamed. “Watch—”

Pain exploded at the back of my skull and the world went dark.






Interlude 1

You will forgive me, dear reader, for this must seem the cruelest of moments to steal away from Amina’s fate. But she has requested that I unravel her tale as it happened and in this quest, I have struggled to do so. For this is not a story that can be told without the voice—the voices of another—one I scarcely understand. There is no travelogue to read aloud, no inscribed clay tablets to decipher. It was an entity, an experience unlike anything I have ever heard of; an experience so profound that it loosened a tongue that had before been most reticent.

And so, though I am reluctant to put you in the hands of another, I fear I must.

For this is not only Amina’s story.

* * *

You are born in a gentle land.

This is perhaps a misremembrance, for its forests are dark and filled with wolves and tusked boar, and its steep rocky cliffs daunt even the wiliest of goats. But your birthplace seems gentler, more dangerously innocent than all the filthy, fetid cities that would follow and so you will recall it, in the blur of so many lost eons, as gentle. As a place washed by a pale blue-green sea and hemmed by a narrow beach of glittering slate pebbles. It is primitive and small, a village compared to the grand cities and empires you will see rise and fall, with more inhabitants than your birth-self realized existed in all of the earth, with temples and citadels that block the sky, palaces of marble courts and terraced hanging gardens, places that can send wave upon wave of warriors—armies, another idea you will come to learn.

But you as you are do not know of armies, though your people believe themselves advanced. Your headman lives with his family and his livestock in a whitewashed stone building of two stories, and your flocks and fish are plentiful. So plentiful that you trade with similar settlements and marry your daughters off wearing anklets of imported red beads. Bronze is too costly for most, but your people work stone in beautiful and useful ways; satisfied. And while there are no grand temples for your gods of sea and childbirth, hearth and harvest, you would not have understood the need for one. Not when nature itself offers shrines in the forms of sunlit glens and your ancestors’ bones.

However, what your people do have, what you are acclaimed for, what you will be cursed for is your cloth.

Wool is the lifeblood of your birthland as much as the sea that keeps you fed. The earthy, salty smell of raw, wet fiber drying in the ocean breeze, the bleating of flocks. The dye that stains your fingertips and the carved wooden spindle given to every child upon surviving to their fifth year. Whether your ancestors were blessed with an abundance of clever weavers who envisioned novel, beautiful patterns of math in their tapestries, emblems to mark the passage of life, to record your history and your heartbreak; or whether there was something in the thistle and thorns that gave the fluffy cream-colored coats of your black-faced sheep their characteristic softness, no one knows. You have stories, of course, of the blessings of spider goddesses and boons of a deity with horns and an unspoken, sacred name.

In another age, your people might have learned how to turn this blessing into an advantage. A crafty headman might have bartered a yearly cloak embroidered with sacred emblems to a neighboring king strong enough to offer protection. But yours is a small settlement with a limited flock, and there was never enough excess wool that could be worked and traded away. Instead, the pieces your people spin and weave are cherished, meant for familial use: the mantle for your wedding, the blanket that swaddles your infant, the shroud that would be the very last gift you gave your mother. It is love that goes into those intricate stitches, years of laughter and story circles, pride and grief. And never again—not in the courts of kings, nor the silk-laden treasure rooms of empresses—will you encounter textiles as extraordinary as those in the land of your birth.

But the world is changing. Your people are not as isolated as your ancestors were and you do not conceal your woven treasures. Why would you? And so your veils and tapestries travel with married children and loyal trading partners. Requests begin to come in: Could you weave a cape for a new headman, quilted vests with protective symbols for a hunting party? When possible, your people oblige, enjoying unexpected windfalls of grain and amphorae of sweet mead. You believe your leaders savvy in their lovely home with its new walls of imported mosaics whose frolicking dolphins and wan-eyed maidens are swiftly to be painted in blood. For though you do not know it yet: peaceful lands, whose inhabitants are a bit sheltered, their leaders lost in their own internal problems, and who have such lovely, lovely goods—arable soil, gold-flecked streams, temples of pilgrim treasure . . . or simply cloth fit to drape the shoulders of a would-be king—they are but good green leaves before locusts.

It all ends in a night.

Sea raids are not unheard of among your people, but pirates—vicious bands of men more brutal than rabid beasts—typically target the wealthier coastal settlements, not your little hamlet of fishermen and weavers. There is no warning; the boy who keeps watch from the hills is awake, but his throat is slit by an advance scout. For the raiders who silently pour across the beach from black ships are not loosely organized; they are skilled thieves of bodies and treasure, hired to steal away both the fabled textiles and their creators.

They slaughter all deemed not valuable enough to be carted off. Which means all of the men, for theirs is not a world that considers that your men might weave, that they might be the only ones who practice a particularly sophisticated courtship stitch used to woo future brides. This knowledge is ripped from the seam of the world forever in a moonrise. All of the boys taller than their mother’s waist, leading them screaming and crying from those they try to cling to. All of the babes.

The men were killed and the women and children enslaved. There are very few phrases both duller and more horrific. Because it is a fate so frequent to the pages of history, that unparalleled distance which separates our lives from the back-trodden past, that it becomes almost commonplace. We shudder and move on, marking the fates of the monarchs and kingdoms affected. Perhaps a famous scholar will bear mention, the strategies of generals and hand-wringing of politicians. They will step into the record, they will often escape. It will be those who cannot flee, whether by lack of means or because they have nowhere to go, who are left behind.

And then the men will be killed and the women and children enslaved.

But what does that truly encompass? Do we really want to know, to delve into the details that scar your nightmares? What it is to lay in this blood upon the straw mattress you shared with your children and your husband—the man you once loved most sweetly—slaughtered at its foot for trying to stop your daughter from being dragged to the beach where she screams as you both share the fate of conquered women everywhere? The rough straw pokes into your skin for the mattress is bare now of everything save the blood of everyone precious to you, everything that was your world, for the blankets had to be saved first.

They were valuable.

As are you. Somewhat. With your daughter who will never speak again, and your breasts engorged with milk for a murdered infant, you are taken to a new settlement. It is no mere village, but has the makings of something else. Not a city, not yet. But one whose thick walls of mudbrick and sharpened sticks enclose several thousand souls. Its ruler lives in a grand stone home and his people in cruder huts. The women from your land are imprisoned in pens you wouldn’t have kept sheep in and viewed much the same; given inferior wool, stinking poisonous dyes, and crude looms. You are told to re-create the tapestries from a ruined world, the blankets that will never welcome new babies nor celebrate new marriages, the many shrouds you would have needed to wrap all your dead.

The demand is so ghastly, so cruel and profane, that a few of the women refuse. They pay the price you imagine. But you have a daughter to protect, the only thing left in your life, the reason you did not throw yourself into the sea on the voyage here. And so you shove aside your once-cherished traditions and try to do as those who claim they own you command. You give everything—your fingers grow gnarled and your back stooped. Every moment in pain, both in your heart and body.

But your child is there when you wake. And for that, you will suffer anything.

Until your daughter doesn’t respond when an impatient overseer demands to know if her work is nearly complete. When he interprets her silence as an insult, the sort of insubordination that cannot stand and strikes her so hard with her spindle—the spindle her father carved, that you gave her when she turned five—that her familiar eyes will never open again.

All grief transforms, it is a boundary, and when one is cruelly transported into that new land of the bereft, they are forever changed. But this.

This.

This is a rage so deep that it refuses to be contained. One that roars through the blood of a malnourished woman with swollen fingers and a bent back with the strength of a demon, of someone possessed. The tapered end of your daughter’s spindle shaft has splintered, and it is just sharp enough to be shoved through the overseer’s throat. To be thrust again and again until the workroom glistens with blood, until the rest of the women have fled, until you are soaked.

One of the fleeing women has knocked over an oil lamp. The fire catches an edge of the gathered textiles and then it licks across the looms, tendrils of flame dripping down the hanging threads. With your daughter’s body in your lap, you sit, stroking her hair and waiting for death. There will be no one to gather your bones, to reunite them with the equally neglected bones of your husband and other babes. Yet if this means their shades are gone forever, you wish only to join them. At this point, to cease to exist would be a blessing, a relief from the grief and the sorrow that is so raw and so overpowering that you wonder how it has simply not shattered your heart. Burned through your body, left you nothing but ash.

Such an end, such a death, would not be special; it would, indeed, be obscenely common. But this night, this place, this star-crossed point in time is different. For you are not alone in your grief, and your rage is so fierce, so raw, that it blazes like a beacon—

A beacon that has been noticed. A whisper, more summons than invitation, bids you to set your daughter’s body gently upon the ground and rise to your feet.

You obey.

Bloody spindle in hand, you stagger out of the burning building, out of the hated town and into the surrounding woods, swiftly growing black in the dusky light of a dying sun. These are not your woods, the forests of slender trees and rocky cliffs that loomed over your fragile ribbon of a coastal village. This forest feels impossibly old, ancient and forbidding. Yellow eyes watch from the shadows and thorned vines grasp for your hands, shying back when they taste already spilt blood. In the distance, wolves howl. There is a heavy air of oppression, of neglect in the cool air, and you know very suddenly that you are not alone.

You will never be alone again.

Among your people, there were stories of woods such as these, primeval and black, run through with enormous antlered red deer and massive beasts with tusks and hides thicker than trees. Long, long ago, great heroes and wise women made their lives in such forests, hunting and gathering in constant motion before settling on the coast with its sea spirits, steady fish, and reliable looms. Great black woods were to be gently treaded upon, if not avoided. For your ancestors had turned their back on this world, forgotten their old gods and lost hymns. Neglected their rituals, remembered now only in snatches of song and broken little figures. Were one to root around in the fallen, rotting leaves, they would discover abandoned altars of painted stones and shattered skulls, flint tools and burned teeth.

None of this is in your mind, not yet. But the whisper draws you to a stop before a sprawling ancient tree that was once—so many, many turns of the sun ago—such a shrine. Collapsing among its roots, you weep and scream and sob. Blood—your daughter’s and her murderer’s, yours—seeps into the soil, brushing the curious consciousness that is all that remains of a spirit here. A spirit who has forgotten its name, remembers little save camp nights around fires, the sacrifices that stopped centuries ago. She was once powerful, once feared. An oracle of fates, who set her worshippers’ paths upon the many twists and turns they could take. She reaches out, she embraces you.

Part of you will die that night and it will be a mercy. But then we will open your eyes, your rage fresh in our memory, magic blossoming like catching flame in the blood-soaked spindle you used to avenge your child. We—you—I am more confused than purposeful, wandering and tripping back to the foreign town like a newborn colt. Your feet stride upon the ground while part of us is used to floating; smoke and human excrement assails our senses, an unpleasant revelation while that which was once mortal feels nigh drunk with power. Strength surges in our blood, banishing the pain of aching fingers and throbbing joints. Our vision is a jumbled haze, both the city before us, a hulking stinking specter and something else. Somethings else, competing images blurring ahead. A pristine expanse of wilderness, untouched by humanity. The current settlement in smoking ruins, the shadows of mounted warriors flickering through flames and among screams. Then, a foundation of the current city but transformed; the palace is larger and joined by an elegant temple of rippled columns and bronze statues. The huts have been replaced by a maze of stone and wooden buildings, enough to shelter tens of thousands. It all feels so loose, a nebulous cloud of possibilities.

Possibilities—YES, a voice whispers in your ear, part of our fractured churning soul. The voice that called you from the burning workshop. Fates.

Struggling to make sense of the haze, another word comes to mind. Wool.

For the cloudy heap of fates resembles nothing more than a mound of unspun wool, fluffy and rough but with fibers that can be drawn out and spun into tighter realities. The spindle tingles in our clutched fist; the memory of spinning was too deeply engrained in your heart for you not to feel the urge, to mimic the motion you’ve made every day since childhood.

And so, without intention, without much thought at all, we begin spinning.

This early in our journey, the magic was but bare and raw. We were not capable of turning the landscape over and erasing the existence of generations, nor urging a foreign horde not yet born to turn their horses and sharp blades to the people who had slaughtered yours, nor ensuring the safe birth and careful cultivation of a select number of clever individuals over several generations who would shepherd the greatest manifestation of their homeland.

We never would be. Perhaps if we had not been born in a cradle of grief and loss, we might have been a mightier creature. A being to be worshipped, statues of a faceless woman bearing a spindle erected across the coasts surrounding the great sea of your birth. A dying goddess of fates merged with a weaver, a mother? What possibilities.

But that was not to be.

Instead our power, your pain, our confusion pulled at what we could affect: the minds of the mortals who dwelled within. The thousand or so souls who had been going about their day, many racing to the burning warehouse to save the precious textiles their warriors had annihilated a culture to crudely mimic. A number of those souls were indeed the very warriors who had slaughtered your family and the rulers who had bid them to do so. But there were also other slaves. Children. Mothers minding cookpots and nursing infants. Elderly aunties. In a moment, everything they thought they knew: the city that their very existence depended upon was scrambled into competition of nonsensical realities. The city never existed. The city was burning. The city thrived.

Human minds are more fragile than one might imagine given the horrors so many are forced to endure. Madness takes root quickly and spreads as fast as wildfire under such circumstances, with lethal consequences. The screaming was nearly immediate as people rushed into the streets, pulling at their hair and gesticulating at buildings that must have seemed to rise and fall, fleeing from invaders that came and went like ghosts, despairing over homes turning into stretches of rocky fields.

It did not take long before they turned on each other, the confused shouting giving way to death wails. We watched from the hills, as in a matter of hours, everything that the city could have been turned to ash as its entire population went delusional. Buildings burned, families and lovers slaughtered their own, and those lucky enough to be granted mercy were those who perished in the conflagration, rather than the scattering of survivors who, gnashing their teeth and rending their garments, fled into the wilderness.

From those dark trees, bitter satisfaction curled in your heart. We were still disoriented, but we knew that we had played a part in the destruction of those who had killed everything you loved. And it satisfied us. Filled us, like we had satiated the deepest hungers.

And yet . . . whatever we were—I was—craved more. I was newly born into this world and like any infant, I was a constant well of hunger. You were softly calling to me, calling me to return to whatever embers were left of the long-burned workshop and your murdered daughter, to curl up in the ashes and let death take us, vengeance obtained.

But oh, how we hungered. The dead goddess had reveled in the town’s carnage, echoes of the sacrifices that once sustained her and she urged you on. Ahead the bare lines of a path meandered through the hills, toward the coast and away from the city. I—we—you stared at its dark ribbon.

Then we followed.






Chapter 12

Pain woke me first, throbbing in the back of my head and tracing out over my skull and down my neck like a spider. Scorching heat pulsed in my bad knee, in a palm that felt scourged and bathed in salt. The steady crash of waves and unfamiliar birdsong, all of it laced with gentle weeping, arrived next, and I groaned, trying to pull myself out of a fog of unconsciousness.

“Amina?” Majed’s voice was soft. “My nakhudha, can you hear me?”

I murmured what assent I could manage, and hands lifted me to a more elevated position, placing a wooden thimble at my lips.

“Drink,” Majed urged. “You need water, and Dalila has put herbs in it for the swelling—No, don’t touch,” he warned as I went to do just that and then he placed a light straw hat atop my head. “We have already dressed the wound, and this should help with the sun’s glare.”

I attempted to squint, but even a shaded glimpse of the bright sun made my head pound worse. “Firoz,” I muttered. “The boy. Did you . . .”

The sorrow radiating from Majed was almost physical. “I am sorry, nakhudha. We were still cutting through the sail’s rigging and when the ship righted itself, one of the supports snapped and struck you. The waves were terribly violent and by the time we pulled you in, the boy was already gone.” He cleared his throat. “He was not the only loss.”

“How many?”

“An additional five.”

Six. “Oh, God.” Six of my men gone in one night. It was not the worst loss of my career, but it was damned close. I sucked for air. “Who?”

“Dawud, Yusuf’s cousin from Aden, and Jabbir, a sailor we picked up there as well. Burhan, Vahbiz, and Kuttan,” he continued, each name landing heavier in my heart. “And, of course . . . Firoz.”

I swore. “The weather, the wind . . . had I have known—”

Majed touched my shoulder. “No one could have known; I have never experienced a storm like that either.” His voice gentled. “It’s the life, Amina, and no one who takes to the sea is unaware of the risk. It is God’s will.”

God’s will. Did that make me the instrument, then? I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. “Let me up,” I said gruffly, pulling at his arm.

“Sister, I do not believe that wise. You took an exceptionally bad blow—”

“Am I not your nakhudha?” I shoved myself upward, surprised to find a damp weight in my lap and dislodging it as it gave a startled purr.

Payasam. I was oddly relieved and touched that the useless little cat had not only survived but chosen to rest upon me. I opened my eyes, tilting the wide straw brim of my hat to better survey my surroundings, and then staggered to my feet, only for pain to explode in the back of my head, stars bursting across my vision. I took a few deep breaths, forcing myself to stay upright and finally behold my Marawati.

The crashing surf hadn’t been a hallucination; we had indeed made landfall, which I tried to tell myself was preferable to sinking to the bottom of the sea. But such a fate was difficult to accept when I stared at my ruined ship, driven up onto the soft sand. The main mast was reduced to a stump, its costly sail long gone. One of the rudders was cracked, a lethal splinter running its entire length. A gash was torn in the hull and the entire vessel lay slumped in a way that indicated a good deal of its ribs were broken. And I had no doubt that there were less visible injuries, an entire inventory of reasons the Marawati would never get off this beach, let alone sail safely back home under skies whose stars swapped positions.

Majed joined me. “We tried to keep her together as best we could, but neither Tinbu nor I have your surety and with the storm . . .”

“You did good, brother. We are alive. The ship is beached. I would not dare ask for more.” I turned around and frowned at the sight of the land before me, appearing as though someone had transposed a foreign film upon the typical shores of the Persian Gulf. Rocky mountains stood mighty and nearly sheer against the sky, unnaturally still in comparison with the dancing wisps of clouds and churning sea; mountains that reminded me of the coasts around Julfar. But instead of the fishing villages and thickly clustered date orchards I would have expected at their foot, a thin ribbon of black sand beach devoid of human presence hugged a dark verdant forest whose uncommon hue hinted at towering coniferous trees and dense hardwood jungle. The shore was narrow, pummeled by waves that crashed and tore at lines of shells and seaweed striping the damp sand. The salty air was heavy, with little wind to lift the humidity or dance among the emerald boughs of the forest.

“Never mind, I will ask for more. Where the hells are we?”

Majed shook his head. “I wish I knew. We have not yet ventured far but . . .”

“But?” I pressed when he trailed off.

Worry creased his eyes. “We spotted two more shipwrecks. The first is just past those rocks,” he added, gesturing north. “And the other is not much farther. All that is left is debris: a few stitched planks, the remnants of a sail, and broken crates. With the sky and weather so unnatural, I fear a great number of vessels might have met a similar doom.”

Goose bumps erupted across my skin. A land of shipwrecks and few survivors; the blazing white city set in an emerald coast that had appeared before my eyes and vanished in a wink, leaving temptation pulling at my soul. I reached for Khayzur’s feather—while at sea, I’d taken to wearing it on a thong around my neck. Relief washed over me. The feather was still there, reminding me of my mission.

“I think this is it,” I said softly. I sensed no magic, but it was impossible not to see a supernatural hand in the stars that had spun and changed locations every night, and I didn’t believe in coincidences. “I think this is the island we seek.”

Dread crossed Majed’s expression. “So, what now?”

That was an excellent question. I’d hoped to arrive to Lab’s island like a thief in the night, to steal away the spindle and flee on my reliable ship. Instead I’d washed up as a refugee—responsible for the lives of two dozen others—on a shattered vessel.

“Let us take stock of our circumstances first,” I decided. “But every man carries a weapon and none ventures out alone.”

“That might be a problem. Dalila is already gone.”

“Gone?”

“Foraging—or so she claimed.” Majed shook his head in resignation. “She was so excited by the prospect of new plants that I’m not sure she even realized we lost six men.”

I flinched. Dalila must have been more callous than usual to have earned such words from Majed. Despite their constant bickering, he considered her family. But many of the newer sailors didn’t, had already been backbiting about her . . .

But I had more than Dalila to worry about right now. “I’ll speak to her when she returns,” I promised before limping across the sand to join my first mate.

Tinbu was sitting in obvious despair as he stared at the broken ship he had adored and doted upon for nearly two decades. He glanced up when I approached, his eyes bloodshot. “Forgive me, nakhudha.”

“There is nothing to forgive, my friend. Can she be fixed?”

He blinked. “I . . . we would need so many supplies. A sturdy beam for the mast, bitumen, and rope . . . Half our tools were washed away.”

“Can it be done?” I demanded.

For a moment, I wasn’t certain—Tinbu was looking away to study the Marawati. “It will take a very long time and more luck than we’ve ever had before . . . but I can try,” he said in a voice barely above a whisper.

“Then off your ass,” I ordered, turning around to survey the knots of men clustered in various spots on the beach, many of whom looked shocked to see me standing. Judging from the rosy hue of the morning sky and the fact that most were still visibly soaked, the Marawati must not have beached too long ago.

“Listen up!” I shouted, my head hurting at the volume. “We have suffered a blow, yes. Six of our own have joined God, and the ship is badly damaged. We appear to be in an isolated land and may be stranded with our own resources and wits for a while yet. But we are not doomed, understand? This looks a fertile country and I have seen vessels in far worse shape with far less talented boatwrights, made eminently seaworthy. The labor will be arduous, but I will get you home, by the grace of God.

“But first, we work. And swiftly. The ship needs to be scoured for supplies and taken farther from the tide line. Our injured need care and a shelter set up. We’ll send a proper party out to forage but not yet. Just two people to find fresh water. Keep your eyes sharp and your weapons close,” I added, cautioning, “I fear there may be dangers here we do not understand.”

That seemed to shake them from their stupor, and we thus attuned ourselves to survival. It was not the first time I’d been stranded upon a strange shore—even if my Marawati had never been so injured—and I knew my men would find comfort and purpose in staying busy, so I divided them into groups and we got to work, setting up a shelter underneath the trees that fronted the beach, a safe distance from the water, where we could sleep and store supplies while keeping a close eye on the ship. Without Dalila, Jabril tended to broken bones and gashes alone. Another team scavenged the Marawati and surrounding waters while I oversaw the creation of a cradle of felled trees and fallen logs in which my maimed vessel could be safely repaired.

At noon, we broke for prayers and a simple meal of dates and biscuits while our cook, Hamid, did the more vital job of putting together a temporary kitchen. The food did me good. My head was still pounding and I felt weak but not like I had earlier. The men I had sent to search for water arrived with skins bursting from a swiftly moving creek that ran into tide pools not far away, and I tried to content myself with the knowledge that we could endure. Nearly all of us were seafolk used to hardship. As long as we were not set upon by any murderous sorceresses, all we needed to survive for now was fresh water, fishing access, and a shade tree under which to lay our heads.

At least that’s what I tried to tell myself when it became increasingly obvious just how much work the Marawati was going to require with supplies we did not have. Yes, we were resourceful; we could attempt to make a sail with our garments and weave rope from palms. But enough to make a vessel truly seaworthy? And the time. By God, perhaps the best thing would be the peris hunting me down to ask what was taking so long. I could beg a ride.

Even Tinbu, my eternal optimist, remained glum.

“We need a shipyard, Amina. With proper resources. I love to tinker as much as the next man, but I am terrified to have all of you trusting me and piling into a vessel that sinks and kills us all with the first storm.”

“I would step on any ship you said was worthy, my friend. But I would also not ask you to take on that responsibility.” I gripped his shoulder. “It is our first day here after a terrible, terrible night, and we are not embarking anytime soon. Let us scout the land and recover for a few days, then devise a plan.”

He nodded, but his lower lip trembled. “Three of those who died were my recruits.” Grief creased his face. “Yusuf sent me his cousin. And I-I keep trying to tell myself what Majed says—that this is the life, that we all know the risk—but gods, Amina, I feel so guilty. When I think of Firoz, when I think of how long those who were washed away must have tried to stay afloat . . .” He dashed a hand over his eyes, wiping away tears.

I patted his back. “I know. I fear you and I are perhaps getting a bit too old and too soft for all this. You have always been the most kindhearted criminal I’ve known. But we will get through this, Tinbu. God is merciful.”

Tinbu sniffled and from the tree above came a sad yowl, Payasam perhaps wishing to comfort her beloved. She accomplished this, however, not by leaping from the branch on which she was perched, but rather by falling directly onto said beloved with her claws outstretched, caterwauling even louder when he yelped and then tearing off into the jungle.

“Tinbu, wait—” But the words had no sooner left my mouth when the man most capable of repairing the Marawati raced after his dimwitted feline, heedless of my order not to venture anywhere alone.

“Oh, for God’s sake . . .” Snatching the hammers I’d been working with, I followed. Considering our luck, Payasam was likely to get gobbled up by some ghastly beast and Tinbu slain while trying to rescue her.

I entered the forest, the beach falling away under the green shadows. The air here was heavier, rich with the smell of wet soil and too-sweet flowers. Coconut trees grew overhead as did some other type of fruit that I couldn’t identify: clusters of bright pink globes the size of limes and fingers of burnt-gold berries. Seeing such signs of life after a long stint at sea would have normally eased my heart; I may love the ocean, but there is no sailor who is not heartened by the feel of sturdy land under their feet, by readily available sweet water and provisions that aren’t dates and biscuits.

But here, the eerie hush was disquieting. Just beyond, Tinbu called for his cat with a variety of embarrassing endearments as I made my way toward him.

“Do not scare her,” he chided before I spoke. “Come, my beautiful,” he urged, opening his arms beneath a sprawling tree. Payasam was tucked inside its boughs, blinking dolefully.

Sensing movement past the screen of leaves, I frowned, then pushed aside the greenery with a hammer. Ahead was a glen, a small clearing shaded by trees surrounding a clear pond. A small group of wild sheep grazed on scrubby clover, seemingly uncaring of our presence.

Tinbu approached, Payasam purring in his arms. “Remind you of the transformed men from Jamal’s story?”

The thought had crossed my mind though it seemed ludicrous to voice aloud. And yet . . . the creamy coats of these creatures were extraordinarily long and thick. They must have been horribly hot in the harsh sun and sweltering humidity, which made me doubt they were native to this island.

“No,” I lied. “That would be ridiculous.” But then two of the sheep turned to regard us, the black markings on their face streaking away from their doleful dark eyes like tears and we both froze.

I swallowed. “Perhaps I shall join you in your vegetarian ways on this particular quest.” The permissibility of butchering and consuming livestock that might have once been human was a matter best left to clerics. “Let’s go back to the ship.”

We were not the only returnees. Flush from foraging, Dalila had settled herself in a patch of shade away from the sweating sailors busy laboring to set up a camp and save the ship. Upon a scavenged patch of sail, she appeared to be spreading out an assortment of local flora, carefully examining each.

And her actions were not going unnoticed. Several men were throwing resentful glimpses her way, muttering and swearing. A glance at Jabril revealed him to be thoroughly swamped, surrounded as he was by the groaning injured.

Any bit of remaining patience I had for Dalila’s moods vanished. I charged across the sand and seized the remnant of sail, jerking it and her ingredients away.

Dalila sputtered in outrage. “Amina, what are you—”

“Go,” I snapped, pointing at Jabril. “Unless you’d like to learn carpentry or pitch tents, that is where you are needed. You are a member of this crew, and you will behave as one.”

Frustrated condescension burst across her expression. “The best thing I can do for the crew is continue to work on my own.”

“Why?” I demanded. “And do not give me this secretive donkey shit. Unless you’ve come up with a potion to magically repair the Marawati, nothing else matters right now.”

Our argument was starting to attract attention. Which was fine, that was the point. To let resentment of Dalila brew further—to allow the rest of the crew to believe I was letting her slack off due to friendship—was as dangerous a possibility as tangling with an enchantress. But Dalila had never quite grasped the delicate dance of authority and comradeship that was life at sea. She took few true friends, keeping the rest of the crew at a distance; an attitude she held toward people in general.

She was, however, deeply proud and even more stubborn. So when she heard the snickers of the closest men, insult reddened her face. “And if I do not?”

“Then you can make camp elsewhere.”

Her expression grew more indignant, but before our fight could escalate, one of the men working on the prow called out:

“Nakhudha! There are strangers approaching on the beach!”

Apprehension raced down my spine. Locals approaching openly on the beach was better than them loosing arrows on us from the jungle, but these type of first-contact interactions could go poorly so quickly.

“Straighten yourself out,” I hissed to Dalila, and turned on my heel. “How many?” I called to my man on the prow.

“Four that we can make out.”

Four sounded more like a greeting party than aggressive local defenders, but it was possible this was a scouting foray to gain our numbers, so I swiftly set to getting my crew into a defensive position. Tinbu—currently our most valuable personage—was shoved protesting into the galley, while archers set up nests in the highest points of the ruined ship. Half the men hid, the others sheltering in place as innocuously as possible, everyone armed with an array of knives, hammers, and planks of woods.

The locals were no fools—they approached cautiously and stopped on a bluff twenty paces away, awaiting our response. There were indeed only four individuals, an older man and a woman among them. They were loaded down with parcels and baskets, including several dripping water bladders, but I didn’t spot any visible weapons. No bows or anything that appeared capable of hurling a projectile.

Maybe this wasn’t Lab’s kingdom? From the way Khayzur and Jamal had described the island, I wouldn’t have expected a greeting party of local humans. Indeed, I would have assumed any local humans to be penned up and awaiting their doom.

“Easy,” I said to my men, nodding for the archers to lower their drawn bows and hoping the wary strangers took it as a peace offering. Gesturing for Majed to join me, we strode out to meet the newcomers.

As we drew nearer, I could see that the locals were staring and pointing at the Marawati with such excitement that they reminded me of little children at a wedding, one youth bouncing on his toes as he gestured at my ship and exclaimed something to his comrades.

We stopped on the bluff. The older man stepped forward, taking in our appearance with obvious curiosity, his gaze tracing my turban and weapons. I was doing the same, as everything from this man’s long silvering braids to the distinct pleats of his skirt were foreign. All four wore plain undyed tunics, the older three sporting brightly dyed and woven capes. With a significant nod at the daggers belted to my waist, the old man held out his empty palms, about as universal a sign for peace as possible, and then spoke.

Whatever greeting it was, was foreign and deeply unfamiliar, despite the many languages a life at sea had taught me. I shook my head in confusion. “Forgive me, I do not understand.”

The youngest man—the only one without a colorful cloak—lit up in recognition. “Arabiyyah?” he asked, in a tortured if comprehensible accent, smiling when I replied an affirmative. “Ah, then you can speak to me! Peace be upon you, yes?”

Touching my heart, I inclined my head. “That is correct. And upon you peace . . .”

“Arno.” He stepped closer, giving a slightly nervous look at my weapons. Little more than a beardless youth, he wore his reddish-black hair in a single braid along the top of his skull, the sides shaved. “We mean you no harm,” he promised. A hint of a smile tugged at his mouth as he nodded at my sword. “If you are any indication, your people can easily protect themselves.”

“What is in your bags?” Majed asked, still guarded.

“Food,” Arno replied, lowering his bag to the ground and motioning for his companions to do the same. He opened the sack and began spreading its contents on the sand: melons, parcels of flatbread, and dried fish. “Along with bandages. A hunter reported seeing your ship and we thought you might need help. But I fear we may not have brought enough . . .” He glanced again at the Marawati with awe. “I’ve never seen so many survivors come off a shipwreck.”

That was ominous. “Do you have so many shipwrecks?” I asked.

Arno hesitated, glancing at the older man. “That is a discussion perhaps best for when you’re recovered.” He stepped away from the food. “Please.”

The pirate in me was not so trusting, but we were trying not to provoke suspicion so I motioned for my crew to emerge. “Forgive me. We are not entirely certain where we are and feared bandits.”

He beamed. “Well, you need not fear bandits in Khatti Ugal, nor criminals of any kind.”

Was this boy an aspiring politician? “Khatti . . . Ugal?” I carefully repeated the name, the pronunciation strange and foreign to my ear. I’d never heard of such a land. “Is that what you call this place?”

“It is the name of our kingdom, yes, though the city is a bit farther inland. My people largely avoid the coast.”

“Why?”

“The sea . . .” Arno’s smile faltered. “It brings, how you say, like bad memories?”

“Bad memories of what?” Majed prodded.

“No, not like that. It is . . .” Arno glanced back at his comrades, exchanging a flurry of words. “The sea is sadness. I do not know how to explain better.”

“No, ‘the sea is sadness’ says enough,” Majed muttered under his breath. “God forbid.”

“You mentioned a city,” I pressed. “Might I visit with my first mate? We are looking to purchase supplies to repair our ship.”

“All are welcome to visit. Khatti Ugal offers respite to any who wash upon our shores. But in regard to repairing your ship . . .” The youth bit his lip, casting another admiring gaze at the Marawati. The older man seemed to notice and said something that sounded chiding.

“Is there a problem?” I asked.

“Forgive me, but we have little experience with a vessel like yours. We build only small fishing canoes and never go farther than the second sandbar.”

“Why not?”

Arno’s face dimmed. “Because boats never make it. The currents drive any ship that dares go farther back onto the shore or—and far more often—drown them.”

An island no one can leave from . . . due to different circumstances than either Khayzur or Jamal had related, but still. Another coincidence.

Arno must have noticed my apprehension, though he interpreted it another way. “This is nothing that needs to be discussed now. You must be exhausted. Please, let us tend to you.”

The group seemed friendly enough, so I relented, bringing them closer to my camp and inviting my men to join us. We partook of the sweet, unfamiliar fruit and soft, honey-smeared bread. The older woman seemed to be a healer; she moved about silently, Arno translating as she helped splint a sailor’s arm and bandage two others. Then she came upon me.

I held her off. “My people have already treated my injuries.”

Arno spoke up. “She understands, but says she is curious about you. Women are rarely among the lost.”

The lost. I attempted a friendly smile, but I didn’t like that word. The ease of this practiced rescue and ready supplies. The lack of surprise from any in this band of locals at our arrival.

“We are not the first lost you have come upon,” I said, repeating his word.

Arno hesitated and then replied, a note of apology in his voice. “No. It is very rarely more than a handful of souls but yours is the fifth group I have escorted to Khatti Ugal in my life.”

“And have any ever left?”

“No,” he replied somberly. “As I said . . . it is impossible.”

The words fell like sudden rain, like news he hated to deliver. And for the first time on this quest, I felt a touch of apprehension of a different sort. I had anticipated magical obstacles, a cunning immortal, the damnable supernatural. But what Arno spoke of was more commonplace to my life, a different sort of tale. For among those of us who make a living at sea, there are stories of such lost. Of Sindbad and Odysseus, the sailors who give up expecting to make it home, building lives elsewhere. Or spend decades in the pursuit, returning home to find their children grown, their spouses remarried.

No. I set any such trepidation firmly aside. I was returning to Marjana if I had to rewrite my destiny with a stolen spindle.

Attempting a cocky grin, I forced a bit more confidence into my expression. “Ah, but you haven’t met me. I’ll get my ship off this beach. Perhaps I can even take a few of you along.”

Arno blinked, exchanging a glance and a few foreign words with the old woman. “She says our queen would like you.”

Their what? But I kept my voice light. “Oh. Do you have a queen?”

Arno beamed with pride. “We have always had queens. The most blessed line of Lab. First of those who were lost here and mother to all of us who would follow.”

And there it was.

Lab. A surge of excitement seemed to dance in my blood. But it wasn’t satisfaction, the thrill of having found my mark.

It was apprehension. Because if this was Lab’s island, there was no escaping the sense that we had been delivered here like a bound goat, destined for the spit. I might have dared hope that if we did find the White City, we would do so under cover of darkness, with a few days to discreetly scope out its supposed queen. But in truth, that wasn’t the picture Khayzur had painted when he told me of Lab, a nigh-immortal ruler who prowled over every inch of her prison, searching for a crack.

We were always going to be noticed.

And shipwrecked circumstances aside, I had a spindle to steal. Quelling the trembling in my hands, I smiled. “You know, Arno, I think I would like to see your city.”






Chapter 13

It was a difficult decision, but I left the bulk of my crew behind, with every weapon save the ones on my person; I wanted them to be able to mount a fierce defense if attacked. I gave my closest companions only the time it took Tinbu to compile a list of supplies we needed—there would be no stashing my most valuable personage away now; not when I needed his enterprising eye to evaluate materials—and Dalila to pack up God only knew what in a satchel. After some further agonizing, I brought Majed as well, leaving Tinbu’s second in charge. Majed could pass as reputable far more easily than I, and his genuine interest and background in exploration and commerce made for a safe cover story.

“Do you think it could really be her?” Tinbu whispered breathlessly as he tied on a pair of sandals. “The Queen Lab from the story?”

“I do,” I murmured, checking both my meteor blade and leopard-headed dagger. “I’m just not certain which version of the story we’ll be dealing with. Arno made her sound fairly benevolent.”

“Probably to lull us into a false sense of safety,” Dalila warned as she materialized at Tinbu’s side, casting a suspicious glare at the Khatti Ugalans. With a new walking stick at hand and her resupplied ribbon cap of poisons upon her head, she looked more herself. Indeed, she’d even combed her hair and exchanged her tattered gown for a spare, a far cry from the paranoid hermit who’d been haunting my cargo hold. She turned an equally assessing gaze on me and frowned.

“Are you all right?” She reached for my brow. “You look feverish.”

I dodged her touch and a jolt of pain scorched through my palm as though in response, my skull thoughtfully throbbing in support. But I was still sour with Dalila and peckishly desired to keep such weaknesses to myself. “I am fine, thanks be to God. Let us go.”

The way was rough; between the dense forest and swiftly rising, jagged territory, we were eventually forced onto a narrow switchbacking path, barely wide enough for two pack animals abreast. Beyond the trees, the trail was terribly exposed; the pebbly ground shone brightly in the sun, the path curving around clusters of boulders large enough to conceal caves.

I caught up to Arno. “We did not have time to scope out the land, but it seems quite isolated. Is it an island we have landed upon?”

“Yes, though the northern half is most inhospitable.” He gestured to the distant mountains, their craggy tops tearing at the sky. “There is a race of enormous griffins who dwell among its peaks and devour any man who passes.”

“You know the man-eating griffins to be true?” Majed asked. “Or are you repeating the ghost stories of your grandparents?”

Arno’s expression grew bleak. “A man was discovered half eaten at the base of the foothills just last week.”

“Mountains filled with monsters and a sea ‘that brings sadness,’” I remarked. “The currents must be treacherous indeed to keep you all here.”

“Oh, no—Khatti Ugal is a blessed land! As long as one stays near the city, where they are safe, our people want for nothing.”

Majed and I exchanged a skeptical look over the youth’s head. “Why don’t you tell us more about it, then?” Majed encouraged. “I have journeyed to a great many lands but never heard of Khatti Ugal.”

Majed’s inquiry was all Arno needed to launch into an informative ramble. We kept our questions neutral; as much as I hoped to discern how closely this Queen Lab resembled the disturbing legends before I set foot in her city, I did not wish to invite suspicion. But it quickly became clear that Arno at least did not seem to believe he inhabited the mysterious island prison of an immortal sorceress, nor lived his life at the mercy of a magical spindle that might rewrite his fate. He spoke of what fruits were in season and how pleasant the weather had been, making kindly inquiries of each of us in turn. (Well, three of us. Dalila glared so severely at him when he complimented her headdress that he stayed well away.)

Finally we left the wilderness and the road broadened, the sun-bleached dirt so hard-packed that it might have been stone. Weather-aged columns with colorful flags rippled gently in the hot air at the forest’s edge, but we saw no other souls on the road. There were irrigated fields and orchards, both lush with some sort of broad beans and melons, as well as jewel-bright but unfamiliar yellow and purple citrus fruits. However, none attended them, an oddity. That said, we were far from the only creatures: livestock pens were in abundance, with seemingly more goats and sheep than such a place could require.

I tried very hard not to contemplate the implications.

Very soon the matter of livestock slipped my mind, however, because beyond another switchback, there very suddenly, in a cluster of honeycomb-like structures that clung to the hills, was Jamal’s White City.

In my travels I had seen all sorts of dwellings, from the fading grandeur of Baghdad’s metropolis to shaded Bedouin tents to earthwork temples so vast it seemed only a titan would be towering enough to properly appreciate their pattern. Never before had I gazed upon something like Khatti Ugal. It looked more developed and tended with a gardener’s pruning eye and a geometric bend than spontaneous human growth. Despite being surrounded by thick forests of timber, the buildings were constructed of sun-dried mudbricks and surrounded by ladders and outer steps, so the roof of one dwelling gave a partial floor to the home of the next and on and on, creating terraces of shared houses and shops. Large windows broke up the majority of the walls, creating a lattice effect and offering views into every chamber, unhindered by curtains. The walls were painted in a lime wash, making them an earthy pale hue, a warm cousin to white.

Interspaced between the buildings were lush gardens—if they were gardens at all. Because from here they looked like tiny patches of unplanned vegetation: dense thickets of cattails bursting from low-lying puddles of rainwater, wizened old trees with gnarled roots ready to rip up the street, and wildflowers everywhere. Animals as well; birds nesting in eaves and a fox slinking down an alley as though the place were abandoned. It almost seemed like nature wanted to see it abandoned; like the wilderness was just waiting to seize what humans had carved out and reduce it to ruins. And yet despite the fanciful, storybook façade, commonplace scenes of life bustled with market stalls of various wares set in the narrow alleys between buildings, taking advantage of the shade.

Arno stepped in front of us, gesturing proudly. “Khatti Ugal, where all are welcome and all are safe.”

“Is that why you have no outer wall?” I asked, a bit unnerved. Perhaps people dwelling in a fold of the Unseen Realm didn’t need to fear sea raiders, but it was still strange to see a coastal settlement of this size so unguarded; there wasn’t even a watchtower. “Your homes, as well . . . they are so open.” It was the opposite of the courtyard houses my people preferred, designed to shelter guests while ensuring family privacy. And I liked that privacy, considering tall stone walls and cool, dark interiors an ideal respite after being at sea on a boat with a dozen others for weeks.

“Why would we need walls?” Arno asked, sounding perplexed. “There are no bandits, no criminals, nothing to fear in Khatti Ugal. Our queens keep us safe and provide respite for all who wash upon our shores.”

Except once we entered the city, there very much were criminals in Khatti Ugal, not that I was going to inform Arno of such. With the midday sun high and scorching, few people were out. Two men snoozed under an olive tree with cone-shaped caps tipped over their faces and a few women appeared to be haggling over a pile of horned melons. Their garments were similar to our guides’: simple undyed tunics with elegantly carved clasps. The majority wore brightly colored capes but here and there were individuals without them, like Arno.

Arno spoke quietly to his companions and they nodded silently, peeling off in the direction of a stall. When they returned, they were bearing fine porcelain cups and an enormous pitcher, which they set on a shaded patch of soft grass.

“If you wouldn’t mind . . .” Arno gestured to the ground. “Getting an audience with the queen typically takes a few days.”

“You needn’t rush on that matter,” I said swiftly. “Truly. We are happy to barter for supplies without bothering her.”

“It is no bother,” he assured. “Several of our leading families keep guest rooms for new arrivals.”

The phrase “leading families” made me wonder about Khatti Ugal’s social structure and so I asked, “The cloaks many of your people wear are stunning. Do they have any significance?”

The boy had been happy to chat about his people, so I was surprised when Arno flushed at the question, hugging his bare arms as though he was embarrassed by it. “They are worn by those who have received rites.”

“Rites?”

His blush deepened. “It is . . . difficult to explain. And in truth, we are not supposed to discuss them with foreigners unless they are initiated into our faith. But it is nothing to worry over,” he said, perhaps noticing the doubt in my expression. “Why don’t you rest while I sort matters out?”

I recognized the dodge but touched my heart, allowing him to change the subject. “We would be most grateful.”

Arno bowed and was gone, vanishing behind a screen of cattails on the other side of the plaza. With polite smiles, his companions did as well and then we were alone.

Dalila made her opinion immediately clear. “I do not trust a thing that man just said. He is probably a spy.”

“He certainly seems to believe his own propaganda.” I ran a finger along the hilt of my dagger. “A land with no crime and no war, no walls and no hunger?”

“A fantasy outside Paradise,” Majed, my other optimist, assessed bluntly. “Perhaps such a wondrous imagining is meant to give comfort to those shipwrecked here, but it might otherwise convince them not to bother leaving.”

“The three of you make for such delightful traveling companions to literally magical worlds,” Tinbu remarked. “Can you at least admit it’s lovely? There are gazelles grazing in the plaza.”

“Oleander flowers are also lovely,” Dalila replied, giving the gentle plaza a suspicious look. “Why don’t you go eat one of them?”

“Does it seem particularly magical, though?” I asked, studying the otherwise mundane actions of Khatti Ugal’s people. “It’s an unusual-looking place for certain, but Arno and his companions seem as human and ordinary as can be.”

“Deceptions often do,” Dalila muttered, glaring as a passerby gave us a curious glance. She nodded rudely at the pitcher. “Probably poison.”

Tinbu picked up one of the cups, turning it this way and that in a shaft of sunlight. “I’m fairly certain this is genuine.”

“As in porcelain from China?” I beckoned for him to hand it over. There were a few hairline cracks and chips in the fragile white cup, but the delicate blue designs of wispy scrolling flowers were still striking. One of the more frequently counterfeited trade goods, I was familiar with several tells to distinguish the real—and incredibly pricy—ceramic and as I far as I could determine, Tinbu was correct.

“Perhaps it came from another stranded mariner,” I offered. “By the sound of it, this land is plentiful in them.” Despite—or maybe in spite of—Dalila’s glare, I took a sip from the cup, the liquid oddly buttery, then tried to relax and appreciate my surroundings like Tinbu suggested. Birds sang prettily in the tree overhead, including a pair of bright red-and-orange parrots. I glanced idly across the plaza at a large stone building half covered in weeds.

Movement caught my eye, an animal—very large with a feline grace that made me instinctively rise up. We have leopards in the mountains back home and though they rarely attack fully grown humans, it is good to always be prepared, a sling in one’s belt. But as I tried to peer through the brush, suddenly the very building seemed to flicker out of sight, crumbled to little more than ruins. A large cat sunned itself on the cracked blocks . . .

And then the cat was gone. The building was back in place, a man in a voluminous tunic sweeping its wide steps. The back of my skull throbbed and I blinked, shivering.

Dalila seized my chin. “What is it?”

“Ay, I could do without your claws digging into my flesh.” I swatted her hand away and glanced around again but everything was as it seemed in Khatti Ugal’s sleepy, peaceful plaza. “Odd. For a moment, that temple appeared very different to my eye. But it was so fast—” I shook my head. “I don’t know. Perhaps it was a trick of the eye. I am far wearier than I wish to be.”

“Why don’t you rest?” Tinbu urged. “I often feel the same when returning to land after a long stint at sea, and with the blow to your head . . .”

“She’s also the one imbued with the ability to see into the Unseen Realm so maybe keep your eye on such visions, yes?” Majed advised. “But I agree—lie down for a bit. Close your eyes.” He made a pillow of his saddlebag before I could protest. “Do not give me that ‘I am the nakhudha” speech. You can scarcely lead us if your head is addled.” He lowered his voice. “You do not look well, Amina.”

“Fine,” I grumbled, lying back. The shade was a welcome respite, the screen of leaves above my head lovely with dappled shadows. In the corner of my vision, I spotted Dalila still staring at me, her expression unreadable. I ignored her. She’d find a new target for her paranoia soon enough.

Majed continued talking, his voice contemplative. “You read of sailors encountering new lands, new peoples, but it all sounded like something out of a storybook, you know? Or a liquor-spun lie. The seas we grew up on—they’ve just connected all our peoples for so long that it would seem impossible to find a land so cut off from the rest. I wonder what the Khatti Ugalans believe, how they make sense of their world . . .”

“So you think this is all real?” Tinbu asked, lowering his voice to a hush. “Khayzur made it sound as though this was a wild place, a prison of bones lorded over by an immortal witch who toyed with and then dispatched any sailors unlucky enough to wash upon her shore.”

Majed tapped the cup. “It feels real. And the people here certainly aren’t behaving as though they’re suffering under the thumb of an immortal witch,” he added as one of the napping men let out a sleepy snore.

“Who would ever know the truth if supposedly no one leaves?” I mumbled.

Dalila cut through our musings. “They are lying. If this is a land of stranded sailors and their descendants, why is it not more familiar? Where are the temples and mosques? Why are the buildings and clothing so strange if they drink out of the same tableware we cart across the sea? We are in the Persian Gulf, not some far-off land.”

“They could have their own culture and prefer to see newcomers assimilated into it,” I countered. “My great-grandfather was from China and was said to rarely discuss his old customs after taking the shahada and settling in Pemba.”

Dalila pursed her lips. “I do not trust it.”

“Ah, good, the sky is still blue, then.” My body aching and my eyelids heavy, I finally gave in and dozed. My companions’ conversation became a lull until Tinbu whistled softly in alarm.

“Guards,” he warned under his breath.

I drew up, wincing as I did so. My head was still throbbing and I accidentally jostled my blistered left hand. God, I hated getting older. Waking up from a nap should not cause this much agony.

But Tinbu was correct: six armed guards approached from the main avenue. Their spears looked ceremonial—but still very functional. A tall stick of a man wrapped in bleached white cloth seemed to be leading them. A heavy copper disc hung from his thin neck, but he bore no weapons that I could see. Arno was just ahead, clearly uncertain, the diplomatic veneer ruffled.

“Forgive the delay.” He bowed. “Your arrival has caused quite the excitement!”

Trepidation swept over me. “That’s a lot of soldiers for a city with no crime.”

“Oh, you need not fear them. They are the Queen’s Guard, meant to escort you to the palace.”

“The palace?” I repeated. “Now?”

The man wearing the disk stepped forward, dismissing Arno with a curt nod. “Yes,” he said, in fluid Arabic. “Khatti Ugal is very easy to get lost in and we would not wish something to happen to you.” He turned away with a beckoning motion. “Now, come. Her Resplendency is most curious.”






Interlude 2

From the ashes of the town you have annihilated with your vengeance, you walk.

You walk and you walk, for the world then was far emptier of humans, their settlements scattered and confined to the places where resources were available, where the wilderness was not so lethal. Not entirely human, nor entirely the old goddess, you do not die for lack of food and water though your bare feet never stop leaving bloody prints and a starving ache yawns in your core. The passage of time means nothing. The journey could have taken a matter of days or a matter of weeks until one dusky evening, the specter of raised voices calls as surely as a moth to a flame.

People, you realize, both tempted and afraid. You are so very hungry and people might offer food, might offer shelter. And so you drift closer, spying from the trees.

It is a small encampment, a trio of men who all share the same narrow nose and pinched mouth. Brothers, maybe, cousins. Fathers and sons. It has been a hot day, now edging into a warm night, the horizon hazy, the birds quiet. Several rabbits are smoking over the bare embers of a low fire while the men quietly chat. One knaps a rock into a fresh arrowhead, another cleans a copper axe.

A hunting party. Gazing upon the roasting rabbits, your mouth waters and your belly cramps. You are so hungry that you abandon your hiding place, creeping into the camp.

A man with a graying beard and tattoos dotting his skin notices you. He straightens from his crouch in surprise and calls out.

The words are foreign nonsense, the time when you can instinctively understand any tongue far in the future. In those days, it was common for each settlement to have their own distinct way of speaking—so much so that people resorted to hand signals when dealing with strangers, gestures more universal and obvious.

But their speech matters little to you; not when their emotions and futures swirl like a feast of knowledge. Caution from the tattooed man who called out, who fears they’ve treaded upon contested hunting grounds and are about to be attacked. Greed from the youth, who envisions his portions suddenly smaller should his elders insist on sharing their food. Lust and violence from the third man, who dreams darkly of a later point in the night when he can press a hand to your mouth and sate baser desires.

The competing possibilities of the night are suddenly too much. You stagger, clutching your brow and nearly dropping the spindle. The limitless fates of an entire town were somehow less daunting than confronting these three simple humans. This cloud of opportunities is alive, imbued with passion and despair, anxiety and bliss. You want to seize it like the freshly shorn fleece of a sheep and wrap yourself in it like a fire-warmed blanket; you want to shred it with your hands and feast upon the remnants. Your hunger soars, your body lusting for a substance you don’t know how to consume.

The tattooed man rises to his feet, and you draw the spindle, gripping it tightly in your hand. Confusion only briefly delays him and then he walks toward you, his palms open in a gesture to convey he means no harm.

Unfortunately for him, you do not feel the same. Overwhelmed by craving, energy surging through your veins, you lunge at him, cracking the spindle over his head and riding his body to the ground.

His companions cry out in shock, rushing to his aid as you desperately lick the blood pouring from a gash on his skull. But it is little more than bare crumbs, a shadow of what you need. You rip at his throat with your overgrown fingernails, with a strength you shouldn’t possess. He screams.

“Appa!” the youngest hunter shouts, grabbing your shoulder and trying to wrench you away. From the corner of your eye, you notice the third man. He hefts his axe . . .

The mother in you shrinks back, what was mortal in your patchwork soul recognizing a killing blow. But the goddess is still enthralled with their futures, still spinning. And so you don’t retreat as much as you remove ourselves from the future the men anticipate: the coming moments of bludgeoning this lunatic woman and trying to save their father, their brother. With their emotions already heightened, it is easy enough to spin a new thread.

You are next.

The boy doesn’t see a woman: he sees his uncle bringing the axe down upon his neck and making off into the trees with all their tools and food. His uncle has always been jealous, is disliked in the community, and might fare better striking out on his own. He is his uncle’s next victim.

The man has never trusted his nephew; the boy is reckless, prone to strange fits. He doesn’t see a woman, he sees that his axe has slipped and dealt his older brother a grave accident. He sees that reckless, rash boy coming at him with his knapping stone, striking him and again and again. His nephew will murder him in misguided vengeance.

It matters not whether they directly blame the other for the elder’s murder, or understand what happened. There is blood and terror in the air and so they throw themselves upon each other like snarling, rabid dogs. The man gets the first blow, burying his axe in the boy’s gut.

It’s a fatal strike and yet the boy, wet with his father’s blood—his rage and grief are stronger. Familiar. Powerful enough to give him one last burst of strength as he brings down the knapping stone on his uncle’s skull. Again and then again, the man finally falling dead. The boy gasps, letting out a sad little sound as he touches his wrecked belly, blood leaking through his fingers. He glances up, seeming to see you for the first time. His dark eyes are bright with pain.

Part of you is aghast. But as the first man dies, the boy’s vengeance sated, the bliss and power that fill you . . . oh, you shiver with delight, with satisfaction. The ruined city was but a morsel in comparison to this feast. This . . . sensation that you will chase until the ends of the earth.

And so you do. Turning your back on the dying boy, you prowl for your next meal.

As can be imagined, rumors of a crone stained with grave dirt, who leaves bloody footprints leading backward to scenes of madness and slaughter, spread with each death. Legends circulate, terrifying stories told around campfires and courtyards. Some people begin to leave offerings: small animals sacrificed in your honor, burnt wool wrapped around bloody spindles. Pinpricks of power, protective charms that do nothing to dissuade you from possible prey. You were akin to a wild animal in those days; each death, each moment of forced false vengeance sating you only briefly.

But it is enough to draw attention.

You are not all-powerful. If you do not require food and slumber, you do need some respite; you hunt until weariness overtakes you and then rest, preferring to curl in the hovel of trees in the deepest forests, beneath rotting trunks like a grub cowering from sunlight.

Which is where you are discovered one morning. It all happens too quickly for you to process, let alone defend yourself. The spindle is kicked away from your hands and then blows descend, axes and spears and crude wooden hammers. The pain is searing but brief, whatever passes for your soul detaching as the body of your birth, the body that bore and nourished your children, is beaten until unrecognizable, limbs torn away, head severed. They burn what remains beneath the leafy canopy.

We—I—you feel nothing but a vague awareness. Until one man attempts to take a hammer to the spindle. That you feel, like the thrust of a spear. But it does nothing, the wooden spindle somehow impervious to their hammer and axes. To all their weapons. The triumph of their success edges into fear. It is getting very dark in the black woods as the sun dips toward the horizon, your blood stinking like something long decayed from where it stains the tree trunks. There are whispers upon the wind, the imagined weeping of your victims, their ghosts still clinging to the unbroken spindle.

Unnerved, their leader casts the spindle into the smoldering fire and they steal away.

But the spindle does not burn. Instead it rests unscathed among your charred bones. Seasons pass, dead leaves and windswept soil falling upon its dark wood, but it will not decay.

And it will not remain abandoned forever.






Chapter 14

Well, we did wish to meet her,” Tinbu whispered as our spear-wielding new friends escorted us through Khatti Ugal’s labyrinthine streets.

“Not under these circumstances, no,” I hissed. In an ideal scenario, there would have been no need to ever come to Queen Lab’s notice. We’d discreetly break into her palace, find a convenient treasure hoard, pluck out the obviously cursed spindle, and then discover our passage home easier than expected. Instead, we’d been abandoned on the edge of her kingdom, broken and destitute, and now under armed guard.

Majed must have sensed my tension. “No one need glean anything other than a partial truth: we are shipwrecked travelers requiring assistance.” He brushed his robes. “Surely we can present as respectable?”

Majed might present as respectable; he’d always been the most upright among us while I typically played the part of a criminal in our cons. However, being a ship’s nakhudha could be respectable; I would simply have to pretend to be one of the more arrogant, noble captains. The ones who would never dare cheat the customs tax and usually drown early in their career due to a refusal to be creative. But we still needed a story, a journey to explain our arrival and keep our tales consistent.

“Do you remember our last cargo dump?” I murmured, beckoning the three of them to draw closer. “In Malacca, when the sultan accused us of ferrying weapons to the nephew trying to overthrow him?”

Tinbu furrowed his brow. “Weren’t we?”

“No, we were smuggling cloves for a client who didn’t want to pay the export tax . . . Well, I suppose we were also smuggling weapons, but it was for his sister-in-law who wanted to depose her aunt on a different island—it was all overly complicated and why I stopped meddling in royal family squabbles.”

“Oh, I remember their dungeon,” Dalila mused. “I shared a cell with the sultan’s former gardener, and he recommended an ingenious way to grow mandrake and henbane together.”

The man wearing the disc—Queen Lab’s steward according to Arno—glanced back with a frown. I gave him a bland smile and waited until the Khatti Ugalans were out of earshot before continuing. “Yes. That job. Remember our story? Let us use it again.”

Dalila scowled. “Wasn’t I a mute servant in that scenario?”

“Another reason I suggested it. No, don’t give me that look,” I warned. “Not after weeks of alienating everyone on the Marawati.” I didn’t want to come straight out and say that she was worrying me, but what trust typically lay between us was strained.

“But of course, nakhudha,” she said with false, cold subservience. “You always know best.”

“This place is a maze,” Tinbu commented as the guards led us deeper into the city and along another street that not only seemed to bend back on itself, but went under one building in a dripping tunnel and emerged in the courtyard of a random home. A group of women grinding grain gave us curious but not particularly surprised looks as we passed them, continuing through an open archway. “Intentionally so.”

“It does seem that way,” I agreed. Granted, cities have a tendency toward chaos, growing in organic, spontaneous bursts that defy even the most determined urban planner. New neighborhoods bloom out of the roots of simple alleys; shops and greengrocers evolve to tend to ever-changing groups of migrants; the cluster of simple buildings that cling to every city’s edge are enveloped and expanded in hungry, lapping waves. But Khatti Ugal’s zigzagging streets seemed to have no logic at all. In truth, some could scarcely be called streets, but rather routes, including several segments that required going up and down ladders to navigate the beehive-like buildings. Had they never had a fire? It was impossible to imagine how the city could ever be evacuated. Then again, it was equally impossible to see how it could be invaded, lack of wall or not.

Regardless, it was the cleanest, quietest settlement I have ever come upon. Gardens of wildflowers and unknown fruits and vegetables were everywhere: growing from rooftops and alleys, balconies and sleeping quarters. The walls were painted in calming whitewash, homes sporting elaborate tapestries and woven baskets of flowers. Water was everywhere, in lily-filled channels that ran along the avenues and burbling from fountains. I marveled at the irrigation knowledge that must have been required; for the city, otherwise, didn’t seem particularly advanced. Though the locals appeared well nourished, even plump, with no evidence of disease. There was a sleepiness in the air, even the children playing silently.

After some time, we turned out of the clustered warren of buildings and onto a wide, paved boulevard of blue-gray stones. Towering pine trees lined the road, leading to the impressive façade of a gleaming palace.

A white palace. White as Jamal’s story, white as that which I’d seen blazing from my ship days ago. Shining like a pearl, the palace was not particularly large but still quite imposing, with silver and ivory tiles covering its elegantly sloped roof and a forest of marble columns surrounding the main building. Enormous brass doors were set in the center, reflecting the sun so brightly that the entrance might have been ablaze.

The steward paused with a proud smile. “Lovely, is it not?”

“It is stunning,” I agreed. And then, curious as to what the Khatti Ugalans believed about the origins of their queen and her city, I inquired, “Is it very old?”

“Oh, quite. The queen believes the palace to be at least five hundred years old, though a great many of our records were lost in a blaze during her grandmother’s reign. There’s an even older structure at its heart: the remnants of the first building her earliest ancestor erected upon arriving here eons ago.”

Ah. So much for Khayzur’s immortal queen—though surely if Lab was a sorceress, she might very well have the kind of magic required to seemingly age and be “replaced” by another. But it seemed a lot of effort at pretending for a docile population. More and more, I was struggling to reconcile Khayzur’s account of Lab with what my own eyes were witnessing.

Jamal’s account, however . . . that had yet to be disproved. A lovely palace, an unusual city, both we had seen. Now we’d just have to see if this queen was a lusty fool overly fond of birds.

Or livestock.

As we continued walking, the sound of rushing water grew louder until we came to a turbulent river running between the palace and the city. The boulevard crossed over it seamlessly in the form of a flat bridge, but the water flowed so fiercely and so high that sections of the bridge were damp from the spray. The river looked too natural to be a moat and yet its location gave me pause. The happy Khatti Ugalans we’d met thus far might have only positive stories of their benevolent queen, but I have visited a great number of cities and kingdoms, and as a rule, typically the more tyrannical the leader, the more barriers there are to accessing them.

“That is quite the river,” I remarked as we crossed, the water close enough to chill the air as it rushed below in churning rapids.

“The Iluuyu, she is indeed fierce,” the steward agreed. “We believe there is likely ice melt somewhere in the mountains beyond, for she always runs highest in the spring.”

“Has no one ever explored?” Majed asked. “We heard about the griffins in the mountains, but surely in all these centuries—”

“We do not go looking for trouble in Khatti Ugal,” the steward cut in. “Why risk a grisly death when life here is so pleasant?”

We left the bridge and began climbing the worn steps, an air of serenity enveloping me the moment we passed the first row of columns. The roof was lined with malachite slabs, giving an emerald shade to everything. Fruit trees bearing golden-green apples sheltered flower bushes whose pale petals reflected various shades of mint and pea. Wisteria climbed trellises overhead, creating a tunnel of green-hued purple blossoms. Parrots sang merrily, soaring from bough to bough, and colorful pendants fluttered from ribboned garlands. Here and there, tapestries hung from the walls. Whatever dyes had been used were astonishing, and leaning close to examine one, I could not help but marvel at the fine details in the weave, creating a dizzyingly intricate pattern, like a language I could not read.

A curious marvel for an island rumored to be home to an enchanted spindle. Granted, Khayzur had said that the Transgression I was to retrieve spun fates, not fiber. But as with everything in Khatti Ugal, the stories and the reality before us seemed to be drifting further and further apart. Even so there was an air of unease. The beautiful palace felt cold and strangely lonely in the eerie jade light. The vast halls spiraling away were largely empty of the bevy of stewards and scribes the running of a government should have required, even for a city this small.

“Our queen is currently reviewing petitions but asked that you be brought in straightaway,” the steward explained as he led us down a corridor glittering with dew.

We kept walking, finally stopping before two large wooden doors decorated with plastered seashells. The steward nodded to a pair of guards, two stocky youths so similar in appearance that they might have been brother and sister. Intricate ebony tattoos twined around their arms and up their necks, stylized waves and teeth, spears, and what might have been human figures. The two were striking enough that I paused, wondering if they might be fellow foreigners, but they were dressed in the same white tunics as seemingly everyone else, sporting brilliantly dyed cloaks in a bright crimson step pattern set against the sunny green of a new leaf.

However, the cheerful colors couldn’t hide the fact that there was something unsettlingly shroud-like about the way the cloth clung to the young guards’ shoulders. Neither one spoke—neither one moved, not seeming to acknowledge the steward’s nod. A glimmer of wetness on the young woman’s cheeks caught my attention and I risked a second glance, wondering if it was tears.

A rictus smile greeted me, her face dry and her expression now dazedly jolly. The steward pushed open the doors, ushering us inside.

It wasn’t the grandest room I’d ever seen (though to be fair, I only tended to observe “grand” rooms in hasty examination before a con), but oh, it was most extraordinary. Murals of spiriting dolphins and frolicking maidens with flowers in their hair covered the walls. There were no windows and no lamps, yet a wondrous glow lit the space from above and glancing up, I let out a soft sound of admiration. The ceiling was entirely glass—or something similar to glass—with large panels of thickly glazed transparent material held up by a timber checkerboard frame. A rushing whisper caught my ear, like a gentle tide, and with delight, I realized it was more water; on both sides of the chamber were crystal-clear pools that rose to meet a marble floor of shimmering pink and indigo. The entire effect made it seem as though we had been transported to a sunset seaside cove. If this was the prison lair of Khayzur’s enchantress, it was the prettiest cage I’d ever seen.

“Lower your gazes,” the steward said softly. “And bow when I say so.”

I obeyed without comment, nudging Dalila hard in the ribs when she attempted to straighten up. We shuffled forward through the quietly lapping water and onto a soft carpet whose patterns were familiar.

It’s Shirazi, I realized, noticing the woven nightingales. Identifying the origins of the rug in the room rather than the supposedly immortal sorceress deep within was probably a waste of my wits, but I’d been pirate too long not to notice valuables, and the pricey carpet underfoot was just that, like the Chinese porcelain back in the city. And in good condition. If that carpet had come off a shipwreck, it hadn’t been a devastating one. Perhaps it had even left survivors.

“Are those our new arrivals?” a woman with a rich, smoky voice spoke up in perfect if accented Arabic. “Come closer.”

Still under orders to stare at the floor, we lumbered forward.

She chuckled. “Has Mitanni frightened you so? Be at peace.” It was both a command and an invitation. “Tell me your name and from where you hail.”

I straightened up, getting my first good look at the Queen of Khatti Ugal. And a good look it was. As I am drawn toward things that are bad for me, my taste has always been in men—the prettier and more disastrous, the more tempting. But even I could not help but be taken aback by the extraordinary beauty of the woman before me.

From upon a driftwood throne not much more elaborate than the surrounding benches, Lab radiated power. Though she appeared my age, she was wearing it better, as though aching joints would be afraid to mar her. Tousled ebony hair, blacker than the most moonless night, fell to her waist, glimmering with occasional streaks of silver like the fall of a shooting star. Her eyes were large and equally dark, the rich brown of life-giving soil, staring out from a strong nose, a falcon’s profile. She was tall, well-nourished curves speaking to motherhood and a body that had never been deprived of food nor forced to labor in the ways that cripple most women. A generous mouth had been painted with indigo, the arresting color drawn out as well from her long lashes and arched brows like a moth’s wings. The queen’s white tunic was draped with a structured outer cape: one gorgeously woven and falling as though spread feathers, patterned in royal purple and dark gold. An elaborate bronze diadem crowned her uncovered head, a unique piece with sharp points like jutting spear tips radiating around her face like a deadly sun. From each tip hung a braid of woven sea silk ending in jeweled beads that swayed and veiled her face when she moved.

Lab was, at first glance, a vision of alluring terror. Her beauty was preternatural, a perfection nearly on par with Raksh’s—though if my first impression of my husband had left me lustful, Lab left me with the sense that she could snap her fingers and order the waters of her throne room to swallow me whole.

Magic, my mind screamed, yet I felt no such tug in my heart, in the senses attuned to the Unseen Realm. I studied her further, noting that the gold ringing her wrists and neck were familiar styles. The earrings were elaborate jhumkas, of seemingly Indian origin, and the collar around her neck looked like something from Sofala.

More treasures from around the world, for a kingdom separated from it. My heart beating fast, I took a few steps closer, trying to set everything I’d heard about Lab out of my head. I was a lost mariner, not an ulterior motive to my name.

Now I could only pray she believed it. “I am Captain Amina al-Sirafi,” I greeted. “My ship is the Marawati and we were traveling from Basrah when we were caught up in a storm and washed upon your land.”

“A captain from Basrah.” Lab tilted her head, examining me so openly I felt as though I were laid out before a physician. Or perhaps a taxidermist. “I am called Lab-enum-Asterate, Queen of Khatti Ugal.” She gestured to the group around her: six men and three women, all older, if of diverse appearances. “These are my councilors. I fear you caught us in the ever-engaging matter of market regulations.”

I bowed again. “It was not my intention to interrupt you.”

“Nonsense. You are the first female captain of a sailing ship I have encountered. That I believe my kingdom has encountered. I even had my chief scribe consult our old records, but I could find no mention of a female captain. Indeed, we rarely see women among the lost. It is typically sailors and the occasional merchant or scholar, all men. It is . . . fascinating.” Her unrelenting gaze had yet to leave mine. “Curious.”

Suspicious. I kept my voice light. “I am unusual in my sex and position, but not entirely novel. Though, yes, in my world, the majority of traveling merchants and scholars are men.”

The queen looked down her nose at me. “And what was the nature of your travel: trade or knowledge?”

Majed stepped up. “Both. Our nakhudha, the captain, wishes to protect me, but it is I who chartered her ship,” he lied. “My name is Majed. Majed ibn Suleiman Batawiyna. My passion lies in the navigation sciences, but my family’s business relies on more practical matters. I was escorting a shipment of goods.”

Queen Lab’s gaze shifted to Majed and I would swear I felt a literal weight lift from my shoulders. “What sort of goods?”

“Drowned ones now,” Majed said with a mournful air. “We had two seasons of ivory in the haul and someone”—he cut his eyes at me—“made me toss it overboard when the waves got rough.”

“Ivory is heavy,” I defended. “You are fortunate I didn’t make you throw over your maps as well.”

“A shame to lose a good so precious,” the queen mused. But Majed seemed to hold her attention only briefly before she glanced at Tinbu, her eyes sizing him up. My friend flinched, jerking back as though he’d been struck. “His clothes are less fine,” she assessed. “Your slave?”

“My first mate,” I replied, trying to keep the edge from my voice. The question seemed unnecessarily provocative, as though she hoped to stir a reaction. “Tinbu. The most talented shipwright this side of the Indian Ocean.”

“I have little need for fine clothing,” Tinbu lied—my friend had sported some fabulous stolen garments in our criminal age. “But the nakhudha speaks correctly about my position. I am from the land that many people call the Hind,” he added, keeping his origins as vague as I had.

Queen Lab seemed to consider that, studying Tinbu for a long moment—longer than she had Majed. It felt as though we were on trial, being judged for positions I could scarcely imagine.

Then her attention shifted to Dalila. The sea silk braids glinted in the chamber’s dim light as the queen turned her head, the jeweled beads clinking gently together. “And you?”

I moved to interrupt. “This is my—”

“Physician,” Dalila cut in, smoothly defiant. She didn’t bother glancing at me; indeed, her gaze—careful but unafraid—was aimed only at the queen. “An honor to meet you, Your Resplendency,” she added, using the title that the queen’s steward, Mitanni, had spoken. “My name is Dalila.”

Our physician? God, I was going to strangle this woman. What had possibly possessed her to claim such a thing? But there was an undeniable flicker of intrigue that blossomed in the queen’s face.

“A physician?” she mused. Her eyes were pinned on Dalila like arrows. “And where are you from?”

Dalila opened her mouth. I knew my friend enough to spot a lie brewing in her expression; Dalila was paler than the rest of us, but so skilled with languages and accents that she regularly feigned being from almost anywhere. I expected her to name a remote land, a mysterious people, whose medical arts she could more easily affect.

“M-Mosul.” She seemed to choke on the name, as though it had been pulled from her lips.

“Mosul,” Queen Lab repeated. “And is it common for women to be physicians there?”

Dalila seemed to recover from the slip. “When needed. Men are useless at tending herbs and faint too easily at the birthing bed.”

Lab sat back, clearly still assessing us. “Interesting. A female captain and a female physician. What a fascinating land you must hail from; I am surprised you would ever leave it for the seas.” The queen’s mouth quirked in what might have been amusement, but was clearly not a smile, and the nature of her curiosity hit me. She was not the kind of inquisitive I might expect from a bored, pampered monarch, desiring something new. She was wary, viewing us as more a threat because we were women. And honestly, if I hadn’t been worried that she was a sorceress with access to magics that would twist my mind, I might have found it a refreshing if dangerous compliment.

But then Lab continued. “And by the sounds of it, your ship is interesting as well.” For the first time, she glanced at the advisors surrounding her. “Your rescuers were quite impressed. A member of the party that welcomed you described it as small for a trading vessel but likely quite responsive and speedy.” She paused. “The type of ship a pirate might prefer.”

“The type of ship those who need to flee pirates might also prefer,” I said delicately, letting the possible accusation slide away. “Though it is interesting that you should have a guest so well acquainted with boats in a kingdom from which it is supposedly impossible to sail. I would have imagined your maritime technology to be somewhat . . . backward.”

One of the councilors bristled at the word, but the queen seemed to take it in stride. “A fair assumption, Captain. Though from what I hear of outsiders, Khatti Ugal seems to hold a rare peace.”

“Your city is indeed lovely and your people uncommonly kind.” I paused and then pressed forward, seeing an opening to learn more. “Your names and language are so striking, yet sound unfamiliar. Do you know from where you originally hail?”

The queen shrugged. “If my ancestors remembered, such details have long been forgotten. Our names and tongue are common to us and often passed down; in my family, all queens are called Lab once they are declared. As for our culture . . . we are a people who prize today and look forward to the future. We’ve long since learned that the best way to embrace new arrivals is to find a place for them and encourage them to assimilate into our traditions.”

“And if they choose to hold on to their own beliefs?” Majed asked. His voice was polite, softening the challenge in the question, but it was still there.

Queen Lab smiled gently. “Khatti Ugal is a peaceful land. No one is forced to live against their will, and we understand it can take some time to adjust to the reality of permanent exile.”

Permanent exile. The words crawled under my skin. Was that because the surrounding seas were truly so dangerous or because Lab refused to allow people to leave?

Aware I might be treading into murky waters, I answered diplomatically. “I do not believe we are yet reconciled to being trapped here. As your citizens who were so generous in aiding us mentioned, we have a fast ship, perhaps more advanced than ones you’ve seen before. If God wills it, we should be able to depart.”

Her advisors rustled at that, a few exchanging glances while an older man muttered to himself in obvious displeasure.

The queen continued. “What is the state of that ship now?”

I hesitated, uncertain as to what was brewing among her council. “Poor,” I admitted. There was no getting around it. “As mentioned, we were caught in a terrible storm. Six of my people perished, and my vessel is in sore need of repairs. I was hoping I might beg safe harbor and permission to barter for supplies.”

“And what will you barter with? I believe you claim to have been forced to throw your goods overboard,” the queen pointed out.

“We’ve not yet taken stock of what valuables remain,” I said smoothly. “And we are a skilled group, there may be other services we can offer your people.”

“No doubt,” Lab replied. “Khatti Ugal is talented at discovering and utilizing the abilities of those who wash upon our shores. There is, however, another issue . . .” She leaned back, glancing at the glowering older man. “Zidanta, you are clearly burning. Tell them.”

The elder took the bait, his voice severe. “Oceangoing vessels are forbidden in Khatti Ugal,” he intoned flatly. “Both their construction and their inevitably doomed passage.”

“Forbidden?” I repeated in disbelief. I had expected some resistance, to correlate with Khayzur’s tale, but imagined it would be a magical obstacle: the overturned stars in the sky, a vast hungry sea monster.

Not bureaucracy.

“Forbidden,” he insisted, with a glare like I was a wayward child. “We are a land besotted with shipwrecks and their drowned inhabitants, and the treasures from both have long tempted our citizens to foolishness. It is clearly impossible to sail away and the desire to do so has lulled countless Khatti Ugalans to a watery grave. No more. The queen’s grandmother, Queen Lab-enum-Sudare, set in place a law which has ruled us ever since. Ships like yours, whether they wash ashore in fragments or are discovered under construction, are broken apart, their pieces sold as scrap.”

“No one will be selling the Marawati for scrap,” Tinbu said heatedly, beating me to a response. “I’ve patched that ship up through worse and I’ll be damned if anyone lays a hand on it.”

I raised my hand. “What my first mate meant to say is that we haven’t given up hope. I understand your fears for your people, I do, and we can keep ourselves apart—”

“And when our youths are climbing over one another to replace the six men you’ve lost?” the councilor challenged. “When people ask why the foreigners are allowed to break a law we’ve held firm for two generations?” He shook his head. His fellows were nodding in agreement, speaking impatiently in their native tongue as Tinbu crossed his arms with a mutinous air. “The disharmony it will cause—”

“Enough.” Lab’s command barreled through the chamber and every eye in the room snapped back to the queen—there was a steeliness to her that had lain under the surface and was now sharp as a revealed blade. She fixed her gaze on mine. “Captain al-Sirafi, I take it one in your position does not mind a bit of rain?”

I glanced up. I’d been so preoccupied with our negotiation that I hadn’t even noticed the rain, pattering on the glass roof in a determined song. It was a lovely sight but a bit unnerving, as though we were pinned upon the sand of a shallow sea. Thunder rumbled in the distance.

Uncertain as to where this was going, I returned my attention to hers. Something about the Marawati had set the Khatti Ugalans aflutter. I had noticed it from Arno on the beach before he’d been shushed by his comrades and here it was again. “I don’t mind the rain at all,” I answered.

“Wonderful. I would like to take a walk in the garden and would enjoy your company. I will have my steward escort your crew to rooms where they may rest. We need not squabble so soon after your perilous journey. No—” she said, motioning for her guards to stay when she rose to her feet. “Surely the captain and I can avoid coming to blows.”

“My queen, she is a foreign barbarian,” the councilor argued; in Arabic, intentionally rude. “I must insist she at least leave her weapons behind.”

“If that would set your mind at ease . . .” I loosened my weapons belt, handing it to Majed and the sword on my back to Tinbu. “I would be honored to accompany you, Resplendency.” I glanced at my companions but saw little choice but to separate for now—it was undoubtedly better than Tinbu threatening war if the Marawati was touched.

“Rest,” I said firmly, giving my friends a look of intent. “I will see you soon, God willing.”

Then, unarmed and alone, I followed the woman behind the legends.

* * *

The garden appeared as though it had once been orderly, with straight paths and water channels designed in the Persian manner to encourage cool breezes and contemplation of the world and future Paradise. But that must have been centuries ago. Now the paths were mostly devoured, their stones breached by weedy wildflowers or concealed by moss. Vines crawled up and over toppled columns and broken statues of dancing nymphs, and one of the porticos we walked under was so heavy with woody boughs and trailing purple flowers I was nigh worried to pass beneath.

And yet there was a lively feel to everything. The air was fresh and smelled of the sea, the sound of distant waves offering a meditative beat. Garishly bright parrots and comparatively tiny jewel-toned songbirds sang merrily, soaring through the trees despite the rain. A horned rabbit hopped from a low bench, taking me aback.

The queen was a few paces ahead. She seemed to glide over the ruined stones and wet earth, heedless of her white gown and fine cape sweeping the ground. Now that she was standing, I saw that she was indeed quite tall; not my height but not far from it, though her build was more willowy. She moved with an ethereal grace, whether due to royal training or magical heritage, it was impossible to determine. She was elegant and beautiful, yes, but still seemed quite mortal. Was this truly my mark, the woman the peris had sent me to rob? The witch Khayzur had warned nearly no humans escaped?

“You may walk by my side, Captain al-Sirafi,” she said, a gentle mocking in her voice as though she knew I was studying her. “I do not bite.”

Lab was so stunning that I suspected a great many people would not mind if she did bite, but I was feigning respectability and so I held my tongue, lengthening my stride to join her.

“It sounds as though you had a harrowing journey,” Lab commented. “I am sorry to hear of your losses.”

Firoz’s last scream came to me like a bladed thrust. I cleared my throat. “We all know it’s a risky life, but losing companions never gets easier.”

“Believe it or not, you are fortunate. Very fortunate. Very rarely does a whole vessel, with the majority of its crew, survive to wash upon our shores. It is more often a sole survivor upon a few shattered boards. My court historian could not recall a similarly lucky arrival in all his records.” She paused. “It speaks well of your vessel and your capability.”

The revelation took me aback. There was a compliment there, but also a hint of suspicion, and I could not blame them. An unusual captain, an unusual ship and apparently the only one to beach itself in Khatti Ugal without falling apart and killing nearly everyone on it.

No, our cost had only been a half-dozen lives. But I pressed on. “I pray you may understand, then, why we are determined to repair it and try our hand at returning home.”

She sighed. “You will have to forgive Zidanta’s fervor. His son was among the last to drown in an effort to explore beyond Khatti Ugal. It was many years ago, but he spearheaded the law and very much views it as his legacy.”

“I understand the desire to protect your people,” I replied, even if privately I believed this sounded more like a way to control them—and to perhaps ensure that whatever fresh hands and resources washed ashore never left.

Before I could continue, delighted laughter and barking interrupted us. A small dog suddenly burst through flower bushes and across our path, followed by a giggling child. The boy wrestled the dog to the ground, attempting to pry a stick from his mouth as he spoke in the unfamiliar Khatti Ugalan tongue.

“Pares!” the queen called, the most genuine smile I’d seen lighting up her face. “My son,” she explained to me, gesturing for the boy to join us.

The queen has a son? For some reason, I hadn’t expected Lab to be a mother. Then again, I hadn’t expected most of what we’d seen and heard so far.

The prince approached shyly, winding his fingers in Lab’s cloak. He was dressed in undyed wool, but unlike the other locals in similar bone-hued tunics, he was wearing a cloak, one woven with intricate patterns in the fiber’s natural cream.

Lab wrapped an arm around his narrow shoulders. “Say hello to our visitor,” she said, drawing out the Arabic words slowly and then repeating them in their language. “She is a ship’s captain.”

Pares’s brown eyes went wide at her translation, and he pulled his mother down to whisper in her ear.

She chuckled. “He asks if you are like the shipwrecked sailor from Egypt who met an enormous serpent king in the stories of Amenaa?”

Surprised, I asked, “Do you have many stories of Egypt?”

“Only a few, but Pares demands them from his tutors in exchange for good behavior during lessons.”

“A fair exchange.” I winked at the boy. “I do not know this Amenaa, but I have met an enormous serpent. And I have plenty of stories.”

The queen translated for her son, and he grinned, nodding with enthusiasm before his mother tousled his hair and shooed him off. The sight tore through my heart. I was trying to keep myself from thinking of Marjana, from my worst doubts hissing that I would never see her again. But my very last vision of my daughter had been of her skipping back to Jamal’s house with her own little puppy at her side and the similarity was too much.

“You are a mother, as well.” There was no question in Lab’s voice.

“And you are perceptive,” I replied. “Yes. I have a daughter a few years older than your son.” My throat tightened and I spoke again without meaning to. “One so desperate to spend more time with me that she stowed away on the first leg of my journey.”

Sympathy—the first I had glimpsed—seemed to soften the queen’s expression. Only by the most fractional amount, but it was there. “I understand then why you are so determined to return home.”

“We all are. We are travelers, accustomed to spending long periods of time away, but to never return? God forbid.”

Lab’s expression was subdued. “We do what we can to settle new arrivals, but I don’t imagine that’s a rift that ever truly heals.”

We kept walking. I was tempted to plead my case—Tinbu was not the only one ready to take up arms to protect the Marawati—but I suspected Lab had invited me to accompany her for a reason and so I let her direct our conversation. We passed through an orchard heavy with pale blue fruits that resembled mulberries and through wild patches of thorny roses, their petals the darkest crimson I’d ever seen. The rain remained a patter, but the cloud cover had faded even as the air grew mistier. On a stony hill just ahead was a small ruin. Three wet deer grazed on patches of clover surrounding it, and one glanced up as we passed. I started at the sight of two curving fangs jutting from its mouth like tusks. They reminded me far too much of Raksh’s beastly form.

But then the ruin caught my gaze, holding it. A tumbling-down building so bowed with age, it took a moment to discern the walls from the scrubby hill grown around the structure. Just underneath was an entrance, marked only by a dark hole. I could not help but stare at that hole, shivering as I did so. “What is that place?” I asked.

Lab followed the direction of my stare. “A sacred spot for us: the first structure my ancestors built in Khatti Ugal. It is where my foremothers rest and where my bones will be buried in turn.” She hesitated, gazing upon the building with raindrops glittering in her eyelashes and upon the sharp points of her diadem. “And that is all I know. There are creatures painted on the walls, alongside inscriptions, sculpted figurines and plastered skulls set into niches, their meaning lost to time.” She glanced at me. “That is how long my people have been trapped here.”

Trapped. Now, that was an interesting word to use, the first that corresponded to Khayzur’s tale when so very little else did.

Who are you? I wanted so desperately to inquire. What are you? Unable to ask that, I attempted a compliment. “You and your ancestors have built a kingdom to envy. Your people seem hale, happy, and safe. Your markets and fields are flush—”

“But our maritime technology is, what’s the word you used? Backward?” When I flushed, she shook her head. “No, you are right to call us backward. It is what we are. Many of my councilors believe our isolation keeps us safe, but not everyone in Khatti Ugal subscribes to such notions. And though the possession of an oceangoing vessel is forbidden, there are still people who try to sail away, typically a few a year.”

A mix of hope and trepidation swirled in my heart as I remembered the man Raksh had apparently rescued, the incident that had landed me here. “Are there?” I asked.

She nodded. “They are often young men, or those of the lost who have struggled to settle in. They secretly build boats in the jungle and slip away in the darkness with their dreams and what supplies they can muster. Their bodies and whatever remains of their craft usually return to us by the next tide. It seems Khatti Ugal is determined to keep even the dead.” She paused. “But not always.”

I chose my next words carefully. “There are those who don’t return.”

The queen nodded, but her tone grew firmer. “I do not believe they escape. No one among my wisest and most experienced subjects—from scholars to fishermen—believes this is possible. More likely their bodies are scavenged by marine predators or wash up somewhere inaccessible. We keep the small boats we use to fish under lock and key, and hold to our law so as to not tempt others. It is our belief that false hope is worse than none.”

She took a deep breath and then continued. “Unfortunately, a member of my court—a man quite dear to me—got it into his head that he knew a new way. I forbade him from trying—from even contemplating it . . .” There was deep regret in her voice. “Then, a few months ago, he vanished, leaving nothing but a letter promising to retrieve help from the outside world. Advanced sailors and ships that would bring Khatti Ugal into the fold of the modern world.”

That doesn’t sound like the man I’ve heard of. Khayzur had spoken of a released victim, breathlessly telling the outside world of a hidden kingdom of treasure and a cruel woman. Certainly not some dreamy yet clever courtier. Nor did Queen Lab seem to be an immortal sorceress with an instrument capable of rewriting my past and tearing apart my future. If the role of concerned, mortal monarch was an act, she was selling it astonishingly well. And that might indeed be what was going on here. But I was also familiar with the way the world can slander women who step beyond the bounds of what is to be expected. Had perhaps one of her earlier ancestors had access to magic? Could the peri’s and Jamal’s stories be rooted in the mystery and misunderstandings of a nearly inaccessible kingdom with strange practices?

By the Most High, I wished I knew. Our lives depended on it. But all I could do for now was play the part I had been given: shipwrecked captain begging favor from a foreign queen.

“Did you hope I might be one of those ships he dreamed of?” I asked.

“I did indeed.” She shifted, the beaded veil of sea silk swaying across her face, a curtain of inaccessibility falling between us. “But you claim you came upon our land accidentally while on a planned voyage of commerce and exploration?”

There was something I didn’t like about the succinct way she phrased that question. And yet what else could I say? That I had lied and we were indeed the pirates she feared, sent by supernatural creatures to steal from her?

“Ay,” I replied. “But I also meant the rest. My vessel, once repaired, is a sound ship that doesn’t always rely on the winds. We have survived dangerous, tricky waters, some of the riskiest in the world. My crew is talented, our knowledge of the stars and seas vast.”

“You believe you can leave.”

“With the will of God, anything is possible,” I intoned. “Unless of course, your council decides to break apart our hull for firewood and set my men to working in the fields.”

“Oh, we make more efficient use of what the sea brings us than that,” she replied with a jesting smile that left me unsettled. The rain picked up, cold pricks against my skin. “But you seem rather confident, Captain, so I would like to propose a deal.”

The phrase “propose a deal” coming from the ruler of a kingdom I was currently stranded in seemed like a poetic way of giving me a command, but I took the bait. “A deal?”

“Indeed.” Lab resumed walking, her elegant hands clasped behind her back as thunder rumbled in the distance. “I am going to make an exception for your vessel. Repair it to the best of your abilities—I will personally fund the purchase of whatever supplies your people need. I will also see to it that your men are well cared for and fed, whether they desire to make camp where your vessel is located or stay in my city.”

How gracious. I followed her stride. “And in exchange?”

“First, any member of your crew who wishes to remain in Khatti Ugal must be permitted to do so. Such refuge is the heart of our culture, and should I hear even a whisper of disapproval, I will have your ship burned to the sand.”

“Understood,” I said, forcing myself not to grimace. I would no doubt lose a few men. There were plenty among my crew with loose attachments back home, if not debts and problems they were actively trying to flee. Add a terrifying, lethal voyage and a peaceful city with a welcoming population and there would be some deserters, my misgivings about Khatti Ugal nonetheless. “And?”

“I wish for you and your healer to remain in my palace. You may oversee the progress of repairs when necessary, but the majority of your time is to be spent in my court and with my scholars. You have traveled the world and boast of your advanced knowledge—I would have as much of it as possible, both yours and your physician’s.”

Ah, yes. My physician. I hesitated; being in the palace might allow me to search for the spindle, but if I didn’t have a seaworthy ship with which to flee, it would all be for naught. “I am happy to educate your people in what realms I can, but the repair of my vessel is really quite delicate—”

“Then how fortunate you claim to have such a talented shipwright,” she countered, catching me out. “He and the merchant can return to your crew.” Her voice was dismissive. “I have no need of them. Besides, should you fail to venture beyond even the first sandbar—which is what I expect—you will have a ready position to return to.”

If I found the concept of joining a royal court jarring (there was only so long I could be polite and respectful), the concept of Dalila needing to perform as a knowledgeable physician—who offered information freely—seemed as likely as the lot of us growing wings and flying away to join the peris.

And yet what choice did we have? “I would be honored to share what I know.”

“I am glad to hear it. Also,” Lab added, not quite selling it as an afterthought, “when you depart, should you depart . . . a group will stay behind.”

I stopped walking. “You mean those who choose to stay?”

“No, I mean a group of people whom I decide. Chiefly those who aren’t essential to the running of a ship and may serve me well.”

“You wish me to sell you my people for ship parts?” The heat in my voice was obvious. “Forgive me, Your Highness, but—”

“Your Resplendency,” she corrected. “And I wish to borrow your people, Captain,” the queen added, a look of warning in her dark gaze. “For my final condition. If you are successful in leaving Khatti Ugal, I want you to return—not only to recover the rest of your crew but to teach us how you did it.”

Now, that was a far cry from making an exception to their law.

“Do you wish to leave your kingdom?” I asked. “To expose your people to the outside world? For it seems idyllic, so harmonious one might believe they are in Paradise. Why risk that?”

“Right now, I merely desire knowledge. My son isn’t the only one who listens to stories of foreigners, but while his are adventure tales, mine are far different. Far deadlier and far more worrisome.” She eyed me. “We may be isolated now, but as you said . . . maritime technology has advanced. How do ‘backward’ kingdoms fare when they come to the attention of those thirsty for land, for treasure, for people? I would not have us taken unawares.”

I saw little argument there, but still . . . the price. “My people will fear themselves abandoned.”

“I suspect a great many more of your people are going to be clambering to be left behind than you realize. My kingdom is exceptionally skilled at welcoming new arrivals, of finding them lovers and friends, opportunities to start anew, and chances to learn, to train, to become people they only ever dreamed they could be.” She must have seen my skeptical expression for she gentled her tone. “We will not be dragging anyone off by their hair, Captain. We are civilized.”

I cleared my throat. “I must speak to them.”

“But of course.” The rain was falling in earnest now, though Queen Lab seemed unbothered by the water streaming down her diadem, the hem of her white gown turning muddy. “You need not fear us. Indeed, if you are the talents you claim to be, you will find yourselves embraced. It is the essence of who we are. New arrivals are new blood in the veins of this kingdom. Make yourselves useful—open yourselves to this land, to me—and you will want for nothing.”

That sounded far more intimate than sharing navigational technology. I didn’t particularly want to “open myself” to a woman I still wasn’t certain wasn’t a sorceress, and I was fairly certain Dalila hadn’t opened herself to anyone in her life and would consider it a hostile request.

One that the lives of our crew might depend upon. That our chance of ever seeing our families again might depend upon.

I took a deep breath, the roses so fragrant it was almost as though rotting flowers had been shoved up my nose. The garden was quiet save for the approaching storm, the birds silenced. I glanced at the hill, but the ruin was now vanished behind the mists.

Nothing you say is binding. Are you not a criminal? Fix your damn ship so you can flee with the spindle and your crew. For I wouldn’t be leaving anyone behind who did not wish so.

Now, if only I could achieve that. And pray Lab wasn’t as much of a liar as me. “I understand . . . Your Resplendency,” I agreed.

“Excellent!” Lab clapped me on the back, the chill of her hand making me jump. “You stand quite unbowed, Captain al-Sirafi.” She followed it with a phrase in her tongue and when I lifted a brow in incomprehension, she explained. “We have a tree here known for shattering the stones around it. The iron cypress; it grows so straight and so unyielding, it is like metal. A metaphor for leadership.”

The words were clearly meant as praise, but with the bodies of six of my sailors growing cold under the sea, it was difficult not to react poorly. “I would hope leadership could be attained without shattering those around you.”

The queen seemed unfazed. “Perhaps something is lost in translation. But it is not the time to chat Khatti Ugalan poetry; that shall be tomorrow. For now, let us return you to your companions.”






Chapter 15

Queen Lab’s palace was more sprawling than it appeared from the outside, and returning to my companions through a labyrinth of corridors and courtyards, enclosed gardens and empty banquet halls, proved its own journey. The palace and its grounds seemed as vast as the town itself, and remembering what the queen said about her family’s shrine, I wondered if this palace preceded the surrounding city. With that fierce river at the front and forbidding mountains in the back, it would have made a well-protected early settlement for whatever lost souls first found themselves here.

Whether that had been a raging sorceress flung in a magical prison or the first waves of shipwrecked refugees, I wasn’t sure yet. The corridors were empty and dark save for the occasional brazier of burning driftwood and flashes of lightning. The storm was in full swing now, and I took a moment to murmur a prayer for my crew back at the beach. Theirs was not going to be an easy night.

A pale youth was my only guide and he spoke not a single word, shuffling in an oddly unbothered fashion, like a lost ghost. The only other sound breaking the smothering silence was the howling wind. Well, that wasn’t true. There was also the sound of a middle-aged woman’s haggard breathing. Indeed, perhaps I should have been glad for the solitude because I doubted the clammy, sweating mess of a nakhudha would have inspired my people. Had the waves been slamming me into the hull for an hour before my men managed to fish me from the deep? By God, but I ached, my head dizzy, my joints pulsing with a sharp heat.

“Are we nearly there?” I wheezed.

The ghost merely lifted his lamp, illuminating yet another corridor. Pressing my hands to my temple, I staggered on. Finally we emerged on a covered terrace. Ahead, warm light beckoned from beneath a door and to the left was a dramatic view of the sea below, waves crashing like drums. The ghost headed toward the door, but the ocean drew me like a magnet. Rain spraying my face, I leaned out over the railing, trying to get my bearings. But it was a futile attempt. The empty stretch of storm-chased water offered no landmarks, and it was too dark to make out the shoreline. All I could see—blacker than pitch and marked by rushing whitecaps—were looming protrusions of rocks. If this was what passed for the city’s harbor, it was small wonder that sailing had been deemed too dangerous.

A bolt of lightning flashed and I instinctively stepped back—and then froze. The harbor was no longer empty.

Dozen—scores—of shattered vessels littered the churning water. Ships of all sizes and makes: ancient triremes half sunk in the shallows, massive trading baggalas broken upon jutting black rocks, and smaller, overturned rowboats being carried over the rushing waves. Debris floated everywhere: tattered sails, barrels, and enough broken timber to build a town. It was a veritable graveyard of ships. And then, with another flash of lightning . . . it was gone.

A rush of blood surged into my head and I swore, pressing a palm to my brow even as I tried to search the roiling midnight sea. But a third strike of lightning, more muted than its earlier sibling, showed nothing but empty water.

“Nakhudha?” It was Majed at the now-open door, sounding concerned. “Are you all right?”

“I thought I saw . . .” I trailed off, staring in disbelief at the harbor. But there was no trace of even a single ship and it had all happened so fast.

Had it been a vision of the Unseen Realm? Uncertainty assailed me. It didn’t feel like it. There had been no hook in my heart; it seemed more like a dream. Racked with pain, so exhausted that I might have walked into a wall . . . was my vision even to be trusted?

“’Twas nothing,” I said. I didn’t need to give my friends more to worry about, nor did I desire to speak so openly in front of the queen’s servant.

“Why don’t we get you inside?” Majed took my wrist like I was a frail old lady and led me into the room, closing it in the blank-eyed servant’s face.

I blinked in the suddenly bright light. The room was a far cry from the dark passageways of booming thunder. Candelabras burned so fiercely that it might have been day, and the delicious aroma of a waiting feast made my belly rumble. Colorful tapestries hung from the walls, rugs softening the floor as though we were encased in a cozy cave. Even Majed was dressed in a new robe of fluffy sheepskin.

“Well . . .” I commented. “You’ve certainly settled in. Enjoying the native dress?”

He set his chin in defiance. “Do not judge before you’ve tried it.”

“Is that Amina?” Tinbu shouted from another room. “Tell her she must see the baths. This place is a marvel!”

Majed rolled his eyes. “How will she see them if you never emerge?”

“They have hot and cold pools!” Tinbu called back. “And there are all sorts of soaps and elixirs . . .”

“He is going to end up putting floor polish on his head,” Majed muttered. “But come, let me give you the tour.”

Tour it was. The suite of rooms was astonishingly lovely, more suited for royalty than a band of achy thieves. We each had our own chamber, replete with a soft bed piled with silk coverlets, beaded pillows, and wondrously woven throws. They met in a shared room with a wide porch that overlooked the mountains, though their supposedly griffin-haunted peaks were concealed by storm clouds. The wind was still vicious, but controlled, beating against the shutters. I ran my fingers over the glass in the windows, marveling at the glaze. The level of craftmanship seemed beyond such an isolated place.

“Amina?”

I jerked back from the cool glass, not realizing I had pressed my brow to it.

Majed was watching me with open worry. “You need sleep, my friend. Let me fetch Dalila. Perhaps she can brew you something for—”

I waved him off. “I will sleep once I’ve filled you all in on my meeting with the queen.”

“Then at least eat.”

On that demand, I was only too happy to comply, letting Majed lead me to a long table piled with platters of roasted meat and spiced vegetables. I could identify little; the long-stemmed braised leafy orbs might have been artichokes if they were not beet red, and the berry-and-grained-stuffed birds might have been pigeons but were too big. Stews and soups abounded, simmering dishes of tiny meatballs in a bright green sauce and chunks of brothy fish soaking in herb-scented croutons. There was plenty of fruit, again mostly unfamiliar, and bread, including a tantalizing basket of sweet buns just in front of me.

After weeks of sea rations—vinegar-spiked water, rehydrated biscuits that were always too mushy at the edges and rock hard at the center, and as always, fish—any other food would have been appetizing, but this smelled truly scrumptious; the hint of rose hips and apple, honey gleaming on the buns and roasted nuts. My mouth watered and I attempted to shift my chair closer, immediately bashing my bad knee into the table.

“Yes, the chairs take some getting used to,” Majed commented, sitting across from me. “But the food is delicious. Here . . .” He pulled over two pitchers. “Water and some sort of juice. There was wine—a lot—but Dalila claimed drunks made for more gullible victims, so we got rid of it, Tinbu helpfully pouring a great deal down his throat. However one of the ministers told us that wine is apparently a Khatti Ugalan specialty and offered with great frequency so you may wish to . . . prepare yourself.”

He chose his words with kindness, but I flushed. Wine had been a vice that eased my criminal days and giving it up no simple challenge. It had been a decade since a sip last passed my lips, and yet I could still remember the taste on my tongue, the promise of making my worries briefly lighter. It was not a temptation I needed right now.

“Noted,” I muttered, digging into the food. “Oh.” I closed my eyes, savoring the perfectly seasoned mystery vegetable with a zesty dressing. “This is wonderful.”

Tinbu emerged from the baths, wrapped in a towel. He snagged a sweet bun from the table. “Let me get dressed and I’ll join you.”

“There are fresh garments in the chest with the painted birds,” Majed called to him before glancing back at me. “Warm shawls, shoes . . . even paper and ink. They certainly seem to have anticipated our needs.”

“Of course. New arrivals are the lifeblood of Khatti Ugal,” I replied, repeating the queen’s discomforting words.

Tinbu moaned from the other room. “Never mind, I’m not joining you. Oh gods, the bed is so comfortable. And the blankets . . . it is like being wrapped in a cloud. My poor Payasam, she would’ve loved this.”

“You cat has not the wits to survive here,” Majed countered. “She’s safer on the Marawati.”

“Would you fetch Dalila?” I called to Tinbu before helping myself to more food. There was no rice, but as noted, plenty of bread; from buttery, flaky flatbreads to chewy rounds brushed with ghee and small pungent black seeds. I partook of the fish and poultry dishes eagerly, including spicy fritters made with a tiny oily fish I couldn’t identify and a vast slab of grilled hammour with a bracing crust of mashed herbs and nuts. Anything that appeared to be meat, I left untouched. I was not typically the most diligent in ensuring my meals were entirely halal (a difficult if not impossible task while traveling in foreign lands under less than savory and occasionally starving conditions), but Jamal’s story about transformed livestock had lodged in my mind.

Majed poured himself a cup of water. “How went your stroll with the queen? What do you think of her?”

I swiped a piece of bread through one of the stews. “A bit pompous, a bit cruel, forward-thinking, weird, and at least somewhat aware of her people’s needs.” I shrugged. “So the best one could expect of a tyrant.”

“But an immortal witch?”

“God knows best.” I paused. “She has a son. About the age of your Ahmad.”

Pain crossed Majed’s face. “Does she?”

“He seemed sweet. Innocent.” I took a deep breath. “I’ll confess that I don’t like meeting the children of our marks. We’re not here to hurt anyone—to hurt her—but . . .”

“I understand,” Majed said when I trailed off. “Do you think she has a king? Did she mention the boy’s father?”

“No and I didn’t ask. I’m not one to inquire after the parentage of strange children, considering my own history.” But I changed the subject, sensing neither Majed nor I wanted to think about children right now—not when it was increasingly clear that returning to our families was going to be quite the challenge. “But she doesn’t seem inclined to set fire to the Marawati at this very moment. However, let’s wait for Dalila and Tinbu before discussing more.”

Majed lowered his voice. “I should warn you . . . Dalila does not seem in the right state of mind.”

“The right state of mind for Dalila or for someone in general?”

“Worse than she was on the ship.” Concern creased Majed’s face. “I fear something happened in Sarilaglag, something she has not confessed. She’s just been so obsessed with her experiments, even more so than usual.”

I sat back with a sigh, realizing as I did so that my headache had faded. “She throws herself into her work when she wishes to escape the world. Every time I try to—”

“Am I interrupting?” Dalila’s chilly voice cut in from behind.

Majed and I both jumped—me bashing my knee and him spilling his cup as Dalila came around the table, settling in the farthest seat with a contemptuous glare. Unlike Majed and Tinbu, she had neither bathed nor changed into the garments the Khatti Ugalans had given us, though knowing Dalila, she probably believed they were laced with poison or lined with hidden razors.

Tinbu arrived a moment later, giving Dalila a surprised smile. “Ah, there you are!” He was dressed in the flowing Khatti Ugalan garb, shell pins holding a pleated knee-length tunic at his shoulders and his curly hair free and frizzy around his head. He held out his arms. “How do I look?”

“Like a sacrificial offering,” Dalila hissed.

He flexed a bicep. “You’re just jealous.”

“Sit down, Badr Basim,” I said wearily. “We need to talk.”

I filled them in on my garden stroll with Queen Lab and the deal we had little choice but to accept. Save the occasional question to clarify a point, my companions held their tongues until I was finished.

Dalila was the first to speak, blunt as always. “So she either makes an example or an experiment out of us, all while enslaving those she believes most useful—forgive me, ‘keeping them safe.’”

“And this is after she tempts away whoever she can,” Majed said darkly. “Things are not good with the crew, Amina. We will lose some.”

“And if we protest, she will have the Marawati burned to the sand,” I echoed.

Tinbu munched on a pastry. “Well, at least if we’re trapped here forever, the food is good?” He shrugged when we gave him exasperated looks. “What? I am trying to be hopeful. We’ve been promised supplies to repair the Marawati, which is our ultimate goal, and this seems like a deal that gives us time to consider our options. It could be worse. You do remember Falco shoving enchanted maggot potion down your throat, yes?”

I abruptly put down my next bite of food.

“The queen does sound genuinely interested in the possibility of us sailing from the island,” Majed agreed. “You caught her attention with your comment about maritime technology and I cannot blame her for wanting her kingdom to know such things.”

“Perhaps.” But Lab’s answer on that topic had been evasive in a way that unsettled me. “Unless she actually desires to escape herself. If she is the sorceress Khayzur described, I doubt the peris would be pleased to learn we’ve sprung her from her prison.”

“Are we sure this is meant to be her prison?” When I frowned, Majed continued. “Does this not all feel, well, real? The queen’s story about her family and the city’s founding, the people we’ve met . . . Very little resembles either Jamal’s tale or Khayzur’s. Yes, some of the things here are astonishing, but it seems explained by them being a kingdom on the edge of the world. And if the peris were looking to hide away a Transgression where it couldn’t be used—” He met my gaze. “Then I believe they already have.”

I went cold. “Me? You think they tricked me here on a false hunt?”

“It’s a possibility, no?”

Khayzur’s suspicion and his words of warning regarding the peri council’s anger came back to me. It would be just like them, no? A convenient way to dispose of me without having “inferior” blood on their hands. But Khayzur had sounded truly worried about Lab that night. Yes, with a story that appeared to be unraveling every hour we stayed here, but it had seemed to be his honestly held belief.

Unless the peri council misled him as well. Would none of my men ever see their families again because I had misread the peris’ intentions? Would Marjana be all but orphaned?

But what about when you leave? Marjana’s fearful, tear-streaked face that night on the rooftop returned to me. The prospect of never returning to my daughter, to the mother and brother I left in anger . . . it was unbearable.

“Even if the peris lied, someone did make it off this island,” Tinbu said firmly, his steadfast optimism a light among the gloom threatening to engulf the rest of us. “We will too. Majed and I can handle repairing the Marawati. Indeed, that seems a more straightforward task than that awaiting the two of you,” he added, nodding to Dalila and me.

“What? Feigning being royal sycophants while searching for a spindle that might rewrite our fates?”

“Yes, that.” By the Most High, now even Tinbu looked skeptical. “Can you do that? For weeks, possibly months? We’ve never run a con that long, that intense.”

“And neither of you are at your best,” Majed warned. “Amina, God forbid such a thing, but you appear to have one foot in the grave, and Dalila . . . Well, let’s just say it might be best that the crew gets a break from you.”

I scowled, dismayed but unsurprised to learn I was doing a poor job of hiding my fatigue. I would have to perform better in front of the court. “I will be fine, God willing. I have experience aplenty at telling sea tales since I am an actual ship’s captain, unlike the doctor here.”

The sarcastic words had been pulled from a weary and unkind part of my heart, and I regretted them almost immediately, but it didn’t matter. Dalila’s eyes flashed and she returned the challenge.

“Did I not deliver your own child? Patch the crew up through years of injuries and illnesses? You were scarcely questioning my credentials when you needed me.”

“This is different,” I tried to explain. “They want to learn from us. They are going to ask about your training. They likely have their own physicians—”

“Then I will deal with them. Did you not realize how openly the queen was assessing us?” she interrupted. “I have far more value to her than I would as a ‘mute servant,’ dutifully following you around.”

“A servant might have been able to travel the palace more freely,” I pointed out. “People notice me. You would have had an edge in searching for the spindle.”

Dalila scoffed. “Did you not hear Majed? The spindle may not even exist. Far more important is all of us surviving the next few weeks.” She nodded rudely at my neck. “Unless you want to try that feather of Khayzur’s and find out right now what the peris are truly up to.”

My fingers drifted to the leather thong around my neck. But I went no further. “That isn’t how this works,” I argued. “Khayzur cannot interfere nor help us, and drawing attention to any magic when we’re not sure of the queen’s capabilities is dangerous.”

Tinbu cut in, raising his hands in a gesture of peace. “Why don’t we continue this discussion tomorrow? We’re exhausted and have even longer days ahead. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I am in no mood to meet a possibly duplicitous flying bird-man.”

I could not deny his wisdom—nor did I have the energy to fight with Dalila.

Or perhaps you don’t want to dwell on her words, on the possibility that the peris tricked you and none of you will ever see home again.

“To bed, then,” I agreed brusquely. “Everyone get some sleep.”






Interlude 3

The spindle lies fallow for a very long time.

By all rights it should be buried. Should be returned to the dirt, decayed and unrecognizable. By the accumulation of snow, of soil, of fallen leaves, of the bright green growth that comes every spring. But just as nothing mars it, nothing inters it in a well-deserved tomb—a fate you also avoid. Detached from your mortal body, you linger and drift over the spindle and the scene of your death like a fog that never dissipates. Oblivion does murmur, an oblivion the mother in you yearns for but the dead goddess fights, leaving you in a paralyzed state.

Then one day, a man comes upon the spindle. He is young, a potter pushing a cart toward a nearby creek bed who happens to tread upon the spindle’s shaft. Another man might kick it away, thinking it a troublesome stick, but the potter is a craftsman who recognizes the tool of a fellow artist the moment his gaze falls upon the rich walnut shaft with its carved stone whorl.

You try to urge him to retrieve it, but you have no magic in this formless state. The potter’s future is in his own hands. Until he reaches down and plucks the spindle from the earth. His hesitant fingers trace the slender shaft and you shiver as though he strokes your spine. His mind, his very heart seem porous.

However, it’s not just possibilities you sense. Oh, his countless fates spiral out in the usual way, but this is something deeper. An invitation to a more direct possession. The sensation is new and remembering your ghastly death, you are apprehensive. The first stirrings of self-control warn you to be cautious, to not fall upon this newest feast. But by the time the potter slips the spindle into his pocket, you have nestled in his heart. And by the time he reaches the creek and begins cutting raw clay from its bank, you see your reflection through his eyes in the tumbling water.

His name—your name—is Ozmer. For those who have possessed and been by possessed by the spindle, whose souls merge with yours: these names you will remember. The names of cities, of empires, of gods, of children, and of enemies . . . they will fade.

But all that is in the future, your own; the one entity’s fate whom you’ll never be able to see. It doesn’t matter right now. Instead you quietly creep and steal through the potter’s soul as he returns to his town. The world has marched on while the spindle rested in the forest and you marvel at new sights: at the proliferation of wheeled carts, at the existence of braying donkeys, and the smells of foreign spices. It is a simple town for its time, but to you, it is a new world. Ozmer returns to his home, a small workshop whose plain appearance makes him flinch with embarrassment, but you are astonished, urging him to linger at the potter’s wheel and his mother’s hanging loom. It is all so wondrous that it briefly distracts you from the hunger gnawing in your soul.

But not for long.

A young woman passes by, her belly swollen, and the spike of bitterness that courses through Ozmer is so familiar and tantalizing, it is all you can do to not instantly drive this town mad with a cacophony of conflicted vengeful fates. Your appetite soars and you dive into his mind, his memories uncovering broken childhood promises, a dead father, and the heavy weight of new responsibilities. The girl—his beloved—married a richer man, one who did not have a half-dozen mouths to feed.

As far as vengeance goes, this is petty. Ozmer’s fate could be far worse and you try to stave off the inevitable, to find contentment in watching his mother weave and his sisters spin. Their wool is not as soft, nor their textiles as magnificent, but they are pretty and honest and commendable. There is joy to be found sitting at the potter’s wheel with the warm sun on your bent neck, your hands shaping vessels like blossoming flowers.

But it does not sate your growing hunger, a starvation that is starting to take its toll on Ozmer. His body grows gaunt despite his mother’s cooking, his mind scattered. One day, you sit to work and it is as though all knowledge of throwing clay flees your mind. Would you let his family, all these children, starve because their brother happened to pick up your spindle?

And when you think of it like that, the decision is easier.

Though the mother in you is appalled, next time the girl passes the workshop of the young man she once loved, you unspool her web of fates like an oracle roots through intestines and you spin the thread that will hurt the most.

She miscarries the next day.

The satisfaction Ozmer savors when he sees her once again, her belly slack, your mother whispering sympathetically with your sisters, is as though a feast after a too-long fast. You savor the sensation; Ozmer wakes with a new brightness in his eyes, his flesh plump and his mind clear as a running stream.

Is it so wrong to ruin a life if it causes others to thrive? Do seeds not require rot, fecund soil in which to take root? The girl will lose a second baby. A third. A fifth and the last, for this is when her husband finally rebukes her, declares her a witch and a murderer. Her family takes her back, but they become outcasts. She is forbidden to look upon other women, banished to the forest during weddings, cursed and spat upon.

Ozmer thrives. He works hard, creating such astonishing pieces that his work is prized by the wealthy. He marries once, twice, enjoying a brood of children. No one ever suspects him, and if in the dark of his soul, he sometimes wonders why it gives him such a vile pleasure to witness the continuing humiliation of the woman who once spurned him, he tries to set it aside. She likely deserves it.

But nothing keeps forever. Eventually the cursed woman succumbs to despair and ends the blighted life she has been doomed to with one sharp dagger thrust to the heart. Ozmer doesn’t last much longer; with the source of your nourishment extinguished, hunger slowly drives you mad. Starving and desperate, you attempt to force Ozmer’s hand, trying to provoke him into a feud. But the awakening of a foreign consciousness in his fraying mind is the final straw. It breaks him, you break him. And like the woman you destroyed together, he takes his own life.

But in the cradle of growing civilizations, there will always be someone else to pick up the spindle.

You find another host. Then another. It requires care to hunt in this fashion, experience slowly transforming you from starving beast to savvy predator. You learn not to bluntly steal another’s agency like you attempted with Ozmer at the end; instead it evolves into a process of invitation and submission, more like falling in love. No one wants to be possessed by an immortal spindle. They want a connection, a sympathetic ear, a clear way forward when they’re most lost. Such intimacy also makes clearer the possibilities for vengeance everywhere. You know those you hunt among; the hatred your mother bears for a certain uncle, the vicious betrayal between estranged friends. Inventing patently unlikely futures isn’t necessary, not when you can take root in old grievances.

But this is a superstitious world. You have no law courts, no learned physicians; humanity is gathering and building and dividing itself into brutal hierarchies of power in a violent struggle with little precedent and few principles. The vast majority of your hosts will die violent, unnatural deaths, but each passing teaches you more. How to avoid detection and spin a narrative. The limits of your powers and how best to stoke an injured heart.

Do you mourn your hosts? It is difficult to answer such a question because they are both your prey and your home. And they do not leave, not entirely, each ghost laid over your soul like a varnish. Their children are yours, their hurts and victories and loves. It is a kind of immortality you offer, the opportunity to be part of something greater, one of the many faces of a being who will visit desert and jungle, the humblest of huts and the grandest of palaces.

But such an existence does eventually become wearisome, the human players and their ever-predictable selfish urges hardening whatever existed of your heart and leaving you increasingly less satisfied, like a gourmand who upon dining only on delicacies begins to find them dull. No other emotion satisfied like vengeance; not love, not justice, not even murder done coldly and without reason. Whatever you are, for you will never encounter a similar entity, was forged in a crucible of revenge, and no matter the glorious multitude of fates you gaze upon, the chance to stoke a better, harmonious world . . . it is violence to which you’re drawn, the more justified and bloodier, the better.

However, you’re also tied to a spindle, a common object whose ordinariness means it rarely lands in the hands of someone different. Someone powerful.

Until it does.






Chapter 16

By the time I mumbled my way through evening prayers, I was half dead on my feet and had only the barest memories of falling into the softest bed I had ever laid upon. I slept hard but woke when the sky was rosy, accustomed to rising for dawn prayer. Or rather, waking for dawn prayer because the rising part was proving a struggle. I felt better than I had last night, but my limbs still ached and the knot at the back of my skull was so tender that the barest touch brought tears to my eyes. Hoping that a soak in the much-admired baths might help, I made my groggy way to the dripping chamber.

Inside, the air was steamy, the tiled floor warm, and a rare feeling of peace enrobed me as I took a deep breath of the perfumed air. The baths were quiet in the lonely hour, lit by star-shaped cutouts in the stone ceiling. I rekindled the smoldering braziers and slipped into the warm water.

“Oh,” I murmured, leaning back with a sigh. Perhaps there would be some benefits to residing in the palace for a spell.

But not even the soothing water could stave off my fretting forever. I let my conversation with Queen Lab and my discussions with my companions turn over in my head, examining them from different angles. There were a great many elements to contemplate, to plot, and yet I kept returning to one question:

Had the peris tricked me?

My mind rebelled against the thought. It did seem a scheme that the peri council would have no doubt been pleased to seize upon, but it was also terribly convoluted, relying on more luck and happenstance than what was believable. There was indeed something to the story of Lab: whether she was an imprisoned sorceress, a queenly witch, or simply a long-dead refugee who’d granted her name to her descendants—I was not yet certain. Though truthfully, it was this last that was beginning to seem most likely. Were not fabulous lies spun about me? In a thousand years might they have merged with another myth or two and made me out to be some sort of demigod? It was too easy to see how these exaggerations stacked up.

But where, then, did the spindle—the Transgression I had been tasked with retrieving, the artifact that had frightened even Khayzur—fit in this puzzle? Surely if the rulers of Khatti Ugal knew of such power, they would have used it. Or perhaps the spindle had washed up on the beach like that Shirazi carpet and was now collecting dust in a workshop, no one aware of its potential.

If the accursed thing exists, I will find it. I will find it and when the Marawati is ready to sail again, I will steal it and my men away and leave the mystery of Queen Lab far behind.

Resolve fortifying my soul, I set about getting ready for the day. Sampling the fragrant soaps and oils provided in painted glass jars, I scrubbed my skin until it hurt, relishing the sensation of being clean for the first time in weeks. My head still throbbed, but I forced myself to unravel my braids, carefully washing the dried blood and seawater out of my tresses. My hair floated in the water around my shoulders like an ebony cloud and I considered cutting it. For most of my career, I’d kept my hair no longer than my shoulders, braiding it tight against my skull for easy maintenance while at sea. When I retired, I’d let it grow out and had yet to cut it short again, enjoying the look and feel of the long braids when I was at home with my family.

Feeling oddly sentimental, I decided to let my hair be for now. Instead I set to washing my clothes, but my left hand caught my attention. The blisters looked worse: raised and red, hard and scaly to the touch. They didn’t sting as badly as they had on the ship, but even so—I found myself in a quandary. At sea, one tried not to examine their body overly much. Between the packed quarters and harsh conditions, sometimes nasty little creatures crawled about your hair, rashes and boils erupted across your skin, and you simply did what you could until the next trip to a bathhouse and a healer.

But I already had a healer with me. One very capable of making ointments if I hadn’t insulted her medical skills the night before. Sighing, I settled for rubbing one of the oils into my palm and bandaging it with a torn towel.

Tinbu knocked on the door. “Amina, are you almost done?”

“Yes,” I called back. “I need merely dress.”

But there was nothing “merely” about it. Queen Lab had made clear that we were supposed to settle into Khatti Ugal as best we could and while I had no intention of following through on the part of our deal that left half the crew as hostages, I decided it was best to play nice for now and acquaint myself with the kingdom’s customs. That meant donning local garb, an immediate challenge. The Khatti Ugalans preferred unstitched clothing, not a sleeve or pant leg in sight; instead draping, tucking, and clamping long panels of undyed cloth in artful forms that appeared elegant on those idling at court or napping in the sun.

For giant pirates accustomed to fighting and ship work—to say nothing of my people’s preference for covering most of the body—it took creativity. I sacked the chest of garments I’d been given and then Tinbu and Majed’s as well, Dalila still locked away in her room. Majed had already claimed the longest tunic, one that would have been only knee-length on me, and so Tinbu finally took pity, showing me how to wrap one of the long white shrouds around my legs and waist in a secure sarong. Combined with one of the tunics and a shawl that draped my hair and shoulders, it largely worked, but I would not be dashing about anytime soon.

“You look elegant,” Majed complimented me. “It is simple, but you are not supposed to be a flashy pirate bedecked in clashing patterns and stolen jewelry.”

“You look like a widow,” Tinbu said, less helpfully.

“If only I was one in truth,” I muttered. “We might have been saved this entire misadventure.” I wriggled in discomfort; the cloth briefly seemed to cling as though a snake twined between my skin and the wool, and it was disconcerting. “We do not appear to warrant any of those colorful cloaks.”

“Nor do a number of their own citizens, including the youth that escorted us here,” Majed pointed out.

“Arno. No, and he became quite cagey when I asked after them. Said the cloaks were only given by those who had received ‘rites’ but that speaking about them to foreigners uninitiated in the Khatti Ugalan faith was frowned upon.”

“It’s not surprising the cloaks have some sort of sacred value,” Tinbu noted. “The colors are incredible; I cannot imagine what sort of dye sources create something so vivid.” Yearning rose in his voice. “If we smuggled some back, we could sell them for a fortune.”

“Considering we’re on the hunt for an ensorcelled spinning device, I wonder if we might be keeping any strange textiles at arm’s length.” Before I could dwell upon that further, the door to Dalila’s room opened and the taciturn poisoner finally joined us.

Tinbu gasped. “Where are your clothes?”

Dalila gave him an annoyed glare. “Do I look naked to you?”

It was a rhetorical question for Dalila was very much not naked. Instead she’d traded in her voluminous black dress, equipped with God only knew how many secret pockets, tiny blades, and venoms in various forms for a sleeveless white tunic that skimmed her knees. Her head was uncovered, and her silver-dusted chestnut hair braided in a single plait that fell to her waist.

“No, but I have never seen your arms.” Tinbu frowned. “Where will you stash your poisons?”

“Are you not worried the clothes are poisoned?” I asked. “You always used to pester us when we stole garments. ‘Nakhudha, do not put on that cap; it is likely laced with arsenic—’ ”

“‘Tinbu, do not touch that silk,’” he added, pitching his voice higher to mimic Dalila. “‘The dye is meant to assassinate the wearer—’ ”

“I am going to be lacing all your meals with arsenic if you do not hold your tongues.” With a sleight of hand so swift I could not follow her fingers, Dalila plucked out both a folded piece of parchment and a palm-size dagger from . . . somewhere on her body, flashing both and then concealing them again. “I shall be fine.”

Majed pushed over a platter of cheese. “At least eat. If I had realized you were so skinny, I would have been giving you my portions.”

She threw a piece of fruit at his head. “You were the ones who gave me a lecture about fitting in. Meanwhile, Amina looks like three shrouds piled on top of each other—”

“She is an elegant widow, shush.” Tinbu winked when I shot him an exasperated glare. “I shall add an extra needle and thread to our supply lists for you, claim we need them to repair the sail.”

“I wish I was going with you.” I sighed. Ship repair was a far more straightforward task, something with which I could busy my mind and hands. Ingratiating myself in a foreign court while trying to hunt down an object smaller than my dagger—whose ordinary appearance might lend to it being anywhere—was a feat in a class of its own.

A knock on the door interrupted my musings. A moment later it opened, revealing Mitanni, four guards, and, perhaps more surprisingly, Arno. He beamed when he saw us.

“Peace be upon you!” he greeted enthusiastically, blushing when the steward gave him a disapproving glance.

“Good morrow,” Mitanni said far more soberly. “I trust the accommodations were pleasant?”

I touched my heart. “The accommodations were lovely. Please thank the queen for her hospitality.”

“You may thank her yourself. I am to escort you and your healer to court.” He nodded to Arno. “Arno will take your men to the market to translate and assist in purchasing supplies.”

Court. I might have been a retired criminal, but the prospect of attending any event where laws and punishments were meted out sent a shiver down my spine. Dalila and I had run a lot of cons, pretended to be nobles and enslaved folk, pilgrims and foreign dignitaries in a dizzying number of locales, but attend genuine power? Enmesh ourselves in respectable halls of government longer than an evening of theft? Never.

Tinbu was already out of earshot, chatting with Arno, but I leaned in close to whisper in Majed’s ear. “Take advantage of the queen’s largesse while she is feeling generous. And keep your ears and eyes open, yes? The truth of this place eludes me.”

He bowed. “Understood, nakhudha.”

That left Dalila and me to follow the sullen Mitanni. In the morning’s crisp light and blue-washed skies, the palace was transformed. Last night’s misty black corridors were now filled with flowering vines trailing from the roof with painted frescos of cavorting sea nymphs and palm gardens decorating the plaster walls. The air smelled of blossoms and fresh bread, and though there were still fewer servants and passersby than I would have expected, we were, at least, not the only souls traversing the ancient halls.

“You will each have daily lessons with a language tutor,” the steward announced as we approached the doors to the royal court. “I will translate when necessary today, but we find a full immersion in our tongue allows new arrivals to pick it up more swiftly.”

I hoped to be far gone from Khatti Ugal before I established any level of proficiency with their language but responded politely. “We look forward to learning.” I nudged Dalila. My companion had not said a word since we left our apartments, instead taking in our surroundings with a practiced eye. “Right, Dalila?”

“I consider it an honor,” she replied, more warmly than I would have expected. “Khatti Ugalan will be my tenth tongue, and I find each new language offers its own unique and rich perspective on the world. Particularly in the healing arts.”

Approval bloomed in the steward’s face. “That is just the sort of attitude we prize. It will be a pleasure to introduce you to the court physicians—they are always lamenting that very little from shipwrecks benefits the healing sciences. That is, if the queen lets you out of her sight. Her Resplendency dabbles in potions work and though she is far too modest to brag, she has quite the skill.”

Lab dabbled in potions? My, if that wasn’t a statement that could be interpreted in a number of alarming ways.

But Dalila only smiled. “I look forward to our time together.”

Mitanni turned to me. “The queen told me of your pact,” he said, audible dissatisfaction in his voice. “Those interested in the maritime sciences are fewer and . . . less advanced. But no doubt we shall find some use for you.”

I ground my teeth into a smile. If being polite to this obnoxious courtier earned me the trust necessary to roam the palace and begin searching for the spindle, so be it. “No doubt.”

The throne room was even more enchanting than it had been yesterday, the sun shining through the glass ceiling to illuminate the vibrant greenery climbing over painted walls, flowers and ferns unfurling in every hue of the rainbow, the reflecting pools glittering. Mosaics I hadn’t noticed earlier lay underfoot, illustrating unfamiliar constellations and celestial beings. The air was thick with incense, and bare-chested servants in short pleated skirts carried brass trays, handing out small cups of steaming liquid. One of the women approached, her gaze carefully lowered, and handed each of us a cup.

I gave the drink a dubious glimpse while Dalila took a careful sniff. Then, without another moment of hesitation, she tasted it.

My mouth fell open in surprise. “Have you been possessed by a djinn?” I hissed under my breath. Mitanni had stopped several paces away to exchange greetings with another steward.

“You were the one who lectured me about fitting in last night. If this is what it takes . . .” She took another sip, seeming to savor it. “Oddly refreshing. It tastes like mastic and cherry.”

Odd, indeed. The steward ushered us toward the rows of stone seats. A stir seemed to sweep the room, several Khatti Ugalans turning to give us curious looks.

New blood for the kingdom that thrives on it. The majority of the locals sported the brilliantly dyed cloaks but their adornments were clearly scavenged from foreign traders: ivory bangles and sapphire pins, gold ornaments with Amharic characters and Egyptian-style silver earrings. The stares left me uneasy, their inquisitiveness edging into a discomforting hunger. But then the haunting notes of a lyre silenced the murmuring chatter and Queen Lab entered the chamber. Many of the same councilors we’d met yesterday followed behind and settled themselves on chairs below her driftwood throne. Save the lyre and a few bows, her arrival seemed largely unceremonious.

But the steward clearly meant what he said about immersion because what followed was an entire morning of incomprehensible proceedings with only the occasional curt and rarely helpful translation from Mitanni. Queen Lab appeared at ease in listening to her petitioners and conferring with her advisors, but without knowing the context of their discussions, there was little to learn. For all we knew they were calmly discussing child sacrifice or how to best murder us in our sleep.

Drowsiness crept over me, relentless and unavoidable as a cloud drifting across the sun. My head dropped more than once, Dalila nudging me hard in the ribs before I could doze off. Finally—mercifully—Lab raised a hand and seemed to call the proceedings to a halt. Her son had come in at some point and climbed into her lap, and she kissed the top of his head—a familiar gesture that made me ache for Marjana—before shooing him down and rising from her throne. Then she beckoned for Mitanni, who in turn escorted Dalila and me to the throne.

“Good morrow, Captain al-Sirafi,” she greeted, her mirthful gaze lingering on my makeshift attire. “And what would be the appropriate title for your physician?”

Dalila responded politely. “Dalila is fine, Resplendency. I have no need of titles.”

“Nonsense! Your work is among the most sacred, and I cannot imagine the training was an easy feat; none of the healers I have ever met, from different traditions, have mastered their art without years of study. It deserves a proper title, and so I shall refer to you as ‘Doctor’ in your language unless you protest.”

“If that is your wish, my Queen.”

The way Lab was eying Dalila made me nervous. She continued. “And do you come from a family of healers? Is it an art your mother perhaps practiced?”

Dalila flinched. Just barely—she was too talented at concealing her reactions, but I knew her well and noticed.

“My mother was very skilled at fixing things,” she said quietly.

It was a peculiar reply that didn’t quite answer the question, but Lab let it slide, taking Dalila’s thin arm in hers. Now Dalila did stiffen and more obviously. Compared to the queen’s healthy flush and motherly curves, my friend looked like an underfed bird, pale and fragile.

But Lab was not to be deterred. Ignoring Dalila’s reaction, she commanded, “Come, Doctor. I would show you our herb garden. My great-grandmother fancied herself a healer and filled it with restoring plants. Then I shall introduce you to my scholars.” She glanced back at me. “Captain, I hope to have the pleasure of dining with your crew this evening and have sent word with your first mate. I know there is a great deal of work ahead, but no doubt your people will feel better on a full stomach, with a good night’s sleep in proper beds.”

If Queen Lab set my crew up in quarters as luxurious as the ones we had enjoyed, I would probably lose a dozen men to the Khatti Ugal before dawn. But I put the ungracious thought out of my head; my men deserved their pleasures. They were not slaves, and I would have to trust that the families many had back home and the way I treated them were enough to keep most of my crew together.

“I would be very grateful,” I replied.

Her eyes crinkled in pleasure, not quite a smile. “Excellent. Then I shall leave you to my steward.” The queen patted Dalila’s arm with affection, and they were gone without a backward glance, leaving me anxious. My companion was the most skilled con artist I had ever met, one who could conceal items like magic and convince men she was a kidnapped princess, a grieving mother, a lost pilgrim.

But I had not seen that version of Dalila since rescuing her from the Banu Sasan.

She has done just fine for herself thus far today, have faith. She had done more than fine—even in Khatti Ugal, Dalila had likely just connived a way to work on her experiments rather than aid our mission. I had no doubt that if she was introduced to a well-stocked apothecary, it would be hard to drag her from it.

Shaking my head, I plastered the complacent mask of perfectly law-abiding sea captain upon my face. Then I turned to Mitanni. “I am in your hands.”

“So let us begin.”

He took me to a pavilion in a lovely, shaded garden. Slender columns held up a wooden portico heavy with grapevines, and a pair of mahogany dragon statues faced off over a silver fountain that would have put a dent in the caliph’s treasury. At least two dozen Khatti Ugalans milled about the manicured lawn. They were mostly men, but a handful of women were also waiting, from a wizened elder to a bright-eyed girl clutching scrolls. Upon spotting me, excitement seemed to sweep the crowd, whispers rising all around.

“Your audience of dreamers,” the steward said with resignation, gesturing for me to take a seat upon a small wooden stool I knew with a glance was going to wreak havoc with my knee, before he turned to face the crowd, gesticulating and speaking in a blur of Khatti Ugalan. “You may start by telling them of yourself. Your name and homeland. How you came to be a ship’s captain. I will translate.”

“All right.” I looked out over the small audience, trying to take some ease from their eager expressions. There isn’t a sailor who doesn’t relish spinning yarns and I’ve always enjoyed chatting with locals during my travels—particularly locals who might then have useful things to share about any spinning tools they’d seen lying about. “I am called Amina al-Sirafi. My people hail from many of the communities that dwell upon the great ocean to our south, though I was born in a land called Oman. My father’s family have been sailors and ship captains for as long as I know, and it was my grandfather who first taught me the trade.”

I paused to let Mitanni translate and we proceeded in that manner for a bit, me relating an abbreviated version of my life story that was more lies than truth by the time I ended with the storm that had left us shipwrecked here. The steward had no sooner finished speaking than the flurry of Khatti Ugalans began all but shouting over each other in an effort to be heard first.

Mitanni glanced down at me; the steward had refused to sit, as though the presence of a bunch of people interested in the forbidden practice of sailing would sully him. “They wish to ask you some questions.”

“I am here to share what I know.”

He nodded at an old man with a white beard that stretched to his belly. “We shall accommodate the elderly first; the young ones can always come back another day.” Switching to Khatti Ugalan, he must have asked the man to share his query. “Ah. He wishes to learn if you have seen the breathing islands?”

“The breathing . . . islands?” I repeated in confusion.

The steward spoke again with the elder. “He says he has heard stories of them. They are islands the size of buildings, constructed of gray stone, that move freely in the sea, breathing out great spouts of mist from their navels.”

Letting the odd description swirl in my mind, I chuckled. “I believe he refers to whales. They are not islands, but rather massive fish, the largest that dwell in the ocean. And yes, I have seen a great many. I have even heard them sing to each other, a wondrous melody.”

That question led to a more detailed one about how the moon’s phases influenced the tides and then it was as though a dam had been breached, the inquiries relentless. The subjects were dizzying, less than half having to do with anything remotely related to sailing. Instead, people wanted to know what else was out there, a fierce curiosity about the rest of the world that was nearly overpowering. No wonder the kingdom needed a law to keep people from venturing off its shores. The desire to do so beat in the hearts of every person here.

Ironically enough, their keenness put me more at ease—I could certainly relate to those restless souls who itched to explore. But as the day stretched into late afternoon, the sun descending lower and lower until it blinked behind the tall palace walls, all I had learned echoed what I already knew: this was an isolated place, its people largely ignorant of the foreigners from whom they supposedly all descended. And so after relating what I knew of “fire mountains” (volcanos, a sight I would be happy never to witness), I interrupted to ask my own query.

“Is there anyone here who was not born in Khatti Ugal?” I asked Mitanni.

“I do not believe so, but . . .” The steward translated the question for the crowd, and was met with blank silence until the girl with the scrolls offered a response.

“What was that?” I asked, hopeful.

“She says her grandfather was stranded here when his vessel struck a reef, but he was the only survivor and not well in the head. He died years ago and would only mutter to himself in a language they didn’t know.”

I hid a frown. The group that had rescued us—and the queen herself—spoke of a Khatti Ugal that received castaways with some frequency. Why were they not among those I was chatting with? Part of me had envisioned speaking with a group of fellow shipwrecked souls from around the Persian Gulf, those who might offer a better perspective. Much of the story the queen and her people offered about Khatti Ugal made sense, more sense than the peri’s terrifying tale and Jamal’s bawdy fable.

But there was a determined current of mystery, like a dye that wouldn’t blend in.

I tried again. “I’ve heard that there’s been a recent increase in shipwrecks. Surely some of those survivors are in the city?”

Mitanni seemed to hesitate before translating, but then an old man abruptly piped up.

“No, no, no,” he muttered, seemingly half to himself. “They were not right. They did not fit.” But he didn’t say the words in Khatti Ugalan.

He said them in a sailor’s creole. And not just any creole, for the shared language of ship folk is as varied as the cultures that birth us, but one with a distinct Malay overlay. One that I recognized.

“What . . . what did you just say?” I stammered. This man was clearly no local and excited, I rose to my feet.

Only for my bad knee to promptly give out like someone had kicked it. I stumbled, falling hard to the ground. A jolt of pain spiked in my head, my vision blurring . . .

Then it was as though the world had turned over. The mosaic floor was shattered, so covered with dirt that shards of color could barely be seen. I glanced up in shock, and it was like I’d been sent a century into the future, a century after this place was abandoned. The portico had collapsed, broken remnants drowned beneath overgrown vines. One of the dragon statues was gone, the other missing a wing, and the silver fountain was now tarnished and filled with dead leaves.

And my audience . . . where there had been two dozen souls, all bright-eyed and chatty, stood only three individuals, entirely transformed. The young girl was dressed in rags, her vacant stare transfixed on something beyond my shoulder. A man stood naked and streaked in filth, miming motions as though he was writing on a lap board. Faded shrouds lay in the dust around them, and the old man who’d spoken a sailor’s creole sat in the dirt, rocking back and forth.

“They didn’t fit,” he said again. “They didn’t please her.”

“Captain al-Sirafi.” There was a violent shake of my shoulder.

The vision of decay vanished as suddenly as it had come. I was on my hands and knees, staring at my own sick though I didn’t recall vomiting. A cold sweat had broken across my skin, leaving me damp and shivering, surrounded by worried Khatti Ugalans.

Mitanni barked an order in their language, clearly motioning for the crowd to give me space. “Are you all right?”

I took a deep breath. “I . . . I’m fine,” I lied. This man was the queen’s right hand; I would tell him nothing I didn’t want Lab to know. “I took a bad blow to my head when we were shipwrecked. I must still be suffering the effects.”

He laid a hand on my shoulder again and I shivered. Even through the wool, the steward’s touch was uncommonly icy. For the first time, I noticed that it wasn’t a tunic Mitanni wore under his cloak but a rough animal hide, stitched haphazardly. But before I could study it further, the steward drew his cloak closer.

“Let us return you to your quarters,” he decided. “That is enough excitement for today.”

Mitanni helped me up, and I held my tongue as he spoke to the group. But as we left, I could not help but glance back.

The old man had fallen to his knees. And then, in the language of travelers from a land far, far away, he wept, quite clearly. “I want to go home.”

* * *

“And he spoke a mariner’s tongue?” Majed asked. “You are certain?”

“From Srivijaya.” I repeated the words. “Salih spoke it,” I added, referencing the one former husband who hadn’t caused me grief. “I remember it well.”

Majed sat back, looking as bewildered as I did. He’d been the first to return to our rooms, concerned to find me pacing in agitation. (I had tried resting. It did not take.) Now, after being filled in on my visions, he was openly alarmed.

“What do you think they are?” he asked. “These visions? You get flashes of the Unseen Realm sometimes, do you not?”

“Yes, but they never feel like this. I see creatures, hear their whispers, but . . .” I touched my heart. “I always feel it here. And since we have arrived—” I broke off, realizing it for the first time. “I haven’t sensed anything magical. Not once.”

Majed opened and closed his mouth. I knew the words he wanted to speak, knew he hesitated out of concern for me, so I voiced them:

“You believe what you said last night, don’t you? You think the peris tricked us and that we’re trapped in a kingdom from which it’s impossible to sail.”

His expression was apologetic. “All the pieces fit.”

“Then I have doomed us.”

He reached out to squeeze my hand. “Not at all. If this isn’t a magical island, it can be escaped. And on that, I have good news.”

“Did you manage to get everything we need?”

“Yes and no. There are some supplies and tools they simply do not have, but Arno helped me scrounge for canvas and scavenged metal, and the carpenter says he can be creative. For all that sailing is supposedly forbidden, they were incredibly enthusiastic. The queen herself accompanied the delivery.”

“Lab visited the Marawati?” I asked, the question coming out more sharply than I intended, banishing thoughts of both visions and the peris from my mind.

“She did. She seemed very impressed.”

Perhaps I should have taken that sign of support as a positive one, but something about the queen visiting my ship while I was not there grated on me. “So you have everything you need?”

“For now. And Tinbu seems more optimistic than he did yesterday.”

“Ay, but he often does.” The memory of my first mate running into the jungle after his cat returned to me. “Watch over him in my stead, yes? He stumbles into danger more readily than the rest of us and if something happens to him, we are never fixing that ship.”

“I will fret over him like his own mother.” Majed grimaced. “Though he did warn that it would be at least six months of work.”

Six months. It was a brutal punch. I had prepared myself for worse but still . . .

At this rate, it will be nearly a year before I see Marjana again. The prospect made me want to weep. Those who hail from sailing families know how long the journeys can take, especially when things go awry, but there comes a point when waiting for your sailor edges into waiting for that most terrible of news.

I tried to push that aside; such grief would only distract me. “All while Dalila and I must impress the queen and the locals try to lure my crew away. Perhaps if the peris didn’t lie to me, and the spindle does exist, we can use it to rewrite a voyage where the Marawati doesn’t break apart in a storm.” My voice softened. “And the sea doesn’t take six of our own.”

Majed gave me a wary look. “That is a dangerous path of thinking, Amina. You were warned not to use any of the Transgressions. And God is the only One who should be permitted such power.”

He was correct, of course, but it didn’t lift my spirits. “How did you find the city?” I asked, changing the subject.

“Small but charming. Provincial and naïve in a slightly unreal way.” He shook his head. “You will find me ridiculous, but . . .”

“But what?”

He ran his hands over the soft fabric of his tunic. “This place feels like a dream. And not just because the accommodations are fit for royalty and parts of it look like a vision out of Paradise, but because there are aspects that are so real while others are barely formed. Many of the locals we encountered today . . . It was as if they were in a stupor, half asleep until we spoke to them. There are no children shouting, no dogs barking, no cooking smells. There is heavy stillness, a silence that makes me recall the hottest days of the year, when it is too hot to breathe, to do anything more than close your eyes in the shade, but I have felt that way since we arrived.”

“Maybe they are being controlled by a magical spindle.”

“God alone knows. No one even offered a name, Amina, until I asked more than once. It was as though they had forgotten themselves.” Majed shuddered. “I would not overly worry about losing much of the crew. Those who willingly follow an infamous pirate queen are looking for adventure, not whatever life this is.”

“Says the man who would explore until he was older than Adam,” I teased.

“Eh, after this, even I might prefer being a landlubber for a while.” Sorrow lit his face. “I miss my family. Quite terribly. The first two quests were thrilling, and it had been so long since I’d been to sea, but . . .” He trailed off.

“I know how you feel. When first I told you all about my deal with the peris, part of me was thrilled to find a way to explore and have adventures again, convinced I could make it work while also caring for Marjana.” My face fell. “I am feeling much less confident of that.”

“We’re going to get home,” Majed said firmly, which heartened me just a bit. “To both our families. I am already working on some theories of how to deal with that accursed, shifting sky.”

If there was anyone who could navigate such a journey, it was Majed. “I pray you are correct. But once we do leave . . .” I stumbled over my words. “You are my oldest friend, Majed. These are dangerous quests. If you no longer wish to—”

Majed hushed me. “If this spindle exists and we succeed in retrieving it, there are only two more Transgressions. God willing, the peris grant us more time before the next one, but after that—retirement. We shall drag Jamal to a sailor’s tavern and make him record all our long-winded stories. And that shall be the end to our life at sea.”

I grinned. “Do you think retirement will stick a second time? What if someone offers China?”

“Well, then, I suppose my family will just have to come along. But speaking of joining others, let us go feast with our crew.”

“And hear what this queen thinks of my ship,” I groused, still feeling territorial. “If suddenly a shorter version of me appears veiled on the beach, claiming she is ready to depart, you best ascertain my identity.”

“She could not possibly feign your ludicrous height. She would have to be walking on stilts.”

“And to think I was worried I would miss your witticisms once you departed for the Marawati.” I clapped him on the back. “Let me find my garments. If I am to be kept as a representative of our people here, it might be a few days before I see the crew again and I wish to look like myself.”






Chapter 17

Majed gaped and then overtly fixed his gaze on the sky as a pair of bare-chested women crossed our path, all willowy curves and inviting smiles. “Perhaps I misspoke about people not being tempted away.”

His words rang too true. If I had any doubts that Queen Lab was trying to seduce my crew, they were gone the moment I saw the spectacle that awaited us that evening. We were to feast upon a sprawling, rose bedecked balcony that overlooked the sea, set with hundreds of candles, each like a blazing star. A low table was crowded with grand dishes meant to impress: a turtle stew served in its own gilded shell, swordfish fried whole and skewered in an undulating motion as though they swam through the air, and pastries painted to resemble glossy fruit and hung from spun sugar stems on a tree made of roasted nut clusters. Glass pitchers of wine and various fermented fruit liquors were everywhere, and I strongly suspected the majority of my crew, even those most devout, were going to find themselves tempted.

In addition to the two young women we’d passed, at least two dozen more servants, seemingly selected for beauty and coy gazes and wearing nothing but pleated skirts that barely skimmed the thigh, mingled with my crew, filling cups and massaging shoulders as a band of equally lovely musicians played lyres and a harp in the shape of a sea nymph. My men were so dazzled that most entirely missed my arrival, their attentions thoroughly occupied.

I didn’t evade all notice, though. A dark-eyed man so enticing he nearly rivaled Raksh sauntered by with a wink, the silver armbands encircling his impressive biceps wider than whatever piece of fabric was clinging desperately around his hips. I abruptly followed Majed’s gaze, waving away the beauty’s offer of wine. “What is the minimum number of men we need to crew the Marawati?”

“More than the number of locals currently pulling at their attention.”

Trying not to despair and to at least feign some happiness at our unexpected largesse, I joined my crew, taking a seat beside Tinbu and getting his thoughts on their supply run. He was more cheerful than Majed, but that said little. This was the same man still trying to teach Payasam how to hunt.

“How went your day with the court?” Tinbu asked, after filling me in and taking a sip from his cup.

I met Majed’s gaze over Tinbu’s shoulder and hesitated. I might have confided my visions to my navigator, but feared Tinbu needed no further distractions as he focused on repairs.

“Quite well,” I lied. “Our days here will be interesting, but I suspect Dalila and I can hold the queen’s attention long enough to—”

“I’d say Dalila is already succeeding,” Majed cut in, nodding to the entrance as an awed hush fell over my men.

The queen had arrived.

Surrounded by those in shades of ivory and bone, Queen Lab was resplendent in a shimmering gown that looked like a midnight forest spun into cloth, dark emerald intertwined with silver starlight, the deep magenta of moonflowers with bright white bursts of night-blooming jasmine. Her diadem blazed with the reflected firelight of the flickering candles, as though the air above her very head were aflame, a holy halo; her gaze was just as fierce. Jeweled serpentine bands wound up her arms and her rather well-formed legs, visible through cutouts when she strode across the balcony.

Majed clucked his tongue. “I am beginning to understand how the enchantress legend might have started.”

Tinbu looked awed. “She is glorious.”

She is intentional. Every tale I had ever heard about shipwrecked sailors landing on an isle of beautiful, lusty women ran through my mind. They were frequent, a trope that catered to the fantasies of my almost entirely male profession; men who, forced to leave wives and lovers behind at home—real women—envisioned a dreamy alternative, crafting stories out of their desires, out of their companions’ lies. As my men gazed upon Lab in adoration, their mysterious, fabulously wealthy, and possibly magical savior, I suddenly felt as though I had fallen into one of those tales. I half expected an ogre husband to rush out and eat us, or the men to be picked off one by one, enjoyed for a night, butchered and served on a platter the next. The queen had told me she knew our stories, knew them well.

What did it mean that she had decided to play a part?

Lab paused. Gone were the gray-haired councilors: her retinue tonight were younger nobles, all dazzling and wearing jewels fit for a sultan in their hair and upon soft, perfumed skin. Her companions also sported the colorfully dyed cloaks, but they wore them as folded skirts or twisted shawls, elegant, artful creations. But it wasn’t only Khatti Ugalans following in the queen’s wake: it was Dalila as well. Still in her tunic, someone had given her an ivory shawl of soft combed wool and she had it pulled tight around her narrow shoulders. The Mistress of Poisons halted at the entrance, gazing upon the lavish display of food and entertainment with a dubious scowl. No doubt this must seem a trap from her most paranoid nightmares.

“Doctor?” the queen called, realizing Dalila had strayed. Dalila forced a grimacing smile and swiftly caught up.

“Your Resplendency.” I rose to my feet as they approached and bowed. “I cannot thank you enough for hosting my men and for your people’s assistance and generosity both in supplying our repairs and filling our bellies. Hospitality is a chief virtue among my people, and yet I never expected to find its highest practitioner in a foreign land.” Perhaps I was laying it on a bit thick, but it didn’t hurt to feed the ego of someone who held all our lives in her hands.

“Thank you for lending me your physician,” Lab replied. “Particularly on a day when it sounds like you needed her. My steward says there was an incident?”

Dalila jerked toward me. “What incident?”

“It was nothing,” I assured. “I’m too old to get knocked off a ship and tossed among the waves without some lingering effects, but I am feeling much recovered now, God be praised.”

Dalila looked skeptical, but Queen Lab beamed. “A relief. We would hate to lose you.” She glanced at Dalila and her retainers. “Were the group of you not discussing an experiment? The anti-inflammatory properties of some flower or another?”

“Yes!” one of the men replied, his brown eyes brightening with enthusiasm. He had long black braids and delicately painted cowrie shells looping his neck. “Your doctor has such brilliant ideas; we can scarcely wait to collaborate.”

The prospect of Dalila willingly collaborating with strangers was so startling that it took me a moment to formulate a response. This woman barely shared her work with me.

You told her to play a convincing con, did you not? “I pray her time here is fruitful,” I finally replied.

Lab motioned for us to sit, several servants scurrying to bring up more chairs. “Let us enjoy ourselves. I have brought along those of my companions who can converse in your tongue and my chefs have prepared their most tantalizing specialties.”

There was only so much ease to be had, however, in the company of the intimidatingly alluring queen and her glamorous cohorts. Lab and her retainers made polite and engaging small talk, her companions introducing themselves as musicians and artists, poets and scholars. They were clearly practiced at the art of keeping a royal company, for they were happy to carry on mostly one-sided conversations and jests while the rest of us remained exhausted or agog. The music was lovely, if a bit haunting, and the food delicious, but again, a great weariness crawled through my bones. My joints hurt, the heaviness threatening to swarm my skull. Indeed, I was so tired I didn’t even realize that I was slumping onto my elbows until Tinbu nudged me.

“Amina,” he whispered.

“Wh—what?” I straightened up, stars dancing before my eyes to see Lab smiling merrily in my direction.

“Are we boring you, dear Captain?” she teased. The party had clearly been swirling on without me. Lab had one of the men’s legs over her thigh and was leaning against the shoulder of a young woman, playing with her hair. A glance revealed more than a handful of my men had been pulled into similar amorous embraces by the pretty Khatti Ugalans.

I tried not to despair. By the end of this evening, I’d be lucky to have enough hands to pull a rowboat. “Of course not, my queen.”

“I will confess that I was hoping you might make for livelier company; after all, I heard you had quite the day charming my citizens. They are abuzz with tales of faraway lands and soaring upon the many seas. An exciting upbringing you must have had, sailing all around the Indian Ocean with your family, your grandfather teaching you everything he knew.”

A shiver traced down my spine. I assumed either a spy in the audience or the steward would be sharing my every word with the queen, but it was unnerving to hear it related back, no matter the other woman’s warmth.

“It wasn’t always the most secure life,” I replied. “But when our bellies yawned, we at least had our freedom and each other.”

“And are there others like you back in this Oman? That was the name of your country, yes?”

“Others like me, Your Resplendency?” I asked, confused.

She gestured at my body. “Of your might, I mean. You are uncommonly large, no? And the way you carry yourself . . .” Her gaze turned penetrating, even as her smile grew more playful. “You call to mind foreign stories of strong men and demigods, warriors capable of hoisting this entire table and battling great beasts.”

The shiver down my spine had grown to violent shaking. But had strangers not always commented upon me, chroniclers spinning wild and lewd tales of my body and physical prowess?

Yes, but now some of those tales dart nearer the truth. I offered a self-deprecating smile. “I doubt a demigod would be so easily wearied by a blow to the head. Though I do come from a line of very tall women. My mother, God bless her, towers over even me.” Then I changed the subject. “I hear you visited my ship.”

“I did,” she agreed readily. “A maimed beauty. I am indeed curious to discover whether she might finally be the vessel able to thwart the curse seemingly trapping us all here.”

Again those words seemed closer to Khayzur’s story about an imprisoned sorceress than a queen concerned about her land’s isolation, but a clever and cautious response could not make it through the fog that mired my mind.

God, but I cannot think clearly! Nor was I the only one; I’d been keeping an eye on my men and a drowsy spell seemed to be taking hold of them as well. Between the intoxicants, exhaustion, and amorous caresses, it wasn’t surprising to spot a few lounging upon cushions.

I forced myself to sit up straighter, taking a sip of water and a deep breath of the fragrant air. A handful of servants had brought in silver incense burners, sending up plumes of purple-hued smoke. I couldn’t identify the scent, a mix of musk and the sweet aroma of citrus flowers, but it was thick on the air, on the tongue. Uncomfortably so.

Only now did I realize I hadn’t responded at all.

One of the men spoke up. He’d introduced himself as a poet, a fact that immediately made me forget his name. He was pretty if decidedly not my type: too young, too slight, and with pale green eyes that spoke of sweetness rather than mischief. “I think perhaps we should let the captain find her bed. I would be most happy to escort her.”

The queen laughed. “No doubt you would, my friend, but I fear your admiration would go no further. The captain has a husband.”

Now, that snapped me from my haze. “Who told you such?” I asked sharply.

She was all innocent surprise. “But your men, of course. You and Dalila are to be our guests, and we wish to know how to best provide comfort. For many new arrivals, that involves companions.” She shrugged. “We were told that among your people, a woman will not touch a man other than her husband and that you are most fastidious in this.”

I was profoundly not in the mood nor state of mind to discuss my husband or religious prohibitions. “I suppose we all have our rules.”

“A shame,” the poet pouted. “I’ve never had a sea captain.” His gaze fell on Dalila as the musicians kicked up to a faster beat, a drummer joining in. “Would you like to dance, Doctor?”

Dalila looked like she’d rather shove her carving knife through his eye. “No.”

But one of the women trilled at the prospect. “Oh, yes, let us dance! Your captain is recovering, but surely you can join us.”

Dalila’s face was even more set. “I do not—”

“You wish to work with us, no?” It was the other physician who spoke, a challenging air to the question.

Perhaps I should have said something, assisted her. But the provocation on the matter of husbands seemed to have taken the last wind from my sails, the smoky incense lulling me into forced idleness. Everything seemed dreamlike, figures moving as though entrapped in amber honey. I swayed, praying another vision didn’t take me.

“I shall dance with her.” It was Lab . . . or at least, I believed it was. A slender hand was offered across the table, rings glittering in the firelight. Then they were moving, bodies swirling, kicking and clapping as the drums grew louder. There was an excited cheer, then another, circles of dancers moving around the table, clasping hands, clasping bodies.

Ghosts. The word came to me unbidden through the haze of my mind. Woolen shrouds drifting and spinning as though caught in the wind. It all made me dizzy and I suddenly found myself dropping my head upon the wooden table, scattering cups and platters. It must have presented quite the scene, but I found I could not bring myself to care. All I wanted to do was shut my eyes.

Just for a few minutes, I told myself, as the sounds of the feast continued, perfumed smoke tickling my nose. I’ll just close my eyes for a few minutes.

* * *

A sharp pinch jerked me awake.

“Hold still,” Dalila warned.

I was so shocked that I obeyed, bewildered by the scene around me. Gone was the lavish, dreamy feast. I was back in my bed, the bright light of midmorning streaming through the windows. Dalila was at my side, pressing a tin pan against a small gash in my elbow. Blood blossomed, dripping into the container.

I jerked back, the movement making me dizzy. “Why are you collecting my blood?” I rasped out.

Dalila stopped her vial with a piece of cork, a crimson drop gleaming wetly at its entrance. “Your lymph node is enlarged. You have been lethargic and ill, so I am going to make you an elixir, but I’ll need your blood.” She said it all like this was something normal, a task she did every day, and I was being foolish. But unless her skills had vastly diversified, this was news to me. Dalila did, indeed, have some healing knowledge, but this?

However apothecary experiments were not my most pressing problem. I glanced around, still stunned to find myself in bed. My captain’s robes and weapons belt were gone, replaced with a simple tunic, and my hair was uncovered, damp and clean. But I had no memory of getting this way. Last I recalled was the feast, exhaustion sending my skull thudding onto the table.

“What happened? How did I get here . . . like this?” I flushed, deeply uncomfortable at the prospect of strangers, even if they’d been female servants accustomed to the task, undressing me and handling my hair and my body—it was simply not my people’s way. “Last night . . . did I pass out?” A worse thought occurred to me. “The wine—”

“Not a sip passed your lips,” she assured me. “I watched everything you, Majed, and Tinbu consumed. It was the incense. The queen herself told me when we were dancing.” An expression of horrified contempt twisted across her face. “They are apparently very enamored with perfumery in Khatti Ugal and use it to influence mood, encourage harmony,” she said this word with even more distaste. “They claimed they didn’t realize we would have such a strong reaction.”

“And the crew?”

“Already gone when I woke.”

I swore, deeply embarrassed. “I should have seen them off.”

“You are in no shape to be seeing anyone off. Just rest, for once in your life. And drink this,” she added, pushing a steaming cup in my hands.

It smelled like bone dust. Making a face, I watched as she placed the vial of my blood on a platter. “I do not like you having that,” I said. “Jamal would be appalled. There are likely all sorts of malicious magics one can do with another’s blood.”

“No one will be handling it save me, and I care nothing for magic.”

“But how do you mean to even use it? I understand you can make tisanes for pain and salves to prevent infection, but you speak of advanced medicine.”

“It is not that different from the poison arts,” she defended.

“I doubt you would be as trusting if you woke with a blade nicking your skin.” Realizing that blood had continued to drip from the incision, I ripped a section from the bottom of my tunic, binding it tightly. “No more taking ingredients from my person. I spot you near my chamber pot and I’m going to turn it over your head.”

Dalila rolled her eyes. “Fine.”

My belly rumbled, but I ignored it. “So it was incense? No wonder Majed said the inhabitants appear to be half asleep. If their perfumery can knock out even the Mistress of Poisons . . .” She glared and I held up my palms in surrender. “I tease. At least the queen told you the truth. While you were dancing. A scene I would have paid a fortune to witness.”

Dalila glowered, spots of color blossoming in her cheeks. “It won’t be happening again.”

“A shame. What are your thoughts of her?”

“You mean, do I think she’s an immortal sorceress?” Dalila sucked her teeth, seeming to consider it. “I don’t know what I believe just yet. She is unlike any person I have ever met, but so is this entire place. In all our misadventures, I have never interacted with her level of royalty. Petty princes, nobles with royal blood, sure . . . but Lab? She reminds me more of people like Harun al-Rashid and Bilqis.”

“Like a queen from a story,” I said softly.

“Last night definitely called to mind Jamal’s tale,” Dalila agreed. “Though she was hardly some wanton seductress. But men like to get inventive with those details.”

I understood what she meant all too well. “I met a nakhudha in Calicut who claimed to have been shipwrecked when he was a youth on a tiny spit of land entirely inhabited by flame-haired maidens. He claimed the cost of their assistance was constant sexual pleasure, to the point that the other survivors died from exhaustion.”

Dalila burst into laughter, a sound I had not heard for a very long time. “And how did he survive such torment?”

“He claimed to have asked for a plait of hair after each ‘service.’ Then he used the hair and fallen coconut branches to construct a raft.” I shook my head with a chuckle. “Ludicrous, but that man could spin a yarn.”

“Ever see him again?”

A bit of my good spirits drained away. “No. I heard from a shared acquaintance that he didn’t survive his next shipwreck.”

“It is the life,” Dalila said solemnly, repeating Majed’s phrase. “Death awaits us all; it is merely a matter of timing.”

It was a grim truth and yet I could not help the next question that slipped my tongue. “I am worried about you, my friend. All of us are. You have not been yourself since Sari—”

“I don’t want to talk about Sarilaglag,” she said, immediately cold. “God willing, Sasan and his supplicants all perished in the fire and burn in hell as we speak.”

“Dalila . . .”

“I mean it.” Her face had closed off, the brief warmth between us vanished. “Tell me instead about this ‘incident’ yesterday. We didn’t have a chance to discuss it with the Khatti Ugalans eavesdropping all around us.”

I hesitated. I had not intended to confide my visions to another; Majed’s response already made me feel as though I was losing my mind, and I needed no one else learning that their captain was struggling to ascertain reality. But considering Dalila and I were to be alone here with the court for weeks, perhaps it was best I had someone closer to keep an eye on me.

And if it kept our conversation going rather than her withdrawing into silence yet again . . . “I had a vision,” I confessed. “My second—no, my third, I suppose, since we arrived in the city.”

A stilted expression flitted across her face. “A vision?”

Her reaction didn’t inspire much confidence, but I pressed on. “Yes. It is as though I see a different world layered over the existing one. A ruined garden populated with haunted echoes of people in place of a bustling one; a harbor of shipwrecks replacing an empty sea.”

“Could it be a glimpse of the Unseen Realm?”

I was already shaking my head. “The Unseen Realm feels different, like a hook in my heart. And my glimpses of it don’t leave me vomiting on the ground.”

Alarm blossomed in Dalila’s eyes. “You’ve been vomiting? And this is when the hallucinations are occurring?”

“I’m not quite ready to call them hallucinations . . .”

But Dalila stood up, pacing. “So you’ve had three hallucinations in less than two days, along with vomiting, headaches, and lethargy. Anything else? Pain in your joints? Fever? Melancholy?”

All three. However, I held my tongue, not liking the way she was ticking them off as though she suspected something worse.

But Dalila was always suspecting something worse. “I fear that to tell you yes will lead to more bloodletting.” When my poor effort at a joke failed to provoke her usual upbraiding, I grew concerned. “Are those particularly troublesome symptoms? Especially so shortly after a blow to the head?”

She hesitated, and the fact that Dalila, my most talented liar, was struggling to devise a way to reassure me was truly frightening. “I . . . Yes. Yes, they can be. Your brain could be inflamed, your blood hot.”

“You think my brain is inflamed?” I drew to sit up.

But Dalila pressed me down. “It’s not as dire as it sounds. And there are tonics that can help. But far more importantly, you need to rest, Amina. I will bring you food and tell the queen you require the next few days free of court.”

Incredulous, I argued, “I cannot rot uselessly in this bed. The queen was clear we are to earn our keep. More, I need to come up with a plan to search for the spindle.”

“Forget the spindle,” she said, exasperated and oddly flustered. “Just rest. I will speak to the queen.”

I stared at my friend, not understanding the urgency she seemed to be barely concealing. Her hands trembled, just slightly, and when I tried to meet her gaze, she deftly avoided my eyes. “Is something else going on, Dalila? If you feared I was truly in danger, you would tell me, yes?”

At that, her fervor seemed to recede. She met my gaze, her expression calm. “You’re going to be fine, I swear. But you need your rest. You are no longer young, and from the sound of things, we’re to be stuck here for several months. So let me sell the physician lie, yes?” Unexpectedly, she reached out to squeeze my hand, the affectionate gesture out of character.

By the Most High, either I was dying or Dalila had been replaced by an imposter. But what else could I do other than agree? This was the most amicable she had been in weeks.

“Of course,” I said, trying to resettle myself on the bed and taking a sip from the steaming cup. “I trust you.”






Chapter 18

Though I was doing it mostly to appease Dalila, there was no denying the rest did me well. The swollen knot at the back of my skull went down, my limbs felt less battered, and with Dalila’s ministrations, the blisters marring my left palm finally scabbed over. My mind raced with the empty hours, but I kept myself in prayer as often as possible, wishing I had thought to bring a Quran. In its absence, I recited as many surahs as I could, pleased to realize I had more committed to memory than I thought. Against the fog of my mind, it was a sign that a degree of sharpness was still there—and more important, a reminder that my Lord was near. He would not forsake me, and I would have to hold faith that all this was happening for His reasons.

By the time I returned to the queen’s court, I felt more prepared to assume the role I was to play: one in which I would not overexert myself, according to Dalila’s fretting. Although there was little risk of that in the first part of each day. Every morning, Dalila and I attended a court session in which I comprehended almost nothing, followed by language lessons in which I comprehended not much more. Though I spoke eight tongues—half with easy fluency, as many people of my class did—they had been acquired when I was younger, and it was as though my mind had closed itself off to Khatti Ugalan. The words were slippery, the sounds garbled in my mouth.

Outside the palace, things were more to my taste. Arno returned to serve as my translator and typically a person or two among the crowds I was sent to had some Arabic. I continued to meet with a variety of peoples: from astrologers to fishermen, carpenters to glassmakers. They wanted to know how we read the stars, how we built our boats, how we made fishing rods, how did we understand the contours of our lands and seas?

Which worked well for me, as I was only too eager to meet their curiosity with my own. How did they build their houses, tend their animals, knit their clothes? Perhaps they could show me those homes, those tools? My questions had yet to result in the discovery of any spindles, but I was careful not to press too obviously. The one silver lining to being forced to dwell in Khatti Ugal for the long months it would take the Marawati to be repaired was that it gave me a good stretch of time to search for and plot the spindle’s heist. It needn’t be a rushed smash-and-grab operation against a dangerous queen. And so I threw my net carefully, praying it might catch something.

But all I gleaned were oddities. For however common shipwrecks were said to be, I had yet to meet a single person who had been born outside Khatti Ugal. Arno did not know where any of the castaways he’d escorted had settled. Anytime a lead emerged, it was discovered said person had died or was too sick to talk—even the old man who’d briefly spoken in sailor’s creole had vanished. And though, sure, death was the common end no one could avoid, and it was not rare for people settling in new lands to be struck with unfamiliar sicknesses . . . altogether, it was suspicious.

A suspicion that was bolstered by the damnable visions.

They returned in subtle ways, a fine spray rather than a drenching wave. No longer did I fall to my knees, vomiting into the dust. Instead, I would glance down a lane lined with whitewashed homes and see a verdant jungle, here and gone before I could blink. A clever-tongued, finely dressed courtier in amber ornaments would be abruptly garbed in rags, muttering to himself and rending long, ragged hair. And—most disconcertingly—the group of fishermen I’d been helping drag in their canoes were briefly replaced with distressed goats, kicking and bleating in the surf. With each vision, I became more determined that they weren’t hallucinations. There was magic in this peculiar, dreamy place, there had to be. Whether it was related to the spindle, whether it was of an unknown type that didn’t resonate with my abilities . . . I did not know. Not yet. But it was one more mystery I had to puzzle out.

To say that Dalila didn’t agree would be an understatement.

I had no sooner told her about the beach goats than she had muttered a curse, rushed to the apothecary, and returned with a potion that made me break out in hives. She seemed so stressed that I wondered if it was best I start holding my tongue—a decision Dalila’s increasingly busy days might soon make for me. For my friend had thrown herself into the challenge of settling into Khatti Ugal and proving her usefulness with frightening intensity. She excelled in her language lessons and was picking up details in the monotony of court that eluded me. Even with just a few days of sun in the infirmary garden and plentiful local cuisine, she looked better; her skin bronzed and her thin arms filled out, on display in the elegant native garments. She spent her mornings at court, her afternoons with the queen or in the apothecary, and her evenings with palace scholars.

When Dalila was sleeping, God only knew. Merely contemplating her schedule left me exhausted and yet no matter how late she returned to our chambers, she never appeared tired. Rather, she was determined, energy seeming to bubble under her skin.

It was starting to make me envious. As Dalila roused me after yet another torturous court session, I couldn’t help but grouse, “How are you doing this? I didn’t even hear you return last night and you’ve more vigor than a bridal couple in their wedding bed.”

“I nap while my potions brew,” she replied, and I genuinely could not tell if she was jesting. “Speaking of . . .” Her voice grew more excited, in the alarming way it tended to do just before Dalila invented a novel knockout gas. “I may have something for you soon, a new tonic I’ve been working on—Ah, there is the queen. It looks as though she wishes to see us.”

I wasn’t sure if the queen summoning us was better or worse than imbibing Dalila’s latest experiment. “Maybe she’ll finally grant my request to check on the Marawati,” I muttered as we approached the throne. We’d been in Khatti Ugal for three weeks and I’d yet to be permitted to leave the city, the steward always dodging my request. “The men are going to think they’ve been abandoned.”

As we neared the queen, it was hard not to be dazzled. The sight of Lab always took me aback; her clever, lovely face and the astonishing colors of her gowns a stark contrast to her pale, languid subjects, like a kingfisher among moths. Maybe it wasn’t magic radiating off her, but it was power nonetheless, one that felt as dangerous as a tiger showing its fangs.

“Good morrow,” she greeted. “I pray today’s session was not too boring, Captain?”

I tried not to grimace; I doubted nodding off in court would endear me to the queen and her inner circle, but short of sitting on a chair of spikes, I didn’t know how to stay awake. “I beg forgiveness. I’ve never been one for the quiet life of scholarship and politics; I fear my blood runs too hot.”

“An understandable trait in a sailor, I suppose.”

I seized the opening. “Indeed. On that note, Resplendency, I was wondering if I might trouble you for permission to visit my ship. I’m sure my requests have simply slipped Mitanni’s mind—”

“Do not fear. He has passed them on,” Lab interrupted, her benevolent mask in place.

“Oh?” I replied, struggling to match her blandness. I didn’t mind the occasional grovel in service of a con, but if this woman was keeping me from my ship and my men, that could not stand.

Lab motioned for us to follow as she turned toward the door. “We do not believe it in your best interest to visit the Marawati right now. After all, the walk through the jungle is long and you were most recently injured.”

“I am much recovered, I assure you.”

“Are you?” Lab’s voice was rich with an almost pitying condescension, like how one might speak to a child feigning adult tasks. “What excellent news; Mitanni has some wonderful ideas for how to better utilize your skills, but we did not wish to task you.”

“I am here to serve,” I said through my teeth as we entered yet another flower-filled colonnade, dusky swallows swooping through the air. “But I have duties to my crew—” A jolt of pain stole the rest of my words. I flinched, pressing a hand to my head.

No. Not now. But the shadowed colonnade ahead was already vanishing. In its place were the bare stubs of long-ruined columns under a moonlit night, a gnarled dead tree looming above. A startled owl screeched from its branches and then flew off, diving toward my face. I ducked . . .

Then the vision was gone; my senses returned to the Khatti Ugalan present.

And to a very attentive Queen Lab. Her careful eyes traced me from turban to toe and then she glanced ahead, to where I had just seen the owl. When her stare returned to my face, it was unreadable.

She spoke, her words precise. “Are you quite all right, Captain?”

I fought for a good lie, but with the air already tense between us, her gaze all but peeling me apart, it was difficult to think.

“Sun got in my eye,” I said, swallowing. “Sorry for the distraction.”

“I would imagine the sun getting in your eyes to be an occupational regularity for a sailor,” she pointed out, adding, “from a desert climate.”

Dalila spoke up. “The nakhudha is prone to headaches. Always has been.” A chiding note entered her voice. “I do what I can to encourage her to wear a hat, but she doesn’t listen.”

Lab’s cool expression remained unchanged. “And yet she has no problem wearing her knives.”

I glanced down at the leopard-headed khanjar and meteor dagger sheathed at my waist. At the steward’s pestering, I had stopped wearing my sword; surely, they could not begrudge me these?

Then again, Lab seemed in no mood to deal with foreign eccentricities. Still I tried, keeping my voice diplomatic. “They are worn as part of my culture. Not as a matter of aggression.”

“And yet we are not in your country,” she retorted. “In Khatti Ugal, we find weapons displayed outside their purpose uncouth and hostile. You might take better care to craft the image you are portraying. Surely a ship’s captain has little purpose for so many arms.”

This ship’s captain was ready to put those arms to use insisting she be permitted to see her crew, but the warning in Dalila’s expression curbed my tongue.

“Understood, Resplendency,” I ground out. That was a lie—I’d be going about Khatti Ugal unprotected only if said weapons were pried from my dead fingers—but I didn’t like the way Lab was looking at me, and I didn’t need her distrust causing any harm to my people. Not when we still had no way off her island.

Dalila stepped between us, clearly determined to defuse the remaining tension. She took the queen’s arm—more daring and familiar than I would have expected.

“Resplendency, I was in the apothecary garden yesterday and noticed the most remarkable plant starting to blossom. The outer petals were a white gold with a crimson hook-shaped inner stamen. Do you know of it?” she asked. “I was warned not to touch it.”

Queen Lab immediately warmed. “You’ve a good eye,” she complimented Dalila. “It’s griffin’s claw, one of the deadliest and most beautiful flowers to grow in Khatti Ugal. Virtually every part of it is poisonous. My grandmother planted and harvested them, claimed there was nothing better to cleanse toxins from the blood, but no one dares use it now.”

Dalila might have brought up the flower to distract the queen from her displeasure, but her expression was true fascination now. “Might I try?”

Lab shook her head in amusement and patted Dalila’s hand. “You would be the bravest person to pass the apothecary doors in decades.”

“Ah, now the challenge of it tempts me even more,” Dalila replied, a slightly manic gleam in her eyes. “I assure you: there are few people with more nimble fingers than I. Why, in another life, I might have made for a talented pickpocket.”

My heart stuttered at the response. But Lab only laughed—Dalila clearly reading our mark more effectively than me. The two of them launched into a conversation about botany I had no hope of participating in as I followed behind, four guards hemming so close I could’ve reached out and touched their silver spears.

I cannot wait to rob you, I thought, staring at Lab’s back. Any misgivings I might have had about plotting to steal the spindle and break my promise to leave members of my crew behind—and there were few misgivings, my old pirate sensibilities gaining traction with each additional day in Khatti Ugal—were eroding fast, like sandcastles before a rising tide.

Finally, we arrived at a part of the palace I’d not yet visited and the queen deigned to speak to me again.

“We have a special task planned for you today, Captain al-Sirafi. How would you like to see the treasury?”

Was this woman reading my mind about robbing her? “Khatti Ugal is a welcoming place indeed to allow foreigners in their treasury.”

Lab chuckled. “You may feel differently once inside.”

Her reply was ominous, the sense of danger increasing when we headed toward a pair of barred doors. Two guards stood in front of them, holding not spears but steel halberds, each pole ending in a wicked axe. To the side of the formidable warriors, a plump, pleasant woman about my age was waiting, carrying an armful of scrolls. She bowed when the queen approached.

“Good morrow, Orinth,” Queen Lab greeted kindly in Khatti Ugalan; it was the one phrase I had finally picked up.

The woman—Orinth—straightened up. “Good morrow, Resplendency,” she returned, her voice solemn. But when her gaze shifted to me, her green eyes twinkled, and she switched to Arabic. “Peace be upon you, Captain. I hope I am saying that correctly?”

Her accent was strong but comprehendible—and far better than my paltry Khatti Ugalan. I nodded. “Upon you peace. Your Arabic is enjoyable to the ear.”

Relief lit the woman’s features. “Oh, good, that shall make our day easier.”

“Orinth is the keeper of mysteries,” Lab said by way of not particularly helpful explanation. “She is to be your guide.”

“My guide?” I asked, confused.

Orinth explained. “You have met plenty of our citizens. Now we wish to show you our treasures . . . admittedly in the hopes you can tell us what some of them are.”

Queen Lab gestured for the guards to lift the heavy iron bars. “It is not only trading goods and lost travelers who wash upon our shores, but also tools, instruments, and texts of which we can scarcely make sense. You are a master of the seas, no? And from a land with superior technology?” she added, the polite tone in her voice not masking an edge of resentment. “It would be most helpful to possess your thoughts on our inventory.”

Is this a trap? As described, the treasury sounded exactly like the sort of location the spindle might have ended up, but I was careful to conceal my excitement.

“I am but a ship’s captain, my queen,” I said humbly. “Hardly a scholar or tradesman, and my knowledge may be limited.” I nodded at Dalila. “Perhaps my companion could join me?”

“In time,” the queen replied. “There is no rush, of course, from what my scouts share of the state of your ship.”

The dig did not go unnoticed, but it felt more like a test, a goad to see if I’d been put in my place. And though I was desperate to lay eyes on the Marawati and my crew, I could not pass up such a promising opportunity to search for the spindle.

“I am here to serve,” I said again, a phrase I was starting to despise.

Lab motioned for the doors to be opened, staying behind with Dalila as Orinth and I were admitted into a lovely if small courtyard with two opposing corridors stretching beyond brick arches. Overhead was a glass dome, letting in muted light. The doors closed and I gaped in appreciation, feeling freer now that there was a wall between the queen and myself.

I turned my attention to charming my new friend—which was exactly what I was determined to make Orinth if she ended up inadvertently being the spindle’s caretaker. “Your kingdom’s glasswork is extraordinary,” I complimented. “My brother is a glassworker so I know something of the trade, but I cannot begin to imagine how you construct these vast pieces.”

“A local secret,” Orinth said, laughing when I paused. “A joke, Captain al-Sirafi. I know little of glassmaking. It is mysteries I watch over, not those trades that are familiar.” She pointed to the opposing corridor. “The chamber of my colleague—all those treasures we can identify, from olive oil to perfume to sapphires. And there . . .” She took my elbow, leading me in the other direction. “All that mystifies us.”

It took every bit of self-control I could pull on to ignore the other part of the treasury, my imagination ablaze. The jewel-laden tomb of Muziris’s lost healer played before my mind. Here was another treasure chamber, centuries of lost plunder but a few paces away. Surely one of these quests would finally give me the chance to plumb the glittering depths of such a hoard.

One theft at a time, Amina. My focus pinned upon the spindle, I followed Orinth.

The room she brought me to was vast—about the space of a half-dozen Marawatis and even more crowded than the al-Hilli family library in Baghdad. More large slabs of glass high above my head let in streaming rays of sunlight, illuminating wooden tables and shelves laden with unidentified goods of all sizes. Some attempt at organization had been made—a group of assorted automatons stood in one corner, sharing space with battered statues. Stone tablets and parchment rolls were all kept in the shade of the eastern wall, while tables weighed down with metalworks were in the middle.

“Our mysteries,” Orinth said, with a voice that was equal parts resignation and affection. “I’m not certain if my position is one to be envied or cursed.”

I ran my fingers over the green-hued nubs of a rusted copper contraption. “I have a friend with whom I suspect you would find much commonality,” I said, thinking of Jamal and yes, wondering if it might have been best to bring him along for this part of my quest. “May I look around?” I asked casually, itching to start my search.

“Please. I shall call for refreshments.”

Hoping to impress Orinth and put myself back into the queen’s favor, I set myself to the task with zeal. I wanted to make damn sure I could return to this place even if I was cautious not to demonstrate too much interest in any particular item; no doubt such curiosity would be reported back to Lab. A circumnavigation around the room proved daunting; the space was even vaster than I had first realized, filled with countless nooks and crannies storing innumerable castaway artifacts.

With Orinth’s permission, I cleared a small table and then—starting with the outer northwest corner and moving in a methodical fashion—began examining every object I came upon. Those I could firmly identify, I set upon the table for Orinth to label; those I could reliably guess at, Orinth took note of and put back. Those objects that remained a mystery to me—the vast majority—stayed where they were, their dust only temporarily shaken loose.

It was a strange day. The task filled me with a mix of yearning and melancholy, like gazing at the stars and wondering what lies beyond, like holding a babe in your arms and knowing you’ll never know the future they’ll witness. I could recognize but a sliver of the thousands of artifacts brought by the untold generations of people who’d been lost here. Intricate instruments with tarnished metal gears and planetary drawings; what looked like dozens of dowsing rods, marked by swirling characters and bulging magnetic knobs; so very, very many texts, elegant flowing scripts written on fading oilcloth, and blocky hieroglyphics carved on semiprecious stones. I wondered about the people who had crafted them, what lands they had come from, how they had used these things. What stories did these stone tablets tell? Did these languages still exist? Had these bones been used to predict the fate of a city long gone? It left me feeling small, insignificant. God’s creation, it is just so vast; our own civilization and all its glory and blood but a leaf resting upon a vast lake of humanity that lived and died before records were even taken.

But as the afternoon wore on, my wistful enchantment started to fade, replaced by dread. It was becoming increasingly clear that if there were any foreign castaways still alive in Khatti Ugal, they were vanishingly few. Everything in this room had been created by the dead, carried by the dead . . . and then examined by generations of exiles such as myself. Exiles pressured into sharing their knowledge, perhaps still confident they would make their way home.

Now they were dead and I was in their place. I wondered if they’d been as confident as me. If they’d extolled the seaworthiness of their ruined vessels and denied that they were trapped here. How long had that confidence lasted? Five years? Ten?

Twenty? Did they go to their deathbeds still believing they’d make it home or did they give up, letting their heart finally break for the loved ones they’d been separated from forever?

My mother will never forgive me. The realization ripped through my heart and then once it was there, deep in my soul, it unfurled in a cruel net that couldn’t be escaped. If I didn’t come home, if my family had to endure years—years—of that awful not-knowing turning to dread, to bitter acceptance still laced with venomous hope, to grief, it was going to shatter them. Marjana, who needed me now more than ever, would never be the same; the brief light I’d offered her by taking her to Baghdad snatched away. My elderly mother, the strongest person I knew, yes—who’d survived banishment by her parents, been widowed far too young, seen her daughter vanish into criminality—what would this do to her heart? My brother would have to pick up the pieces; would he curse me for hurting them? For the “choice” to return to sea that he’d argued I didn’t need to make when we had last parted in anger?

I want to go home. The old man’s desperate plea returned to me, but it was Arabic resonating in my head. I wanted to go home, with an ache I’d not felt in all my years at sea. I wanted to be able to go home. My mind returned to my leaving from Baghdad, and I suddenly wished I had lingered another moment with them all. Pressed my lips a final time to Marjana’s brow, told Jamal that I was proud of him; reminded my mother and brother that I loved them instead of fighting over a blasted house.

Nor would I be alone in my grief. Might Majed never see his wife or children again because he had followed me? Was Tinbu to be parted forever from Yusuf? All of my men, all of their families . . . Would they eventually resent me, despise me if I failed to get them home?

“Captain al-Sirafi . . .” Orinth’s voice was kind. “Are you all right?”

Only then did I realize I had been staring at an empty shelf, silent and stiff for some time. My cheeks were wet.

I hastily swiped a hand across my eyes, embarrassed. “Fine,” I replied, my voice thick.

“Why don’t we call it a day?” she suggested. “I know Her Resplendency will be pleased with what you’ve identified thus far and there is always tomorrow if you’ve not tired of me yet.”

Pull yourself together. No doubt Orinth’s gesture was genuine, but flirting with the sort of despair that had just snarled me wasn’t going to help anyone.

I shook my head. “Not at all. I’m enjoying your company.” That was true. The Keeper of Mysteries was of good humor, neither overly chatty nor coolly aloof. And she was sharp—quicker than most of the sleepy Khatti Ugalans I’d met. “Apologies,” I continued, still ashamed to have been caught out during an emotional moment. “I was thinking of my family.”

Her face was all sympathy. “You needn’t apologize for anything. I would never judge someone in your position.” Her green gaze met mine and her next words were firm. “You’ll have to tell them about this place when you return home.”

It was the first time someone from Khatti Ugal had spoken so encouragingly of our plan to repair our ship and sail away. Most dismissed it as a suicide attempt, and the support gladdened my heart more than I could have imagined. “Thank you,” I said softly.

Orinth tapped her notes and then mercifully changed the subject. “Come. I need to place these records in the library, but afterwards, I can escort you to your chambers.”

I would have preferred freer rein over my movements, but even the friendliest Khatti Ugalans seemed determined to keep an eye on me. “That would be appreciated.”

We left the Chamber of Mysteries, my heart still heavy. I hadn’t been so naïve as to hope that I’d find the spindle on my first day, but it was disappointing to have made such little headway, to say nothing of having been briefly reduced to weeping in the shelves.

Shoving aside my melancholy, I pressed on, determined to wring as much information as possible from the afternoon. “Everyone here is so inquisitive and eager to learn what I know,” I said. “But I confess I feel much the same. This place, your people—it is all so fascinating. I wish I could learn more about your traditions, not just what the sea brings you.”

“Using what the sea brings us is one of our traditions, but I would be delighted to sate what I can of your curiosity,” Orinth replied. “What is it that you wish to know?”

I hesitated. Thus far in Khatti Ugal, I’d been careful not to reveal any clue of the quest that had sent me here, but nearly a month in, perhaps it was time to escalate the hunt. For I was finding it impossible not to contemplate a connection between the magical spindle I’d been tasked to retrieve and the kingdom’s unique garments.

Even so, I chose my words carefully, masking them in admiration. “Your textiles are extraordinary,” I gushed. “I have never encountered fabric so soft, so airy. And the colors—God be praised. Who weaves these things? In my land, we learn to spin as children but . . .”

Orinth glanced at me in surprise. “Truly? Here that is a specialized task. We receive fresh textiles after each harvest season, but the technical details of their creation have always been a mystery to me.”

Did people in Khatti Ugal truly not know how to make their own cloth? That they might receive garments from their ruler in some type of ritual tribute, I would not be surprised to discover. But not to create anything?

A lead; I could feel it in my blood, the gambler’s hope. “Oh, yes,” I returned conversationally. “I don’t have much talent for it, but my daughter is an exceptional weaver. I expect she shall make a trade of it one day. But for the most basic cloth, it is not terribly difficult. Time-consuming and you’ll need a loom, but it can be taught.”

The Keeper of Mysteries was staring at me as though I’d turned into one of the baffling objects over which she kept watch. “What is a loom?”

I had to struggle not to shake my head in disbelief. There were textiles everywhere in Khatti Ugal: tapestries hanging from the walls, carpets softening the ground, flags fluttering from columns . . . not to mention all their remarkable cloaks, and only a few appeared foreign.

Where did they all come from? “A loom is a type of frame upon which a weaver builds their textile, by wrapping and layering various threads,” I replied, grappling to explain what seemed so ordinary a process. “In some lands, they are staked out upon the ground; in others they are hung with weights and kept standing.”

Orinth clucked her tongue. “I have never seen such a thing.”

How is that possible? How could the Khatti Ugalans claim to be descended from castaways of the surrounding seas—to the point some knew my language, wore our lost goods—and yet lack awareness of something so basic? Perhaps a cynic might think back on what Lab had said about women rarely being among the lost; weaving was well associated with women in most places I had traveled.

But not all. And plenty of boys still learned to spin.

“What about spinning?” I pressed, aware I might be entering more dangerous territory. “Your textiles all seem to be made of wool, and you have sheep and goats running about everywhere. What happens when they are shorn?”

“You would have better luck speaking to a herder,” Orinth replied, pulling open a door. It led to her office: scroll-stuffed shelves lined the walls and a heavy desk was taken up with notes and a disassembled model waterwheel. “Or a temple worker. Though that’s nigh impossible.”

“A temple worker?” The Khatti Ugalans seemed to have little in the way of organized religion. When I asked other locals about festivities and faith, many seemed perplexed by the question, saying only that they honored their queen and community. “What sort of temple?”

“It’s where our garments are created. Like I said, textiles are bestowed upon us as gifts from the queen. But we consider them sacred, and the place where they are crafted is a blessed one. A private one.” Orinth glanced over her shoulder, and I didn’t miss the warning in her expression. “Foreigners are permitted nowhere near it. Not even ordinary citizens are. Only those Khatti Ugalans initiated into the temple are allowed inside.” Her voice seemed to falter. “And they are . . . different.”

I let that all wash over me, scarcely knowing what to question first. I might not have found the spindle in the Chamber of Mysteries, but this—this was even more promising.

“It sounds like a very special place,” I remarked as Orinth adjusted a skinny ladder against the shelves. As I watched her climb, I couldn’t help but notice that Orinth didn’t sport one of the colorful cloaks virtually every other palace official did. “Do those gifts include the dyed capes many of your people wear? I heard they are given when someone receives ‘rites,’ but I got the impression it was also a private affair.”

Orinth had been leaning out with her notes, clearly trying to shove the scroll upon a too-distant shelf, but she paused at the question. “Yes, the receiving of rites and granting of a cloak is one of our most hallowed traditions. It can also be fraught, so it is something we typically do not discuss with outsiders.”

Fraught? Perhaps there was significance to this thoughtful scholar of a woman choosing not to wear a cloak. But before I could question her further, Orinth’s ladder wobbled.

Hurrying to steady it, I asked, “Would you like some help?”

“Nonsense,” she dismissed. “I am not as frail as I look. But could you hand me that one as well?” she asked, pointing to the scroll on her desk across the room.

A bit hesitant to step away in case she fell, I nonetheless did as she asked. “Still, the cloaks are beautiful,” I continued. “I’ve never seen such colors. Your dye sources must be most unusual. Is this the one?” I asked, picking up a lead-sealed scroll.

“Yes. And yes, I know little about the creation of textiles, but all Khatti Ugalans know the importance of the dyes. When someone is . . . ready to receive rites, they are visited by a temple worker who gathers all the elements that best represent them. Perhaps they were a midwife, using the petals of the sky lily to ease pain—we might incorporate the flowers along with the red of the bassi crabs she liked to gather.”

“That sounds like a beautiful tradition.” But then I paused; Orinth had spoken of a person going through the rites in the past tense, almost as though it was something done after they died. Her Arabic was imperfect, but . . . “May I ask, what makes one ‘ready’ to receive rites? I cannot help but notice that you are one of the few palace officials who doesn’t wear a cloak.” When Orinth stiffened, I hurried to apologize. “Forgive me, I did not wish to be rude.”

“No forgiveness needed, Captain.” She sighed. “Trust me, a curious soul recognizes another, and I’m used to my family pestering me enough.” She reached up again, standing on her toes as she grasped for another text. “They say it is better to choose to receive rites while in the flush of one’s life rather than—ahh!”

I dashed back across the room. Still holding an armful of scrolls, I reached out to seize the ladder with my left hand before it sent the scholar crashing to the tiled ground.

“Oh!” Clutching the ladder and now level with my eyes, Orinth gave me a sheepish glance. “I suppose I should have taken your advice.”

I helped her down. “A stubborn soul recognizes another.”

“Then it is fortunate you were here.” Orinth brushed the dust from her ivory clothes. “My, you move quicker than lightning. What do they feed the children in your country to give them such uncommon speed and strength?”

“A great deal of oily fish.”

She laughed. “I doubt that very much.” Her eyes twinkled. “You know, there is much talk of you in Khatti Ugal. People are whispering that you must have received a boon.”

A hint of concern trickled over me. “A boon?”

“Ay, a gift from the spirits. Like in the old tales from our ancestors’ lands: stories of mortals who did a favor for such-and-such demigod, or won a contest against some celestial being. Even Her Resplendency is intrigued, and she is a hard woman to impress.”

That was what I had wanted—to impress the queen, to stay in her favor until my ship was repaired and I could snatch the spindle away—and yet something about the way Orinth had phrased that slid under my skin. “Using what the sea washed in” might be a tradition in Khatti Ugal, new blood in the kingdom’s veins, but I was determined to leave, my spell of hopelessness back in the Chamber of Mysteries aside.

“Then it is good I am merely human,” I replied, hating that it felt like a lie.

Orinth didn’t seem to notice my discomfort. “Eh, I always felt like most of those stories were fabrications, dreamed up only to exaggerate and entertain.” She offered her arm. “Come, I’ll guide you back. This palace is a maze even to me and I’ve been dashing about its halls since I was a child.”

“I would be most grateful,” I said, taking her arm. I had interrogated her enough; to continue would be suspicious. Besides, I had my first true lead to the spindle, a promising location if I could discover a way to sneak around the palace.

I should have been hopeful. And yet Orinth’s words stayed with me. Magic always had a price. And I feared that whatever unseen transaction was going on in Khatti Ugal might not make itself known until it was too late.






Interlude 4

You are a princess, a priestess; a blessing from the storm god, and the jewel of your cunning father’s eye. You are Harapsili of mighty Wilasa, descended from celestial seed.

But not to the woman who just struck your cheek with the wooden spindle given to you as insult, shouting at you to make yourself useful. There is a cruel goad in the words she assumes you barely understand, for the mistress knows well who you are—the last surviving royal from a hated foreign city that now lies in ruins. You have never spun wool, never scrubbed a floor, never bathed and oiled another’s skin. Those were tasks for slaves, for your inferiors. In your homeland, status was paramount and divine blood runs in your veins. To sully yourself with common tasks would have been worse than an insult; it would have been blasphemous.

And that is why they choose to punish you so. It could be worse—the rest of your family was slaughtered, as was the entire male population of your city, the women and children sold into a slavery that makes yours look quaint. You, however, were deemed valuable; too young and too female to be a threat. Instead, you’d be humiliated: held as an example of your family’s failure and your false gods’ weaknesses, bid to serve the princesses of a foreign court . . . but not entirely damaged in case you are needed later. A royal young womb is not a resource to be discarded so easily.

But the spindle that’s been thrust upon you is a strange, alien device. Not just because the task associated with it is an affront, but because the spindle is evil. You know this as surely as you know—knew—the color of your mother’s eyes. The spindle is as cold and smooth as polished marble in the deepest shadows of a temple and smells faintly of blood. It did not burn when you cast it into a cook fire, in your first wild days of grief and rage—earning a beating for the rash act. More, it seems to find you, to seek you out. It is in the filthy hay of the stables that slaves are forced to bed in at night. It is in the bush when you go to relieve yourself, in the bowl of wine you are commanded to pour.

And on a particularly bad night, when the groping hands and hissed slurs are too much, when the loneliness and anguish and wrath burn into a conflagration, you notice that the cracked end of the spindle shaft has a sharp splinter. If pressed with enough force in just the right place, it might sweep someone out of this world on a river of blood.

But it will not be you. So finally, you grip the spindle, close your eyes, and ask directly in a hush no one can overhear, “What are you?”

And oh, we are so happy to answer.

But Harapsili is different from the very beginning. It is impossible to lull her into possession; a royal priestess trained in magic, she identifies the spindle as the source of our fractured being and warily treats us as such: as something different, something other. She holds herself apart, interrogates us. And so we try an alternative tactic—we show her ourself, fragments of memory and blood-soaked vengeance. She clutches us tight as we unspool gruesome possibilities for all those who have harmed her, purr of the sea of death that awaits if only she shall let us feast.

She is cautiously intrigued but not impressed. Harapsili burns with fury, yes; but she was raised in a cutthroat court that made clear power was a game, one which took cunning and strategy and persistence—things which make us impatient. When Harapsili is commanded to dress a newly arrived consort for her first bedding with the king, we encourage her to urge the girl to see a snake among the silk sheets; to stab it, to stab him, the tyrant who slaughtered her family.

It was not only him, she counters. Through her eyes, she shows us the entire court. The queen, whose family wields military strength; the ministers and bankers who selected her city for destruction, who hold the king’s debt. To kill the king would be but a single supper of vengeance. Instead, Harapsili suggests a different narrative, an alternative thread to spin.

Make him fall in love with her, she urges. Put a baby in her belly; a son, a second prince to compete with the firstborn heir of the increasingly jealous and now overly protective queen, whose brothers are soon training additional warriors. Let the king go into deeper debt buying a new estate for his now-favorite consort. Let it fall between the contested lands of two political rivals who need little additional incentive to conspire against each other.

It takes terribly long. You starve as she bows her head and obeys, quietly learning all she can about her enemies. You are tempted to push her. But Harapsili is no fool and has warned that she shall pitch your spindle into the sea if you try and force her hand.

Be patient, she chides. It will all be worth it in the end. And she is right, astonishingly so, for when the royal family that annihilated hers eventually turns on each other, they do so with shocking brutality. The worried bankers throw in with the queen’s relatives; the political ministers scramble, divide, and their games of betrayal end up making everything worse. The civil war that follows is vicious and personal and, in the end, the only person left to take the throne is a distant cousin, a child surrounded by grasping courtiers.

Nearly every person responsible for the destruction of Harapsili’s city is now dead. Their wealth is gone, their children are slain, and their temple has been burned; her people’s gods given a shrine by frightened, superstitious locals.

Suddenly your whole world expands in new understanding. Vengeance does not always need to result in death—at least not right away. Revenge could be a slow torture, a meal to savor. These will be small points of victories, sustenance for years, as Harapsili is wise, one of the cleverest mortals in whom we will ever roost. We would be partners, each teaching the other as slowly we merge. We would be . . . challengers. She will never think of us as a collective. She—you—are Harapsili, and we are the entity.

And for the first time, we fall just a bit in love. If it means keeping this rare spark in millennia of dreary hosts alive, we will master politics and the manipulation of this intricate world. We spend long, sweltering nights debating political strategy, learning how to study the pawns and players in the game of power. Harapsili advances in the city of her enemies even as it crumbles around her, married off to a not-unkind but avaricious banker eager to pay for the privilege of once-royal blood in his sons.

She argues against the marriage, pointing out that it will remove her from the center of power. We beg, still at heart a mother, a wife who remembers those years as the best of her life. We are sated and now merely wish for you to be safe.

But in this, we should have listened to her as well. And when barely a year into her marriage, she lies strangled in bed at the hands of that husband, her belly swollen with the child she’ll never hold, the grief that rips through your fractured being is enough to send you splintering into madness. The ghost of Harapsili slips away, one of the few that will evade you.

In return, in her memory, you orchestrate the obliteration of the entire civilization around you. When it is over, two centuries have passed and hundreds of new hosts have been killed in the effort, their souls captured and spun into your own. However, you’ve recovered from your grief and believe Harapsili would be proud.

But the experience teaches you another lesson: you will not fall for your hosts again. They are your sustenance, but you will treat them as such, not try to save them.

For in the eternity that beckons, a heart can only be broken so many times.






Chapter 19

So if the treasury is here . . .” I murmured, setting down a torn piece of bread upon the map of the palace grounds I was creating with the remnants of my dinner. “That would seem to put the textile workshop there?”

No one responded. I was alone in our vast suite of rooms as I was on most evenings now, Dalila staying late among the court physicians. It was a bit lonely and rather eerie, but I found that I didn’t mind. I’m not accustomed to solitude; if I am not on a bustling ship of sailors, I am in a bustling house of relatives. But this was peaceful and gave me time to work. Orinth’s words about the temple, a sacred workshop where textiles were crafted, had set my blood afire. I was determined to find this place.

Movement caught my eye, and I raised a hand, ready to “accidentally” knock a goblet over my map. But it was only Dalila, finally returned. Her cheeks were flushed and her hair mussed, as though she’d been running.

“Is everything all right?” I asked, alarmed.

“Better than all right.” She grinned, the excitement radiating off her out of character and concerning in itself—the last time I’d seen Dalila so openly triumphant, she’d learned how to make a fire explosion with her black powder. She slowed as she caught sight of the table. “What in God’s name are you doing with your food?”

“It’s a map of the palace grounds,” I answered, returning my attention to my work. “I have a lead, Dalila. A good one.”

“A lead to what?”

I glanced up in disbelief. “A lead to the spindle. You remember, the Transgression that brought us here?”

Dalila rolled her eyes. “Oh, never mind that now.” She withdrew a stoppered vial from a sash at her waist, cradling it in her hands as though it were a jewel. “I have made you something. A tonic both new and promising.”

Never mind that now? I was about to repeat those very words when Dalila opened the vial and all thoughts vanished. The tonic was the color of rot and smelled even worse. Giving it a careful sniff, I gagged. “Merciful One.”

“I’d advise against smelling it,” she cautioned too late. “But we should get you into bed. I’ve added a knockout potion to help you sleep.”

I stared at her. “And if I do not wish to be knocked out? I was feeling better today.”

“And yet your color is still off, your eyes are yellowed, and you had a hallucination this morning in front of the queen—No, do not deny it,” Dalila warned when I opened my mouth to protest. “I was there. And trust that Lab didn’t buy your ‘sun is in my eyes’ excuse either.”

On that last point, I couldn’t argue. Lab’s entire demeanor had changed after my slip this morning and not for the better. “They are not hallucinations,” I claimed instead. “They are visions.”

“Sure, they are,” Dalila replied, not bothering to mask the disbelief in her voice. “Take the tonic, Amina. Think of it as enabling you to brawl better should our situation come to that.”

By God, maybe Dalila would have made a good doctor, ordering everyone around. “Can it wait until I’m finished?”

“With your map of bread?”

“With my map to a temple workshop where apparently all of Khatti Ugal’s textiles are crafted. I learned much from Orinth today. No one spins or weaves their own garments here. Everything is made in the palace and they are considered sacred gifts.” Not missing the flicker of interest in Dalila’s expression, I continued. “Don’t pretend that isn’t suspicious.”

She paused but conceded. “It’s strange, yes. Do you think they’re using the spindle to spin wool rather than fates?”

“We won’t know unless we find this workshop. So help me and it will go faster. You’ve seen more of the palace, no?”

Dalila sighed but sat down, studying my construction. “I’ve not seen much beyond the healing gardens, apothecary, and a few banquet rooms. And the queen’s chamber, I suppose. But that was only briefly.”

My brows shot up. “You attended the queen’s chamber and did not tell me?”

“It was merely in passing and there was nothing to report.”

I still found it odd, but there was a defensiveness in Dalila’s voice I didn’t wish to prod, not when we were getting along. “Add it. Along with anything else you recall.”

We worked for a bit longer, the food-based map taking shape as I filled her in on the rest of my time in the Chamber of Mysteries. Dalila had always been the true talent when it came to casing, and even half-hearted, her contribution was good.

Finally, she paused, chewing her lip. “I wonder if the workshop might be here,” she suggested, pointing to the garden through which the queen and I had strolled on our first day.

“I don’t recall seeing any structures save the old shrine,” I replied. “Lab said it was the ruins of the first building her ancestors erected.”

“That would seem to indicate some sort of symbolic importance,” Dalila pointed out. “Perhaps the workshop was built below it. Or maybe you missed something?”

“Perhaps,” I admitted. “The weather was poor, and getting hit in the head by a ship the night before didn’t leave me at my sharpest. But it gives us a place to search.”

“A shame a spindle is so small,” Dalila remarked. “Even if we find this workshop, the spindle itself could be hidden very easily. If the queen knows of its worth, it could be in her bedchamber, upon her body—”

I yawned. “Maybe we should have brought Raksh. He could have seduced her.”

Dalila made a face. “I don’t see her falling for him. Also . . . recall how you promised not to overly scheme until you were recovered? Even now I can see you struggling to stay awake.”

I scowled, but it was hard to refute her words. I despised this weariness I couldn’t shake; the unreliability of my eyes, my very mind. “I wish I could walk this entire palace undetected. Perhaps the spindle would resonate in the Unseen Realm.”

“Has anything here?”

The entire kingdom. But that was both true and false, the beginning of a fable. Khatti Ugal’s dreamy unreality was but a vague shadow of the pulsing, overwhelming energy of the Unseen Realm.

“In a different way. I don’t know; when I have these visions . . . they feel real, truer than anything else around me,” I said, realizing it as I spoke. “But this is all so far beyond my comprehension.”

“Well, we’re not figuring it out tonight and as I have assisted you, it’s time to take my tonic. Come,” Dalila said, pulling me to my feet.

“It’s not from that lethal flower you were eager to fondle, is it? Griffin’s whatever?” Standing up made the headache worse, my strength sapped as I let her lead me to my bed.

“Griffin’s claw. And no, not yet. I want to experiment a bit more with it.”

I shuddered. “You’re going to be the death of me.”

Dalila’s grip tightened. “Don’t say such a thing,” she lectured. “But you do need to sleep when you’re ill. You are not a youth anymore to be traipsing about so.”

“I’ve been blessed with supernatural strength,” I muttered, collapsing into my pillows. “Haven’t you heard?”

“It seems to be lapsing.” She handed me the tonic.

I took a sip and gagged. Whatever she had brewed was gray and thick, with frothy bubbles floating on the top that somehow tasted even worse than they smelled. “What is this?”

“Complicated. But drink it. All of it,” Dalila commanded when a second sip left me dry heaving. She loomed over me until I had finished the disgusting concoction, like a disapproving mother.

“Water,” I gasped, drinking down an entire cup to wash the taste from my mouth. Then I lay back down, kicking off the embroidered coverlet. I found myself constantly both feverish and freezing in Khatti Ugal, its climate driving my humors mad. Or perhaps menopause beckoned, a prospect that made me even more exhausted. “I cannot get comfortable here.”

There was a cool press against my clammy brow, or at least I thought there was. But it was gone the next moment and Dalila was never one for reassuring gestures. Even so, she seemed to hesitate, like there was something she wanted to say and couldn’t. Or maybe I was just losing my mind.

“Sleep, my friend. I shall check on you later,” she promised. And then said something else more quietly, but I was already drifting off.

* * *

If Dalila checked on me during the night, I had no memory of it, but the next morning, there was a fresh pitcher of water and more of the foul gray paste. I forced it down, gagging, and then drew to my feet. I felt lighter, the room quieter, and it took me a few moments to realize it was from the absence of pain. The pounding in my head, the inflammation in my joints . . . It had all been so relentless since I had awakened on this island that its lifting made the entire world seem different. By God, maybe Dalila should train as a physician.

And maybe you should tell her that. A not small amount of guilt snarled me. In retrospect, I’d been too dismissive of Dalila’s donning a medical mantle, fearful that feigning so would blow our cover. Instead, the role was ingratiating her with the queen and healing me to boot. She was throwing herself into it with a bit too much fervor, yes—to the point she seemed to occasionally forget the actual quest that brought us to Khatti Ugal—but maybe after her tangle with Sheikh Sasan, Dalila needed a win.

Stretching my limbs, I dressed and prayed. But there was no sign of either Dalila or my usual escort; maybe Dalila had told them I needed to rest. And perhaps I should have done just that. But impatience seized me. I’d not yet found the chance to slip away and explore the palace alone and this might be my best opportunity.

But where to start?

The harbor, I decided. I was tempted to hunt down the temple workshop, but on the chance this was a test from the queen to see what I did when let off my leash, I didn’t need to direct her suspicions. The harbor was innocuous, the natural curiosity of a sailor. And so, I left my room, discovering a narrow staircase from the terrace that overlooked the sea. I followed it, wandering through a series of quiet corridors and down crumbling stone steps that eventually led me to a stretch of misty beach.

With but a press of my sandal upon the moist, yielding sand and a deep breath of the salty, wave-whipped air, I felt instantly revived. Oh, but if there were only a boat—even a crude dugout would serve—to hop aboard, to push into the churning water and be carried upon the waves. To be surrounded by ocean rather than a foreign palace and its machinations.

Then again, considering the state of the sea before me, perhaps that was for the best. The churning, slate-colored expanse of water looked as deadly as it had that first night. Shattered black rocks littered the coast; it would be a hellish spot to guide even a small boat. A foreign trade vessel, unfamiliar with the waters, would have been torn apart.

It certainly had the makings of the great graveyard of ships I thought I’d seen that first night. Except there was no sign of them. No half-sunk wrecks, no shattered hulls. Not even a single timber.

Hallucinations, Dalila had dismissed my visions. Products of a fevered mind. I wasn’t so sure but kept walking. It was a gray morning, mercifully cool with a thin cover of clouds that melted into fog over the roiling sea. The tide was high and coming in fast, the waves fierce as they beat upon the pale sand. Not far in the distance, a rocky bluff rose from the shore, crowned with a forest of dark pines. Curious as to what was behind it—not my crew, unfortunately, for the Marawati was on the other side of Khatti Ugal—I decided to climb.

The incline was steeper than it initially appeared. There were few places to grasp, save the occasional tree root or broken outcropping of rock. But I had stubbornly set my mind to the task, not content to stop until I was dragging myself over the lip of the bluff. The shade was thick and cool, the heavy aroma of pine a lovely perfume. I stopped to catch my breath, admiring the view of the palace on the opposite curving shore, the city of Khatti Ugal spread below like a honeycomb. From here, it all seemed so fanciful and harmless.

A whisper of movement sounded from behind me, and I stilled. It wasn’t much: a rustling of fallen pine cones, a few broken twigs. It could have been a rodent, a bird.

But I suspected it was something far larger, more human-shaped. Rising to my feet, I acted nonchalant. I rolled my limbs and sighed as I drifted deeper into the forest, making my way through the dappled woods as though simply enjoying a morning stroll.

Then . . . there. Another cracked branch, a hush of breath that was not mine—

I lunged. With a startled cry, whoever had been watching me from the bushes ran. But I was faster, crashing through brush and leaping a fallen tree to catch a skinny man with a mane of wild gray hair. We tumbled to the ground, falling among the pine needles as he writhed to get away. He was weeping, wailing, and carrying on . . . in Persian.

With a gasp, I let him go. “Who are you?” I asked in wonder. “No, please!” I shouted, seizing the fraying hem of his sleeve as he tried to scurry away. “I mean you no harm! My name is Amina. Amina al-Sirafi. I am from Oman.”

“Oman?” The name seemed to grab him as though a word from a spell. Tears flooded his bloodshot brown eyes. “You are real? This is not a trick?”

“It is no trick,” I assured, sitting back on my heels. “I am the nakhudha of a ship that was wrecked in a storm and washed upon the beach north of the city.”

He reached out, touching my face as though he didn’t believe I was there and then blushed, jerking back his hand. “Forgive me, forgive me. Oh, God. Oh, Most Merciful One. I have not seen another person from our world in twenty years.”

Twenty years. The words hit like a hammer and looking at the man before me, I could see that passage of time carved in his ravaged body. He wore a cloak of tattered ribbons and scavenged feathers, with crudely sewn patches of motley fur. The sun had cured his brown skin nearly to leather, wine-colored spots scattered across his face and arms. His beard fell to his belly in a messy morass, twigs and leaves snarled through his uncut hair. One leg was crooked, scars covering his flesh, and when he opened his mouth to take a ragged breath, there were but four teeth visible.

“What is your name?” I asked softly. “Where are you from?”

The man looked utterly lost at the questions, his gaze hollow and haunted. “I . . . I think I was called Hasan. My family, we are from Sistan.” More tears filled his eyes. “My parents are likely dead by now.”

I did not know what to say. “I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “What happened?”

“I was escorting a shipment of goods to Sohar, but our ship . . . At night, the skies started changing as though we had slipped into different worlds. People panicked, some threw themselves overboard, claiming it was a sign from God. We were marooned at sea nearly a month before we ran aground in sight of the city.”

My heart sank at both the loss of life and the too-familiar tale. “How many were you?”

He blinked. “Perhaps a dozen? God knows best and it has been so long.”

“And now?”

The grief in his gaze was the only answer I needed. This man was alone and clearly had been for some time. After a moment, he continued. “Most had succumbed to starvation and lack of water. But then . . . once those of us who survived were brought into the city . . .” A great violence seemed to take over him and he clutched my hand. “You need to warn your people, take them from the city, as many as will leave. It is only safe here, at the edges of her net.”

I hardly knew what to question first. “But why?” I asked. “What happened?”

He began to cry. “The locals . . . they are not human. They are not real. This kingdom is full of demons and djinn and false tricks. They do not know God. They are evildoers.”

“But what did they do? Where are the rest of your people?”

The burning fervor in his eyes—lost and possessed, mad and mourning all at once. “Some of them were not deemed ‘useful.’ And so they . . .” He squeezed his eyes shut and trailed off, like their fate was too horrifying to speak aloud. “As for the rest, they abandoned themselves. They fell apart, in bits and pieces. A soul there . . . an arm here, hearts and lungs and blood and bile . . .” He made a dispersing gesture with his fingers, like a man tossing grain to livestock. “And they laughed and dreamed the whole time and wrapped themselves up in vile robes of falsehood. The palace, the town—it is no idyll. It is a false paradise, a trap.”

His words reminded me of the old man wailing in sailor’s creole, of the many visions I’d had of peaceful streets and opulent gardens overrun with decay and abandonment. But Hasan scarcely seemed a portrait of sanity.

“They . . . fell apart?” I asked.

“Yes!” His voice cracked, his fingernails digging into my skin. “You must believe me.”

“Let me go,” I said firmly. I was more than capable of prying this man’s fingers off, but I could tell it was terror that had gripped him. “Brother,” I pressed, trying to call upon our shared faith. “Remember yourself.”

He immediately released me. Then he curled in on himself, sobbing. “I am sorry. I am sorry. But they will infect you. They will creep through your blood and your brain, and you will all die. You have to flee, you have to hide.”

“We intend to flee,” I promised. “We need only repair my vessel and then, God willing, we are going home. You can join us.”

Hasan let out a high burst of laughter that was half howl. “There is no way to leave. The waters are a cemetery of ships and the forests bend back on themselves. If she does not wish you to depart, you never will.”

“The forests bend?” I asked in open confusion.

He pulled at his overgrown hair, my disbelief clearly making him more upset. “Look for yourself,” he said, jerking his head toward the trees. “It is the only way you shall understand.”

With little idea of what I was supposed to see, I rose to my feet, the hair on the back of my neck standing on end. The forest was silent as I walked through, absent the sounds of birdsong and distant waves that had filled it before. Even the breeze had stopped, as though the very land was waiting for me to make my way across the soft earth. The morning light had grown brighter, patches of water and sky glittering through the dark trees growing larger as the forest thinned out and then finally, I stood on what I assumed to be the opposite side of the bluff.

By now, the mist had burned off. The beach below me was empty of anything save seabirds, the water a perfect mirror of the gray, tumultuous harbor on the other side.

And directly ahead, beyond the stretch of beach, was the palace.

Impossible. The palace had been at my back as I walked. I had a good sense of direction, yes, but the jumble of trees must have confused me. I turned back around, meaning to cross the stand of forest yet again.

And yet again, I reemerged to the same vista.

My heart starting to race, I took note of the sun’s position. Then I marked out the cardinal directions with rocks upon a patch of sandy soil. I walked north, I walked south. By the time I tried east and west, I was running across the inconceivable stretch of woods.

But no matter which direction I tried, I was returned each time to the same view.

Hasan finally emerged from the bushes.

“You have crossed me nearly twenty times,” he said softly. “Do you not understand? There is no escape from this place unless she lets you go.” He pointed up the tall line of pine trees. Tangled among their highest branches were colorful banners, like ribbons or prayer flags tied around a shrine. “You cannot pass those.”

I immediately recalled the similar banners that had greeted us on the path to Khatti Ugal, rippling gently in the breeze from upon wooden poles like sails from a mast. “And if I climb up and rip them down?”

Hasan shivered, seeming to reach out to stop me before thinking better of it. “They cannot be harmed. Please,” he begged. “We were once two.”

I shook my head. “That isn’t possible. We landed on a beach north of the city. My crew returned there to repair our ship . . .” Alarm took root in my heart. “I need to find them. And one of my companions is still in the palace.”

“If you go back to the palace, you will never leave,” Hasan warned. “The queen, she is a devil. And if she learns you are suspicious, she will use all of her magic against you. There is only the edge of the forest, where her control is less secure.”

“To hell with the queen.” I knelt, trying to peer into Hasan’s face, but he refused to look at me, dirty hair veiling his eyes. “I will return, I promise. And I won’t leave you behind when we depart.”

Hasan was muttering in Persian again, too low to be comprehended, and tracing shapes in the sandy soil with his stained hands. But then his head snapped up, so abruptly that I jumped.

“We will never see each other again.” Hasan burst into laughter, then a sob, but before I could entreat him to stay, he had raced off into the scrub.

I watched him go, torn. But my duty to my crew pulled harder. The polite denials the steward had been giving when I asked to check on the Marawati’s progress . . . Dread crept through my blood. I needed to get to my ship, palace permission be damned. But it lay hours away, not only on the other side of the city but beyond a jungle path I’d be lucky to find and traverse again. Even if I was successful, it would take me most of the day. I was going to be missed. Questioned.

If she learns you are suspicious, she will use all of her magic against you. But for my men, that was a risk I was willing to take. So praying I did not entirely undo all Dalila’s hard work in getting me back on my feet, I raced off.

* * *

As it turned out, the journey did not take me all day.

I got as far as the most desolate fields, the very last edges of worked land that ringed the city before the hungry forest announced its rule, the trees dark and dripping. The path was familiar and yet the surroundings already seemed changed. The hills were worn down and the fields fallow. Much of the once-verdant jungle now glowed with saffron-hued leaves, as though seasons and generations had passed. A few lonely sheep bleated sadly as I passed. But no sooner did I try to step beyond the line of flying banners and into the shade of the forest that separated me from the Marawati than I was abruptly facing the fields and distant city as though an unseen hand had picked me up and turned me around. I attempted again and again, leaving the path, trying different approaches, cursing in frustration as I desperately tried to hurl myself into the woods.

Nothing worked. All that lay before me was Khatti Ugal. The peculiar city, the queen and her palace. At my back, the sounds of the jungle returned; the discordant call of birds, the smell of rot. The sun scorched the back of my neck; I had sweated through the thin white clothes that never stopped reminding me of a shroud. Glancing up, I realized that the colors of the banners had changed, to ones far more vivid than those we had originally passed beneath.

They’ve been replaced. What did that mean? And far more importantly—where were my men? This was no hallucination. Dalila and I had been somehow parted from the rest of the crew and trapped. What in God’s name had happened at that feast in which we’d all been bewitched and aslumber? For the queen had seemed supportive of our desire to rebuild the Marawati, but she’d also been dismissive of Majed and Tinbu.

Had she cast them all out? Hurt them? Hasan hadn’t even been able to speak aloud the fate that had befallen his long-dead companions not deemed “useful.”

Reaching into my tunic, I instinctively touched Khayzur’s feather from its cord around my neck. Did I dare try to call him? Perhaps he wouldn’t “help,” but if his arrival inadvertently broke the spell keeping us here . . .

Not without Dalila. If Khayzur showed up and Hasan’s warning about the queen was correct, I could not risk summoning him while Dalila was still behind her walls. I would have to try and retrieve my skeptical friend first, no easy task.

“Lord, please lighten this hardship,” I whispered. “We are in your care, and I beg that you make our journey home possible.” I pressed my fingers to my brow, and then—as quickly as my feet would take me—returned to the palace to find my companion, hoping I wasn’t already too late.






Chapter 20

The palace was humming when I returned, the halls uncharacteristically abuzz with whispering Khatti Ugalans. Perhaps court had ended late or there was some other such gathering, but whatever all the excitement was about, it was enough to mask my arrival. I quietly hunted the corridors as I headed for the apothecary, relieved to spot Dalila in an adjoining courtyard, chatting quietly with a knot of fellow healers. All were unusually somber-faced, but the moment our gazes met, Dalila peeled off with a polite bow and headed straight for me.

“Where have you been?” she hissed, grabbing my elbow. Her critical gaze went from my disheveled headscarf to my dusty sandals in a brusque examination.

“I was on a walk.”

“You were supposed to be resting. And you were missed!”

Fear crawled across my skin. “Is that what everyone is gossiping about?”

A hint of trepidation flickered in Dalila’s eyes. “I hope not. Court was canceled mid-session and the queen pulled away. No one knows why.”

My heart skipped. “We need to talk,” I whispered. “Not here.”

That was all the warning Dalila needed, a guise of false calm slipping across her face as we discreetly left the bustling building. Neither of us spoke until we were deep into a maze of ornamental trees and flower bushes bursting with fragrance. A creek tumbled over a small waterfall, the noise loud enough to shield conversation. Horribly thirsty after crossing the damned city—twice—I fell before the burbling stream, cupping my hands and drinking as much cold water as my teeth could stand.

“You look terrible,” Dalila said. “What in God’s name have you been up to?”

I splashed the icy water on my face. “I found another castaway.”

“Someone who was shipwrecked here?” Dalila asked. “From where? When?”

“A Persian. Twenty years ago.”

She let out a soft breath. “That’s a long time. Where did you find him?”

“In the forest.” When her brows rose, I added, “He was not . . . well. From the look and sound of things, he’s been living—barely—as a hermit in the woods.” I swiftly filled her in on Hasan’s tale, but the more I spoke, the more skepticism washed over her face.

“I cannot believe you spent all day running around in the hot sun,” she muttered when I was finished. “By God, it’s as though you’re trying to kill yourself.” She plucked a fold of parchment from the pleats of her garment. “Snort this. And drink more water. You should be lying down.”

I waved the parchment away. “I am not snorting anything. Nor am I lying down! Did you not hear anything I just said? We are trapped!”

“Amina.” Dalila’s voice cut through my fervor. There was an odd expression. Concern, yes—but also pity. “My friend . . . I believe that you believe this happened. But you are not well. And if you dash off, shouting that the woman helping us rebuild our ship and shelter our people is an evil demoness that made this man’s companions—‘fall apart,’ he said?—while also causing the forest to bend around you? They are going to think you mad. Too mad to hold our part of the deal, let alone sail away.”

It took me a moment to untangle her words and when I did, they left me incredulous. “You think I invented this?”

Dalila reached for my hands, uncharacteristically empathetic. “No, I think you’re sick. Sicker than you realize and it’s causing—”

“Hallucinations?” I spat the word. “Dalila, I am married to a chaos spirit. I can fight with the strength of a dozen men and converse with djinn in the streets of Baghdad.” I tapped my chest where Khayzur’s feather lay hidden beneath my tunic. “I know magic. We are—you are—literally on a supernatural quest, and the stories that Khayzur and Jamal related about Lab—”

“And what, Amina, do people say about you?” Dalila cut in. “About me?”

“What are you talking about?”

Dalila crossed her thin arms over her chest. “Are there not similar stories of how you are married to a djinn king and enjoy a different man each night on a bed of stolen treasure? Do our enemies not hiss that I am a witch who uses the bones of murdered children in my elixirs? Could it not be possible that an independent, impressive line of queens might attract similar exaggerations from the rare, dazzled man who made it out over the centuries?”

“Yes, but . . .” I pulled at my garments, gesturing to the garden that surrounded us with its unusual plants and fanged deer. In the canopy of the willow tree, golden butterflies with a distinct metallic gleam floated among the flowers. “Does an element of all this not feel unnatural? The people’s stupor and compliance? The language with no similarities to anything we know, the lack of faith—”

“Or perhaps they have faith,” Dalila interrupted, heat in her voice. “It is just one different than that with which you are comfortable.”

I shot her a dark look. “You are too clever to believe the fact that they worship only their leader an innocent, unintentional act. The same leader who forbids them to leave.”

“That is not all they believe,” Dalila defended. “Do you not spend time among the people? They simply focus on their day-to-day existence, their births and their deaths. They honor their queens as capable leaders, not divinities. It’s different than our beliefs, but that doesn’t make it unnatural. Would you find it unnatural to be in Constantinople under Christian law?”

“I have been under Christian law,” I argued. Dalila had taken me to task before when it came to our religious differences, but this was different. “I lead a crew with members of every faith who call the Indian Ocean home and have spent time in lands where all their religions rule. Whatever this place is . . . it is not that.”

“Because you find it strange? Fine, Amina. You’re correct: this place is bizarre. It’s refreshing. To not be constantly defined by my creed, by my sex, by my past? It feels like a dream.” She seemed to falter. “And there is opportunity here. Unlike anywhere else.”

It was such an oddly genuine and personal response from my most tight-lipped companion that I halted, staring at my friend. Dalila looked at ease in the native garb, in the circle of scholars I had pulled her from, but I’d thought little of it, for she was nothing if not a professional con artist, able to blend in anywhere, adapt the language, the dress, the customs of her marks. She could pull off any guise, any role.

But it didn’t sound like she had much desire to give up this mask.

An irrational fear chased through me, one I didn’t know how to diplomatically express. Hasan had warned that his people had been seduced by the magic of Khatti Ugal, lured and led astray. Dalila and I shouldn’t be arguing; the woman I knew was paranoid, suspicious of everything and everyone. That woman would already be in the woods with me.

“Dalila . . .” I started, uncertain how to proceed. “Is there something else going on?”

Her eyes flashed. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“We came here in service of a con, recall? None of this was meant to be real. I understand that after Sarilaglag—”

“You understand nothing about Sarilaglag.” Her voice was harsh. “You accuse me of being blind, but perhaps it is you, nakhudha, who refuses to see. I understand you are looking for proof of Khayzur’s story, of Jamal’s story, of hope rather than what is staring you in the face: the peris tricked you and it is very likely none of us will see home again.” Frustration blossomed in her expression. “So let me at least try and save you in this realm.”

“Save me?” My voice rose in an angry, disbelieving pitch—so loud I had to check myself. We were going to be discovered if we kept arguing, but I didn’t seem to be able to get through to my friend. “Save me from what?” When she refused to answer, I tried another tack. “Just come to the border with me. Try and pass beyond the banners.”

Doubt was writ across her face. “And if we can’t leave?”

I pulled free Khayzur’s feather, unsticking my sweaty shawl. “I think I should try and summon Khayzur.”

“Oh, now you want to summon Khayzur? Were you not the one who warned how risky it could be to summon the peri without the spindle? To insist that he would not—could not—help us?”

“I don’t know what else to do!” I snapped. “We need to find the crew. Maybe if I summon him, it will break the spell and we can try and run to the Marawati . . .” It was an admittedly poor plan and I was rambling, but it was all I had.

New alarm blossomed in Dalila’s expression. “So you would leave Khatti Ugal?”

“Yes! Obviously.”

“No.” It was Dalila who now sounded slightly panicked. She closed the distance between us, putting her hands out like someone trying to calm a spooked horse. “I cannot leave. We cannot leave. I am too close.”

“Close?” I asked, flabbergasted. “To what?”

She was quivering now, the determination in her gaze reminding me of the mad hermit in the woods. “My work in the apothecary. The tonic. I’ve finally made a breakthrough—”

“This is about your experiments?” It was a mark of our friendship that I did not hurl Dalila into a thornbush. Instead, I let out a stream of profanity and threw up my hands. “To hell and back with your work!” I snarled. “You think a blow to the head has affected my thinking? I am but a picture of reason in comparison to you!”

Dalila rushed to press a hand to my mouth, but I’d been ranting too long and too loudly for either of us to detect the silent steps approaching.

“Captain al-Sirafi.” The steward stepped out from behind a willow like a djinn from a rock—along with a dozen armed guards. “Doctor,” he added, nodding in Dalila’s direction. His voice was friendly, but there was an undercurrent of suspicious hostility in his eyes.

“Steward.” There was a tug on my neck and then Dalila stepped away from me, her expression calm. “What may we do for you?”

Her feigned politeness did nothing to soften Mitanni’s countenance. “Her Resplendency has urgent business with you both.”

“What sort of business?” I demanded, suddenly thankful I had refused the constant requests to stop wearing weapons.

“Nakhudha, I doubt the queen would summon us without cause,” Dalila chided, already returned to her role of the good doctor. She bestowed a gracious smile on Mitanni and walked toward the guards, leaving me little option but to follow. “Come.”

Stunned, I stared at her retreating back. Why was she agreeing so readily? I put a hand to my waist, itching to draw a blade.

Then noticed the sudden absence of a tickle at my chest. Khayzur’s feather was gone.

Dalila had taken it.

“Captain?” Mitanni prompted, clearly irritated at constantly having to deal with this foreign barbarian. “Will you be joining us?” he asked, with a nod to the guards surrounding me.

What choice did I have? Silently cursing my companion, I followed.






Interlude 5

You are something new.

The creature who has absentmindedly picked up the spindle, creeping through the ruins of a long-plundered caravan in hopes of nesting there, shrieks and spits fire as it tries to hurl the spindle away. But you keep its clawed fingers tight on the wooden shaft, freezing it in place as it tries to turn to . . . vapor? To smoke? You cannot begin to understand but merely hold tight, a rider breaking a new horse.

It has been many generations since you were the Princess Harapsili. The centuries since have been a mad streak of political violence and vengeance; flavors you couldn’t savor enough. But they have changed you; in retrospect, a rash, continuous diet of the most heinous human beings you could convince to pick up the spindle was not the wisest diet for your patchwork soul. It has left you craving only similarly grand plots; the small acts of vigilante justice, of setting to rights domestic oppressions—all the things you were once contented with—now they leave you hungry. You desire the toppling of kingdoms, the ruin of so-called great men. But the toxic shades of these former hosts are a poison, one sending you to the edge of madness, and so after a particularly foul period, you do what’s possible to ensure that the spindle ends up in the hands of people whose ambition is not for power, but for another world. A traveler.

Well, that was the plan anyway. Until your host’s caravan was attacked on the road, every soul slaughtered. You’ve been drifting about their bones, everything oddly dreamlike until now.

What is this creature who has set you ablaze? Who seems astonishingly powerful, setting the ruins alight with snaps of its fingers, memories of flying, of shape-shifting, of conjuring great cities of glass and molten silver sending your own imagination soaring—and yet weak. You could never possess a human this swiftly; seize their limbs as though they were your own while you ripped through their mind. After eons of the same, the novelty is intoxicating.

Dangerous. You see only this creature’s past, not the ocean of possibilities you should be able to spin into reality. But even so, you sense opportunity.

At this point in your journey, it has been millennia since you were forged and yet you have no true idea what you are. It does not bother you as much as perhaps it should, for although you sustain yourself on the futures of others, you care little for your own fate, for comprehending your place in the universe. Through your hosts, you have practiced a dizzying number of faiths, uncovered the teachings of countless pantheons, and discovered scores of visionary myths. But none of those teachings have ever explained you, and few of your hosts were philosophically oriented.

However, every completed act of vengeance, every consumption of a host has left you stronger. And not just stronger—more aware. As you’ve aged into your power, you’ve sensed the quiet hum of other worlds. Of creatures invisible to human sight, of cities and civilizations buzzing beneath and between the spaces humanity occupies.

Now one of those creatures is yours.

Take me to your people, you command, marveling at the blessing fallen most unexpectedly from the heavens. And the creature, weeping tears of fire, does as it is bid.

Its people are called daevas.

Or divs. Djinn. Genii and uthras. There are countless words—human words because try as you might, you will never understand the language of these beings nor their names. Your daeva hosts vanish from your consciousness permanently when their possession of the spindle eventually kills them—and it does not take long to kill them, your control over them functioning as though a swiftly moving cancer. You can only piece together so much from daeva memories, from their interactions with terrified humans, but it matters little.

Because what does stay with you is their power. Their irresistible and wondrous magic. You learn to conjure fire, to shift your form, to turn iron into gold, to fly.

A great many of your previous hosts had been accused of witchcraft, of sorcery or whatever the worst insult their culture held toward those who were said to be unnatural. Only now do you feel the title belongs to you, a point of pride, and it is astonishingly empowering. You learn to bring to your face the features you desire, a mix of the first mother and Harapsili. You are strong enough to banish the competing ghosts of your viler hosts: to be, to become you.

You will later work out that your arrival among the daevas was as though a plague. To them, you are a demon, an abomination, a monster, and so they finally do what humans would have done: discover a way to fling you at their enemies.

In this case, their enemies are creatures who call themselves marid.

The marid are diametrically the opposite of daevas in every way: beings of water, rather than fire. Collective instead of highly individualistic. The daevas you possessed burned out in their rage. The marid are . . . not weak, but alien. Meek and bewildered; at least, the water nymphs and spring spirits curious enough to trickle over your spindle are such. Their magic is enviable and becomes yours, adding to your talents the ability to make deserts bloom, to lift a drought. But the hosts themselves are pathetic. Cut off from their collective when you possess them, they resemble little more than gasping, flapping fish hauled upon the shore. They do not contemplate vengeance; their minds are not that complex. They melt away, dying in dribs and drabs.

Until they don’t. One day you linger in the long-webbed fingers of a fading seal maiden, waiting for her to perish and drop your spindle on the rocky beach. You are mildly wondering what sort of creature might pluck it up next, when suddenly a massive rock formation looms over you from the surf.

You blink the seal maiden’s dying eyes in slow disbelief, wondering how the placid waves might have possibly washed in something so enormous. That is when you realize it is not a rock formation; it is some sort of ghastly, primeval snapping turtle. Larger than a temple, with an armored back and a protruding neck, its vast mouth gapes open, revealing the fetid remains of previous victims.

A chill runs through your fragmented soul. Nothing has ever destroyed your spindle: not fire, not steel, not even the trampling of elephants. But this creature’s colossal jaws, sharp and muscled like stone, you suspect they could snap right through you. An exclamation of surprise yelps from the chapped mouth of your host, a baffled hoarse bark.

The titanic snapping turtle stares back with slate eyes as flat and merciless as a shark.

BE GONE.

It is a warning not in words but in your very mind, and before you can protest, can conceive a reply, a wave sweeps across the seal maiden. She dies, instantly and gratefully, with a sigh as her body is swept back into the ocean’s embrace.

Your spindle sticks in the sand. Still safe. Still waiting. The colossal reptile is gone, leaving you puzzled. Leaving you a bit afraid, an emotion you have not felt before.

But after some time, the encounter is more startling than frightening. Is this how the water elementals think to protect their people? You are immortal, an entity unlike anything in this vast world. You are ancient and have survived the worst of anything that could be thrown upon a person. You have been murdered and tortured, raped and eaten alive, enslaved, and seen all these fates visited upon those you loved.

What could the marid possibly do to you?

Besides, there are rules. Apparently. Rules that are broken only at great risk to these magical creatures: chief among them being that they are forbidden to slay humans. The intricacies are unknown and uninteresting to you, but these odd laws—of creation? of a yet unknown deity?—weigh upon the minds of the fire and water elementals with a severity impossible to miss.

And yet you are starting to tire of these strange beings, these monsters of flame and liquid. You make a few attempts at attracting those spirits of the air, what you sense of them anyway. But you never succeed; either they are disinterested or wary after witnessing what you’ve done to their brethren of other elements. The last few daevas and marid whom you possess are dull in their bewildered suffering and offer little in the way of new magic.

So, empowered and confident, you return to the world of humans. You will think little of that encounter on the beach. For as old as you are, you do not dwell on the past but look to the future, to that vast web of unspun fates.

But water is older even than you. It is everywhere: in the rain that falls upon your homes, the waste that runs down the gutter, your baths, your drink, the fog that hangs in the morning damp. It watches you. It waits.

And it forgets nothing.






Chapter 21

The urgent business must have also been sensitive, for Mitanni refused to say more, waving off even Dalila’s polite inquiries. But considering the animosity radiating off his body and the freshly armed guards, I doubted it was for another friendly intercultural exchange. We proceeded into an unknown part of the palace, and the light-filled windows were replaced by steps that turned this way and that in haphazard fashion. The stone grew older and grimy as we descended, crude mudbrick walls plastered with lime and the crushed bones of ancient sea creatures. It smelled of mold, the air uncomfortably humid.

Dalila had been holding her tongue but spoke now. “You had to shout. Twenty years telling you to be more discreet and you’ve yet to stop bellowing like a hit bull.” Her expression stayed pleasant, the words too low to be overheard by anyone else.

I kept my voice equally hushed, resisting the urge to snarl. “I was just ensuring you could hear me. One never knows when your hearing will go the same way as your vision.” The retort was probably unfair, but it had been a damnably long day and the short steps were playing a cruel game with my bad knee.

Dalila’s eyes flashed. “Just keep your mouth shut. Let me deal with the queen.”

“There is no need to deal with her at all,” I hissed under my breath, watching to make sure the steward was still out of earshot. “I can take these guards, Dalila.”

“If you do that, we’ll only have gained her enmity.” She shook her head. “Let’s try and fix this first.”

Considering that my men were inaccessible and likely at the queen’s mercy themselves, it was impossible not to see the wisdom in Dalila’s words, but my skin crawled with the need to fight, to flee.

“You will be handing over what you stole,” I warned instead. I had little chance of stealing Khayzur’s feather back myself; I was a talented pickpocket but there was no one like Dalila. “Else it will be your blood summoning him.”

“Later,” Dalila replied, offering Mitanni a bland smile when he glanced back. We picked up the pace, descending deeper into the bowels of the palace, and no matter Dalila’s assurances, my trepidation grew. Everything about this screamed a trap.

“Stop here,” the steward said as we emerged at one end of a long passageway lit by flickering torches. The torches didn’t offer enough light to fully illuminate the foreboding space; they did shed enough light, however, to see that wooden doors enforced with iron bars lined each side of the corridor.

Dalila and I had been brought to a dungeon.

I cleared my throat. “I thought there was no crime in Khatti Ugal.”

“Things were once very different.” It was the queen who spoke, emerging from one of the cells. “My forebears did not always have the privilege of ruling over a stable, secure society. It took work to make Khatti Ugal the idyll we enjoy, and we are ever careful not to backslide. Which is why I am quite concerned about our most recent arrivals.”

“Your most recent arrivals?” Dalila repeated, with polite disbelief. “Surely, Resplendency, we have not given—”

“I am not referring to your people, Doctor,” the queen interrupted. “Early this morning, scouts discovered the remnants of another vessel beached on the western side of the island—far from your Marawati. There were a handful of survivors struggling in the surf. My people tried to help—an act which the ingrates repaid by attempting to rob them. My scouts were saved from disaster only because their would-be assailants were both too weak and too divided. Halfway through the attack, they turned on the one member of their group attempting to stay apart, accusing him of leading them to ruin.” She glanced at Mitanni. “Has that man been located yet?”

The steward bowed his head. “Not yet, Resplendency. He ran into the jungle, but we have guards pursuing him.”

My heart skipped. New arrivals were supposedly common, no? I schooled my face, not trusting Lab’s false civility. “Is there something we can do to help, Resplendency?”

She gestured to the open cell door. “They speak Arabic, and I hoped the presence of another castaway might prove useful. Perhaps you can assure them they have nothing to fear if they behave?”

If I’d been apprehensive of going near that cell, it now felt like the yawning jaws of a great beast. And yet what choice did I have?

“Of course, Resplendency,” I murmured, resisting the urge to reach for my weapons. My promise to Dalila be damned; if Lab shoved me in this cell with some sort of magical menace, I was going to kill everyone here.

One of the guards raised a torch as I stepped through the barred door, throwing light into the cell’s dark depths. It was immediately clear that the queen wasn’t lying, not entirely. There were bodies crammed in the filthy interior. Three—no, four. The newest castaways looked miserable, bruises and bloodied skin testifying to a nasty brawl with the Khatti Ugalans, their gaunt bodies and yellowed eyes testifying to a voyage gone terribly wrong. Two had blood staining their tattered garments, a third man’s arm hung in a crude sling, and a fourth lay unconscious on the dirty ground, his limbs swollen and his face turned away.

I opened my mouth to call a greeting when I realized one of the men was not a man at all, but a woman. Her long black hair was matted with debris, and she sported an oddly shiny vest streaked with dirt.

My gaze locked on her vest. That suddenly and horribly familiar azarshost vest . . .

I tried to step back, but one of the other castaways was already straightening up, blinking bloodshot, disbelieving eyes. The band of shipwrecked bandits were in such awful straits that it had taken me too long to recognize them.

But al-Uqab had no such problem.

“Al-Sirafi?” he wheezed. “Fucking, cursed cunt . . . it is you, isn’t it?”

The woman in the azarshost vest spun around. It wasn’t Taumuriya, the arsonists’ boastful leader, but rather one of her lackeys. Poorly healed burns shone against her skin. Her face fell when she saw me, bitter resignation creasing her eyes as she cut a wrathful look at al-Uqab.

“We warned you not to trust him,” she snarled at her cellmate. “We told you his whispers about treasure were pretty lies.” She jerked her head at me. “That’s who he wanted.”

He? If this situation had not already spun out of control, that single word was like a battering ram to my ability to smoothly react. No. Surely, I was not that cursed . . .

The queen took my momentary shock as the damnable tell it was. “Well, I suppose that settles my hunch as to whether or not you know each other.” Anger simmered in Lab’s very lovely, very disappointed voice. “When they’re not brawling, they’ve been shouting a great many interesting things: ranting and raving about pirates, accusations of demons leading their ship to ruin, and how women cannot be trusted. A few familiar names cropped up.” The queen gave Dalila and I each a long, intent look. “I fear, my Doctor, my Captain, that you have perhaps not been entirely honest with me about your journey. About your intentions.”

My heart dropped like a stone. There was bad luck and then there was bad luck. I cleared my throat, preparing a lie. “Resplendency.” My voice was strained, all of this having fallen apart faster than I could scheme. “I can explain.”

“I’m sure you can, Captain,” Lab replied. “Yours has always been a silvered tongue.”

From the other side of the door, Dalila made an attempt. “Your Resplendency, please: this man is a vile criminal. Does his behavior not indicate as such? You cannot trust—”

Al-Uqab interrupted. “Is that the Mistress of Poisons I hear? So the Leopard Whore brought her viper along?” Raw hate burned in his eyes; al-Uqab must have known he was doomed and he was clearly determined to drag a hated rival to the gallows if it was the last thing he did. “I hope Your Resplendency hasn’t been sharing any cups with the Blight of Basrah.”

Queen Lab pursed her lips, her dark eyes falling to take in the leopard-headed dagger at my waist before she glanced at Dalila. My friend held her tongue, looking hesitant for the first time, and the queen’s expression turned inscrutable. Lab liked Dalila, that was obvious. She had seemed to enjoy both her quirks and her sharpness, easing my companion’s path into the company of the kingdom’s finest minds in a way that made my own welcome clearly simple hospitality and pragmatism.

Ignoring al-Uqab, Lab turned to the arsonist. The young woman had been holding her tongue, clearly taking stock of her circumstances rather than engaging in outbursts.

“You,” the queen demanded. “How old are you?”

The arsonist blinked. “I-I do not know for certain. Not yet thirty if I had to guess.”

“Good. It is a rare gift when the sea brings us women, let alone those who can still bear children. Tell me the truth of this . . . situation. Swear your allegiance, and I will welcome you to my land with every pleasure,” Lab offered.

A storm of emotions went across the young woman’s face—that comment about childbearing sent ice into my veins as well—but then resigned fear won out. Any criminal worth admission to Sarilaglag knew when it was time to cut a deal. “Yes, Your . . . Resplendency,” she stammered.

The guards turned to remove the arsonist.

Al-Uqab went red with fury. “So, you only listen to the word of women? Should I—”

But his protest was interrupted by the sounds of a scuffle from the staircase behind us, the march of boots and the beat of spears on the ground. The rattle of shackles and then—with timing only the devil could devise—came the caress of all-too-familiar magic around my nape.

“There really is no reason for all this unpleasantness,” a man complained, his words both tart and honeyed, a voice by which one couldn’t help but be captured. “I assure you: I hold a great many talents any monarch would be delighted to possess.”

Except it wasn’t a man who stepped away from the stairs. It was Raksh, and the string of coincidence and bad luck all clicked together. My husband wasn’t malnourished, though he was clad in the ragged ruins of what had once been his fine silk robe, twigs snarled in his ebony hair. Raksh appeared so shockingly different from the starving, broken bandits in the dungeon, however, that it was as though a celestial being had fallen from the heavens to take a tumble with mortals.

Or had climbed up from hell.

He was shackled, however, and clearly unhappy—his face so wrinkled in distaste that he didn’t notice me at first. “The stench of your land, for one; it is as though . . . Amina?”

“Raksh,” I returned curtly. I didn’t want to greet him, I wanted to pitch him out the nearest window, but I didn’t dare make obvious any further enmities for the queen to take advantage of.

Raksh clearly didn’t possess similar wisdom. Or enmity. Instead, his eyes lit up and he surged toward me like a wave drawn to the tide.

“Oh, wife, did I not tell you . . .” But then Raksh trailed off. His black gaze shifted beyond my shoulder. Turned curious. Confused.

And just as Raksh’s eyes went wide with genuine shock—the gaze of a gazelle who has too late spotted a hunter—Queen Lab moved.

She moved like me. Fast. Faster than she had any right to. Her hand knifed into a fold in her gown and shot back out, her fingers uncurling like a blossoming flower. Dazzling glimmers of sand swirled in her palm. She blew on them, a short burst that sent the cloud flooding toward Raksh.

My husband—the cunning demon who could not be felled by mortal blades, who survived being buried alive in a sunken chest—collapsed at her feet.

I had grabbed Dalila’s wrist and was pulling her away before the first cries of surprise even came from the cell. But there was nowhere to go, the guards fanning out to stop us. I drew my meteor dagger.

“That would not be wise, Captain al-Sirafi.” The queen contemplated my fallen husband a moment longer before meeting my gaze. There was not a trace of fear in her handsome face. “Not while your crew is still hard at work and presumably unaware of this development. Though, considering you are their captain, I hope it’s understood that whatever fate is accorded to you will be passed upon them, yes?”

At my shoulder, Dalila swallowed. “Amina, stand down. We are outmatched.” To the queen, she asked warily, “What do you want?”

“Truthfully?” Lab spread her hands. “A way forward for us. I meant what I told your captain: new arrivals are the lifeblood of Khatti Ugal, and you both have so much promise.” Her gaze hardened, like that of a disappointed mother ready for the switch. “But I believe you both owe me more . . . honest accounts, understand?”

I wasn’t ready to surrender, but then I glanced at Raksh. He’d been defeated, felled in a manner I hadn’t known possible before he could even raise a hand to defend himself. He was not entirely unmoving; his chest stirred, and I’d swear his long hair seemed to be undulating across the floor, confused tentacles searching for a way out.

If Lab could do that to the nigh-immortal chaos spirit . . . My fingers clenched around the hilt of my weapon, but I nodded. “Understood,” I finally replied.

“Excellent.” The queen seemed to consider the scene around her, before looking to Mitanni and pointing to the arsonist still in the cell. “Take the woman to be bathed and fed, her wounds treated before I speak to her. The doctor can be brought to my chamber. As for the captain . . .” Her attention shifted back to me. “Prepare her for a journey into the hills.”






Chapter 22

Dalila and I were separated before we could exchange a word, my companion hustled away by spear-wielding guards while I was readied for that “journey into the hills,” a fate that sounded more pleasant than what I suspected Queen Lab truly had in store. But with Dalila captured—still in possession of Khayzur’s feather—and my unaware crew at the mercy of the Khatti Ugalans, I didn’t dare fight back. Not yet. The queen’s men brought a pair of boots to replace my sandals and a waterskin to loop through my belt and then escorted me to a back gate.

Shame burned through my blood; I felt as though a bull being led to slaughter on a silken tender. Who was this meek woman reduced to sniping with her companions and following the orders of a trussed-up queen? Granted, a trussed-up queen who’d just defeated a creature I’d thought invincible, but still.

We should have just robbed them. None of this subtlety business. Robbed them and fled into the mountains. Granted, we would’ve had to abandon the Marawati and likely been devoured by griffins, but at least I wouldn’t have had to put up with snobbish courtiers and been mugged by my own Mistress of Poisons.

Queen Lab was waiting beneath a portico heavy with flowering vines, dressed in a simple knee-length tunic and leather shoes, her delicate slippers and gorgeous gossamer capes nowhere to be seen, like a butterfly shed of its wings. A sheathed hunting knife hung from a cord at her waist, her black hair plaited in a braid wound around her head.

“Captain al-Sirafi.” She nodded to the weapons belted to my waist. “I believe we shall finally divest you of those. Should we encounter anything dangerous, I have my knife.”

Frankly, I was surprised they’d let me hold on to them this long. Having little choice, I handed my belt to a waiting guard.

She tilted her head with a knowing look. “The others, as well.”

Robbed them. Robbed them and run straight back into the jungle. But I forced an agreeable expression to my face as I removed the hidden knives strapped to my ankle and biceps and tossed them over with a bit more force.

“Excellent,” Lab replied. “Shall we go?”

“Into the hills? Is that not where your people fear that griffins dwell?”

She brushed off my concern. “No. Griffins prefer mountains; these hills are too wooded for them, but they still provide a rather bracing trek. It is a good place to clear one’s head, to have an honest conversation, yes?”

I wasn’t sure which sounded more threatening: honesty or monsters. “After you, then.”

The queen headed off without another word, not on the gentle sandy path that ambled through the dunes, but on one of the rockier trails heading directly into the heights. I followed, noticing that her guards had stayed behind and were soon entirely out of view. I suppose she didn’t need them, not when she’d made damnably clear she had other ways to protect herself.

Lab was spryer than I would have expected, clambering over scrub and dodging roots, skipping from stone to stone like a child at play. The morning’s mist had long burned away, replaced by a relentless sun. It was the hottest day I had encountered thus far in Khatti Ugal, and it was not long before sweat dampened my brow and my head began to pound. Very soon the path straggled away to nothing, the ground rising more steeply. And though I had no problem trekking the long distance between the Marawati and the city, it was this exact type of motion—the short, choppy steps, the uneven ground—that had always tormented my knee. Before long, a hot tightness gripped the joint, a spike of pain with each step.

“Are you all right, Captain?” Lab called over her shoulder, the first words she had spoken since we departed, no concern in her tone. “Dalila says an old injury often plagues your knee.”

Dalila. Had Lab called her by her given name before? There had always seemed to be a distance: doctor, healer. “I am fine, thank you.”

“Has she tried the new salve yet? She seemed ever so pleased to investigate the properties of our griffin claw flower.”

It was extremely disconcerting to be chatting about my knee amid the lethal tension hanging over us. “I . . . Ah, she might have, yes. She experiments so much on us that I scarcely ask after the details anymore.” But saying that aloud made me wonder if perhaps I should have. Shown some interest, some appreciation for the ways Dalila had tended to my crew over the years instead of seeing her only as the Mistress of Poisons. “She is a good friend,” I added softly. “An excellent healer.”

“And is that a new endeavor for her after a lifetime of murder and theft?”

“I take it that your new arrivals are continuing with their allegations,” I replied, my voice careful.

“It stretches credulity to dismiss them as allegations when they knew your names unprompted and their tale makes more sense.”

“And what is that tale?”

“That your husband”—she stressed the word—“rescued a Khatti Ugalan lost at sea last year, the courtier whose fate I so desperately inquired after when you arrived. It seems he died in some sort of melee, but not before attracting a good deal of attention. To a peaceful, isolated, backwards kingdom unaware of the ways of the world, with limited weapons?” Her eyes grew hard. “Ripe for the plucking, some might say.”

Recalling how fiercely protective the queen was of her people, I did not dare jest. “Is he still alive?” I asked instead. “My husband?”

“For now.” When I opened my mouth, she held up a hand. “I’m asking the questions, Captain. Did you encounter my courtier?”

“No, Resplendency. There were rumors, yes,” I allowed, deciding a bend in the truth would be more believable than an outright lie. “But sailors are gossipy, superstitious sorts who fill their journeys with exaggerations. I did not wish to stoke your hopes.”

“Exaggerations? Such as ‘Amina al-Sirafi is one of the most notorious pirates in our world. There is not a shore she has left unplundered, nor fishing village left without wailing widows. She lies as she breathes, her victims as numerous as the stars.’”

Truly, the audacity of some arsonist describing me as such! Was there any way to cast doubt on whatever wild tales of criminality the bandits had filled Queen Lab’s ears with?

Particularly when some might be true? “Not all lands are as enlightened as Khatti Ugal,” I suggested, attempting a compliment. “You said yourself that a female ship’s captain and doctor struck you as unusual. Gossip has always followed Dalila and me.”

The compliment did not work. “Ah, so now we are enlightened?” Lab retorted. “And here I believed you found us backwards.”

“No, of course not,” I insisted. “I find your kingdom most wondrous, your people—”

“Naïve? Gullible?” Lab’s voice seethed with hostility. This was a side of the queen I hadn’t seen, rage transforming her lovely features. “We welcomed you, I welcomed you—made an exception for your ship that caused dissension amongst my council—and all the while you’ve been making a fool of me.”

“I never meant to do so,” I said urgently. That wasn’t entirely true—I had very much planned to renege on our deal and steal away with my crew and the spindle as soon as doing so became a viable option, but honesty rarely served me well. “I swear.”

We had reached a tall, craggy escarpment. Beyond, the sky was bright blue, marked by scrubby cedar trees. We were higher than I’d ever ventured, and the view was stunning: all white sand beaches, tropical waters, and the elegant city. Just below was a narrow ravine leading to a sandy valley of towering pines and massive rock structures, as though a giant had tossed game pieces upon a forest.

“Then, let me hear it now, al-Sirafi.” The sun was high and Lab’s eyes shouldn’t have been so dark, so cold. “I shall give you one more chance to be truthful.”

If I needed to disclose all my lies, we were going to be here for several days. There was silence for a moment, both of us assessing the other.

Hurl her over the cliff. However, knowing my luck, Lab would simply float on a cloud of that strange magical dust with which she’d vanquished Raksh and then order my crew tortured to death. But I needed to give her something, and better Lab believe me a lost bandit than a supernaturally blessed treasure seeker sent to steal one of her possessions.

“I am the pirate they described,” I confessed. “At least I was once. I have since left the path of criminality. I am a mother, like you,” I added, praying the commonality might soften her.

It did not. “And your reason for being here?” she demanded.

“Misfortune.” That wasn’t a lie. “There was a great conflagration in a port town to the north. Many of us fled all at once, and I suspect we were caught in whatever unusual currents and storms bring so many shipwrecks to your shore. But we mean your people no harm, I swear.”

“You swear?” She scoffed. “What value does your word have? You arrived upon a sea of lies and if you admit to being a criminal—forgive me, a reformed criminal—that scarcely makes me comfortable hosting you in my city. Khatti Ugal may be cut off from the world, but plenty of us are descended from seafarers and we know well the scourge of pirates.”

There was such venom in the words that it took me aback. Had Lab lost family to pirates?

“I have never hunted innocents,” I defended. “I have done . . . a great many things of which I’m ashamed, but I come from those fishing villages, from a family whose only home was often the sea, who went to bed with bellies yawning. I would never prey upon such; it was always the wealthy who were my marks, who offered the most lucrative prizes.” Her eyes blazed in disbelief, and I brought my hands together in a beseeching motion. “I have angered you, lied to you, and understand that you are upset. So, I ask plainly, Resplendency: How can I make it up?”

Queen Lab bristled. “Am I to barter with someone I don’t trust? Besides, there is still something you are not being truthful about, an aspect far deeper.”

My heart skipped. Surely, she could not mean the spindle: I had not breathed a word about it to anyone save my closest companions. “I don’t know of what you speak.”

“Then perhaps I should be blunter. If I believed you only a pirate, al-Sirafi, you would already be executed. I do not suffer aggressors, those with the blood of innocents on their grasping hands, in my city.” She stepped closer, forcing me to the cliff’s edge. “But that is not all you are, is it? My people say that you are often seen whispering to the shadows, looking into the distance as though you see a world none of us do. And while you attempt to be discreet, your strength, your speed? Both are beyond the realm of human possibility.”

Ah. That truth. The queen took another step forward, and my feet skittered on the stony ground. I raised my hands in a gesture of peace. “I am simply blessed with strength due to my size.” My skull had begun to pound, in beat with my thudding heart. “I swear.”

“You and your false oaths,” Lab said, shaking her head. “You are making it extraordinarily difficult to justify keeping you alive, Captain. Which is a shame. Because you are unique—at least, I suspect you are under that liar’s façade. And in Khatti Ugal, we do not so easily discard that which is useful.” She inclined her head to regard me, a hawk studying its prey. “But I would need to see something . . . spectacular.”

She withdrew her hunting knife.

If Lab thought to attack me, she would indeed see a pirate with blood on her hands—perhaps even a spectacular amount. But instead the queen drew back her arm and hurled the knife over the edge of the cliff. It sailed in a wide arc, cutting a path through the sky before vanishing into the scrubby undergrowth beyond a scattering of enormous boulders.

“Retrieve my knife,” she commanded. “Return it to my hand by sunset, for that is when I intend to make my judgment on your crew’s fate. I would suggest you be there to argue on their behalf.”

“And will they be there?” I asked sharply. It didn’t seem wise to let Lab learn the depths to which I’d discovered the cage that Dalila and I had found ourselves in, but I could not help but add, “I’ve been having a remarkably difficult time trying to see them.”

“I suppose you best hurry and find out.” She nodded to the cliff. “Off you go.”

I glanced down at the cliff. There were handholds aplenty; it could be descended, but this was obviously a trick. The hinterland was a mess of stones and shrubs, but it was scarcely a jungle. Lab had not thrown her knife that far. It was a brutal threat for such a seemingly simple quest.

“Your knife?” I clarified. “That is all you desire?”

The smile that curled across her face was crueler than a tempest. “That is all. I would stay and observe, but there is still your doctor to question.”

“She’s innocent,” I said quickly, a bold and likely futile lie. No doubt the prisoners had told the queen as many ghastly tales of the Mistress of Poisons as they had of me. Dalila was an excellent liar, but she was human, entirely so. If Lab put her to a challenge designed for the likes of myself . . . “And useful! You’ve seen her skills in the apothecary.”

“I can make such a determination myself,” the queen said coolly. “Now go.”

Get this done and return for them all. A number of rash responses rose to my lips, but I simply nodded and I turned my back on the queen, crunching away. The cliff was too steep to hike so I descended carefully, lowering myself down the craggy rock face hand over foot. If I had a rope, it would have made things easier.

If Dalila were here, she would have a length of rope. A length of rope and a lecture on being underprepared. I dropped to the sandy ground, taking refuge in a shady glen. Before me was a short stretch of forest leading to the boulders beyond which the queen’s knife had sailed. The boulders were even vaster from the ground, easily towering over my head. And there was far less cover out there, save a few stunted trees and gnarled thornbushes.

Danger awaited me, that much was obvious, though I knew not what kind. Was it royal assassins, hiding in the trees? The disemboweling griffins that so terrified the Khatti Ugalans? Or was it something else, more creatures the queen was said to have transformed: bloodthirsty giants or fanged chimera? Unwillingly, I recalled the prison of monsters in the cave back on Socotra. There were so many pleasant options.

And I was left weaponless. And frankly, exhausted. Dalila’s new tonic had done me well—this morning. Before I’d journeyed back and forth across the city and climbed more accursed hills. My knee jostled unsteadily, my head aching.

One challenge at a time. I whispered a prayer and set to arming myself with the best of my limited options, turning the sturdiest branch I could find into a makeshift club with my shawl and a handful of rocks, binding them as tightly as possible. But I still hadn’t ventured beyond the foot of the cliff. The sun seemed so bright, my position in the valley leaving me like a mouse without protection. What had Lab set me against?

I closed my eyes, trying to sense anything that resonated in the al-Ghayb, the Unseen Realm, but I had no luck. Whatever world we were in did not act like that which I knew. I had not sensed the supernatural since we arrived, save the jolt of my bond with Raksh, fallen away before I’d even left the palace.

Sunset. That was all the time I had and the sun was already past its highest point, arcing toward the horizon in its relentless fall. There was no waiting for the safe cover of dusk. So, club in hand, I slowly crept beneath the pines, taking care to keep my steps silent. Birds sang merrily in the canopy, a squirrel darting across my path. They weren’t acting as though a great predator was watching and yet I felt it, the back of my neck prickling, every instinct on high alert.

Too soon I was at the tree line. I glanced at the sky above, finding it empty and then darted to the protection of the first boulder, pressing against the stone to take advantage of the narrow band of shade it offered.

The sickly sweet smell of rot lay thick in the air here, old blood and decay. I swallowed hard, gripping my makeshift club as I forced myself to imagine my men being set upon, Majed and Tinbu screaming my name. All that would prevent such a grisly fate was me advancing. Hedging forward step by cautious step, I forced myself to pass the next boulder.

I froze. The half-devoured carcass of a sheep lay spilled on the ground. Blood painted the torn remnants of woolly skin, maggots writhing between the cracked ribs.

God preserve me. Ticking off a prayer on my knuckles, I fought for calm and kept walking, crossing the remains of other kills. Most had been reduced to bones and not all were animals. Shreds of the alabaster tunics the Khatti Ugalans wore were scattered here and there, rotting where their owners had been slain and consumed.

Hugging the boulders, I finally stopped. The arrangement of the enormous stones had not been an incident of fate. Instead, they formed a crude ring around a circular mass of tree branches, torn sails, and bloodied clothing: a nest. The nest’s size baffled the mind, as large as the bathing pool back in my quarters that could fit a half-dozen men. Four large eggs—as gold as the polished gem of a sultana—were nestled inside.

And wedged between a pair of them was Queen Lab’s knife.

I wanted to laugh. I wanted to cry. This was madness: a test akin to Rostam’s labors and the wildest of sailors’ tales. The nest appeared untended, but I didn’t believe my eyes. The parents—whatever man-eating creatures they were—were likely not far.

Sunset, I reminded myself again. That gave me little time to be clever, to invent a trick, and I suspected it was intentional. Lab wanted to prove that I wasn’t mortal, that I was hiding some sort of magical talent. But if she hoped I would conjure up a double as a distraction or turn myself invisible, she had devised the wrong sort of trial. I searched the sky and the surrounding boulders as best I could but saw nothing. After waiting for some time, my heart beating in my ears, I tried tossing a stone at the nest. There was no reaction. Not even when the object grew larger: a branch, a femur. There was no hush in the air, no disturbance of vast wings. Could I truly be alone with the eggs?

No. Perhaps when I was younger, I might have entertained hopes, but the years had made me cynical, the queen’s purpose damnably clear. Instead, I tried to plan my best escape route. If I grabbed the knife, could I make it back to the trees without being pursued? The canopy and undergrowth there seemed too thick for an enormous avian predator to penetrate.

The shadows shifted, the sun crossing over the cliffs. I was running out of time.

Stepping into the sunlight, I felt as though I had been painted with a target bright as blood. And yet nothing descended upon me with talons flashing death. I kept walking, reaching the nest. I climbed as quietly as possible, my heart stopping each time a branch broke underfoot. It was impossible to stay entirely silent. Finally, I pulled myself into the nest, ducking low and searching the sky again.

Still nothing. And yet the massive golden eggs—the size of plump toddlers—were warm to the touch, as though a devoted parent had left only recently. They seemed to hum slightly, an eerie sensation. I pried the queen’s knife free and carefully peered over the edge of the nest. Might I be fortunate to sneak away so easily?

Movement from the opposite side of the cliff caught my eye, and my heart plummeted.

The creatures to whom these eggs belonged hadn’t been prowling the skies. Instead, in a patch of sun-warmed sand invisible from the direction I had approached, a pack of them reclined like lazy lions, a horribly apt comparison. For although I hadn’t given much thought to the word griffin, save from ludicrous adventure tales and the exaggerations of locals, the monstrous beasts were suddenly very real and very close. The size of elephants, the griffins were an awful chimera of feline and raptor, with the powerful hindquarters and whipping tail of a lion and the cruel talons and head of an eagle. One beast rose slowly to its feet and stretched, muscles rippling below the skin. The griffin looked as though it had been designed solely to kill, its black eyes flat, its razor-sharp beak large enough to snap off my head.

And there were six of them. Two appeared to be male; they were larger than the others with gold-and-black-feathered crests around their necks. The females, however, looked leaner, meaner, and far more alert. A second griffin rose, fluttering out an enormous pair of glittering wings, and I abruptly sat back down, pressing into the wall of the nest in a futile effort to hide.

In all my life, I don’t think I’ve ever experienced a moment of such pure dread. This wasn’t a test, it was an execution. How long until one of the griffins came to perch on their eggs and found a strange creature? I doubted the flock (the pride? The murder? Oh, God, why was I pondering the semantics of this right now?) would completely abandon their offspring to go hunt.

Besides, they didn’t need to hunt. Lunch had just jumped into their nest.

Despairing, I peered through a crack in the twigs. The forest was farther away than I liked and if these creatures moved like lions, who was to say the trees and undergrowth would even stop them? There might be no protection at all. My hand went to the empty leather thong around my neck. Time after time I’d been tempted to summon the peri, to beg help I knew he was forbidden to grant. Now I was in a situation where Khayzur’s very presence might distract these predators and the feather was gone. No, it was stolen, by someone I thought I could trust.

I am going to die here. Would Lab truly execute my crew if I didn’t return? Or might she claim that I had abandoned them, the selfish, lying pirate running away rather than facing the truth. Perhaps she would pluck out those she found useful and cull the rest, taking what she could from them until they were left mad husks like Hasan.

Oddly enough the realization calmed me. There was no agonizing choice to make, a weighing of various risks. When, not if, I was discovered by the griffins, they would kill me. My dearest companions, the men who had followed their nakhudha to this island, would then pay a brutal price. So, I might as well try to escape. Try to seize the sliver of a chance we might all survive.

And my best chance of doing so was before the creatures noticed me. I surveyed my options again. I was fast, faster than any human ought to be, but doubted I could outrun these beasts. I needed a place to hide, to possibly sneak away. Directly across from the pack of dozing griffins, a jumble of boulders was heaped together. Here and there, black hollows beckoned. Caves or something like it. Most appeared too narrow to admit one of the beasts, too narrow to admit me. But there was one, about the height of my head . . .

Oh, God, I know the last time I came before you like this, I promised to end my adventures if you saved me. And I failed, my fate seemingly written in a manner I hadn’t expected. But I swear . . . if you get me out of this mess, I shall endeavor to wrap up these Transgressions and retire for good. I’ll found a masjid, I’ll build a home for orphans.

Just please don’t let those things eat me.

The soft scratching of the griffins’ talons was growing louder, a curious chirpy growl from the other side of the nest. I was out of time. Clutching the makeshift club in one hand and the queen’s knife in the other, I vaulted out of the nest and sprinted for the rocks.

The surprised roars and squawks that erupted in my wake were loud enough to rip the sky, to threaten my bowels. I didn’t look back, didn’t chance a gaze at the pack as I fled past them, my focus only on the rocks. I jumped for the ledge . . .

I was not fast enough.

A blow like a hammer struck my side, one of the creatures bowling me over. I fell hard, the air dashed from my lungs, and rolled, trying to protect my head as the griffins shrieked and kicked, claws and talons tearing at my clothes. If I stilled for a second, I would die. Instead, I thrashed, missing a torn throat, a lethal gutting with every desperate movement. Screaming, I struck out wildly with the club. Trapped beneath one of the creatures, flashes of sky and feathers were all I could see. Finally, I made contact and with a roar of pain, the griffin jerked back just enough for me to roll away. I dashed to my feet, running for the caves again. I pulled myself into the hole.

Talons raked my back, seizing my calf. The creature attempted to drag me out, but I held fast to the rocks, howling in pain. It felt as though I was about to be ripped in two, my back and leg aflame. We struggled, bestial sounds tearing from my throat. Death seemed better than this, a quick surrender.

But I’m a stubborn old woman and with a wail and a pop in my back that I was going to regret, I bent into an awkward painful knot and slashed at the creature’s leg with the queen’s knife. It shrieked but withdrew, the agony of its talons leaving my leg as excruciating as they had been plunging in. Gasping for air, in so much pain that stars were exploding across my eyes, I dragged myself as deep as possible into the cave.

Trouble was, it wasn’t a cave, and it wasn’t particularly deep. The griffins roared and ripped at the hold, beaks and talons plunging and snapping for me and getting perilously close. I leaned against the rock and tried to catch my breath, to take stock of my situation. I was hurt. Badly. More badly than I wanted to think about, blood soaking my back and running down my leg, my body ablaze. Here and there, griffin feathers, shed from the fight, stuck to my skin.

How long would the creatures wait? Was there any chance they would leave an easy meal and possible threat to their eggs alone? Perhaps, but not in the few hours remaining between now and sunset. The horrible, selfish thought came to me that I could try and wait them out. Might I sneak away in the night? Wait a day, two, when they grew tired and bored?

I didn’t have days, however; I barely had hours. If I missed the queen’s deadline, I knew now, in my very marrow, that she would kill my crew. I had angered and humiliated her. She wanted me dead or she wanted me useful, and if I chose to be the craven pirate of her accusations, she would make sure those I loved knew it, before murdering them in a brutal way.

The griffins were still scrabbling at the hole; I shifted, hissing in pain and considering my options. I had my club and the queen’s knife, and if I was only facing two of the creatures, that might suffice. But six? I could not kill six griffins in close combat before they overpowered me.

If I had a bow . . . I glanced around. There were a few fragments of bone scattered among the stones, and as my vision adjusted to the dim light, I noticed more and more. Had they been unfortunate locals or had Lab consigned other foreign castaways to this fate?

More important . . . had any of them left weapons? I crouched, exploring as best I could. A few crevasses snaked out here and there among gaps in the rock and I crawled and clambered into their depths, praying for an exit, a tunnel—being disappointed at each turn when they abruptly ended or the space became too tight for me to fit through. Sunlight shafted in through even narrower gaps, adding to the feeling that I was in a pen, awaiting a butcher.

I kept searching, though. And there, above my head, was another gap. I climbed, squeezing myself through the rocks, biting back a gasp as my wounds ground roughly into the unrelenting stone, tears rolling silently down my cheeks. My fingers brushed against something soft caught in the rocks, and I tugged it free.

Leather. A tattered piece about the size of my palm, now black with age. God only knew what it had originally been part of, but I knew it was not native . . . because with a tightening of my throat, I noticed Arabic calligraphy stamped amid scattered starbursts.

Had this belonged to someone who spoke my tongue? Who prayed in the same words, longing for a return to our world, only to end up scattered bones in this cursed land?

“To God we belong and to Him we return,” I said softly. I hoped their last moments hadn’t been entirely unbearable, that they were now at rest. Then I slipped the piece of leather into my belt and continued climbing.

Sunlight beckoned far above. I slowed my ascent, fearing my head would be ripped off the moment I poked it out. But if I had hoped this path offered an alternative direction to flee, I was sadly mistaken. Instead it led only to the top of the rock, a rounded expanse that rose like a small hill above the valley floor and offered no escape other than elevation—not a particular advantage against creatures that could fly. A careful peek revealed the griffins below.

Again, I wished for a bow. This was an impossible test, devised for the amusement of an oppressor, giants set before me. I suppose I could toss rocks down upon the griffins’ heads—there were plenty lying about, in all sizes—but I doubted that would do much more than annoy them.

Then I stilled. Rocks. I retrieved the leather fragment from my pocket. Lab believed me mightier than a mortal, but it was Raksh’s voice that whispered through my mind, his yearning to make me a legend.

And there was a rather legendary way to deal with giants.

I returned to the hole, needing protection while I prepared. For once I thanked the local dress, for the thin cord at my waist would serve my purpose far better than my broad weapon’s belt. Then with the cord, the leather piece, and Lab’s knife, I set to work.

It had been a long time since I used a sling. I knew how; I’d taught Marjana only a few years ago how to construct and use a basic shepherd’s sling. A sling could fling a stone hard enough to hurt a leopard, and I always worried when she was out with our goats. There were plenty of pirates and criminals who favored the sling; its precision and deadliness were easier to master than a bow, and rocks were cheaper and more plentiful than arrows. But I’d always preferred blades and brawling—targeted shots from a safe distance were not my style. And I’d not dared touch a sling since my transformation, fearing that the wrong person would witness me put a rock through the hull of a ship like a battering ram.

There would be no opportunity to practice. The gap I was sheltered in was too narrow to extend my arm, let alone swing. But that odd clarity had descended upon me again. I would soon be dead or out of this situation and so I made ablutions with the dust I had gathered, prayed, and then climbed back to the top of the rock, as though I were one of the automatons we’d encountered back in Muziris, designed only for killing, only for speed.

One of the female griffins was curled protectively around the eggs, a male—perhaps elderly—resting in the shade while the other four attacked the cave entrance below. Atop the rock, there was nowhere to hide. I would perhaps have two, maybe three chances to sling the fist-size stones I had gathered before being discovered.

Jana, forgive me. I called my daughter to mind. I had not dared do so before because thinking about Marjana—very likely to be orphaned before the day was done—would have shattered me. Be good. Be kind. And if God does not reunite us in this world, I pray you see my face in the next. I whispered the declaration of faith, resolving not to speak (or swear, if we are being honest) again until this was done. Let those be my final words if that was what the Almighty decreed.

Then I swung my arm in a great arc, gathering speed, and threw.

The sound cracked across the landscape so hard it let out a deep boom, as shocking as a crash of thunder. But the first stone flew truer than I had hoped, crunching into the side of one of the griffins. The beast let out a wail of pain and surprise, but I didn’t hesitate. It wasn’t their flanks I needed to hit: it was their heads. A second shot hit the active male in his beak, and he recoiled, fluttering and shrieking.

The third struck one of the females directly between the eyes.

It was as though I had pierced her heart. The griffin’s glittering black eyes went wide and then empty, life draining from them. She fell like a rock dropped in the sea, dead upon the ground.

It was a victory that cost me, two of the alarmed griffins taking flight. In seconds, they were in the air above me, their screeches even louder than the crack of my sling. A fourth shot knocked one out of the air, but then its partner was coming for me, talons outstretched . . .

I didn’t have a chance to panic, my instincts taking over. My pent-up frustration at being trapped here, the games of the peris, the machinations of the queen. I was sick of feeling powerless when all I wanted to do was hit something, rip and tear and scream. I had not truly tested the limits of my gifts, not really. In some ways, I’d been afraid to, afraid it would reveal inhumanity, an unnatural perversion for destruction.

But I was not dying here. In an act of lunacy, I snatched the griffin by one taloned foot as though it were a wayward chicken and not a leonine beast twice my size. Pulling, I was surprised how light it was—or how light it felt, at least, with my strength—until I dashed it to the ground and smashed its head in with the club. One, two, three blows until it stopped moving, blood and brain and bone spraying my arms.

When another griffin flew up—the male whose beak I’d already smashed, even larger than the others and filled with pain and bloodlust—I didn’t hesitate: I sprang before it could attack, launching myself at its back and stabbing it as I rode it to the ground.

It was dying by the time we landed. I rolled off its body and flung myself into battle.

The details, Jamal, I don’t entirely recall. Perhaps I don’t want to. I slung stones, I plunged the queen’s blade, I grappled and bashed . . . I fought like a wild beast, in a way that likely would have terrified me, horrified me, to gaze upon. I slew the elderly male when he rose to his feet, limping over to protect what was left of his family. I killed the mother when she leapt from the nest, one of her hind paws nearly ripping me in two, my closest brush with death. An eternity and a heartbeat later, it was over. Murdered, magnificent creatures lay dead or dying around me, their lifeblood and gore coating my skin. Only now did I realize they were beautiful. And that they had acted in defense of their eggs, three broken and seeping fluid. Only one egg remained, all that was left of the griffins’ presence.

Senseless slaughter, all to test me at the behest of a despotic queen. Or perhaps taint me, because it was not only relief that flooded my body: it was horror. Shame. The blessings of my transformation, the strength I used to defend my companions—it had been turned into devilry, the destruction of an entire family of beasts. In a career—a life—marked by violence, this churned in my soul like little else had. I fell to my knees, vomiting, as I shivered, energy leaving my blood.

I wanted to stay there with my grief and pain. To find absolution for this heinous transgression. But shadows shifted on the bloody sand. Sunset loomed. So, I picked myself up.

The queen was waiting, after all.






Interlude 6

You are Julnar.

Not quite “the “Seaborne”—that part of the story will be twisted from gossip and tall tales. But you are a queen, of a gentle seaside city. A widow. You have found being a widow with money and power—not too much, but enough—to be among the most stable positions for your hosts. You have a son, not the beautiful idiot prince Badr Basim, but a little boy. You adore him; having taken your host when she was a palace child—a soul easily nudged aside—you have lived Julnar’s full life. You have birthed the boy and savored the days at his side, watching him race along the beach and clutch your hand with his small warm one.

It has been a great many generations since you tangled with daevas and marid, consuming their magic and exploring the boundaries of other worlds, possessing creatures of other elements. You have found a measure of peace in these centuries. Rich with enchanting power, with the accumulated wisdom of millennia, you no longer need to race like a bloody plague of vengeance, the spindle bringing destruction and vigilantism every other year. A few acts of vengeance to seal the bond with a new host and then you are content to live out their life. You put yourself in positions where a little meddling will be easy—the village gossip, the queen with an uncharacteristically ruthless justice system, the judge all evildoers fear—and it works. Magic protects you, enriches your life, and provides you and yours with ease. You are in the fat flush of your long existence. Comfortable. Happy, even.

It will not last.

You have no idea that you’ve been under the watch of dewy eyes, scaled eyes, misty eyes, unseen eyes for centuries. You assumed the marid possessed little more than animal intelligence, not understanding that they have observed the rise and fall of humanity for even longer than you. You do not realize that a great many of the religions you scarcely remember or differentiate between consider their aspects gods, that the marid have had priests in your every household.

They wait until you are content. Until you are unexpecting. And then they take revenge of which not even you could have dreamed.

The rules of their existence, of their elemental creation, do indeed forbid them from harming humans. But oh, there are a great many ways to do accidental harm, to push, much in the way that you spin new possibilities. Humans are so fragile, humans packed in a bustling, crowded kingdom with straining sanitation even more vulnerable. Is anyone truly to be blamed if a few very sick animals die, falling and rotting where no human eyes can see them, poisoning the city’s water supply? If the tiny waterborne creatures—smaller than a speck of dust but capable of the worst plagues—happen to mutate and twist, to mate and multiply in the most lethal of ways?

The sickness that follows is sudden and vicious, preying on young and old alike. A person can be healthy in the morning, vomiting by midday, and dead before the moon rises. Those who linger have it worse; the cramps are agonizing, akin to being stabbed and disemboweled. The afflicted beg for death, sobbing and howling that there are water snakes inside their bellies. They hallucinate visions of the sea pouring into the city, of being stalked through its drowned streets by saltwater crocodiles and sharks with rows of mirror-bright teeth. When they die, they reek not of human decomposition but the salty foul stench of fish guts.

Still, you are not suspicious. Why would you be? You have died in countless plagues, witnessed even more. They are constant in the world you’ve weaved your way through and even this one bears much in common with others you have experienced. It is difficult, yes, but a great number of people can survive if they are given clean water to replace what they lose. It is a citywide thirst nearly impossible to quench, but you are determined. You are even a bit proud. You can be a good, wise leader rather than a vicious entity of vengeance and bloody fate.

But very soon, there is little clean water. And then, five days into the plague when the number of infected overwhelms those able to care for them, there is no water at all. The wells run dry, the springs peter out, and the fountains sizzle and evaporate. The great baths and aquifers beneath the palace drain into the earth, the mighty stone cavities dry as dust.

Deep in your fractured soul of multitudes, you finally accept that the marid are responsible.

That you are responsible. And not until this moment, when you grasp that everyone in your city is about to die, do you realize that you have come to care for them far more greatly than you typically do. You built this place, you shaped this society. You love it.

The marid know this too.

Panic sets in, but it is too late. Those with means to flee have already done so. There are no carts and no boats left, and few among the populace are in any shape to make the long trek by foot. Some try anyway, leaving the weeping and wailing ill in their wake. But most panic; the sort of communal panic only those shortly to be dead, enslaved, or in a state worse than both will ever know. The panic that sets in when a foreign army finally bursts through the gates, when starvation reduces men to eating their kin, when a barricaded temple filled with its believers is set alight. An animal terror as lethal as that which provokes it.

You know this panic. Have stirred it, have died from it. So, you very suddenly stop being Queen Julnar. You are a mother.

And your son is all that matters.

The sickness has spared him, due to your intense ministrations. You have observed a thousand different cultures’ methods of purifying water; the ways they boil it, distill it, salt it, pass it through various ichors and salts. You’ve done them all, until your hands cracked and bled, for you trust no other and it has worked. Your son is alive, and he gazes upon you with all the innocence and fear of a child as he asks where you are going when you hastily pack a bag and seize his hand. These are not the actions of a queen, the nobly bred woman who should be barely capable of dressing herself. But you are not only that woman.

Your packing is interrupted by a familiar face. A priest, one who has served you as loyally as he has served the storm god whom the locals worship. His entire family is dead, was among the first wave of the afflicted, and the sorrow has hollowed out his face.

But he has remained dutiful. He knows the meaning of your packing, you can see it in his grieving eyes, but there is no judgment. Instead, he makes an offer:

“We have a boat. It is old,” he warns. “And small. My father used it for fishing, but he has been crippled many years.” His father is dead, in truth. Has been dead for days, but the priest is not used to speaking in such a manner.

You clasp his hand. “I would be so grateful.”

The priest leads you to a small, rickety boat hidden behind a pile of corpses. You cover your son’s eyes as he tugs it free. There are paddles and you suddenly wish your current form was not so slight. The priest doesn’t look particularly strong either.

But he is not coming, merely shaking his head when you ask. When you beg.

“I made a deal,” he murmurs, refusing to say more as he helps push the boat deeper into the surf. He stays there, the foamy water twining around his knees and soaking up his robe. You row through the rough waves, his figure growing smaller.

Then your bobbing vessel stops. You try to row, but it is as if something has anchored itself to the bottom.

“Amah, what’s happening?” Pares asks, trying hard to keep the babyish fear from quivering his lips. He fails. You are frantic now, trying to pull the oars. Pares can swim, but he is still small and the distance between the boat and the shore is too great.

From across the choppy expanse of slate-colored water, the priest meets your gaze. He withdraws a knife, carved from a narwhal’s tusk, and drags it across his throat.

Pares screams as the priest falls into the surf. The next wave takes him immediately, an embrace for the dutiful acolyte who fulfilled his grim task. Horribly, you realize you have fallen into a trap: the marid have you, a prisoner in their watery territory. But they cannot sink your boat—not with your innocent human son aboard—and so they hold you in place.

But it is not only marid who arrive to chasten you.

Shadows cut over the water, the winged bodies soaring across the sun so plentiful, it is as though an eclipse has occurred. You cannot see anything other than the shade they cast; the creatures of air exist in a higher realm than you are capable of observing. You witness only their effects upon your world, the flapping of great and mighty wings strong enough to churn typhoon winds and swirling funnels of destruction.

Oh, but they are careful. So precise. Their gusts knock down not a single shutter in the city itself, but annihilate the few remaining exits. The forest is wrecked, vast logs piling into insurmountable piles, the last roads ruined. There is no way out of your once-magnificent kingdom. There is no water.

It takes three days for your city to die. You are forced to witness it all, helplessly shackled in a place where your dying citizens can stagger out onto the beach. They curse the queen who has abandoned them, they moan for your aid. A few try to swim to your boat, but it’s too far away and you watch as they all eventually drown. Pares cries for you to help them, then cries for them to stop, and then ceases making any sounds at all.

And when not a soul is left alive, the marid do what they could not do before: they devour your kingdom. Great waves crash through its fine streets, drown your palace, and annihilate the one place you finally found some peace.

Then and only then does your boat move.

You try to row, to return to shore, but you are in the domain of creatures you wronged without care, without understanding the deep wound you struck. They take you where they desire, under night skies whose stars change position with the giddiness of dancers, harassed by waves as big as mountains and sea serpents who coil around the boat, spinning it in mad nausea-inducing twists. Through hungry packs of sharks, snapping their teeth.

Pares tries to be brave, to be the prince who should have grown to be a king, but he shivers constantly, curling into your side. You make the food and water you gathered last as long as possible, for your sole attempt to fish resulted in a whale nearly swamping your boat—the marid will not permit you to harm another creature of their world. You collect rainwater though it sates only Pares, evaporating when it touches your tongue.

No matter. It has been a very long time since you’ve needed food or drink. You survive off vengeance, and the dark dreams churning through your mind envision a feast.

It feels like forever before a new sliver of land appears, the current driving you toward a starkly different island than the fragrant seaside hills of your long-ago birth. Rocky mountains rise abruptly in the air, the jagged lines astonishingly still against the dancing wisps of clouds and rushing waves. The only greenery is meandering patches of date palms and scrub, penned between the inhospitable mountains and relentless surf.

Landfall is a blessing. You stagger across the sand, a thin and weak Pares carried in your arms. Within sight of the date palms, there is a spring—good, clean water that you cup into your son’s mouth. It dribbles over his bleeding lips. You hesitate, then take a sip. For the first time in weeks, water slakes your dry tongue, and you close your fevered eyes, trying to be hopeful.

But there is no prison in existence meant to soothe the souls of its inhabitants.

And it is not going to be a short sentence.






Chapter 23

No one stopped me as I made my way through the palace; indeed, a pair of servants scattered, a scribe reversing direction and hurrying down an opposing hall. A stammering courtier pointed me in the direction of the throne room when I asked after the queen, every guard I passed curiously still. Perhaps they’d been ordered to permit me passage, so that Lab’s “trial” might proceed without delay. The dying sun painted the corridors in vivid crimson hues, echoing the blood that soaked my clothes, ran down my skin, and squelched in my boots as I walked. Feathers and bits of bone, of viscera, had dried to my skin. Undoubtedly, I looked a monster.

But a glance through the windows revealed the blazing sun still at the edge of the sea: I had met Lab’s deadline.

However, when I tried to enter the throne room, one of the shield bearers stepped in front of me, blocking my passage. I drew up in surprise. It was the same young woman as always, the heavily tattooed warrior who looked to be sister to the man at her side, the one I’d swear I’d seen weeping my first day in Khatti Ugal. They sported matching red-and-green cloaks woven with blocky patterns.

“Is there a problem?” I asked carefully.

The woman stared at me, wordless, and I suddenly realized I had never heard a single soldier in Khatti Ugal speak. Her gaze was so intense that it sent a chill down my spine. But her stare didn’t feel threatening.

It felt beseeching, like someone trying to scream without a mouth, her brown eyes bloodshot and damp. Her brother stayed at his post, as frozen and lifeless as a statue—bewitched. I grasped then how much I had come to dismiss the more fanciful aspects of Khayzur’s and Jamal’s tales as exaggerated fables; I had been lulled by the seemingly human queen, by the placid city.

However, I still needed to face her. “I’m very sorry,” I said softly to the young warrioress. “But I must pass you.” I did so, sidestepping her and pushing open one of the grand doors. She didn’t stop me—perhaps she couldn’t—and so I entered the throne room. Quiet murmurs of conversation were audible, but they faded the moment I approached. A harpist gasped, her companion on the lyre dropping his instrument in shock.

The queen sat enthroned with about a dozen advisors beneath her, silent servants behind. In the vanishing light of day, the throne room was transformed from what had looked like a lovely seaside cove to an ominous lagoon. The tropical plants that climbed the stone walls were black, grasping tendrils. Torches blazed, turning the water that ran along the perimeter into a river of fire. I felt keenly the judgment, the hostility simmering in the faces of those set above me.

I had eyes for none but Queen Lab. As she met my gaze, her expression cool and impenetrable as an expanse of midnight sea, I finally loosened my burden and tossed the last griffin egg to the floor. The enormous egg rolled toward the queen like a boulder, splattering her fine carpet with the blood of its parents and the weeping yolk of its siblings. Ignoring the scandalized gasps of her audience, I tossed her knife after it.

“Your blade by sunset,” I said harshly, offering the barest of bows. “As requested.”

Her dusky eyes took me in from head to toe, tracing every grisly detail as though savoring a fine prize. “How many?” she asked, hunger in her voice.

Hate churned in my belly. I allowed it no outlet. “Six.”

She leaned back in her fine chair, visibly impressed. “There were only four last time. An incredible feat.” She traced her fingers over the egg as though to admire the gold, but to me, it appeared she was tracing patterns in the gore. “Impossible, one might even say. Certainly for a mortal.”

There was a pregnant pause in the room, the gazes of her guests—her prisoners—shifting to me, heavy with fear and fascination.

I lifted my chin. “I was lu—”

My throat abruptly closed.

Gasping, I had no sooner fallen to my knees than I was dragged, as though an invisible hand snatched me by the collar and threw me at the queen’s feet.

“If the word lucky leaves your lips, al-Sirafi, I will have you tossed to fifty griffins.” The pressure released on my throat, and I inhaled, trying to catch my breath as she continued. “An ordinary human would be lucky to flee one. This?” She gestured to the egg. “This is beyond human capabilities.”

I swallowed, and Lab seized me by the chin, her piercing eyes seeming to peel me apart as they traced across my body. She reminded me of a tiger, preparing to sink fangs into my neck. The sounds of shock had fallen away—no, not fallen away; rather they were frozen. It was as though the room were being preserved in ice; a minister’s concerned expression flared with unnatural slowness, the musician bent in minuscule fragments to retrieve his fallen instrument, a servant drifted to mop up spilled wine that spread as though it were honey.

“You are no elemental of air nor water,” the queen murmured in assessment. Her lips drew back in an undisguised expression of contempt. “I know well their stench. Nor is the creature in my dungeon to whom you are apparently married. So, what is it? What are you?”

Elementals of air and water? My mind spun at Lab’s words. Could she be referring to the peris and marid?

Her fingernails cut into my flesh. “Answer, al-Sirafi,” she snarled. “You do yourself no favors concocting more lies.”

I flushed, caught out. But she didn’t know. It was clear that it was the queen’s ignorance that enraged her, her inability to sort me into a category of something understood. I thought fast: I couldn’t deny any connection to the supernatural, but I suspected that confessing a link to the “air elementals” so hatefully alluded to wouldn’t go well for me.

“A question for a question,” I choked out.

The queen abruptly dropped me. I fell hard to the ground, all my injuries taking the opportunity to burn in painful protest.

“Are you . . . bargaining with me?” she hissed in venomous disbelief.

A wave of dizziness swept me. I bowed my head in servility, which wasn’t difficult when my body wanted to be one with the floor.

“Forgive me,” I begged. “But it is a truth that I hardly understand myself. One that puts me at great danger, even among my own people.” I wet my lips, glancing about with obvious fear. “My men . . . did you bring them for judgment as well?”

“Your crew remains at the beach, at work on repairs. They apparently take direction better than their captain.”

“And Dalila?” I asked, trembling. “She isn’t here?”

Intrigue lit the queen’s otherwise scathing gaze. “Have you lied to Dalila about your magic, as well? So much for friendship, though perhaps she is better for it. The doctor was far more willing to come to an agreement. So, tell me,” she pressed. “No more delays.”

The barest hint of relief ran through me. My crew and Dalila were alive. Not safe—Lab’s answer regarding Dalila seemed particularly ominous—but I pressed on, thankful for this small mercy, and answered, compliant.

“I am everything that I have told you,” I began. “A reformed pirate. A mother. But many years ago, I made a bargain with a demon.”

“A bargain with a demon?”

“Yes. A contract, a marital one. Raksh is no man; he is—in his telling—a spirit of discord. But our union was a drunken mistake on both our parts. Since we wedded, we seem to . . . feed off each other in a way I don’t understand.”

“Try to understand,” she snapped. “A ‘spirit of discord’? What sort of explanation is that?”

At least we had one frustration in common. I leaned into it, venting. “He will not tell me! I don’t even know his true name, his nature.” Her expression twisted, and I swiftly elaborated. “He claims he was once worshipped as a god and that he survives off ambition, the making of legends. The more extraordinary feats I accomplish, the further tales of my name carry, the more he gains power, and I gain magic. The strength, the speed that you pointed out.”

Lab sat back, drumming her nails on the carved armrest of her throne. “A demon,” she finally repeated, seeming to contemplate my reply if still clearly suspicious. “A demon who thrives—survives—off mortal ambition?”

I dug my fingers into the carpet, trying to steady the spots dancing before my eyes. There was an oddly sweet fragrance to the air, spiced honey and warm citrus, that made me nervous. I’d seen what magic Khatti Ugal wrought with its aromas. “That’s all I know. I told the truth about being on a better path; I have been trying to avoid Raksh. Our journey here—”

“Was innocent?” she scoffed. “Do not pretend.”

I hesitated. Every instinct in my gambler’s heart warned me to hold the tale of the spindle close. For the kernel of Khayzur’s and Jamal’s accounts had proved true: Lab did have access to magic. She made her home in a land that was impossible to leave. If this also implied that even a fraction of what Khayzur had warned about the spindle was possible, I could only pray Lab didn’t know about it. Confessing I was here to steal it was out of the question.

But she wasn’t satisfied. And I had but heartbeats to devise another excuse. What did this woman want? I ran over everything that I knew in my head . . . and then something snagged.

Lab never invited my men back. For all the queen’s words about welcoming new arrivals, luring them in and insisting those who wished to stay be permitted to do so, my crew had been kept at work. She’d visited my ship, picked my brain, and then laden us with supplies.

Khayzur had been right: this island was a prison. But no matter how beautifully the woman at its heart had decorated it, building a lovely city, crafting her ideal society, part of her clearly itched to escape. And for the first time in centuries, a queen of Khatti Ugal had glimpsed an opportunity.

I replied, my voice reluctant but firm. “I came to your kingdom on purpose.”

She drew up, her gaze sparking with challenge.

Lab was eager to believe the worst of me, so I manufactured a story that would sate her: “I lied to my crew, my companions. I did hear the stories of your courtier, and I was fascinated. I’ve been reluctant to embrace my husband’s desire to make me a legend, fearful of what it might mean for my soul, for my faith . . . but even the barest brushes have left me with astonishing abilities.” I shivered. “Were I to uncover an unknown kingdom of riches, to be the first to sail to and fro, the glory that would attach to my name would be boundless.”

Her gaze was stony. “So, you are the craven bandit.”

“I am the nakhudha Amina al-Sirafi, the Sea Leopard, the pirate who makes traders and captains in every deep of the Indian Ocean quake with fear and pray to their god. I was among the most skilled sailors before I bargained with the master of fortune, and now I am the best. There is no one like me, and if you ever desire to leave this island and sail for the rest of the world, you will let me live.”

She sneered. “And I’m to believe you would not find another way to betray me? You, who have lied to even your closest companions?”

“Yes. For bringing word of an unknown kingdom might bring me glory. But sailing with its queen, a magician and a woman who wears power like a cloak? I will be remembered as the greatest captain of all time.”

“And you believe you can do it?”

I offered a helpless shrug. “The sea brought me Raksh. It’s hard to believe I wasn’t meant to do it.”

For the first time, she looked contemplative. Scorn still marred her lovely face, but she was considering my offer. “Stand up,” she commanded.

Staggering to my feet made the dizziness worse, but I did as she ordered, trying not to sway. Fury churned in Lab’s eyes, but it was of a more calculated variety now. Power—magic—seemed to simmer in the air like the haze of a mirage, and I wondered how I could have ever believed her human.

“Tales of your glory mean nothing to me.” Her voice was cold and clear. “I have dealt with those who believe themselves the heroes in a song. Charming princes, clever merchants.” Her gaze sharpened. “And each time, I have met their supposed cunning with ruin. If you keep your head this evening, it is on my mercy, and you would be warned it is most strained.”

I bowed. “I understand, Resplendency.”

“Furthermore, if we depart—when we depart—you do so under my command. You will report to me, you shall teach my men to sail and consider yourself one of my subjects: a warning you will pass on to your spouse, as well.”

“But of course,” I agreed, quietly cursing. Raksh was the definition of capricious, and I had no idea how he would behave once freed from Queen Lab’s spell. “This could be a good thing,” I promised. “The fates delivered both Raksh and me to you. Perhaps this is all meant to be.”

The queen’s gaze turned as merciless as I had seen it. “You know nothing about fate.” She snapped her fingers.

The throne room churned back to life with motion and sound. The servant mopped up the puddle of wine and the musician retrieved his lyre with an apologetic flush. I blinked, disoriented.

Lab beckoned for her steward. “Mitanni, see if you cannot rouse the captain’s husband and send him to her chamber.”

The steward bowed low. “And the other men in the dungeon?”

“The violent louts who laid such crude charges against the doctor and the captain?” She tutted. “We do not abide by such dissent in Khatti Ugal. Bring them here.” Lab stood up and I flinched, but she headed away from me, toward the gentle waters behind her throne. Her feet were bare, trailing in the wet sand. She bent to pick up a pale pink shell, as though a child out beachcombing.

An ill premonition stole over me. And though al-Uqab and his fellows had no love for me or mine, I could not help but speak. “You need not harm anyone on our account.”

Lab laughed. “Nothing I do is on your account, Captain. I act only in the interest of my kingdom. But while the sea brings us harvests of new material, new minds, new bodies, we do lack certain resources. Wool, for example. Livestock have never taken well to our climate and rarely breed.”

My heart crashed to the ground.

No. No, please, God, no. Let that ghastly detail of Jamal’s tale be yet a lie. However, having only just saved my neck, I could say nothing as the three bandits from the dungeon were escorted into the throne room. Al-Uqab was cursing and writhing in his bonds, the other men frozen with fear.

The queen dipped her shell into the golden water and then stood, passing a palm over the contents. Holding the shell close to her chest, she spoke to her steward.

“You may cut their ropes, Mitanni. That is not how we welcome new arrivals.” Lab smiled sweetly at the men. “I pray you can forgive your earlier treatment. With your competing claims, we had to be certain we were selecting the best group to integrate into our society.” She took a sip from her shell and then held it out. “A drink to shared futures.”

I prayed they might refuse. But the bandits appeared spellbound, their eyes glassed over as each took the shell in quaking hands and drank as commanded. In my deepest heart of hearts, I knew what was to happen.

It didn’t make it any easier.

At first, they were confused. One man clutched his stomach, another his head. But as the transformation ripped through them, as agonizing and steady as a landslide, the screaming began. Horns burst from their skulls with explosions of blood and scalp. Their bones broke loudly, snapping in new directions as their knees reversed direction and their spines twisted. The men wailed for God, for death, staring at their hands as fingers gave way to bony hooves.

They could beg with human tongues for so much longer than expected.

The queen and her advisors watched without mercy, without surprise as the three men were reduced to sheep. They screeched and bleated, frothing at the mouth as they dashed about in a blind panic, their eyes wide with terror.

I fell to my knees, dry heaving.

“They were not worthy of the blessings of Khatti Ugal,” Mitanni intoned. A second man repeated his words, then an old woman. Only the servant who’d been cleaning the spilled wine looked sickened, his eyes haunted with a sorrow that his placid expression couldn’t completely disguise.

Lab had come to my side, standing over me as though I were a petitioner at her feet. “The fate that awaits you and your men, al-Sirafi, if you displease me again.” Then she stepped away. “Take the captain back to her room. I doubt she can walk.”

She was right. I could barely breathe.






Chapter 24

If there was a silver lining to be gleaned from my captivity, it was that the bed given to me was the most comfortable upon which I have ever slept; firm enough to support my abused limbs, yet soft and as airy as a cloud. Which was good considering how much time I spent fucking laid across it like a blood-soaked blanket.

I had no memory of leaving Queen Lab’s court and its shrieking, transformed sheep. Whether shock or blood loss defeated my will, I cannot say, but I slept the slumber of the dead, a mercy. There were no nightmares of murder from the sky, flashing talons and feline shrieks. Instead, it was as though I’d fallen through a passage of time, waking God only knew how much later. I hurt, oh, by the Most High did I hurt, the parts of my body that weren’t covered in bruises stiff as a starched collar. But I was alive. I groaned, opening my eyes.

A very unwelcome sight greeted me.

I shut my eyes again. “Send me back to the griffins.”

“Now, what sort of welcome is that for the husband who worked so hard to clean your wounds and has been tending your bedside ever since?” Raksh chided.

“You cleaned my wounds?” I asked, drawing up in surprise.

Raksh beamed, prouder than a mother hen that’s just laid a single, dud egg. “I even stitched a few. The palace doctors showed me how. One said I had great promise.”

Ah, then perhaps I would die of infection before Lab could finish me off. “Water,” I rasped, pointing to a pitcher by the window. “If you’re going to be here, make yourself useful.”

He rolled his eyes but slid off the bed to pour a cup. “And to think I doomed an entire ship of sailors and fleeing criminals to return to your side.”

“Did you?”

Raksh paused, seeming to need a minute to decide. “I’m honestly not sure.” He handed me the cup. “I climbed aboard the first ship that would have me, but we ran into storms and something with the stars that made all the humans very upset. Crashed into a giant rock in the middle of the night. Ah, well, either way . . .” He grinned. “Together again.”

Trepidation churned in my chest. After Sarilaglag, I knew Raksh would come hunting after me, but I hoped to be in a better position to deal with him. Not wounded and trapped in the palace of an enemy witch. “You seem strangely happy to be under the thumb of a sorceress queen who knocked you out with magical powder.”

“She said it was a misunderstanding.” And granted, my husband didn’t look like a prisoner. Freshly bathed, his long hair was loose, shining in black waves that cascaded around his bare shoulders, and he was back to his usual scarce attire, the nearly sheer white cloth wound tightly around his hips somehow more erotic than if he’d been naked. He handed me the cup and slipped, uninvited, into my bed.

A glimmer of color at his hips caught my eye. “What is that around your waist?” I demanded.

Raksh glanced down. “This?” He pulled a narrow band of woven cloth from the folds of his wrap. It was a belt, resembling something a dancer might wear. And it was dyed—in bands of ebony and smoke and crimson, the colors of a campfire along with a coral that closely matched the pendant he wore around his neck.

It was the first time I had seen a foreigner wearing a hue other than ivory. “Yes,” I replied, tense. “Where did you get that belt?”

“It was among the clothes I was given. Why?” Raksh leaned forward with a wicked smile. “Would you like to take it off?”

From the common room, the heavy door that led out of our apartments slammed open.

“Amina!” Dalila called. “Amina!”

“In here,” I answered, still eyeing Raksh’s belt.

As swift as a swallow, my friend was at my doorstep. “Oh, thank God. I feared—” Then she caught sight of Raksh and cursed, her disbelieving gaze locked on the two of us in bed. “Already? What is wrong with you?”

“A great deal,” I replied, too worn out to defend myself. “Come in.”

Raksh’s expression darkened. “Oh, good, the assassin.” Hostility laced his voice. “You and I, Mistress, are due for a very long talk.”

“Go to hell, demon,” Dalila snapped, crossing the room. But that was all the attention she spared him, her face filling with concern as she got a better look at me. “What happened? The queen mentioned you’d been injured but—”

“The queen tried to feed me to Khatti Ugal’s wildlife. Did she not tell you?” I asked, surprised. “It sounded as though she had interrogated you as well. She mentioned you striking a deal.”

Dalila had already launched into an examination, but her fingers trembled on the linen dressing my leg. “No. That is . . . not what we discussed.”

The tone of her voice was troubling, and I drew back to better regard her. Dalila might not have been battling griffins, but she didn’t look well. Still dressed in the dusty clothes she’d been wearing yesterday, her hair was unbraided, loose and disheveled around her narrow shoulders. “Then what did you discuss?”

Dalila hesitated and Raksh pounced, malice glittering in his eyes.

“Mayhap they didn’t discuss anything at all last night.” He licked his teeth. “The queen asked about you, Mistress. She seemed quite disturbed to discover her clever little doctor might be worse than a fiction, might be a liar, a murderer, a poisoner who uses her skills only to harm.”

I gave him a sharp look. “You didn’t tell me the queen asked after us. What did you tell her?”

Raksh raised his hands in mock innocence. “Only the barest of truths: I didn’t know whether you had made allies or enemies of her yet and didn’t wish such ignorance to doom my reception.”

Dalila’s face twisted with utter contempt. “Clearly not. You’re already freed from the dungeons and worming your way into Amina’s bed. Why, I wonder?”

“Because Amina asked for me,” Raksh replied, vicious delight in his expression.

Dalila pulled just a bit too hard on my dressing, causing me to flinch. “You did what?”

“I had little choice,” I argued. “And if the two of you could stop threatening each other for a few minutes, I will explain . . .” Mercifully, they held their tongues and I continued, filling them in on my battle with the griffins and confrontation with the queen. By the time I was done, Raksh looked pale and Dalila’s face was even more inscrutable than usual.

My loyal spouse spoke first. “I wish I had taken another ship out of Sarilaglag.”

“As do I,” I retorted. “But you’re here now and your best chance of escaping is with me.”

“Who says I want to escape?” Raksh countered, looking genuinely perplexed. “It’s nice here! The food is good, the locals seem gullible . . . That man I plucked out of the sea a few months ago said this place was a paradise.”

“Are you forgetting the part where the queen has access to magic that knocked you out?”

He shrugged. “I’ve dealt with worse.”

Dalila was still staring daggers at him. “I will not be part of any venture that sees this devil on the Marawati again. Lest I remind you,” she said, turning her glare to me, “he is the reason you were nearly killed by a Frankish sorcerer, he is the reason I was nearly killed by the Banu Sasan, and he is going to be the death of all of us unless God releases whatever grip he has on your wits.”

“Oh, is Raksh going to be the death of me?” I challenged. Under other circumstances, I would have found little fault with her words, but considering that Dalila had stolen our best chance at escaping Lab, I was in no mood to be charitable. “Funny, that. Because I don’t recall Raksh robbing me yesterday.”

Not unaware of my husband’s gleeful black gaze darting between us like a kite, I said nothing else. I might need his luck to escape Khatti Ugal, but I didn’t want Raksh discovering our true purpose in journeying here and deciding that selling us out to Lab offered a more promising future.

Dalila flinched but said nothing, and with a sigh, I turned back to Raksh.

“I would speak to Dalila alone. Go steal from the kitchens or seduce the locals or whatever it is you do. Just leave. And don’t cause me any problems, understand?”

He slipped from the bed with liquid grace. “Yes, my love.”

“And Raksh?”

He glanced back.

I gave him a long look. “Remember what you said back in Sarilaglag. You and I? We’re fated. You will never have an opportunity like me again. Think on that when you contemplate betraying us.”

I expected a sly response, something sarcastic or obscene. But instead, there was a moment of hesitation—confusion—in Raksh’s pretty face until he simply nodded. “Of course.”

Odd. I watched him go, my gaze lingering on his back. Considering how determinedly he’d been hunting me through the mangroves of Sarilaglag when last we parted, I expected to feel a surge of ambition, the magic that bound us in ways neither of us entirely understood.

And then I realized what also felt strange between us. Not Raksh’s stilted, delayed responses; he’d always been bizarre and unpredictable. But our bond, my shackle . . . I couldn’t feel it.

What did that mean? Was our bond affected by the strange magic that gripped Khatti Ugal?

Dalila’s voice was low with warning. “You cannot trust him, Amina. He holds loyalty to only himself and if he is out of the dungeons, it’s likely because he’s here as a spy.”

I don’t trust him. I’m not sure I even trust myself right now. But I set the matter of Raksh aside; Dalila and I had more pressing conflicts.

“Where is it, Dalila?” I asked, cutting straight to the heart. “Where is Khayzur’s feather?”

She pressed her mouth in a thin line, clearly readying for a fight. “Safe.”

“Safe? I do not want it safe. I want it back. You know who might have been helpful when I was about to be disemboweled by a pack of griffins? A flying bird-man capable of whipping winds into a typhoon!”

“You were the one who said the peris wouldn’t help us,” Dalila replied heatedly. “That we should only risk summoning him when we had the spindle.”

I shook my head. “Things have changed; we are entirely outmatched. I didn’t make my deal with Lab because I intend to risk the marid’s wrath taking her aboard the Marawati or because I want to partner with Raksh—I did it because it was the only way to keep my head in the moment.”

“And you have,” she replied urgently. “So just . . . stay in the queen’s graces.”

“I’m not in her graces! She tried to feed me to griffins!”

“And yet she agreed to your deal. So follow it. For a little bit longer.”

Incredulous, I stared at her. “Why? Why are you so determined to stay here? Is this still about your damnable experiments?” When Dalila said nothing, frustration roared through me. “And if I sacked your room? If I turned you upside down?”

Dalila gave me a knowing look, but it was tinged by misery, not her usual tart confidence. “You will not find something if I don’t want you to. You know that.”

I seized her hands. “Talk to me, Dalila. This is not us. We do not bicker and snipe like two proud youths, nor withhold information from each other—and definitely not in the service of a job. What’s going on? Why do you wish to tarry in this place?”

There was a flash of pain in her eyes, but then she faltered. “Your hands are too hot. I should get my kit and clean your wounds myself.”

“It can wait,” I insisted. “Talk to me, my friend. It is you who called us such, no? What is it you are so afeared I will learn?”

“Your friend,” she repeated bitterly. She stepped back, closer to the windows where a pair of gulls could be seen cutting through the air. “If only you knew, Amina, what that friendship has cost you.”

Puzzled, I frowned. “What are you talking about?”

For one more moment, she hesitated, but then resignation stole into her expression. “Fine. It’s time. Especially if the truth keeps you from doing something else rash.” She met my gaze. “How are the blisters on your hand?”

The question was so abrupt and bizarre that it was my turn to falter. “The blisters on . . .” I glanced at my palm. The blisters that had finally started to callous had ripped open again during my fight with the griffins. “What of them? I get blisters from ship work all the time.”

“But we haven’t been on the Marawati in weeks.” There was a strange desperation in Dalila’s eyes, as though she was waiting for me to come to a conclusion she couldn’t bear to voice. “Do they normally take that long to heal? The pain in your joints, the fevers, the fatigue and hallucinations . . . Does all that seem explained by a blow to the head?”

“They aren’t hallucinations,” I countered immediately. But the rest of the words . . . they crept under my skin. Symptoms I had ignored or been too busy to pay credence to. There was always something that needed to get done, someone clamoring for my attention, and the ailments seemed easily explained. I was aging. Life at sea was rough. I’d been injured. But listening to Dalila lay this all out, like a mason arranging a pathway I was not yet prepared to walk . . . “Besides, I haven’t been that sick,” I added.

“No, but you’ve been blessed with magic,” she pointed out. “You heal faster. Recover faster. So why isn’t your hand healing?”

“I don’t know! Why does it matter?”

“Because it’s the same hand you stole your meteor blade back with in Sarilaglag, isn’t it?”

“Sarilaglag? What does that have to do with anything?” And then a horrifying possibility occurred, a butcher’s hook waiting to snag a bloody truth. “No.”

Dalila clearly spotted the change in my expression. “You shouldn’t have come for me,” she said, the same denial she’d been ranting after we saved her. “Sheikh Sasan didn’t just want to kill me; he wanted revenge. He wanted to lure those who would risk their lives for mine. He wanted to watch them suffer, for me to watch them suffer.”

“But he didn’t poison me! I got the dagger back from Raksh!”

She shook her head. “It was the Banu Sasan who took it off me. I’d seen the sheikh with the dagger; he said he was fascinated by the way it had been forged.” She grimaced. “I was his apprentice; I know his venoms. I know his craft and anything he touches . . .” She closed her eyes. “When I saw Raksh with the dagger later, I thought the poison was meant for him.”

“Oh.” A heavy chill seemed to settle over my body. It was the feeling I got before a storm at sea, before the fearful face of a scout. When one had so many lives relying upon your next decision, you could only receive bad news calmly. Digest it, let it all sink in.

A thousand questions came to mind, but all I could manage was, “How long?”

Dalila stared at me through hollow eyes. “What?”

I pulled the blanket off my legs; it was smothering, and I suddenly felt the need to have distance, room to breathe. “How long do I have?”

New determination set in her expression. “There is no reason to speak like that. It typically proves fatal within a month of the first symptoms manifesting, but you’ve held steady with treatment—”

“Treatment?” A brusque laugh barked out of me. “So that’s what you’ve been doing? All those mad, obsessive experiments . . .” But then another understanding dawned on me. Dalila had begun that frenzy back on the Marawati. “You’ve known since we left Sarilaglag, haven’t you?”

Even now, she hedged the truth. “I wasn’t certain. The venom is deadly but fragile, easily washed away. I hoped that our time in the water—”

“Bullshit. I have had blisters since the morning after I saved you, and I know Dalila the Crafty, the Cunning notices all. Weeks—months—you’ve had me questioning my sanity, forcing medicines upon me while lying . . . and for what?” Fury roared through me. “Why, why in God’s name did you not tell me this right away?”

“Because it could have been a number of things and I did not wish you to panic!” she burst out. “Like you are doing right now! Many of these poisons are triggered by excitability; they warm the blood, weaken the heart.”

I stilled, forcing myself to take a deep breath. “Dalila, I am not some wayward youth to be manipulated for my own good. I am a mother past forty who has dealt with more dangerous situations than this. I am your captain. You should not have kept this from me. I could have helped you. We could have watched for symptoms together. To hell with the peris, we could have returned to Baghdad, to a city filled with physicians. I could have seen Marjana, gotten her home, said good-bye . . .” I exhaled, frustrated tears pricking my eyes. I would not think of the implications for my daughter, not now. “You robbed me of all that.”

“No physician in Baghdad could have saved you. That’s why I said we should keep going after Sarilaglag. I was hoping between your abilities and whatever new experiments I could run, I would find something. And I have.” Dalila was rambling, caught up in her enthusiasm. “Khatti Ugal has been a blessing . . .”

“A blessing? We lost six men. We’re trapped with a murderous witch!”

Still she argued, “I made the best choice I could at the time.”

“It was not your choice to make! I fear God, Dalila. Not death. But you knew. You knew back on the Marawati when I asked if we should turn back that death hung over me. And you said nothing. You let me take thirty sailors into the deep, on a quest where we all needed to be our sharpest, knowing all the while that I could have keeled over and died at any time. Did you have not a care for our crew? For our friends?” I glared at her. “I have executed men at sea for lesser offenses.”

There was a beseeching look in her eyes, a rare hint of remorse, perhaps an apology, but then it was gone the next moment.

“I will fix it,” she said instead. There was no contrition, not from Dalila. “I swear. That’s why I’ve been working so hard. There is no cure, but some of the plants here . . .”

I abruptly rose from the bed, fighting a wave of dizziness.

“What-what are you doing? Amina, you should be resting!” Dalila shouted as I staggered out of the room.

She was no doubt correct, but despite the pain, I needed to walk, to calm the restless energy in my blood.

There is no cure. That was all I heard, all that mattered. It suddenly explained Dalila’s desperation, her madness. She did not accept defeat, not ever. And perhaps part of me should have been heartened that our friendship was sincere enough that her worst enemy had considered my death the cruelest revenge he could enact upon her.

But that was little comfort.

I stopped at the table. As always, it was laid out for a feast; the aroma of roasted meats, the oil glistening from plump grains, the rich color of perfectly ripe fruit all tempting. But that was not what drew my eye, like a moth to flame.

Instead, I stared at the glass bottles of wine the Khatti Ugalans always kept filled. The sight of the dark crimson nectar stopped me cold, and my mouth watered with the strongest desire I’d had for it in ten years. I wanted to escape, to drink until the crushing weight of responsibility and hopelessness drifted away. I shuttered my eyes so as not to see the wine, aware that I was very close to breaking.

No. I would not step away from my Lord for that. Instead, hearing Dalila follow, I asked softly:

“Would you ever have told me?” I turned to face her. “If you were not driven to confess right now, would you have let me believe I was dying of fever, to save your pride?”

“You’re not going to die,” she argued, dodging the question. “The tonic is working. And I’ve made a deal to fix things if it doesn’t. You just need to be patient,” she added, pleading.

A deal. I probably should have questioned that and yet I couldn’t bring myself to care. I stared at Dalila, feeling all the tensions in our friendship pull taut like a cord. Had there been a hint of contrition, perhaps I might have been kinder. Might have told her that I understood the pressure she was under, could only imagine how being caught by Sheikh Sasan had felt. Said I was happy she was enjoying the opportunities of Khatti Ugal.

But I was so tired. And I had tried. I had tried so many times to reach her all the while she was keeping a secret from me that I was fairly certain meant I would never see my daughter again. That meant I might not survive to deliver my people to their own families. And I would never know, had I been just a bit sharper, a bit more clear-eyed during the storm, if I could have kept my men from being killed.

I glowered at her dropped brow. “Is any part of you remorseful? Can you not look at me? Can you not, even now, apologize?”

Her head snapped up. “An apology isn’t going to save you, Amina. Would you have me waste time wrenching at my hair, begging for forgiveness? Yes, I regret what happened, but I am not you, reckless and rash and risking everyone to save others.”

It was as though she had slapped me. That is the danger of long relationships: each of us knowing the deepest cut, and I struck back just as fiercely. “That you see such devotion as a weakness speaks volumes more about your heartlessness, Dalila, than my ability to lead. No wonder you are drawn to this colorless, lonely place. It’s as false as your affections.”

Her eyes flashed in anger.

But I wasn’t done. “Get out.”

Dalila flinched but still didn’t apologize. “Your wounds need to be cleaned.”

“Then I’ll call for a court physician.” When she opened her mouth to protest, I snapped, “Get out, Dalila. Go to your queen. Perhaps she has not yet had enough of your lies.”

Not wanting to see her face, I turned my back. She swallowed loudly but didn’t argue. There was the sound of the door softly closing as I stared at the wine pitcher. And then, with a violence that frightened me, I hurled it against the wall.

By the time its bloody stain was spreading across the floor, I was weeping.






Chapter 25

Throwing Dalila out of the room had been cathartic in the moment, but on the matter of brewing infections, the damnable Mistress of Poisons proved correct: being stitched up by Raksh after wrestling in the muck and blood of dying beasts with half my skin flayed resulted in the worst fever I’d ever suffered. By that evening, my wounds were oozing, the surrounding flesh turning an ugly purple despite the ministrations of the palace physicians. By midnight, I was insensible, my memories of the following days a blurry haze of dizziness and murmured voices, scorching pain and drenching sweat. My dreams were scarred by the acrid smell of blood, the slime of spilled griffin eggs, and the screech of the creatures as they dived.

The times I clawed and swam back to the surface of consciousness were no better; the searing pain of septic flesh being debrided, insects that might have been leeches sinking fangs into my skin, foul pulsing potions shoved between my lips. I remember, as clear as a spot on my eye, of wishing for death. Of begging for God’s mercy, weeping for my mother. Shivering so badly that my teeth ached when cold compresses were placed upon my burning body.

Despite my having kicked her out, Dalila was there. Not always, but rather like an eel eluding my grasp. Her cool, commanding voice and sparse, professional touch checking pulse points and prodding my liver. At one point, she sat at my bedside next to a woman with silver spikes in her hair and magic pouring from her fingers. I tried to scream but could make no sound other than a moan.

And then slowly, surely, my injuries abated. My fever broke, leaving me a yellow-hued wreck. I’d lost an alarming amount of weight, and my limbs felt leaden. I was dazed and fatigued, but as the days passed, my mind grew clearer, and my appetite improved.

But it might have been a mercy if I’d remained insensible because I’d never felt so hopeless.

My career has been one of perilous situations; wave after wave of them, and I a daft and dumb hatchling turtle marching toward the sea of calamity, narrowly avoiding hungry predators. But at least I’d had options—I could run, escape to fight, and steal another day.

Now? Dalila seemed to imply I was death-bound, fighting a losing battle with a poison that had no cure other than that which she was desperately trying to invent. There was nowhere to run: the fucking forest and its rippling flags simply rejected my attempts to leave. My crew was beyond my reach, at the mercy of a witch who turned those she deemed “useless” into livestock. And my only company was my treacherous husband—who, if he didn’t seem to be actively scheming against me, was still behaving more oddly than usual.

And Dalila, of course. Memories of our fight resurfaced like the circling fins of a shark, each a fresh knife of betrayal. I suppose things could be worse: I could already be dead and apparently would have been if not for Dalila pushing gray muck down my throat and pretending it was for a head injury. By God, how could she have kept this from me? I could understand making a rash decision in the wake of our mad escape from Sarilaglag. But to wake each day and choose to continue the lie?

My dawning fury must have also been apparent, for no sooner did my fever break than Dalila’s visits grew elusive. Her examinations were confined to the midnight hour and if I attempted to rouse myself to hurl accusations at her, she vanished more swiftly, the only evidence of her ministrations my clean bandages, fresh salves, and acrid-smelling potions.

Yet by a certain point I was tired of lying around feeling sorry for myself. If I stayed in this bed any longer, I was going to sprout roots, and so with great care I rose from my twisted sheets. My feet prickled but held my weight, a great wave of dizziness rising then abating within me. I took a few rounds of the room, the movement serving me well.

The movement also made embarrassingly clear how atrocious I smelled. Taking a sniff of my arm, I gagged, thankful I was alone. No sponge bath had been enough to get the griffin gore out of my hair. Deciding a full scrub was needed, I staggered out of my room and toward the bath chamber. It probably would’ve been wiser to wait for Raksh to return and help—I still felt lightheaded—but asking the eternally lusting demon for such assistance would only lead to trouble.

The bath chamber was silent save for the gentle dripping of water. Steam rose from the larger pool; the water within was constantly hot, perhaps heated by an underground thermal spring. I shed my sweat-stained clothing, gathered as much soap as I could, and then submerged.

It was heavenly. Cautious of my still-healing wounds, I lathered and scoured, grimly noting that the blisters on my left hand appeared newly raw. I didn’t want to contemplate the implication.

Then don’t. Your fate is in God’s hands. I would continue to take Dalila’s tonic, but I couldn’t allow my fear of the poisoning to consume me. For now, Queen Lab was the nearer threat. I emerged from the bath and with reluctance dressed in a fresh set of local garb, my skin crawling as the bone-hued cloth clung to my flesh. Was this wool spun from the hair of some poor transformed castaway? Wearing it made me feel ill, but there was little alternative. I crossed the room, searching for a comb.

I froze. Just ahead was a door where there had very much not been one before.

The door wasn’t large—a sliding panel meant to blend seamlessly with the decorative frescoes—and it had been left open only a crack. As I edged closer, I realized why: a cleaning rag had fallen to the floor, preventing the door from closing. I pushed it open the rest of the way, revealing stone steps that spiraled into darkness. Ceramic pipes ran down one moldering wall, along with shelves holding more cleaning supplies. In the distance was the faint patter of falling water.

Apprehension warred within me. A few weeks ago, I would have dismissed this as an access tunnel: meant for servants to maintain whatever complicated apparatus kept Khatti Ugal’s remarkable plumbing running smoothly, as well as to discreetly clean the bath chamber when we weren’t present. The door might have been left open by mistake, an understandable accident.

Now? Never mind the rag, this seemed intentional. Perhaps it was a trap set by the queen, a test to see if I’d try to escape. But then I remembered the guard who’d tried to stop me from entering the throne room, the wordless scream in the gaze of the servant as he watched the bandits turned into sheep. Was this another quiet clue, the only hint Lab’s subjects could share about the queen who ruled their lives with an iron fist?

You will never know if you don’t go down there. For all I knew, the steps led to an aquifer and a dead end. But I’d been itching for a way to discreetly search the palace long before my fight with the griffins and couldn’t resist the urge to explore. Vowing to turn back if my healing body began to flag, I retrieved a small oil lamp from the bath’s edge, blocked the bathroom’s main entrance with a heavy chair, and then descended the dripping stairs.

The steps led to a short-ceilinged chamber of more pipes and pumps, likely part of the ingenious workings designed to keep the baths running and the floors warm. But just beyond, a corridor stretched away. Hoisting my lamp, I headed that direction. The tunnel narrowed swiftly, the brick walls giving way to packed earth. Roots brushed my head, insects and a pair of mice skittering away from the light. My hushed breath was as loud as a drum in the confined space, but I wasn’t walking long when I came to a split in the tunnel. It was followed shortly by another, hinting at a labyrinth I had neither the time nor the strength to travel right now. Nor did I have any desire to get lost in some underground maze. But I kept going, taking the leftmost branch at each divide so I could retrace my steps. I listened carefully for signs of life, for signs of Khatti Ugalans with unknown intentions. But in the end, it wasn’t life that the flickering light of my lamp fell upon when I turned the next corner.

It was death, an entire catacomb’s worth.

Arm and leg bones stacked like bricks, rows of vertebrae set in columns, all stretching far above my head to frame a chamber larger than the queen’s throne room. Splayed finger bones were arranged in decorative whirls, femurs shaping elegant arches. Far worse were the skulls—hundreds, thousands, seemingly enough heads to mirror the local population—displayed on shelves set at eye level. The skulls had been painted, plastered in some cases as though to give flesh and shape to the severed heads. Gems were placed in their eyes, reflecting ruby and topaz dead gazes, rotting straw wigs crowning their craniums.

I stumbled back, nearly dropping the lamp as I whispered a prayer for protection. Who were these people? Had they been previous guests of the queen, murdered in their sleep and hidden away?

Or . . . perhaps it was simply a funerary practice I wasn’t accustomed to. Did different cultures not have varying ways of paying honor and goodbye to their loved ones? Dalila would remind me so, chiding me about unconsciously judging other religions.

Then again, I was in the underground lair of a witch who turned people she didn’t like into sheep so perhaps a little paranoia was warranted.

Distant banging from the direction of the baths startled me so badly that I jumped, dislodging a rain of loose vertebrae. I couldn’t get caught here. So as swiftly as possible, I retraced my path, brushing bone dust from my clothes and reemerging in the bath chamber.

Knocking continued on the door. “Amina?” Raksh called, his voice muffled. “What are you doing in there?”

I shook the cobwebs from my damp hair, shuddering as I extricated a finger bone. “Bathing!” I replied, hurling the bone away. “Obviously. Are you alone?”

“No, I am here with forty thieves all ready to break down the door,” he said sarcastically. “Come out when you are done. I have a gift.”

A gift? My mind churning with the implications of my discovery in the tunnels, I finished dressing and stepped out.

My spouse had made himself comfortable, lounging on a couch and eating a gull I suspected he’d snatched off the terrace. “Over there,” he said, jerking his head at the table and tearing into a wing with his teeth. Blood ran down his lips.

I gave him a disgusted look. “Do you have to do that? They keep this table laden with delicacies at all hours.”

“I prefer my food fresher.”

But Raksh’s dietary preferences didn’t hold my attention. Not when I saw what he’d brought me: my weapons belt, the one I’d been forced to hand over before my battle with the griffins. I rushed to the table, checking over the meteor blade and my grandfather’s khanjar.

“The queen asked me to return them,” Raksh explained. “She said they seemed important to you, and I told her she had no idea—they are your most beloved children.” He rolled his eyes. “I don’t understand why you’re so suspicious of Lab. She seems perfectly pleasant.”

I doubt this was intended as a pleasantry. If Lab was returning my weapons, it was because she was sending me a message; namely that they and I were harmless. Powerless—compared to her magic.

I ran my fingers over the meteor blade. Had she closely examined that? Found even it worthless? “Did she say anything else?”

Raksh snapped a bone between his teeth. “Only that she hoped you were feeling better and she is eager to see your face again. Something about a lot of work?” He shrugged. “I’m not certain. Those court sessions you insist on me attending are torture. By God, human governance is dull. Today they discussed ways to convince the locals to have more children, and they made even sexual intercourse sound a chore.”

I had stopped listening to his complaint. Lab’s message was received, but if she’d hope to intimidate me, she’d failed. Blades were not the only weapons with which one could fight. Information was. And somewhere in this palace was a spindle capable of rewriting fate, my knowledge of it one of the few things I’d managed to keep concealed.

I’d be returning to that tunnel. It was a risk, yes, but one I needed to take. I’d dive back into the palace’s underground maze; I’d use it to search every speck of Khatti Ugal if I had to. And if I found the spindle—when I found the spindle—I was going to figure out a way to weave me and my crew out of this nightmare.

But in the meantime, I’d play loyal captain. “You know, Raksh . . . I’m feeling much better. Perhaps tomorrow we’ll attend the queen together.”






Interlude 7

You are a prisoner in a land of unknown magic.

But it is not an inhospitable cage, this island. Though waves strike the offshore reefs and sandbars with purposeful violence, the water that washes the beach is thick with fish and turtles. Wild melons and berries grow in patches, and the soil is littered with a sturdy green root that can be peeled and boiled until palatable. Though you were tricked here, with the dying screams of your people ringing in your ears, you are a survivor and so you set about surviving.

With the knowledge of millennia of those who worked the land, who gathered and grew and made lives out of hardship, you take root in this foreign soil and flourish. Upon a bluff that overlooks the sea, you build a sturdy, warm house of wattle and daub with a round roof in the manner of your first people and surround it with gardens. The plants and animals may be alien, but you slowly learn which ones can be eaten, which ones ease pains. Coaxing the weeds into a orchard, gathering the oddly stunted peafowl for laying eggs, it is all a great amount of work, but it is good work that distracts you.

Pares begins speaking in more than hushed short words; he laughs. He is young enough to forget your traumatic flight here—or so you hope. For a small boy, for a woman weary of humanity and all its violence, this isolated land offers an adventure, a break. It reminds you of your origins, and one morning when you wake up, your snoozing son snuggled into your side, you remember your first name, one you assumed long forgotten.

Lab. You are called Lab.

Pares shivers, and guilt threads through you. Lab had access to wool, to spindles and looms, and a flock of reliable fluffy sheep. There is no livestock on the island and you’ve been unable to conjure anything, relying on mending the increasingly threadbare garments you arrived with and piecing together patchwork hides from the small animals you hunt. Your stolen magic behaves in bizarre, unreliable ways here and you get the overwhelming sense that this island is different, snipped from the world you knew. Gone are the hints of other magic, whispers of an Unseen Realm of water spirits and fire elementals. Whether you can still sense the myriad possibilities, whether you can manipulate fate, you do not know, for the spindle is hidden away in a small trunk you carried from your drowned city. The spindle felt so dead and cold in your hands when you first arrived, like its very vitality had been stripped, that you set it away.

Besides, the only person you would be able to test it on is Pares, an experiment you dare not try. But in that lies another dark premonition. For it is not just woolly livestock missing from the island.

It is people. Oh, there are hints. Piled stones upon the graves of skeletons that turn to powder when uncovered. The crudely dug shafts chill your blood, as do the finely honed stone tools, green copper knives, and the simple beaded bracelets on the long dead. They remind you of your origins, a time so distant, it feels like a dream. Whoever these people were, they are long gone; likely slaughtered, if your experience of humanity is anything by which to judge. Or perhaps they were kidnapped and sold as slaves; you recall too well the predators who prey on coastal communities from their sleek ships.

Even so . . . this isolation is a blessing. At first. You are content to prune your plants and your potions, to master the new ways that your magic behaves and mind Pares. Except for the griffins who dwell in the hills, there are no predators on the island. Pares can run and play, free as he likes on the beach and in the nearby jungle. You are tired of humans, of their violence and constant needs. There has been no break in the spindle’s possession; during the worst and bleakest of times, you wondered if you would ever find a reprieve, an end.

Now? This is almost pleasant. You enjoy tending to your child and the opportunity to grow a home rather than feast on its razing. Your hunger is a low simmer, manageable. Though you greatly desire vengeance upon the marid, you are aware they have you outmaneuvered, and you do not wish to suffer their wrath again. You are not lonely.

But Pares is.

“I wish there were other children to play with,” he says on a warm evening over a meal of sweet greens stewed with coconut milk and pale creamy nuts. It has been two years since you were stranded. “When do you think we’ll be rescued?”

Never. But you have not told your son this; he is too young to lose hope. So, you say what you always say, the food turning sour on your tongue:

“Soon, love. This is too fertile and gentle a land to remain empty.”

Pares glances at the ocean. From upon the bluff, it is clear how lethal the approach is: the vicious, tearing waves, the glittering black rocks. He shivers. “I hope they have a sturdy ship.”

But no one comes. Not after three years. Not after four, nor five. Ten.

Pares grows like the weeds you constantly uproot. Your home is larger; your adolescent son has taken to building with his hands to spend the restless energy churning his blood. For his restless spirit, there is no such outlet. He spends his mornings hiking the length of the beach, completing a full rotation of the island every week in search of new arrivals. But he finds none and when he continues to stay away, you hunt him down.

And there, where the jungle and beach meet, is a raft.

It is remarkable, you will admit this. The sea, the marid, ripped the rowboat away from you with the first high tide, but Pares was prince of a coastal kingdom and he clearly recalls well the vessels of his childhood. The hull appears strong, as does the rudimentary rudder. There is even a sail of woven plant fibers, an ingenious creation.

“What do you think?” he asks from behind, startling you. His voice cracks, both from apprehension and the awkwardness of his age. “I wished to surprise you when it was done. There are but a few more details left to complete.”

You turn around, glaring. “What do you intend to do with this?”

Pares appears confused. “Leave. Amah, no one is coming to save us,” he insists when you shake your head. “Do you not see? This is our chance to escape!”

“The waters are too dangerous,” you argue. “We will be pushed back, broken on the rocks.”

“You don’t know that!” Pares has largely forgotten your perilous journey here. He was too young, and it was too painful, his fledgling mind pulling a veil over the memory. “I used to go sailing with Berizhou all the time—” You flinch, the name of the priest who betrayed you an unexpected slap. “I know you fear the sea,” he continues as you glance at the ocean, the crashing waves in the distance that beat too hard. “But I can keep us safe, Amah. I promise.”

He is not entirely wrong; you do fear the ocean and not only because of the marid. In your eons of existence, you have possessed every tier of humanity from emperors to slaves, but never in all those many millennia have you been a sailor. Fishing folk, yes; marid that swam in rivers and upon the shore, yes. But not a sailor. You have no desire to see the land recede into watery blue, to fear that your host will die, that they and their effects—including your spindle—will be pitched to the bottom of the deep sea and trap you there forever.

And if you are honest, you have never forgotten the pirates that slaughtered your first family, your truest one, and annihilated your world. You do not want any salt-soaked souls contaminating your own, but your fear has left you ignorant of traveling in this manner.

“No,” you decide, more firmly. “It is too dangerous.”

“I don’t care!” Pares’s voice cracks again. “There is no future here, and I would rather drown than die a lonely hermit!”

There are so many worse fates than dying a lonely hermit, my son. However, he has a point, one that keeps you staring at the rushes of your ceiling many nights. What is your future here? If your host’s body dies before Pares, would you doom him to isolation? You cannot imagine passing the spindle on to him. There is an intimacy, a seduction with new hosts, a bodily possession deeper than bedplay, and the prospect of one of your children taking it has always been anathema to you.

You do not contemplate him dying before you. That is worse. Instead, you look at the boy swiftly becoming a young man. He should have been a king, with many wives, many children, a bright and challenging future. That is what he was raised for. And yet time has left you too bitter, too distant to be properly sympathetic. Pares could be enslaved, could be tortured, could be crucified and left to die on the road as a warning. You have witnessed coups in which former princes are thrown from the walls, burned alive, sacrificed to foreign gods, and he is upset he might have to die a hermit?

With a snap of your fingers, you set the boat ablaze.

His screams will ring in your ears for days. Pares will not speak to you for a year and when he does again, his voice and spirit are ghosts, all joy vanished. But not for long.

Because as you long claimed, people do eventually come.






Chapter 26

By the time I returned to public life, a newly chastened woman, even a stable boy would have been politically savvy enough to sense the charged atmosphere. Though I doubted the entire truth of my trial by griffins had gone public, I found a chill cast over my life in the palace as suddenly as morning frost. Conversation were curt or nonexistent—my ready supply of translators drying up. Mitanni and the councilors treated me with open hostility when I approached, and Lab had greeted my polite bow that first morning at court with a dismissive smile and banishment to the back seats.

The only one who hadn’t abandoned me in the face of shifting favor was Orinth—she was still eager to have me peruse the Chamber of Mysteries and I was eager to keep doing so, as much for the spindle’s sake as for the rare friendly face.

Even if I had a new “partner” in my work.

Raksh tossed a pair of carved bones onto the table between us. “This task is causing me physical agony.”

I glanced at the bones: they appeared to be human femurs, carved with a dizzying array of foreign glyphs, and it was all I could do not to shudder—I was spending as much of my nights exploring the tunnels beneath the palace as I dared and the sight of skeletal remains was starting to drive me mad.

“Why?” I asked, drawing back. “Are those some sort of magical symbols? Are they dangerous?”

“No, because I am bored, Amina. I am a creature of chaos. I was not meant to spend my days in libraries,” he said with unveiled distaste.

“Then go follow Dalila around. Or ingratiate yourself with the nobles.” This I had urged Raksh to do several times, hoping his charisma might loosen the lips of the queen’s allies that my coarseness pursed tight; I was desperate to learn any weakness of Lab. “I would have imagined palace intrigue to be among your lures. Is there not opportunity for chaos and ambition amid politicians?”

Raksh seemed to consider the question with that same delay I’d seen him display numerous times since he’d arrived, as though he needed to search his own memories. It was unsettling; Raksh enjoyed the good life, but he was still always cunning, always scheming even as he laughed and dined and sighed with pleasure. Who was this oddly placid creature, his very wits scattered? I would have thought him eager to peruse a chamber of unknown inventions, tools crafted by the most ambitious of humans, his favorite meal.

“Not among these politicians,” he finally replied. “Everyone in Khatti Ugal is content except you.”

Orinth rejoined us, emerging from her office. “How goes things?” she asked with a cheerful smile.

Raksh answered rudely, “This is a terribly dull task.”

The scholar didn’t seem offended, chuckling as I winced. “No, don’t apologize on his behalf,” she replied as I opened my mouth to do so. “I find him refreshing. And his is not an unpopular opinion, trust me.”

But I was tired of him. Half as a test, I leaned across the table, trailing my fingers down Raksh’s wrist. “You know what I’d really like?”

His eyes sparked with interest. “What?” he asked, his voice husky.

“A romantic picnic under the stars. Just the two of us. Maybe someplace quiet overlooking the sea?” I asked hopefully. “Do you think you could arrange that?”

Raksh straightened up at the challenge, a knight granted honor. “I will endeavor to try.” With an undeniably gallant bow, he was gone the next moment.

What the hells has Lab done to you? I wondered for the umpteenth time as I watched him depart. Raksh wouldn’t know romance if it struck him across the face with a hammer and he was typically far more suspicious—and rightfully so—of my motives.

I wasn’t the only one watching Raksh go.

Orinth had slid into Raksh’s chair, her gaze pinned on his posterior. “That’s a breathtaking man, Captain. If you don’t mind me saying so.”

“And if you were my enemy, I would offer him to you.”

She laughed. “I suppose that explains why you were traveling on separate ships. Still, it is extraordinarily fortunate, no? That he survived as well.”

“Raksh and ‘extraordinarily fortunate’ are a more common pairing than you know.”

Mercifully, Orinth changed the subject, nodding at the chaos of unidentified instruments, pottery shards, and broken steles inscribed with lost writing covering the table between us. “What are you working on?”

I glanced at the twisted hunk of brass in front of me, holding it up to the light. “I don’t know,” I confessed. “I’ve been trying to work out if the markings might be letters, but it’s badly tarnished.” I tried and failed to stifle a yawn; my nights of exploring were taking a toll.

“Why don’t you take a break?” Orinth touched my wrist, her green eyes kind. “It’s not a race. It may feel that way, but there is no harm in taking your time.” She gestured to the wall of mysterious artifacts behind her. “Some of these have been here for generations. They’re not going anywhere.”

I stared at the unidentified ancient salvage. Doing so never stopped feeling like gazing upon the stars, a feeling of both wonder and infinite smallness. All these forgotten objects created by forgotten cultures, carried by forgotten mariners—of whom I was only the latest.

I will not be forgotten, I tried to tell myself. Nor will I be here forever. “I haven’t made much progress today,” I said instead. “The queen will not be pleased and I’m sure she has you report my development.”

Orinth’s face fell, confirming my suspicions. Though the queen had yet to speak to me since our confrontation, I knew she and Mitanni were watching. They wanted me to be useful, and I dared not slip.

“Her Resplendency is understanding.” She lowered her voice, a bit more conspiratorial. “And perhaps I shall be creative with that report.” She plucked the instrument from my hands. “Enough. Surely your eyes will be fresher tomorrow.”

I tried to protest. “I wouldn’t wish you to get into trouble on my behalf.”

“Oh, don’t you worry about that. Come. It is a lovely day for a walk. Unless it would be too taxing? I know you were recently ill.”

“A walk would be most welcome,” I said. “I am feeling much recovered from my . . . illness.” Well, as recovered as one could be healing from the infected wounds inflicted by a half-dozen man-eating beasts while simultaneously battling a supposedly uncurable poison. Meaning, I still woke in agony most mornings, but by this time of day could move around more or less as normal. The visions and headaches persisted, as did the joint pain, but the symptoms were manageable. Dalila and I still weren’t speaking—she’d apparently taken my order to get out to heart and by the time my fever had broken, her belongings were vanished from the apartment—but she continued to brew her tonic, leaving it in a cup outside my door that I reliably drained and returned, our silent way of keeping tabs on each other.

The scholar smiled. “That is good to hear. You’re fortunate to have such a dedicated healer as a close friend. People say she is quite brilliant.”

The words seemed sincere, with the lightest touch of knowing. I’d spent enough time with Orinth to learn that she had a gossipy side. I didn’t mind it; she reminded me of my mother, who somehow always knew everyone’s business while disdaining the petty act of chattiness.

“It pleases me to see Dalila settling into Khatti Ugal so well,” I lied as Orinth led me along a meandering path bordered by bristling shrubs of saber-like fronds and spiky crimson berries. “The sea calls me too strongly to stay, but I suspect there are greater opportunities for the medical sciences here. After all, your plants are so different,” I said, pressing my nose against what appeared to be a rose of pure silver.

“Those are my favorites as well,” Orinth remarked. “’Tis a pity they only bloom for but a few days in the spring.”

“Is it spring?” I frowned, trying to make sense of that. We had departed Sarilaglag in the summer, had we not? And yet, we hadn’t traveled nor been in Khatti Ugal for such a long time.

“Yes, indeed.”

Perhaps they mark the passage of seasons differently, I told myself, trying to shake off a feeling of disturbance. If I started contemplating again how much time would pass before I saw my family, the grief would overwhelm me.

Because I was increasingly uncertain that I would live to see such an encounter.

However, it was a lovely day, the air crisp yet warm, the sky cloudless. Here and there, we passed other Khatti Ugalans: a gardener hard at work pulling weeds, two scribes chatting upon a stone bench. It was all so peaceful and ideal that one might have thought me mad to want to leave.

Until a second look at the gardener revealed nothing but weeds and a dirty cloak. I shut my eyes against the sight and followed Orinth over an elegant wooden bridge that seemed to grow from the sprawling roots of two trees over a small burbling creek. We paused halfway across the span, and I could not help but admire the view. The picturesque creek ambled through mossy emerald banks and below trees weeping stunning purple and pink blossoms. A pair of swans drifted together, their elegant necks entwined. I took a deep breath of fresh air and had to admit that Raksh had a point about wanting to escape the dust of the Chamber of Mysteries.

“It is very beautiful here,” I remarked.

“Oh, yes,” Orinth agreed. “It is among the loveliest spots in Khatti Ugal.” She hesitated. “It is being whispered that the queen has brought your doctor here more than once.”

It was the second time she had mentioned Dalila and there was no playful gossip in her voice now; Orinth sounded worried, uncertain. A touch afraid.

I cleared my throat. “Is that so?”

“Yes. My colleague in the other part of the treasury—where we store known artifacts and valuables—confided to me recently that the queen had her hunt down a very specific necklace. A strand of silver and pearls with a cruciform ornament; a rosary, I believe she called it? Her Resplendency wished to bestow it upon your friend.” Orinth’s gaze stayed focused on the tumbling water below. “A remarkable sign of royal favor.”

Fear traced through me. This was no mere rumormongering. Orinth had taken me to a quiet spot in the garden where we could speak unobserved and there was no concealing that the normally garrulous scholar sounded uncharacteristically wary. But I was careful with my response—Lab was Orinth’s queen and I suspected her loyalty was true.

“Her Resplendency is most generous,” I replied. Lab was being more than that, especially considering Khatti Ugal’s polite condescension toward other religions. How had she even learned that Dalila was Christian? Dalila was rarely one to let her mask slip—to confide personal details of her life to friends, let alone suspect strangers. “It sounds as though she and the doctor have a common interest in botanicals.”

“I think, Captain, it may be more than that.”

“Surely you’re not implying . . .” I flushed, a deeply ludicrous reaction in a middle-aged lady pirate who had seen every kind of “more than that” that existed on God’s green earth. But that was ridiculous. This was Dalila; she treated friendship like it was a trap. Romance, love—those were the province of such utterly gullible fools that they were only to be scoffed at and dismissed from a distance.

And yet . . . The doctor was far more willing to come to an agreement. The queen’s words in the throne room took on a chilling new light.

“I wouldn’t imply anything,” Orinth replied hastily. “Her Resplendency is my sovereign, has always treated me with kindness and granted my family many sacred garments.” She paused, swallowing, and then pressed on. “But every once in a while—not often but enough that our people take note—she makes a favorite out of a castaway. And it is not . . . I do not believe . . .” She stumbled over her words, clearly nervous. “It is not good for them.”

I turned on my heel to face her, any equivocating I might have attempted abandoned with those far more alarming words. “What does that mean?”

Orinth was trembling. “I-I cannot say. But I would try and ensure that Dalila is on your ship when you depart.”

At this point, I feared it was more likely that Lab would be on the Marawati than Dalila. “What happened to the last one?”

She shook her head. “The last time she took a favorite was before I was born.”

I drew back, regarding Orinth again. If anything, she appeared older than Lab. “How is that possible?” Orinth flushed, but I didn’t need her to answer, not really. The truth was there for the plucking, my own suspicions confirmed. “There are no grandmothers, are there? No other queens? It’s only Lab.”

Orinth looked sick with guilt; this was a confidence she didn’t want to betray. “It is easier for newcomers, for children, for those of Khatti Ugal who may be unable to understand . . .”

“Understand what? That their queen is an immortal witch?”

“She is good to us,” Orinth protested weakly. “The outside world is dangerous. As long as we do not question her, Khatti Ugal is a paradise.”

“Oh, my friend.” And it felt right to call her that—Orinth was clearly taking a risk passing on this warning. “You are too clever to believe that.”

The scholar closed her eyes; I couldn’t blame her, couldn’t imagine trying to reconcile the reality of the kingdom in which she’d been born. “It may be nothing to worry over with your doctor, just gossip. But I could not bear it if—” She turned to face me and then went white with shock. “Prince Pares!”

I spun around.

The queen’s young son was standing at the foot of the bridge. When he had gotten there, God only knew. Pares stood with his dog at his side, but there was very little of the familiar playfulness I was used to seeing in the boy’s expression. Instead, he was watching us, his head tilted in observation.

Orinth had already dropped into a bow. I joined her, whispering under my breath, “It’s fine. He doesn’t understand Arabic.”

The other woman’s shoulders seemed to relax, and she straightened up, calling to the boy in Khatti Ugalan with more cheer. Pares returned her greeting and then giggled. He raced off, his undyed cloak fluttering like a flag.

Orinth watched him go. “I hate when they receive rites so young,” she whispered.

I glanced at her, struck by the grief in her expression. “Why? What does that mean?”

But Orinth shook her head, seeming to return to herself. “I think, Captain al-Sirafi, that I have said enough for today. Let us go.”

* * *

But every once in a while, she makes a favorite out of a castaway.

Orinth’s words played through my mind the rest of the day, filling my heart with dread. I had no doubt her warning was true, but I’d not a clue how I was supposed to convince Dalila of the same. My companion had seemed unwilling to hear criticism of Lab before our fight and that was when we’d still been on speaking terms. If I came to her now and said Lab had selected her—was bestowing affection on her—for some nefarious yet unknown motives, she was going to think the poisonous “hallucinations” had taken a more severe turn.

However, that was a problem for tomorrow.

I splashed down another tunnel, lifting my lamp to examine the surrounding walls. Determined to find the textile workshop where I hoped Lab might be keeping the spindle, I had been returning to the underground maze nightly and developed a system to map my exploration. Every twenty paces, I passed smears of dried crimson wine on the walls, markers indicating I had already explored that branch, and small pebble cairns showing the way back. The air was musty and laced with mildew, my head scraping the low ceiling. Now and then I would hear the skittering of rats, their red eyes flashing in the distance, but other than that the only sounds were the hush of my breath and the trickle of water.

Finally I arrived at the spot where I’d turned back the previous evening. It had seemed a promising junction: the earthen walls replaced by stone, the flowing water deeper than a trickle. Careful to begin marking my way again, I picked up my pace. This conduit was clearly used for plumbing, not skeleton storage. The water ran faster and deeper, reaching my knees at times. Occasionally I would pass beneath screened drains or large pipes that seemed to lead to various fountains and pools. Though the water appeared mostly clean, I would be lying if I didn’t confess part of me feared a sudden flood. After everything that had happened in Khatti Ugal, it would be almost disappointing to drown in a wave of unexpected sewage.

As the hour grew late, the tunnel that had seemed promising was proving to be part of an even more complicated labyrinth. A glimpse through an overhead grate showed the sky already touched by dawn’s rosy hue. It was time to turn around.

But then Orinth’s damn warning returned to me. Maybe I could press on just a bit farther. If nothing panned out, I would come back again.

Raising my lamp, I waded down a brick-lined aqueduct. Water streamed down from a smaller pipe, joining the main channel underneath another ceiling grate. In the light of the fading lamp, the water was distinctly crimson. I stilled, not liking the bloody tone. But as I watched, the water grew more purple, indigo and violet swirling throughout.

Dyes.

Hope sparked in me, and I hurried on, chasing the trickles of colored water, the shades becoming darker and more vibrant. My oil lamp was beginning to burn low, but I couldn’t imagine giving up now, not when I was so close to something that might be related to textiles. The damp odor of the tunnel gave way to far stronger—and more varied—stenches: the ash and alum of dye vats, wet wool, and fermenting fruits. There was some sort of rhythmic slapping, the sounds of work even at this early hour, and so I ran, my heart in my throat, until I came to a short section of tunnel with a large ceiling drain dripping with color as though a rainbow rain.

This must be it. Could the dyed runoff indicate anything other than the temple workshop, the place where Khatti Ugal’s sacred textiles were made? And clearly alive with labor, though I heard no voices. I crawled beneath the drain and then, ever so carefully, lifted it just enough to peek out.

I was rewarded with a sight both mundane and fantastic. It was indeed a textile workshop, an enormous one. A dozen looms stood against the opposite wall, each being attended by two women. On the other side of the chamber, more women were working raw fiber, some picking through freshly shorn heaps of sheep and goat hair, others washing them, and still more hands carding and combing the dried wool into fluffy bundles of roving, ready for a spindle. Across from them were great vats of dye, the arms of their attendants stained in every hue as they stirred and hung dripping lengths of spun thread. Others were washing the still-creamy skeins, slapping and thwacking the twisted fibers.

All typical scenes of domestic life, visions of craft I might see in my home, or scaled up in a city workshop. But with a twist. These looms were enormous and gleamed bone white, constructed not of wood but of what appeared to be the antlers of some unknown beast. Sparkling pieces of quartz the size of my fist, with edges so sharp that they glittered, hung from the threads in place of loom weights. The piles of rough fiber looked matted with grease and shot through with jewels, a sight that both allured and repelled. The dye vats all simmered and churned with the appearance of blood, and yet the spun skeins that emerged were in every color of creation, in shades so vibrant they defied belief.

The workers were all women, of varying ages and appearances, and yet there was something almost identical about them that went beyond the matching white wraps and looped braids. They moved in a mechanical, unnatural way, as though they were nothing but extensions of their tools. No one was sitting and taking a break, no one was singing or exchanging a word of gossip with their neighbor. Dark bands of smoky ochre had been painted across the center of their faces, making it appear as though their eyes had been burned away. Combined with their jerky movements and held tongues, this felt less like a temple and more like a tomb of enslaved ghouls set to work. As I watched, one woman shoved a mass of skirted fiber into a washing tub with a violent motion, holding it down as though it were an animal she was trying to drown.

I wonder if that wool might belong to one of the transformed bandits? I stared at the dripping fiber, my stomach churning. What happened to people when they were transformed? Did they keep their human minds? Become true animals? I wasn’t sure which fate sounded more monstrous—and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

Instead, I shifted position, continuing to search the workshop. Every stage of textile production was on quiet, eerie display, except one: the spinning of the thread itself. There were no spindles, no spinners, as though that step of the process had been neatly snipped away. I lifted the grate higher, trying to peer deeper into the chamber, and an astonishing sight captured my gaze.

Taking up an entire wall and stretching at least three stories was the largest tapestry I had ever seen.

And it was alive. That was the only word that seemed capable of capturing the rich sparkle of color, the patterns that twirled and winked before my eyes. There were no figures I could identity—no floral motifs, no dancing girls, no swooping birds. There was a pattern, but it was as though staring at a tablet with an alphabet I couldn’t decipher. No, it was deeper. Like someone had crafted a language of weaving designs, a dialect of stitches, and I was too ignorant to comprehend it, a hunter searching a thicket for an animal whose very shape she did not know.

The massive tapestry was also apparently a work in progress. As my awed eyes traced its brilliant expanse, I noticed it was still hanging from a loom. At the very bottom, uncannily silent workers each held a thread thicker than my thigh, seeming to dance among each other as they weaved new strands through, a living shuttle. Another group of women drew close, shoving the new band in place with hooked poles. Just above, I spotted a patch of familiar colors: ebony and crimson and smoke, the shades of a campfire, alongside a pattern of coral sunbursts.

It was an exact mirror of the belt Raksh had been given. I inhaled sharply, but once I noticed Raksh’s pattern, other recognizable pairings came to mind. The bright crimson and leaf green in the cloaks of the sad-eyed shield bearers who stood watch at court. The cobalt, moonstone, and saffron of the cape that the irritating poet who’d attempted to flirt with me at the feast wore. Khatti Ugal’s dyed garments were just so exceptional, in shades I’d never seen captured outside nature, in patterns so unique, that they stayed memorable.

Here, they’d all been preserved. Why? And what did it mean that Raksh wore one?

Movement caught my eye. A door had been opened below the tapestry, letting in a slender rectangle of dawn, black trees jutting against the red sky like burning bones. A woman entered, dressed in the same plain wrap as the rest of the textile workers. She was carrying a basket, her well-muscled arms cradling it as tightly as a lover. Lugging it to the dye vats, she set the basket carefully on the ground.

Nestled inside were a dozen loosely tied skeins of newly spun thread.

Excitement rushed through me, and I lifted the drain higher, watching as the woman approached those combing and preparing the clean fleece. Without exchanging a word, they prepared another basket for her—of fluffy roving this time, some already wrapped around a distaff rod, ready for a spindle. She picked up the basket, heading back the way she’d come.

Now, where are you going? I wondered as she slipped out the door again. My old gambler’s instinct soared, for I was damned certain she was off to deliver that basket to the Khatti Ugal’s unseen spinners, and I stared at the door, aching to follow.

But I’d already stayed out far too late. I did not dare try to press my luck.

Tomorrow, I promised myself.

Now I just had to survive another day in Khatti Ugal.






Chapter 27

The following morning was excruciating. I seemingly fell into my bed only to be immediately roused by my escort for court. I might have finally enjoyed a measure of success with my discovery of the temple workshop, that strange tapestry and an excellent lead on the spindle, but if I drowsily committed some sort of error today, my victories last night would be for naught.

As it was, trouble found me either way.

“Captain al-Sirafi.”

Mitanni’s disapproving voice jerked me to attention, my head snapping up from where my chin had found refuge on my chest. Blearily, I realized that court was over and emptying out, the queen and her inner circle already gone.

“Good morrow,” I said wearily. “Apologies.”

The steward looked me up and down, his stern gaze lingering on my rumpled garments and exhausted face, and then wrinkled his nose, as though my state might be catching. “And here we thought you frowned upon our wine.”

I flushed with old shame, but also indignation. “I’ve not been drinking,” I defended myself. Queen Lab didn’t seem the type to suffer a drunk in her presence and I had little desire to end up as wool in the shearing pile I’d seen last night. “Just sleeping poorly. I’m ready to serve.”

Mitanni didn’t seem convinced. “You best be. Come.”

Straightening my clothes, I followed. My mouth felt laden with cotton, my limbs heavy. The bright daylight pierced my vision like a spear, and it was hard to find fault with Mitanni’s belief that I was hungover. I ran my hands over my face.

Their roughness caught my attention, and I glanced down. A fresh line of blisters had erupted across my left palm. Sick fear twisted my belly. Maybe it wasn’t just my evening explorations that were making me feel so poorly.

“Captain, might you hurry?” Mitanni called over his shoulder. “We will be late.”

Swallowing hard, I pressed my hand against my thigh as though not looking at it would make things better. “Yes, of course,” I replied, matching my pace to his. What else could I do?

Bother him more. “I’ve not seen my companion, Dalila, in some time,” I said as we walked. “May I ask if she’s well?”

“Quite well,” Mitanni replied. “You need not fret over her; the doctor has settled into Khatti Ugal with admirable ease. And if I may speak plainly?”

Was there an option? “I welcome your insight,” I lied.

“Her Resplendency believes you a poor influence. The doctor has great promise, opportunities that will blossom best if she is allowed to work without the distraction of her previous life.”

Her previous life? “You speak as though Dalila intends to stay in Khatti Ugal,” I said sharply.

“Yes, I suppose that I do,” he returned. “Now, come. You have a busy day.”

Dalila, what are you doing? But the person I needed to interrogate wasn’t here. Silently cursing the entire kingdom, I continued trotting after Mitanni like a whipped dog.

But only until I realized we were entering unfamiliar corridors. “This isn’t the way to the Chamber of Mysteries,” I pointed out.

“We believe you’ve spent enough time in Orinth’s company. Besides, you have another promise to fulfill for Her Resplendency.”

That sounded ominous for both Orinth and me. The last time I had been led to someplace new in Khatti Ugal, it had been the dungeons.

Surely this isn’t because of our conversation in the garden? The only one who might have overheard—and even that was a stretch of the imagination—was Pares, but he didn’t understand Arabic.

Perhaps I hadn’t been identifying enough artifacts? “I had a great deal more items to examine,” I replied. “Many that showed promise.”

“The decision has been made.” Mitanni drew to a stop in front of a pair of mahogany doors. Pushing one open, he gestured for me to enter.

Still worried about Orinth, I did so. It was another of Khatti Ugal’s endlessly pretty rooms: a sunken courtyard open to the sky, with tall walls. As with everything in Lab’s queendom, the courtyard was as beautiful as it was strange. It was likely intended for intimate parties, gatherings meant to mimic dining among the clouds. Plush cushions of raw sheepskin—whose implication made me want to vomit—were scattered about a low table, as gold and round as the sun. Scenes of birds cutting through a dawn sky were painted on one wall, a divine charioteer bringing down night in all its starry glory on the opposite, and thorned plants slunk in low pots in the corners. Around the golden table sat a dozen Khatti Ugalans, all young men in bone-hued replicas of the loincloths many of my sailors sported.

But I barely paid attention to the young men or the lovely room. For displayed upon the table was a sight both heartrendingly familiar and dreadfully portentous.

It was a perfect replica of my Marawati.

Transfixed, I could not help but draw closer. My ship had been re-created in miniature, the top of its mast level with my head. Masterfully carved of teak, with woolen sails and ropes of scavenged silk thread (leave it to Khatti Ugal to make at least one detail opulent), it was gorgeously wrought, rendered by someone who must have worked off detailed sketches. And not just sketches of the wreck—this was a Marawati nearly repaired: an impossibility given the time that had passed.

I scarcely knew what to question first. “What is this?” I managed.

The steward looked at me as though I were a half-wit. “Your vessel. Is it not obvious?”

“Yes, but-but how?” I stammered. “This would have required a careful study of my ship. A recent study. Have you been sending spies to my people?”

“We wished to be accurate,” Mitanni replied mildly. “As well as make sure work was progressing and that your crew was hale.”

“Why was I not permitted on these excursions?” I demanded. “I’ve been begging to visit my people for weeks!”

The steward shrugged. “Surely you already know what your ship looks like and that was not the point of this exercise.”

“What exercise?”

He gestured to the men. “You promised to train us in the craft of sailing, no?”

I gazed at the youths with new eyes, their clothing and hairstyles resembling my peoples’ just a bit too closely.

Ice raced down my spine. “She means to replace us.” It was not a question.

“Oh, nothing of the sort, Captain,” Mitanni said, without much conviction in his voice. “But as you will be departing under the order of the queen, and with Her Resplendency herself aboard, she would be more comfortable with her citizens making up a portion of the crew.” He shrugged. “Were you not already down six members? It is clearly a dangerous trade; better, then, to have others ready to step in.”

Or to replace those not loyal enough to Lab. I stared at the silent men. I had indeed promised this when offering all sorts of oaths to convince Lab to let me keep my head after the griffin attack, but I didn’t realize how swiftly it would be arranged. I could have laughed at how easily the pretense of local law had faded and the stricture against sailing forgotten; this was the queen’s true authority coming to the fore. Suddenly I wondered how much her people truly knew about her. Did they see that she was playing a role? Did she view them as her people or as her pets? Perhaps Lab feigned her humanity to lull new arrivals into complacence.

Or maybe this was all a game to her.

I responded carefully. “It is a nigh-fruitless endeavor. One cannot learn to sail without setting foot on a ship. And one could never replace years of experience with men so green,” I warned. “Especially if they hoped to dare as dangerous a stretch of ocean as we do.”

Mitanni appeared neither bothered nor discouraged. “Nevertheless, surely you can begin by teaching us the names of various parts of your vessel, no? What they do and who manages them?” He must have seen the confusion in my face upon “us” for he explained without prompting, “Yes, it is the queen’s desire that I stay and learn as well. What am I but her eyes and ears when she cannot be present?”

For a heartbeat the gleam in his eye was a touch too familiar. Perhaps that’s exactly what he was. Who knew when I was blind to the enchantments that threaded through this place?

The door opened behind us.

“Sorry I’m late!” It was Arno, his eyes bright with interest. “Thank you so much for the honor, Captain al-Sirafi. I would be delighted to join your crew!”

Mitanni gave me an all-too-knowing smile. “Her Resplendency has heard you are fond of the boy, and Arno is quite clever, one of our brightest young minds. He will be an excellent addition.”

Her Resplendency is making sure to put one of the few friends I have in the room so that I don’t turn it over. But I forced a smile. I could play dutiful captain if it kept me alive a little bit longer.

Taking a seat in one of the uncomfortable chairs, I slid in without banging my knee for once. “Let us begin.”

* * *

If there was a mercy, it was that my time as a tutor was short. The steward had me go through the ship terms and I did, tossing off names and explanations with dizzying speed. But if I’d hoped to keep the youths dazed, I feared I’d failed. They attended their task with the same solemnity and silence as the bewitched textile workers had, speaking only when the steward would quiz them on a term. It was unsettling and eerie, the prospect of these pale shades substituting for the coarse banter and verve of my sailors. The only person to ask questions, to express confusion or fascination, was Arno, the young man so lively compared to his compatriots, it was as though he was the only one awake.

But I must have impressed enough, for when I asked Mitanni if I could say hello to Orinth before being returned to my chambers, he readily agreed.

“Why don’t you take Arno along?” Mitanni suggested. “In case you get lost.”

Eager to rid myself of the steward’s presence, I did so, feeling better as we left Mitanni farther and farther behind.

Even Arno was relieved. “He scares me,” he confessed with a shudder. “I know Mitanni is dear to Her Resplendency, but I wouldn’t want to displease him.”

“Then let us forget him,” I replied. “You did well today.”

“Thank you.” Arno beamed. “I apologize for not coming to see you sooner. I wished to visit, but they said your health was too fragile.” We turned the corner, and he continued, “Were you truly injured by a griffin while walking in the hills?”

Something like that. “Yes,” I said simply.

He shook his head in disbelief. “I don’t think anyone realized they were hunting so close. We’ve been warned to stay inside the city boundaries.”

Is that what Lab was telling her people? What a convenient lie, offering a way to shorten her subjects’ leashes even further. “I am much recovered,” I promised.

“Did you get a good look at the beast before it flew off? I’ve heard they’re the size of four sheep put together.”

“Oh, bigger than that. More like four horses put together.”

“I’ve never seen a horse,” Arno said wistfully. “All we have are goats and sheep, and they’re everywhere.”

I very much did not want to discuss goats, sheep, or griffins. “Tell me how you’ve been, boy,” I asked, changing the subject. It didn’t take much to launch the chatty youth into a conversation about his life (his parents were pressuring him to marry, but there were few young women in Khatti Ugal in whom he was interested), but then something caught my ear as he was complaining of his mother’s displeasure:

“—she keeps saying that if I want to bless the kingdom with children, it is best not to be picky. One never knows when their rites may arrive and then the opportunity is lost.”

“What do you mean?” I interjected. “Khatti Ugalans cannot marry and have children after they receive rites?”

Arno opened and closed his mouth, like he’d gotten caught saying something he shouldn’t have. “Well . . . I suppose they could marry.” He blushed. “But they wouldn’t be able to have children.”

I frowned. “Why not?”

His blush deepened. “It is—” Confused alarm twisted his expression. “What is the door to the Chamber of Mysteries doing open?”

I followed the direction of his gaze. Arno spoke correctly: the heavy doors to the Chamber of Mysteries, typically barred, had been flung open, not a guard in sight.

Arno looked deeply unnerved. “That shouldn’t be.”

A muffled crash echoed from inside.

“Stay here,” I warned. Drawing my blades, I made my careful way inside.

The grand room was empty, but the archivist had clearly been here; the air smelled of lamp oil and the table she kept so neat was crowded with new objects awaiting my opinion, her scroll and pencil set askew.

“Orinth?” I called, making my way deeper into the room. I gave the puzzling objects a second glance. It certainly didn’t look like Orinth had been told I wasn’t returning to work with her.

I tried again, “Orinth?” Her name was inhaled by the heavy silence. “Are you here?” I searched the row of shelves without success. There was another bang—coming from Orinth’s office—as though a heavy object had rolled off a table. It was followed by odd scrabbling. Deeply worried for my friend, I hastened to her office and threw open the door.

I gasped. Orinth’s office had been ransacked. Prized scrolls—the effort of generations—were torn and scattered, delicate instruments broken and lying in glittering shards on the floor. An inkwell had tipped, staining her desk. But it wasn’t the work of a human thief—it was the work of a goat. One still there and in clear distress, the animal bleating and squealing as it skittered and slid across the shattered artifacts and ripped parchment. The goat tried to rear onto its back legs as though to stand, reaching out with its front hooves for balance, and tripped. The distraught beast was panting, sweat lathing from its sides. Then it turned to face me.

Madness exploded in its green eyes. Familiar green eyes.

The blade fell from my hand, clattering to the stone floor. “No,” I whispered.

The creature lunged forward as though to headbutt me with its horns, to shove me from the room. But I sensed no aggression, just fear—and the final act of someone I’d been beginning to care about. Horrified, I clapped a hand over my mouth, tears welling in my eyes.

“Captain al-Sirafi?” Arno called from the adjoining room. I tried to pull myself together, but the young Khatti Ugalan moved more swiftly. “Captain—Oh!” He entered the office. “Ay, look what this beast has done! Orinth will be most displeased when she returns.”

“Returns?” I asked weakly, not daring to believe.

He nodded. “I was told her mother is sick. She won’t be able to return to the palace for some time.” Arno grabbed the goat by its small horns. “Please, you needn’t be so upset. I’ll get the creature out. There is no Khatti Ugalan not used to wrangling these beasts. They breed like mad and have no respect for public spaces.”

Any hope I’d been foolish enough to entertain died a bloody death. Lab’s intentions could not have been clearer if she’d spoken them. I’d gotten one of the Khatti Ugalans who’d warmed to me hurt.

Now the second was in the noose, and he didn’t even realize it.

Arno wrestled the goat out with shouts and smacks. I reached out, half tempted to stop him, but for what? So I could get them both in more trouble? Instead I stared at the pitiful creature as he dragged it away, struck through with horror and guilt. Was Orinth gone, her mind and soul those of an animal, or was she still in there, driven mad by the unconscionable fate?

And why? Why had Orinth been punished so cruelly, given the ghastly sentence inflicted on ill-favored foreigners? Because Pares had seen us whispering? Because she had befriended me?

Because Lab is a tyrant. The terrified faces of the silent servants played before my eyes, the guards who couldn’t scream; pieces in a puzzle I was still struggling to put together. One I suspected would form a picture far more appalling than anything in Jamal’s and Khayzur’s stories.

I knelt slowly and retrieved my dagger. I wanted to shove it through the queen’s heart. I’d come to this island to steal from her and not until this very moment did I harbor any true desire to hurt her. I wanted to leave, to escape with my people.

Now? Orinth’s fate was an obvious warning, but it was also the last strike upon a cracked beam. I’d had enough of the queen’s threats, enough of my powerlessness. I would not wriggle like a worm on a line while she toyed with replacing my crew and enacted gruesome magic upon those who had shown me kindness. She believed me a pirate, a murderer?

Then perhaps that was just what I’d be.






Interlude 8

You are a witch.

By the time the day that will change everything dawns, you have accepted this. Embraced it. This island is your home, your domain, and with only your trusted son for company, you no longer bother concealing your magic, nor your strangeness. When you gather water from the creek, your reflected eyes churn with the colors and memories of a hundred thousand souls. You have returned to the customs and tongue of your origins, a language and traditions not seen or heard in millennia, teaching Pares the same. Your son may be unhappy, you may be hurtling toward an uncertain future, but for now, you are content.

And you are busy. Having mastered the baking of a coarse, hearty bread from the kernels of the tall grasses that grow between the hills, you make loaf after loaf for your constantly hungry, growing son. You are setting it to bake on the rocks surrounding your cookfire when Pares races up the path snaking through your thriving garden.

“Amah!” he cries. “There are people on the beach!”

And indeed, there are.

Two men, half dead, have washed up among the crude remnants of a wooden crate. You are apprehensive, Pares is ecstatic, and for his sake, you tend to the men instead of letting the tide take them. They are dazed, bewildered, grateful to be alive but heartsick to learn that this is an island with no means of escape. They have wives, children, lives to return to, and you assure them that you understand, that it will take time to settle into the rhythms of their new world.

For a while, it seems as though the men understand this. It is a pleasant surprise, a revelation to have new blood. They cut wood to bolster the walls of your home, to build sturdy furniture. The captain has a steady hand with a slingshot and so he takes over hunting, teaching Pares the same. Sailors, you learn, are not afraid of hard work and do not balk at helping to garden, to harvest, to cook. They have quick fingers with a needle and if you still wish for wool, for spinning and weaving proper cloth, it is good to have more blankets and garments of stitched animal hides on a cold night.

Besides, your nights are not so cold anymore. Longing for touch, for pleasure, you have taken their captain with his steady hands to bed. Neither of you trust the other. He believes you are otherworldly, has asked Pares outright if you are a goddess, a spirit, a witch. Neither do you think him entirely innocent: for should a good captain not have gone down with his ship, saving others? But this distrust does little to dampen your delight in one another. You teach each other your tongues and when another wreck washes into the bay, empty of souls but rich in cargo, the group of you celebrates with your first taste of wine in years, in draping one another in beaded necklaces and inhaling the sweet smell of dried cinnamon quills. There are also tools: iron nails, rope, some canvas. The men’s eyes alight with ambition as they drag the wreck ashore and set to stripping it.

Hope kindles in you. If other ships can find their way here, perhaps there is a future to be seized. A new settlement to be built among waves of refugees and scavenged goods.

But neither the sailors nor Pares are thinking of a future here; they still plot an escape, ignoring your warnings. What do women know anyway? Is not the weaker sex prone to hysteria, to superstition? And after a night of too much drink, the second sailor sets off into the hills, determined to discover if the griffins you speak of with hushed terror truly exist.

The captain and Pares find him disemboweled the next morning.

They bring him, clinging to life, to your door, shouting for aid. You do what you can with your knowledge of local herbs and healing, but your magic has never extended to the knitting of bones and flesh, and you cannot stop the running of his blood into the sand, the dimming of his eyes.

With little recourse, you race to retrieve your spindle.

The captain and Pares are confused but you ignore them as you try to call to your old talents, to see if in the great haze of futures, you might spin a thread in which this man survives. You have not dared call upon this power, this urge that has sustained you for eons. But as with your other magic, you find this one transformed. You see no future possibilities; indeed, where you once glimpsed futures, a great heap of numerous twining strands, you now simply see the sailor’s self.

His soul? His spirit? You are not certain how to describe it; there are too many competing theologies in your head. But you suspect that it can be plucked from the ether, that if you had fiber to spin, you could pin him down, pull him back from death’s gate. You try, a palm against his bloody belly, your other hand twirling an empty spindle . . .

The sailor abruptly sits up. A few torn pieces tumble out of his ruined abdomen, but his wound has stopped bleeding. He doesn’t seem to notice. There is a stilted light in his eyes and with great shock, you realize you can see out of his eyes as well. That you can lift his hand, that you can give the shade of what remains of his spirit instructions and he will dutifully follow them. So what if he seems little more than a walking corpse, if he doesn’t remember his name? You remember his name.

He is called Mitanni.

With rabbit gut, you sew up his midsection though the stitches will never heal. Then you try to assure Pares and the captain that you will learn to fix this, that they need not fear. By the time you are called upon to do this again . . .

The captain is aghast. “Again? I do not want this done to me.”

Pares looks equally horrified. Frightened—and you realize you have made a terrible mistake, speaking openly in front of them. Two humans, two mortals who cannot be expected to understand what is best for them.

So, you lie. “Of course not.”

You try to return to normal; to cook their meals, to mend their clothes. To be a more accommodating lover, a more supportive mother. To do all the things men like in those who feed them, love them, serve them. You speak less, smile more.

But you also keep the spindle close—in a pouch around your waist, hidden beneath your ragged skirt of fur and feathers. One cannot risk something so precious and the spindle is your body, your heart, far more than this mortal form.

Besides, you may need it again.






Chapter 28

By the time I returned to the drain running with dyes in every color of the rainbow, I was starting to wonder if wisdom should have won out over resolve.

This was my second night without sleep. Had I been younger, mayhap I wouldn’t be so exhausted. Were I perhaps not actively dying—Sheikh Sasan’s poison lurking in my blood like a hidden predator—maybe my steps would have been surer, my mind less cloudy. But with the memory of Orinth’s bestial scream ringing through my ears, grief pushed me on. Grief and the feeling that my time here was running out like grains in an overturned hourglass.

If Dalila was with me—as she should have been—she would have told me to turn back. Admonished me over how easily mistakes were made when one wasn’t their sharpest, how you could ruin a job months in the making. However, my partner wasn’t here. Whether that was because she was sweating over an antidote in the apothecary or taking walks in the garden with Lab, God only knew. I carefully lifted the grate and peered into the workshop.

The scene was the same as last night’s: wordless, dutiful workers tending to their brilliant textiles. A pile of freshly shorn wool—dark this time, perhaps culled from the sheep’s ebony markings—partially blocked my view. I leaned out, catching sight again of that vast tapestry, still inconceivably large and jarringly alive, the colors twinkling like stars in the deep black sky. If it did somehow influence Khatti Ugal’s people, I wondered what happened when Lab transformed them. Did she come here herself and rip them from the seams of her world? Or did she weave a new story, one she liked better? I gazed upon the patterns, still feeling as though I were staring at a book I couldn’t read, a text that underlay all the enchantments in this unusual place.

Then I hesitated, truly contemplating that prospect. What if the tapestry did hold the enchantments—the secrets—of Khatti Ugal, woven from thread spun by a sorceress on a spindle that could rewrite fate, rewrite reality? Were there spells envisioning magnificent glassworks and astonishing gardens, sumptuous chambers and the boundary that kept Dalila and me trapped in the city limits—all woven in the patterns I couldn’t read?

Burn it and find out. But I dismissed the idea nearly as soon as it came. This was all conjecture, and I wasn’t yet desperate enough to start burning things down. I was getting close, but I had come here tonight for another reason. Spotting the door the woman carrying the basket of freshly spun thread had come through last night, I contemplated how best to access it. The textile workers seemed absorbed in their tasks, but not so absorbed that they wouldn’t notice a giant stranger creeping through their temple.

Keeping the door’s location in mind, I returned to the tunnels, searching for a nearby exit. I finally found one—well, made one by ripping open a stone lattice and squeezing through the narrow opening. Wincing as sharp thorns snagged my flesh, I climbed through a thicket of roses, emerging in a wild, neglected section of the palace grounds. Ahead was a long-abandoned fountain, fetid water and mildew collecting in its cracked basin. Strangling vines crawled over the broken remnants of a winged statue with mournful eyes. A horned rabbit froze near a patch of cloudy pink berries, then took off. The air smelled of pine and wet soil, and the moon was so bright I didn’t need my lamp.

Beyond the trees, light flickered. I crept closer, spotting an ivy-covered building that seemed to match the dimensions of the textile workshop. A sandy footpath led to a wooden door, the other end ribboning through the garden’s feral heart. Careful to stay in the shadows, I followed the path away from the workshop. But I hadn’t been walking for long when it ended at the foot of a scrubby hill, dense with overgrown bushes and gnarled old trees.

Except it wasn’t a hill, not truly. Instead, it was the ruin, the ancient building that Queen Lab claimed was all that was left of the first structure her “ancestors” had built in Khatti Ugal. A small cottage of earthen walls topped by a round roof with a center hole cut for smoke; the surrounding hill seemed to have built up around it over the centuries, offering a protective embrace. Firelight flickered from within, and a stack of baskets like the one I’d seen last night waited outside a curtained door.

This is it. Excitement and apprehension warred within my racing heart. There was no one in sight and so I crept up to the cottage, leaning into the shadows and moving with every bit of discretion and thieving grace I had until I could steal a glance inside.

My stomach dropped.

Dalila.

I don’t know what I’d been expecting to see inside the cottage, but it certainly wasn’t my companion sitting upon a woven mat on a dirt floor marked with odd symbols. And Dalila wasn’t alone. The queen herself sat directly behind her, hovering over Dalila’s shoulders as though a master to an apprentice, a terribly apt metaphor. For it was indeed craftwork they were engaged in, the very one I’d been searching for tonight.

And whirling in the dusty air before them, like an enraptured Sufi acolyte, was the Transgression I had been tasked with retrieving.

The spindle was no Moon of Saba, the brilliant silver basin whose very sight was intoxicating. It was, as all spindles are, a simple wooden shaft, perhaps the length of my wrist, with a stone whorl no larger than an egg at one end. Bristling with new thread, the spindle was a sight as common and domestic as a cooking spoon, as a bowl.

But gazing upon it longer, an element of enchantment began to emerge. The wood was so dark and had been so frequently handled that it gleamed like black leather, appearing almost soft. The stone whorl was conical but inscribed with bizarre runes that shimmered with an ethereal sapphire light. The fluffy wool on the distaff rod that Dalila held looked utterly unremarkable; it was only as it was being drawn into the twist, spun into a tight thread by Dalila and the queen’s entwined fingers, that it began to gleam, to sparkle like the emerging stars of a celestial event. Lab removed her hand from Dalila’s to twirl the spindle into another, faster rotation, and I would swear the very earth trembled. She murmured a word softly in my friend’s ear that sounded gentle, instructive, and Dalila shivered.

My mouth went dry. I did not know how to make sense of the scene before me. To see Dalila all but in Lab’s lap, both an intimate and a puppet. They were dressed in simple tunics, their bare arms glistening with sweat, and Dalila seemed to be slightly out of breath. Her wrist dipped, the spindle shuddering, and Lab carefully corrected her without allowing for a break.

I thought you loathed magic. I thought you were convinced the spindle didn’t exist, that it was all a peri trick. It was a ridiculous reaction and yet there I was, feeling as freshly betrayed as I was shocked. How long had Dalila known about this? Why had she kept it to herself and what in God’s name would have possessed her to take up the damned thing? Was . . . whatever this was part of the deal Dalila had struck with Lab?

And why? If the spindle could truly rewrite fates, memories—why would the queen allow anyone else to touch it, let alone spin with it? Why hadn’t Lab already scrambled my mind, used her magic to convince the irritating thorn of a pirate captain to become a good little Khatti Ugalan and help her queen sail away?

I forced myself to draw closer once more. To banish my shock and study the scene as a prospective burglar would do. Dalila and Lab were alone, the chamber with entries at only the door, window, and ceiling. The cottage was at odds with the rest of elegant Khatti Ugal, simple with its wattle and daub walls and bare bark mat. Even the wool that awaited spinning was piled in plain baskets of braided reeds. For a queen and a culture that adored opulence, the difference was stark.

It fits the appearance of the spindle, though. I stared at the whirling tool, an artifact that appeared to have fallen from a primeval world. It was close, so close that the temptation to lunge through the doorway and snatch it, snap the accursed thing over my thigh before either woman could react, was overwhelming. But just as I had suppressed my urge to set fire to the tapestry, I stayed my hand again. What if I couldn’t break the spindle? Or what if I did break it, but it wasn’t the source of Lab’s magic and the enraged queen turned Dalila into a goat before my eyes?

Though judging from the scene before me, such enmity was not in either woman’s mind. Lab flicked the spindle again, sending it dancing, and then trailed her fingers up Dalila’s bare arm. Dalila closed her eyes with a sigh, relaxing into the queen’s embrace. The expression on her face was unguarded, raw and soft in a way I’d never seen. She otherwise didn’t look well, though; shadows ringed her eyes and she’d lost some of the healthy weight she’d put on when we arrived.

Oh, my friend, what have you gotten yourself into? A sick feeling wormed through my heart. Dalila might have betrayed me, lied to me in a way I wasn’t sure I could forgive, but I didn’t want to see her get hurt. Perhaps this was part of a scheme, a plot to trick the queen of which I was not party—Dalila was indeed among the most conniving, cleverest, and coldest people I had ever met.

However this didn’t look like acting.

Dalila suddenly winced, nearly dropping the spindle before Lab caught it. I tensed, concerned she might be punished for the slip.

But Lab seemed more worried about Dalila than ruined wool. “Are you all right?” the queen asked, pressing the back of her hand to Dalila’s cheek. “You feel warm.”

Dalila pinched her brow but nodded, looking determined. “I can continue for a bit longer.”

Lab drew the spindle away. “Are you certain?”

“Yes.” Dalila held her hand out for the spindle. “I know how important this is.”

Lab hesitated, but only for a moment. “You will let me know if you need a rest. Either way, perhaps we will do some weaving once this is done. And soon enough . . .” Her voice softened. “You will not have to worry about anything anymore.” She squeezed Dalila’s narrow shoulder. “Let me get more wool.”

I slipped away before Lab could rise, my mind a jumble. I had memorized what I could of the spindle’s home; to stare longer seemed intrusive. Which was likely a ridiculous concern considering that Lab and I were headed toward calamity. I wasn’t taking the witch who’d turned Orinth into a goat on my ship and I was determined to shatter that damn spindle before even dreaming of such a departure.

If I came for Lab—when I came for her—on whose side would Dalila stand?






Chapter 29

The next morning saw me waiting at the entrance to the apothecary wing. I was likely going to be in trouble for skipping court and evading my escort, but I didn’t care. Not after what I had seen last night. Perhaps part of me should have been pleased—I’d finally found the spindle, had I not? The Transgression that had dragged me to Khatti Ugal, one I briefly feared might have been an invented scheme to imprison me.

Oh, it existed. But whether Khayzur had lied or simply been ignorant, he was wrong to suggest the spindle might be an artifact that had innocently washed up in Lab’s lair and been mislaid. Instead Lab had clearly found it, claimed it; had built a queendom garbed and decorated with cloth spun from a spindle that manipulated fate. It sounded like a fable . . . one I needed to unravel before it strangled my friend.

Fortunately, I wasn’t waiting long before someone fetched Dalila or perhaps warned that her barbarian friend was stalking the corridor. She arrived from an adjoining chamber, irritation burning in every line of her face.

“What are you doing here?” Her gaze traced over me in brusque examination. “You look terrible.”

“I might say the same.” Though that wasn’t entirely true. Dalila looked weary, but dressed in a delicately woven gown of undyed wool and a gossamer shawl pinned with ruby ornaments, she appeared the picture of grace compared to me. Her braided hair was twined in an elegant bun, revealing a strand of carnelian and amber beads draped around her long neck like a tendril of fire, almost certainly a royal gift. “We need to talk.”

She glanced up and down the corridor, but we were alone. With a snap of her fingers, she motioned for me to follow. Irked at the gesture, I nevertheless did so.

Dalila led me to a room down the hall, shutting the door behind us. The room was not particularly large, taking up less space than the Marawati’s deck, but it was crowded, with tables full of glassware and bottles of God only knew what. The air reeked of chemicals harsh enough to burn my nose and I’d been with the Mistress of Poisons for too long not to recognize her trademark chaos. But not even Dalila’s hoarding tendencies and madcap experimentation could entirely mar Khatti Ugal’s determined beauty. Twin skylights of hazy glass let in bright shafts of natural light as did an entire wall of windows. A terrace overlooked gardens and inside there were plants growing everywhere, erupting from pots and trailing from baskets. Heavy wooden shelves groaned with bottles and tins of neatly labeled ingredients, and upon a small table, I recognized a draft of the familiar gray tonic.

“So this is where you’ve been working?” I asked. The chamber—the laboratory—looked like something out of Dalila’s dreams. There was a stool in one corner but no couch or cushions suitable for sleeping.

“Yes,” she replied, defensiveness in her voice.

“And where do you sleep?”

She crossed the room to stoke a smoldering hearth, setting an iron cauldron on the glowing embers. “Did you truly hunt me down to ask where I’ve been sleeping?”

In a manner of speaking . . . but it seemed better to ease into that topic. “You’ve not been back to our rooms.”

“You threw me out, nakhudha. I had the impression my return was unwelcome.”

I hesitated, uncertain how to reply. No, her return hadn’t been welcome, if I was being honest. It had been easier to worry about Dalila from a distance; standing before her now, my companion as prickly as always, her betrayal felt fresh all over again.

And that was before I discovered her with Lab. “No,” I said softly. “I don’t suppose it was.”

If Dalila had a reaction to that, I couldn’t tell; she was all inscrutable coldness this morning, a far cry from the woman who’d been spinning in the queen’s lap last night. “You’re still taking the antidote?” she asked instead.

“Yes.” I might be angry at Dalila, but I wasn’t suicidal.

“And your symptoms? Have there been any changes? Any improvement?” There was the slightest hint of hope in her tone.

I dashed it. “I’m not dead.” I held out my blistered hand. “But the poison is clearly still in my body. It tends to overcome me in waves and is worse in the morning.”

She took my hand, examining the blisters. Now her expression did crumble, just a bit. “I tried concentrating the dose. I thought it would improve things.”

I pulled my hand back, trying to pretend my heart didn’t sink at the disappointment in her face. I didn’t want to think about the poison swirling through my blood, the poison that would likely kill me before I saw my child again. The prospect of defeating Lab, of getting my people and the Marawati off this island only to die at sea . . . “I didn’t come here to discuss my health,” I said harshly.

Any softening in Dalila’s face vanished, replaced by her curt mask. “Then why are you here?”

Straight to it. “Orinth came to me the other day to warn that there are rumors going around about you and the queen. That Lab has been seen favoring you, granting you gifts . . .” I hesitated, trying to assess Dalila. Part of me had feared her already compromised, ensorcelled by Lab to the point I’d have to guard my tongue—but the simmering hostility before me was entirely the Mistress of Poisons. “And that it can be a dangerous position for a castaway.”

Dalila’s gaze stayed even. “Is that it? You skipped court, risking the queen’s displeasure, to warn me about gossip?”

“I skipped court because that warning got Orinth transformed into a beast.” The grief that choked my voice was impossible to fight. “She was kind, she was funny, and your queen sentenced her to a fate worse than death.”

Dalila paled. “I didn’t think she did that to her people.”

At least she wasn’t denying it. “Nor did I.”

There was silence between us for a long moment. I swallowed, then continued. “What’s between the two of you, Dalila?”

Dalila gave me an incredulous look. “Between us?”

“Yes. Are you conning her? Has she bewitched you?” When scorn crossed Dalila’s face, I explained. “She has done something to Raksh. He came back from the dungeons wearing some damn dyed belt and now half his wits are gone.”

“Do you see me wearing a belt?”

“I saw you with the spindle.”

Dalila’s expression entirely changed, panic seeming to freeze her tongue.

Which was fine, I had plenty more accusations to hurl. “How long have you known of it?” I demanded. “The spindle you told me likely didn’t exist? The spindle you’re apparently spending your evenings—”

“That’s enough,” Dalila hissed, glancing quickly at the door. “By God, it’s as though you want to get yourself killed. Do you have any idea how precarious your position is?”

“I’m all too aware. So, what are you plotting?”

She was already shaking her head. “You’re better off remaining ignorant. If anything, this . . . estrangement between us makes things more believable.”

“That is a shit-spattered excuse and you know it.” When Dalila held her tongue, frustration exploded in me. “I was tasked with retrieving the spindle, Dalila. You know where it is, you’ve held it. You must know if it can be broken, if it’s the key to her strength—”

“I know that she keeps it on her person and if you try to steal it, she’s going to turn you into a goat and flay you alive.”

“So you shall . . . what? Pluck it from her clothing as she slumbers beside you?” Fear snarled my heart. Before Sarilaglag, I wouldn’t have questioned Dalila. There was no better con artist than my friend. I’d witness her embody dozens of personalities; enchanted and seduced and intimidated and betrayed. In our prime, I suspect we could have charmed our way into the very caliph’s bedroom, eluding dozens of guards, to break bread and steal his rings.

But I hadn’t seen that version of Dalila for a very long time.

“Lab threw me to a pack of griffins because I lied about being a pirate,” I added urgently. “What do you think she’ll do to you for pretending to love her?”

“That’s not what I’m doing,” Dalila snarled, but the charge seemed to have slipped under her skin, setting her off. “You have no part to play in this, understand? We’re not on your ship, and I am not Firoz. I don’t need you to throw your life away to save mine.”

I responded in kind, my voice cold. “I believe that’s already been accomplished.”

Dalila finally flinched. Then she took a deep breath and continued. “So let me fix it. I told you I would. You won’t have to worry about the poison, Amina. You’ll return home, you’ll see Marjana again.” Bitterness swirled in her voice. “You won’t even have to fret over what to do with me, for I know too well the crew wants me gone.”

“What does that—”

“You won’t have to worry because I’m going to stay.”

I stared at her in shock. “This is the deal you’ve made? That’s madness, Dalila. You cannot trust—”

“I trust no one.” The words flew from her, hurt and alive. “Do not condescend to me, Amina. You have no idea what it has cost me to do this, to trade away the last bit of my soul. I would have rather died with Sheikh Sasan’s poison on my tongue.”

“So tell me!” I shouted. “How is anyone supposed to help you if you shove us all away?”

“Why can’t you understand that I don’t want your help!” Her eyes blazed. “If we were ever friends, if you have a single thought for the lives of the rest of the crew, you will do as Lab asks. Hold your damned tongue and obey.”

Her words scorched the air between us. “You sound just like her,” I accused. “She’s a dangerous woman, Dalila.”

Dalila did not look cowed in the slightest. “So am I.” She crossed to the door and yanked it open, beckoning to someone down the corridor.

Growing desperate, I tried another tack. “She doesn’t even want to stay here. You think you’ve seduced her into some life together in Khatti Ugal, but the only reason I’m still alive is so I can help her escape it!”

“Lab will never set foot on the Marawati.” Her tone was firm. “On that, you have my word.”

“I don’t trust your word, Dalila.” It was cruel, but it was the truth, and she wasn’t the only person on this island I had to look after. “I need more than that.”

If my reply hurt her, I couldn’t tell. She said nothing until two guards arrived—the men she must have summoned when she opened the door. And when she did speak again, it was to them.

“Take the captain back to her chambers,” she ordered, her voice ringing with authority. “And do not leave. She is not feeling herself and should be looked after.”

“I’m feeling just fine,” I snapped, charging closer. Too late, I realized that the corridor was bustling now, curious scholars and scribes pausing to steal a glimpse at the brewing confrontation.

Dalila’s expression turned pitying. Disappointed. She said something in Khatti Ugalan to the guards—loud enough to be overheard by those watching—and heat filled my face as their gazes flickered over my rumpled clothes. I wasn’t unaware what sort of sight I presented, but it seemed unnecessary shaming. Perhaps it was part of her ploy to “save me,” but I refused to be dragged out of here like the drunken barbarian she was no doubt implying I was.

Instead, lifting my chin, I swept past her without another word.

Dalila wasn’t the only one who could scheme.






Chapter 30

We tell a great many tales of magical palaces, don’t we? Lost kingdoms and beautiful royals waiting for an exiled prince, a shipwrecked sailor, a betrayed merchant. They are nearly as numerous as our stories of tricksters and spirits. Perhaps it is no great mystery why: the majority of us laboring day in and day out for an unsympathetic overseer, balancing our duties to family, to the children who need tending and feeding in our vast merciless cities with our equally merciless if not inept tyrants lording over all, ruining lives with a stamp of their seal. Who wouldn’t want to wander the street of the booksellers, to linger when the troupes of puppeteers come calling? To escape, to dream . . . even just for a little bit?

Granted, my life has always had more adventure than most others’. But I’d never felt more like a character in a fable than I did then: trapped, doomed, and devising a trick I hoped wasn’t ludicrous.

It was night and I was in my bedchamber, staring at my lamplit reflection in a large bronze mirror set above the dressing table. Everything that surrounded me was lavish: the nigh-wasteful burning of the fragrant almond oil, the carved table set with mother-of-pearl inlays, the mirror so impressive it seemed only a sultan should be reflected in it. I’d stolen plenty of smaller mirrors in my career but never seen anything like this marvel, and I will confess that I had gazed into its surface more than once, studying the lines that stress and time had carved into my face. Admiring the strength in the muscles that still rowed and fought.

But it was neither my face nor my limbs that held my attention tonight. It was my hair.

I’ve always loved my hair, a vain admission. Though my tresses spent much of their existence hidden beneath turbans, my hair was thick and long, still mostly black. Unraveled and loose, it hung to my waist in gorgeous curls. I had loved letting it down before my husbands’ admiring gazes, relished their hands wrapping in its length. In retirement, I let it grow even longer, braiding it in simpler plaits that a toddling Marjana had held as eagerly as my finger.

My hair shone even in the reflection of the dagger held to it.

I hesitated. This could not be called a plan. It was an instinct, a madcap idea out of a book of charlatans. But my mind kept returning to that tapestry. The one that fluttered with the patterns and colors of the city and its people, the one tended and expanded every night by a retinue of textile workers with the solemnity of priests, requiring vast amounts of newly spun thread. I’d wanted to set it ablaze. I still did. But I was outmaneuvered and betrayed, isolated and desperate. I couldn’t yet afford to battle Lab so brazenly.

However, before I was a fighter, I’d always been a trickster. I pressed the blade to the edge of my admirable hair and sawed. It took effort; my blade was sharp, but my hair was thick, the strands stronger when gathered together. Finally, though, it was done, my hair shorn to my throat. I set the dagger down and ran my fingers through its unfamiliar length, my head feeling oddly light. At my feet, soft black heaps of hair lay scattered across the floor.

They bore a not-too-dissimilar resemblance to wool.

“What are you doing?” Raksh asked from behind me.

I jumped, spinning around. My husband leaned against the door that I could have sworn I had locked, looking bemused. How long he’d been watching me, God only knew. The massive bed was between us, blocking his sight of my shorn hair.

As discreetly as possible, I pushed the piles of hair under the bed with one bare foot. “Polishing my dagger,” I lied.

Raksh arched a brow, toying with his coral pendant. His posture was lazy, but I didn’t like the intensity with which he was peering into the room. “In the middle of the night?”

“I like to be prepared at all times.”

He snorted. “I bet you do.”

Pulling one of the blankets off the bed, I let it fall to the floor to cover any stray hairs, and then climbed onto the mattress. “What are you doing awake?”

“Prowling.” Raksh grinned and pushed off from the doorframe. There was a languid sway to his hips, a playful familiarity as his eyes swept my body. “And what luck to return to light under my wife’s door . . .” His gaze caught my face, and he frowned. “Did you cut your hair?”

My heart skittered, but I feigned casualness, touching the back of my skull with a grimace. “Yes. I took a blow to the head, and it hasn’t healed neatly. The braids were tugging at the scar.”

Raksh leaned against the bed, his knees skimming the mattress and firelight reflecting off the lines of his bare shoulders. If he invited himself onto the bed—and he certainly had a tendency to try—there might still be visible stray hairs on the floor. I could probably pass off keeping them as human weirdness, but there was a trace of suspicion in his dark gaze that I didn’t like.

So I made a terrible decision. I put my hand out to stop him, placing it on the knot of his waist wrap, just below the colorful belt he’d yet to remove.

His eyes lit in surprise. “What are you doing?”

Getting your mind on other matters. “Finding out why you truly came to my room.” I yanked open the knot, sending the wrap fluttering to the ground at his feet.

Raksh inhaled sharply, the answer rather apparent between us, but seized my hands before I could go further.

“Is this a trick?” he breathed. “All you’ve done since I arrived is push me away.” Petty hurt laced his voice. “You even stood up our picnic. That you requested.”

“And yet you came to my door.” Pulling my hands from his, I ripped off my robe. “Well?” I challenged. “Are you not still my husband?”

If Raksh—the most lustful of my spouses—could not be parted from his suspicion by the parting of my thighs, I was in more trouble than I thought. But I wasn’t the only one who made questionable decisions when aroused, and Raksh’s reluctance lasted one heartbeat more before he grabbed me by the hips and pulled me hard against his body.

“That I am,” he whispered, his lips finding my throat. Heat surged into my belly. The perfume of his breath, the liquid press of his hot skin, and his clever fingers trailing down my side sent a wave of memory pouring over me, along with the promise of future pleasure.

He pressed me against the bed, and it took every bit of shivering self-control I had to push him away, my hand fisting in his chest hair.

“Not here,” I breathed. The bed with its pile of hair hidden beneath was the last place I wanted Raksh to be.

His hands were buried in my tunic, wrestling with the pins holding it in place. “What?” he panted.

I caught his chin in my hand and kissed him, before pulling back and meeting his fevered gaze. I nodded at the door—beyond the door, to the enormous wooden table in the shared chamber.

The confusion that turned into a gleam in his eyes and a lick of his lips . . . God Most Merciful, no one could be expected to deny such an invitation.

“Anything for my wife,” he purred, and without further warning he picked me up, taking the three strides to the accursed table before dropping me on its length. Dishes and cups scattered, rolling away and shattering against the floor. Before I could breathe, he had me pinned beneath his hips.

Hard. A bit . . . unusually hard.

All right, maybe, just maybe, I should have thought this through. But, oh, the way Raksh was moving against me was a navy facing down a fisherman. My remaining clothes felt like shackles, each drive of his body a merciless tease.

He grimaced and then pulled away to remove one of the knives at my waist. “Must you be armed at all times?”

“With you? Yes. With other husbands?” I paused. “Still yes.” I reached for the knife. “Give it to me. I’ll—”

But instead, Raksh held it just out of arm’s reach. His eyes were locked on mine, a test in them that I couldn’t read. Then—purposefully, rudely—he hurled the knife to the floor. I shouted, but before I could push him away, his hands were on my wrists, holding me down.

His black eyes were newly intense. “Did you have plans for that?” he asked, his teasing tone not entirely masking something deeper. There had been a meanness to the act, not mischief, and it was unlike him. But he hadn’t ceased the rocking of his hips against mine and it was difficult to think straight, my rising ardor not often the victor in battles with the warning bells in my mind.

I dropped my hands to his belt. “Maybe I was going to cut this away,” I breathed, the words ragged.

“Ah, but that would be rude.” His mouth returned to my throat, his warm breath tickling my ear as his fingers released their grip, trailing down my arms to engage the fastenings of my tunic. “It was a gift from our queen.” He yanked off my tunic, shell clamps and pins snapping and flinging away.

Again, there was uncharacteristic harshness to the action. I probably should have stopped him. But I could count the number of sexual encounters I’d had in ten years on one finger, and it left me with an ache I tried not think about. Such abstinence in my husband’s absence was part of my return to the faith that had saved me in so many other ways, a decision that I’d come to terms with long ago.

But with said, very permissible husband now atop me . . . the hunger and rashness were even stronger than they had been when I was a youth. A woman dying of thirst does not turn away a cup of water because it’s a bit dusty. So, I gave in, surrendering myself to Raksh’s hands and his lips and his . . . Well, judging from the flush in your cheeks, perhaps the memory has carried me past modesty’s boundaries, and I should cease the spilling of details.

As I am relating this tale to you now, it should be obvious that Raksh did not wring my neck upon satisfying himself and leave my ravished body to be discovered the next morning. But the entire encounter remained strange. And short. There was a time that Raksh and I could enjoy each other all night, him coaxing and massaging my worn-out limbs when I protested that I was spent. We eventually ended up back in his bed, but it wasn’t long before he rolled away from me.

“You cannot already be sated,” I said in disbelief. “Where is the ravenous demon eager to explore his contract?”

The question seemed to take him aback. “It is night. I wish to sleep.”

Sleep? After one round? Who was this man? There were a variety of reasons I’d stayed married to Raksh, but one that loomed larger than I wanted to admit was that sex with him was fun. It was playful, a release on multiple levels. His utter uncaring about what people thought, his self-centeredness—things that made him a terrible person made him a partner without equal in bedplay. He was happy to try anything, had suggestions that bent the mind (and body) in creative weirdness, and so thoroughly enjoyed the act—both taking and giving pleasure—that to know him once made him entirely irresistible again. I had never felt such joy, such laughter and confidence in lovemaking.

What had just happened between us had been different. Enjoyable, yes, but this gruff, rough, table-tossing Raksh was not the husband I knew.

Even so, I put him to the test. “It reminds me of our wedding night.”

He paused. “How so?”

I stretched my arms over my head, unguarded. “Do you not remember? We both drank so much that we fell asleep nearly as soon as our marital contract was signed. We had to wait a whole week before having the chance to be alone together again.”

That was very much not what had happened, but I saw it again—the uncertainty in Raksh’s expression, like he was having difficulty placing the memory, until he chuckled. “But of course.”

What has Lab done to you? I glanced at the dyed belt at his waist: the “gift” from the queen that he hadn’t wanted to remove. If I pinned Raksh down and ripped that off his body, would his memories return? Would our bond? Would this strange, scattered creature content to idle around the palace like a lazy lion become the cunning chaos spirit I knew, the demon who’d laughed as he stoked the ambitions of criminals he’d left to a fiery, violent death?

Was that what I wanted? A lethal, selfish spirit of discord who might prefer me over the queen who’d ensorcelled him?

As opposed to what, a spy? For if Queen Lab had somehow enchanted Raksh before returning him to my sickbed, surely, he was her tool.

“Are you all right?” Raksh asked, seeming to notice my unrest. Another oddity, since the husband I knew cared not one whit about my feelings unless they affected him. It was impossible now not to notice the contrived warmth in his voice.

I forced a smile. If he was a spy, there was no reason I couldn’t use him to my purposes. “Just cold. Tired.”

He reached for a blanket, dragging it over my body. “Then stay with me,” he suggested, pulling me into his warmth. “You needn’t be so prickly all the time. Admit it . . . this place isn’t so bad. I am not that bad.”

“This place is cursed and you’re a liar,” I retorted, laying my head on his chest.

“A liar you just obviously enjoyed.” He ran his fingers through my shorn hair. “May I make a suggestion?”

“You don’t typically ask.”

“Would it be so terrible to remain in Khatti Ugal? You must have come for a reason—I do not buy your feigned interest in treasure.” He stroked my back. “Why are you truly here, Amina? Tell me: you know I can help.”

I turned to meet his gaze—his beautiful, treacherous gaze that always reminded me too much of Marjana’s. The question was intentional, but I also saw no guile in it. Raksh was as curious as he was ignorant.

But he shouldn’t have been.

Raksh has not mentioned the peris once since he arrived, I realized. And it made little sense. He’d all but brokered my original agreement with them, in hopes that the quests would make me a legend, drench him in power. How could he not suspect their involvement?

“Is treasure not enough?” I asked. “Maybe I wish to retire. To retreat behind a great heap of fortune.”

Raksh snorted. “I don’t believe you. Amina al-Sirafi retire? You’ll be on the seas until they finally pull you and your Marawati into their depths.”

The remark had been glib but hearing it from a creature like Raksh sent a chill down my spine.

I abruptly sat up, straddling his thighs. “And maybe you’ll be aboard when that happens.”

Displeasure flickered in his eyes, interrupted rather hastily when I slipped my hands under his belt. “You’re”—his breath hitched—“avoiding the question.”

“I am,” I agreed as he sighed. And that was the truth: if I had needed further convincing not to take Raksh into my confidence—and I hadn’t; I would have trusted a hashish-addled street mendicant more readily—I now knew to guard my words. “But since when has conversation been what we enjoy best about our marriage?”

And by the time I moved again, Raksh had thoroughly stopped protesting.






Chapter 31

Queen Lab had not been pleased about my surprise visit to the apothecary.

Whether it was Orinth’s warning or Dalila publicly insinuating that I was a degenerate, Lab had stopped pretending that I wasn’t a prisoner. I now spent my days caged in my quarters, only allowed out under armed escort to the unnerving courtyard, where I taught men who felt like automatons to sail a miniature of my beloved Marawati, any warmth I might enjoy from Arno’s eager curiosity drowned by the sorrow of what had befallen the other local who’d befriended me. I saw Dalila from afar only a handful of times and could not help but note that she appeared ill herself—shadows marring her eyes, fatigue in the exhausted slump of her shoulders. Her nights with the queen were clearly taking a toll.

My nights were taxing in their own fashion. Raksh—whether he was serving his own desires or Lab’s—came to my bed every evening for a tumbling embrace that never ceased to fall short of our usual fire. Once he was asleep, snoring in a tangle of sheets, I’d sneak away, racing through the underground tunnels to the textile workshop as swiftly as possible. I would wait for a moment when the baskets of unspun wool were left untended and then creep close, leaving strands of shorn hair among the darker fibers. Spreading my hair across as many baskets as possible, over the course of an entire fortnight, I prayed at least some of them would be spun into thread and woven into the vast tapestry at the heart of the temple workshop.

What I was hoping for, I didn’t even know. That the strands of foreign humanity might weaken the tapestry? That my own magic might cause new additions to fray and unravel? That in knitting myself into Khatti Ugal’s power, I might become a force to rival Lab? (No, I was neither that hopeful nor delusional.) This was nothing more than shoving sticks in the spokes of a wheel large enough to crush me, praying something—anything—might help. That was what one did when faced with those who exercised overwhelming power. I’d seen it enough in my own life; tyrannical captains brought low by the crews they treated unjustly. Sometimes when the work was too onerous, the pay was delayed, or the winds were deadly, sailors were forced to be creative. The water needed to be emptied out of the cistern, the sails had to be struck. A bit of chaos, a little disruption and sabotage. It was desperation more than any scheming.

Desperation that at first seemed to only affect me. Whether it was sleeplessness, Sheikh Sasan’s poisoning, or my hair being spun into thread, my visions doubled. I could close my eyes, let myself drift into the enchantment, and open them to see another reality, one I suspected was closer to the truth. A ruined hall, a lonely soul weeping for home, for release, for death in a dozen different languages. My dreams were no longer my own, but memories. Washing up upon a foreign shore, seeing my cousin turned into a sheep for daring to talk back, being forced to bear child after child for “the greater good of Khatti Ugal,” existing in a family, a home, of the dead.

It was madness. So much madness. But very soon, I wasn’t the only one affected.

I was being escorted to the tiny, inferior Marawati when shouts rang out in the crowded palace hall.

“Let me go!” It was a garbled mixture of Khatti Ugalan and sailor’s creole. “Let me die!”

There was the running of footsteps—guards, frightened courtiers, who knew—a mob of people coming to see what all the commotion was about. I edged one of my guards to the side as though I’d tripped and then staggered around the corner. There was still a sea of locals in front of me, but being the tallest person on the island had some benefits and I could see clearly to the throne room doors.

The pair of tattooed young shield bearers were struggling with the guards, wrestling for control of a spear. The young man finally grabbed it; however, he turned it not on the guards, but rather on his sister, the woman who’d tried to stop me from entering the throne room after my battle with the griffins. Horrified, I watched from afar as he seemed to hesitate.

His sister did not. Rushing at her brother, the shield bearer snatched the spear and buried it in her throat.

Startled screams erupted from a few of the observers, but only a few. The others seemed transfixed in some sort of knowing horror, a nightmare one couldn’t escape. A nightmare that only grew worse when no blood spurted from the woman’s throat—instead, a patchy green-and-red . . . substance dribbled out, matching the colors of her cloak.

She wailed, not in pain, but in a despair so bone-deep it made my heart ache.

The guards were trying to regain control. They grabbed the pair again, but the maimed woman was wild: panicked, screeching in an unknown tongue. Her brother tore away, trying to reach her, and as he did, he wrenched so hard from the guards that his cloak tore from its fastenings. He made it perhaps two steps before going still, his dark eyes wide. There was an expression of wonder, of relief upon his face . . .

And then he collapsed into dust.

Now more people started screaming.

His sister let out a cry before ripping at her own cloak. The guards tried to grab her hands, but it was too late. She slipped from her garment and was dust the next second. Then it was pandemonium, as though a spell had broken. Some of the Khatti Ugalans seemed genuinely terrified, shouting for help, for a physician. But a few others—all wearing dyed cloaks—they had looks of wonder in their eyes similar to that of the young guard. They drew closer to the dusty remnants, reaching their hands out. One, a broad-shouldered man about my age, fell to his knees.

“I want to see my wife,” he whispered in an oddly dated Arabic. Then he closed his eyes and with trembling fingers, untied the knot of his cloak.

It fell to the ground, thick with dust.

“God preserve me,” I gasped, horror-struck at the unfolding scene. Another woman ripped away her cloak and vanished so fast that a breeze stole the garment away. A courtier besides me tore his away and his cloak fluttered to my feet, his body gone. I lurched back, aghast and bewildered. Was this another vision?

But then the pieces were falling into place, the puzzle of Khatti Ugal I’d not been able to put together. The Arabic that sounded archaic to my ear. Orinth’s relatives saying it was best to “choose rites” in the flush of one’s life rather than having them thrust upon them. Arno’s embarrassment at having to explain that going through those rites meant one could no longer bear children. The visions of the constant flood of distressed locals begging for death, for release.

The dizzying number of skeletons interred in the catacombs below the palace, enough to mirror the population above.

Dead, these people are all dead. I staggered back, a hand pressed against my mouth. The astonishingly vibrant cloaks, the ones dyed with impossible hues seemingly snatched from a rainbow, from the colors of Paradise—the cloaks given to the Khatti Ugalans in “rites” of which the locals were so secretive, the cloaks that nearly everyone wore—they weren’t cloaks.

They were shrouds.

Impossible. This is impossible! My mind rebelled at the revelation all too apparent before me. Had Lab somehow . . . resurrected them? Captured their souls in cloth and kept them as ghostly puppets in an eternal play set for her amusement? I stared in shock at the frantic Khatti Ugalans scrambling to remove their shrouds, wrenching the garments away so hard that pins and clasps were flying, as though this was a sliver of opportunity they’d been desperate to seize.

Mitanni charged out of the throne room, shouting in Khatti Ugalan, and I melted backward into the waiting arms of my guards. I could not let the queen catch me here.

But it was only the start.

* * *

By the next day, I’d heard rumors that an entire wing of the palace had vanished, replaced by crumbling, overgrown ruins. The marketplace turned into a field of wildflowers and a potter’s workshop into a pond. Goats ran roughshod through the palace, the songbirds all escaping their cages. Arno whispered that his neighbors were nervous, there were rumors that griffins were picking people off at night, leaving nothing but dusty cloaks.

Even so, it all happened so fast. I slept that night with my weapons hidden under the bed, expecting to be arrested. There was a final hank of hair to slip into Lab’s spinning wool, but I didn’t sneak away. I hadn’t expected my wisp of a plan to bear such ghastly fruit, nor so quickly, but if the queen was suspicious, it didn’t show, not yet.

Apparently, Lab had other things on her mind.

“A handmaid will be sent to dress you later this evening,” Mitanni announced the next day as I finished taking my “students” through the finer points of raising a miniature sail.

Exhausted from spending much of the night contemplating a future as a sheep, it took me a moment to catch his words, and when I did, I was even more confused.

“Dress me?” I asked. “For what?”

“Did the doctor not tell you?” When my expression grew only more baffled, the steward sighed, never one to conceal his opinions about the shortcomings of foreigners. “Her Resplendency is holding a ceremony to celebrate Dalila’s initiation into the Khatti Ugalan faith tonight. It is apparently important that you attend.”

“Dalila . . . is being initiated into your faith?” I asked, struggling to conceal my shock. I would’ve more readily believed Dalila was becoming Raksh’s second wife. My friend was more Christian than half the priests I’d met, the only part of her identity she clasped more closely than being the Mistress of Poisons.

And being “initiated” . . . surely that didn’t mean she’d be accepting rites, the ritual that seemingly ended in death and soul slavery while wrapped in a resplendent cloak?

“Yes,” Mitanni said shortly. “Please do as the handmaids ask. Tonight is very important for Her Resplendency and the doctor. If you are truly a friend to her, you will be supportive.” He wrinkled his nose. “Might I suggest abstaining from the wine?”

If one more person accused me of drinking, I was going to smash another of their precious bottles. “Understood. May my husband join me?”

“No.” The steward’s reply was firm. “It was the doctor’s express wish.”

That sounded like Dalila even if the rest of this farce didn’t. But she’d warned me not to disrupt her plans and if a fancy ceremony kept the queen distracted for one more night, all the better.

I bowed my head. “I would be honored to attend.”

* * *

It was not particularly pleasant to do as the handmaids suggested. For one, they didn’t speak, instead silently and somewhat forcefully dressing me in the first set of tailored garments I’d laid eyes on since arriving in Khatti Ugal. The clothes were a near perfect mirror of the outfit in which I’d been shipwrecked: a knee-length dress, embroidered pants, and outer robe—but in wondrously soft undyed wool, the same shade as human bone. A matching scarf had been laid out for my hair along with jewelry: bangles of creamy carved conch shell, a long length of pearls, and silver earrings shaped like bells and encrusted with moonstones.

My skin crawled as I’d swear the neckline of the dress briefly tightened around my throat. When I first arrived, I might have seen the thoughtful garments and lovely adornments as a gift. But now I saw a trap. A game whose rules and strategy I did not yet know. It reminded me of the Lab who’d sent me to battle griffins for her amusement. I’d be a pale shadow of a nakhudha, one loyal only to the queen, serving over her similarly hued ghosts of sailors.

One of the handmaids reached for a tray of cosmetics and my agreeability ended. If the clothes came from the wool of humans turned into livestock, God only knew where the eye paint did.

“I would rather not,” I said, holding up a hand as she dipped a thin copper brush into an alabaster dish of pigment.

Whether or not she understood me, I had no idea. Instead, the other woman simply stared, unblinking. Her eyes were gray, so pale they appeared clouded over, and her cloak was old, a faded rose with visible holes, that tightly wrapped her body, knotted in a dozen different locations. Suspecting what these cloaks signified now, it was impossible not to see it as a shackle.

I wonder if this is the fate that awaits those who would rather stay dead? It was impossible not to see a far bleaker story in the multitudes of obedient servants that filled the palace: from the laborers who tended the textile workshop and its living tapestry to the servers who filled cups. Lab said she’d been here for centuries—had some of these poor castaways been made to serve her that entire time, not allowed even the release of death? I couldn’t imagine the horror of being stranded here for the rest of one’s life, only to learn you’d be denied seeing your family again in Paradise.

“Can you speak?” I asked the handmaid softly. “Can I help?”

There was no reaction from the other woman. Instead, as though an unspoken command was passed between the two servants, she relented, setting aside the cosmetic case and straightening up. The other reached for the last of the painted boxes they had brought in, removing an ivory waist sash at the same moment I reached for my more familiar weapons belt.

I scowled, but her frown grew more pronounced, such an eerie mirror of Queen Lab’s that it was hard not to shudder.

“Fine,” I muttered, relenting as the gray-eyed handmaid tied the sash in place. But then—and with obvious intent—she herself picked up my weapons belt. Removed the meteor blade and leopard-headed khanjar.

I stilled, watching her carefully. Was this curiosity? A mild assassination attempt? But I stayed put as she slipped the weapons into a fold of the waist sash, nearer to my back where they couldn’t be as easily spotted. She pulled the robe close, hiding them completely, and then stepped back.

That was a response even if she couldn’t speak.

“Thank you,” I whispered and for a moment, there seemed a glimmer of tears in her cloudy eyes, before it was almost immediately replaced by a rictus smile so forced and false it made me sick.

Maybe I should go set that tapestry ablaze, I thought as I followed my escorts. What had started as a ploy to weaken the queen so that I could escape with my crew was starting to feel like more, like I’d cracked a foundation I didn’t realize was so rotted. When Arno had told me of the fear sweeping over the city, I’d felt guilty. I hadn’t intended to cause his people harm when launching my harebrained scheme. But if thousands of souls truly were enslaved here . . .

You shall what? Kill yourself and your people in some sort of revolution? Had I not been the one to criticize Dalila for forgetting we came here on a con? Setting aside my disquiet as best I could, I continued walking.

Dalila’s ceremony was in a part of the palace I had never been to: what appeared to be an outdoor temple beneath the stars. Rows of carved marble columns stretched as tall as a minaret, holding up a roof so distant that it melted into the sky. Enormous braziers of blazing aromatic woods filled the vast space with a heady smoke that threatened to send me swooning, the madly dancing flames making it seem as though a hungry wildfire threatened to devour the dreamy attendees.

No sooner had I arrived than I felt vastly out of place. The audience was neither intimate nor grand, perhaps a hundred or so souls, but they were drawn from the queen’s most devoted: her cupbearers and boon companions, devoted ministers and personal guards. Accordingly, all wore dyed cloaks, among the most brightly colored and intricately patterned that I had seen in the kingdom. Garbed entirely in ivory, I stood out like the outsider I was, the foreigner, the weapons-toting barbarian.

And maybe one of the only people alive. It was difficult not to shudder as I stared at those beautiful cloaks, not to shy back when I accidentally brushed one. Surely not everyone here was dead, I tried to tell myself, watching as the attendees laughed and drank, swayed to the music and gossiped with their neighbors, jewels glittering from their hair and fingers.

Soon I reached the queen and her guest of honor. From upon a wooden dais draped in flowers, Queen Lab sat, almost casually, surrounded by the laughing retainers I had met when she feasted my crew. Her Resplendency was just that: stunning in a fiery gold-and-saffron gown embroidered with glittering citrine and quartz ornaments. A royal purple sash draped her shoulders, trailing down her body like a carved statue of a forgotten goddess. At her side, Dalila was dressed in white as was I, but the sleeveless tunic suited her, her hair styled in local fashion.

She looks like she belongs here. She looks . . . happy. And perhaps it was an act, but damned if the Mistress of Poisons wasn’t the picture of elegance, of sophistication. She wasn’t the Mistress of Poisons at all, she was a doctor. A respected court physician enjoying the evening with equally honorable and lofty fellows. Nothing like the brutish, “drunken” pirate approaching.

“Captain al-Sirafi!” Lab greeted merrily upon spotting me. She held out a hand rich in golden rings. “Come, join us.”

Dalila had been smiling before the queen called out to me, but her grin faded as I drew nearer. I bowed to the queen, trying very hard not to compare all the stares around me to daggers.

“Resplendency,” I said, with all the warm subservience I could gather for a woman I badly wanted to stab with a broken spindle. “Thank you for inviting me.”

“But of course.” She gestured to a stool. “The doctor was reluctant, but I suggested that your engaging deeper with local customs might set your soul at ease.” She leaned back, lifting a cup of wine to her painted lips. “Perhaps one day it shall be you in Dalila’s place.”

If I had my way, not even Dalila would be in her place, but I forced a smile. “If God wills it.” I glanced around, looking for some clue of what was to occur. An altar or distinctively garbed priests, but there was nothing. Small groups of attendees were gathered around low tables and lounged on plush couches, eating and drinking and carousing in a manner that seemed more surreal than raucous. In one corner, a trio of musicians played a calming song on a lute, a harp, and a simple skin drum. It felt more like a dinner party than a religious ceremony.

“Looking for something, Captain?” the queen inquired.

Yes, a sign that you intend to ritually murder my friend and garb her corpse in a pretty shroud. It didn’t sound as though being initiated into the Khatti Ugalan faith meant the receiving of the rite of those death cloaks, but if it did—that would be where Dalila’s supposed scheme would be coming to an end. “Simply curious. I wasn’t sure what sort of formalities might be involved.”

Lab laughed. “Very few, I’m afraid. We are not a people obsessed with ritual and ceremony, the boundaries that would have divided us in our ancestral lands. Being initiated into our mysteries is merely a matter of trust. Acceptance. Those born here grow up being inoculated with these values, the truth of life in Khatti Ugal slowly revealed as they mature. But with foreigners, we find it can be tricky. Some wish to join us immediately; some stay apart until their death, a regrettable but necessary final parting. Those who are not initiated are not prepared to receive our last rites.”

I tried to parse that out. Dalila was staring over my shoulder, avoiding my gaze. “And on whose part does it require trust?” I asked, attempting to sound naïvely curious.

The queen offered a blandly condescending smile, the kind a disapproving teacher might grant an obtuse student. “It involves a simple exchange: an oath of loyalty for a sacred gift. But first we celebrate, we enjoy ourselves and the blessed, privileged existence we savor here.” When the doubt must have still been writ on my face, she chuckled. “Did you imagine blood sacrifices and intoxicated chanting?”

Yes. But I didn’t let the insolent reply slip my lips. “I am here to support my friend.”

“How loyal.” Lab rose to her feet with a touch upon my shoulder that felt like ice. “Doctor, there are people I would introduce you to. Captain, why don’t you mingle?”

I would rather drink rotting fish guts. But again, I held my tongue as the queen led Dalila away.

It was a painfully awkward affair. I hadn’t enjoyed wrestling griffins to the death, but at least that was straightforward. Small talk with my extremely limited Khatti Ugalan and the few locals’ stilted Arabic was even more challenging when it was obvious none of us really wanted to speak to the other. My sole positive encounter was with an elderly man obsessed with squid and I stuck by his side until even he tired of me. It was enough to make me almost wish for Raksh’s company; then I at least would not be alone.

I did, however, very much need to speak to Dalila—a desire she was clearly aware of and thus far evading successfully, shadowing Lab or remaining encircled by small groups of laughing scholars. Finally I nabbed her, all but pouncing as she attempted to move to another knot of locals.

“What in God’s name are you doing?” I hissed into her ear with a smile, entwining my arm with hers before she could scamper away.

Dalila smiled placidly at a couple giving us curious looks. “Stop that,” she said, gritting her teeth. “You will draw suspicion.”

I was beginning not to give a damn about suspicion. “You don’t need to do this,” I pleaded. “I know how important your faith is to you.”

“This doesn’t require any forsaking of my own religion,” Dalila defended, but she sounded ill. “I will always be Christian. I will die a Christian. This is . . . different. But necessary.”

“But how can you just—”

“Don’t.” Her voice was harsh. “I know that I’ve wronged you, Amina. But this? I won’t hear judgment from you. You will never know what it’s like to be in my position. That is not the world we come from.”

There was such bitterness in those words that it broke my heart. I glanced around, wishing I could pull her somewhere quieter. “I won’t judge you, Dalila. But this isn’t what you think. This initiation? It’s a farce. There’s magic in the garments that Lab has you spinning and weaving, and those cloaks that people receive—”

Dalila dug her nails into my wrist, the bite of pain stealing the rest of my words. “Stop talking.”

I stared at her, but there was nothing but grim knowing in Dalila’s expression. “So it’s true?” I reeled, not realizing until this moment how desperately I had wanted to be wrong. “Everyone here—”

“Everyone here is in a state you will be joining if you do not shut your mouth,” Dalila warned. “Except there will be no cloak bringing you back. But that’s not what’s happening tonight so don’t overreact and start stabbing things, understand?”

My desire to stab things was increasing by the moment. “Please,” I tried once more. “You needn’t be part of this. You cannot want to be part of this.”

She pulled her arm from mine. “I’ve made my decision.” And then she grinned, cheerfully smiling at someone past my shoulder, and I realized the chance had been lost. “Just trust me,” she said softly. “I know I’ve no right to ask that, but I am.”

And then, Dalila was gone, rejoining the crowd.

Cursing silently, I forced myself to do a few more rounds of the room, offering bland smiles I suspect resembled a grimace, considering how deftly the rest of the partygoers turned away from me. Which was fine—I felt similarly about them. But soon enough, the time for stilted conversation with the resurrected dead drew to an end. The musicians stopped playing and Mitanni motioned for people to gather in loose circles around the dais. The queen and Dalila were already there.

Dread snaring my heart, I lingered in the back.

Lab smiled at her people. “Thank you for celebrating with us tonight; I believe we are all in agreement that Dalila, our doctor from Mosul, would be a most welcome blessing to Khatti Ugal.” She seemed to repeat the words in Khatti Ugalan and there were murmurs of assent from the crowd. Then she turned to Dalila, placing a hand upon hers. “Dalila, I know we have spoken about this at length, but I ask again: Do you desire to make a home here, to give up dreams of departure for all the opportunities we can grant you? To serve Khatti Ugal in whatever manner that may be?”

Dalila didn’t hesitate, her voice steady. “It would be my honor, Your Resplendency.”

“Then I offer you a gift.” The queen reached for an enameled box that Mitanni had been holding. She opened it, revealing the contents to both Dalila and the crowd.

Nestled inside was a brilliantly woven belt. No wider than three fingers—similar to the one Raksh had been either granted or forced to don—the colors on this belt were different and far more vivid. It was striped with the rich dark blue of a desert river and the crimson of blood, of Dalila’s ribbon cap of poisons she no longer wore. Embroidered triangles of green—the green of life, of growth—and silver, brilliant as a shining scalpel, decorated the edges like bared teeth.

It was beautiful. It was terrifying. Dalila took a deep breath, pausing for the first time, and I pushed through the crowd, halving the distance between us. Maybe that belt wouldn’t kill her, but the one Raksh wore had muzzled my husband to the point that he didn’t even seem to be the same person, and I’d be damned if Dalila was going to follow his path.

She begged you to do nothing. To trust her. But how could I trust her after she’d lied to me?

Dalila lifted the belt from its silken bed.

“It’s beautiful,” she said, sounding humbled. “I am hardly worth such a thing.”

Lab tutted. “You are worth all this and more.” The queen took the belt from Dalila, motioning for her to stand so she could put it on, and I took two more steps forward. My fingers itched for my dagger, my mind screaming warnings. I wanted to rip that thing from Lab’s fingers before it so much as grazed my friend.

Dalila shot me a look, a brief and silent warning, before she blushed and met the queen’s gaze. “I can never thank you enough.”

The queen smiled more gently, an understanding between them that I couldn’t parse. “To new beginnings,” she said softly. “Better ones.” Then Lab was wrapping the belt around Dalila’s waist and securing it with a golden pin. Her hands lingered on Dalila’s hips, a possessiveness that petrified me.

Dalila took a deep breath and then . . . she brightened. Her cheeks flushed with healthy color, and she straightened up and spread her arms, seeming to marvel at them. There was a giddy madness in her eyes, triumph—the kind I was more used to seeing in Dalila when she blew up her black powder or knocked a man out with a new gas.

“It suits you,” Lab said, kissing Dalila’s brow. “Welcome to your new home.”

The Khatti Ugalans around me cheered, clustering forward to embrace Dalila and kiss her cheeks. I stared at my friend, not sure if I was seeing a stranger or simply a charlatan at the height of her craft.

But Dalila never looked my way.






Interlude 9

You have been abandoned.

It happens without warning. One morning you wake to an empty house; only loyal Mitanni, who does not yet have the wits, the language, to spy for you standing in the garden. The captain is gone and worse:

He has taken your son.

Pares has vanished with all his effects and not even an attempt at a note, at a farewell. You race to the beach to discover tracks from a boat dragged from the forest to the surf. Beyond, a smudge of brown on the blue horizon marks the vessel they must have constructed in secret.

You scream your son’s name but it makes no difference. You debate swimming, but it is an impossible distance, and you fear it will only provoke the marid. Instead, you watch, helpless, pulling your hair and rending your garments, as the seas inevitably turn violent, the crashing waves rising like a pot overboiling. Their small boat, so fragile, returns to your view, dragged by the unforgiving current. You watch, a hand clasped against your mouth as the boat is battered about like a cat with a mouse, crunching and flipping. You wail for Pares, for mercy; you beg the marid and all the gods you know.

To his credit, the captain does not abandon your son. By the time the ruined vessel is washed upon the shore, little more than broken timbers, the captain is a bloodied mess, carrying an equally bloody and far too still Pares. He drapes Pares on the sand, knocking at his back to bring up water.

“He was dragged under,” the captain cries. “I tried! I tried to save him!”

You drop to your knees beside Pares’s body. There is but a breath of life left, and you know it will not last. Blood trickles from his mouth and nose, his entire left side a bruise, his pelvis shattered. You smooth back the wet hair plastered across his face.

“Pares,” you implore.

“Amah . . .” The word is barely a whisper, a mix of pain and confusion in his bleary, bloodshot eyes. They shutter and though his chest gives a weak rise, you know he will not speak again. Will not open his eyes.

You do not have long.

The captain is weeping next to you, guilt radiating from his stooped shoulders. The emotion seems genuine. Your son idolized him, after all, and the affection was returned. The captain must have imagined himself a hero, seducing and tricking the evil witch so he might rescue her boy and flee this mad place.

“You have murdered my child,” you murmur. Anger ignites in your veins, and you lean into it most urgently. Anger has always hurt less than grief, so you let it devour you.

“He wanted to escape,” the captain stammers. He reaches out as though to touch Pares, but you slap his hands away. “To live. I am sorry! I have never seen waves like that—”

“Because you did not listen.” You so badly want to gather your son in your arms but fear it will hurt him. This is all happening again. It is your daughter in the burning workshop, Harapsili and the babe in her belly. So very, very many children—you do not think your heart can take it. Pares cannot be gone, leaving you alone in this desolate place.

But still you cannot abide the prospect of placing the spindle in his possession.

The captain continues to blather and whine apologies. Useless man. Your rage grows. He arrived half dead to a land made fertile by your hand and all he has done since is take, take, take. How dare he return alive while Pares is dying?

And then it comes to you quite suddenly. Your conjuring magic works differently here; you’ve not been able to turn a heap of fallen leaves into a pile of wool.

But a life for a life? Well . . . In a great fury, your eyes flashing, power burning in your hands—you turn to the captain.

And you make him useful.

It is instinct and anguish more than any clear directive and yet the enchantment weaves through you, through your very core and it finds your roots, deep and eternal. The captain shrieks and tries to run away, but his legs are already transforming, tripping him as they grow slender and knobby, his hands and feet turning the color of slate, hard as bone. His wails become more pitched, more bestial until they are not human cries at all but panicked bleating.

When it is done, a sheep stands before you.

It is a primitive, feral thing. Its tawny coat is long and wild, the impressive ridged horns curling away from the soft black of its face long as sabers. It is both familiar and foreign; its thick coat and steady legs are out of place in this tropical jungle, but you know these sheep as well as you once knew the soft swaddle in which you wrapped your babe, the intricate weave of your marital sheet. These are the sheep of your lost world, the ones whose wool—softer than anything you have touched since—your people spun and weaved into the magnificent textiles that led to your annihilation.

And you know what you must do.

The process is rushed and imperfect. Time is a fleeting, vanishing thing—Pares’s lifeblood running into the sand—and so you hack away the sheep’s coat as quickly as possible, doing only what preparation is entirely necessary. Another time, you would not dare rush the creation of a shroud; you would have lingered upon every detail, chasing perfection for the last gift, the last touch your beloved would ever receive.

But you are desperately hopeful this won’t be the last touch Pares receives.

And so, you make haste, washing the wool in one of the island’s creeks and letting it dry in the hot sun. Its touch, its scent, the oils and the way it moves in your hands—it is all so achingly familiar and haunting that you weep, mourning your murdered world all over again. You dare not move Pares but shade him with branches, dribbling water into his mouth. His skin is scorching, his heartbeat sluggish. He moaned the first night, deep rattling sounds that shattered a heart you didn’t think could take any more pain. His cries have finally stopped, but you fear that means the end is closer.

Finally, though, the wool is dry and combed, ready for spinning. You kneel at Pares’s side, the spindle that has been your home, your heart, and your prison for eons in one hand and fluffy fiber in the other. You take a deep breath and then you open yourself, your mind, and your strange magic to Pares’s fates.

As with the dying sailor, it is not possibilities that you see but Pares himself. Pressing his small face into your skirts as sea dragons and impossibly large waves crashed overhead. The taste of honeyed figs in the palace. The smell of smoke when you burned his first boat. His dreams and his fears, his giddiness at the slightest praise from the captain, and guilty sorrow as he stole a final glance at your sleeping form before he left on the voyage that doomed him.

His soul, his spirit, the very many words all the civilizations that you’ve haunted have imagined for everything that makes Pares the young man he is . . . you draw it from the ether and spin it into thread. A ghostly breath parts your son’s bloodless lips, but his expression eases. He appears almost at peace as you lose yourself in the rhythm and you spin and spin and spin.

When it is over, his body lies dead and cold.

But he is not gone, you can feel his presence, his warmth and his light in your thread, and so now you do take your time, building a loom of fallen branches and broken boat timbers. You tie the sheep to a tree in your garden loosely enough so that it might forage upon weeds and set your thread, using gathered stones as loom weights.

Then you weave a shroud like no other, one that would have made your ancestors blanch. For you weave not symbols of death, the sacred emblems meant to ease passage to the world of the spirits, but those of life. Of creation. You do so without hesitation, as though possessed.

Only once do you pause. Your people had symbols to mark the journeys of the sun to indicate age, and acting upon a lurking fear in your heart, you weave not sixteen—the years your son lived to see, but eight. For Pares was happiest at eight, his memories of the dying city replaced with grand adventures in the jungle, tearing around the island with imagined heroes. When it is done, you tie the shroud off. You lay it upon your son’s corpse.

And the little boy you feared lost forever sits up with a smile.

You burst into tears, clutching him close.

“What’s wrong, Amah?” he asks, and starts as he glances behind him, at the ruined body of a young man. “Who is that?”

“A sailor,” you explain, quickly tying the shroud around his shoulders. You know, instinctively, that it should never be removed. “The poor man must have drowned. Why don’t we bury him?”

And so, you do, burying the bones of your son of blood under your home as your ancestors would have done while the son of your spirit and the sheep watch.

When the next band of shipwrecked mortals wash upon your beach, thirsty and afraid, you will be ready.

Those with a willingness to learn your tongue, to contribute to the foundation of a new and more perfect home will be embraced. Indeed, they will discover a paradise, for that is what you build over the centuries. With treasures and new souls splashed in from the sea, from your growing magic, you will spin a wonderful kingdom where none are divided by gender, by religion, by old hatreds or class. Where your citizens live forever, never forced to endure the tortures that the rest of humanity inflicts upon one another. When the rare woman arrives, she is feted and treated as a princess, encouraged to take multiple lovers until the new streets of your town sing with the laughter of children. When there is confusion, when people hurt, you turn to your knowledge of potions and the land’s strange herbs to settle their spirits.

And when their physical bodies fail, you spin and weave them shrouds, granting them a new life while their bones are entombed below. Those shrouds evolve, teach you new ways of using the thread your spindle births. Tapestries with the patterns of grand gardens and cities; belts woven for health, for peace, for soothing away questions and anxieties and resistance.

Occasionally, yes, there is rebellion. Madness. Souls will shatter and so you will take firmer control, as you did with Mitanni, leaving them dreamy husks set to easy, servile tasks. But it is better than death. Better than conquest. You have lived so very long and know what is best for your people.

As for those unwilling to contribute? Well, your flock of goats and sheep grows as well. You cannot replicate your rage at the captain, but you hardly need to. With all the time in the world to experiment, you learn how to distill, how to concentrate your magic in novel ways—in potions. You are a witch, after all.

When the time comes, you choose a new host. Though you no longer need to feed off vengeance, you find yourself driven to those souls. Your preference for women, for one both injured and fierce, remains. They are a rarity you learn to savor, to nurture, even as you continue to nudge their own souls and faces aside upon each possession. They nest in you either way, a blessing.

You will learn, however, that the women born of Khatti Ugal do not suffice. Grown in native, easy soil and surrounded by pleasant ghosts, there is nothing upon which an entity of vengeance can latch. But in comparison to male castaways, women are few and far between. So, when one does appear?

She is not let go very easily.






Chapter 32

My welcome at Dalila’s ceremony soured quickly after that, as though I were the former spouse at a wedding whose presence was merely tolerated. Mitanni found me after Dalila received her belt and deposited me in the care of a half-dozen guards while my companion was enveloped by celebrating Khatti Ugalans, toasting over cups of wine and joining dance circles. The music followed me long after, still ringing in my ears as I was all but shoved into the guest quarters, a locked bar sliding into place behind the door.

The apartments were silent and dark as the grave; perhaps Raksh was still out. Lonely despair yawned through me. I kept seeing Lab’s triumphant smile as she stood with her hands on Dalila’s hips. No matter what game Dalila was convinced she was playing, the queen clearly believed she’d claimed her.

There is still the last hank of hair, I tried to tell myself. My shorn tresses being spun into the queen’s sacred thread was affecting the magic of Khatti Ugal, even if I could neither predict nor control it. With only a single hank left—and Dalila falling deeper into Lab’s claws—sneaking it into the queen’s wool was likely the best use of my evening. I retrieved the shorn hair from where I’d hidden it, then headed for the tunnel beneath the bath chamber.

The chamber was dusky, the only illumination that which came from the silver moonbeams streaming through the starbursts cut into the stone ceiling. I glanced around, but I was alone, the only sound save my hushed breath the trickling of water. Silently crossing the room, I headed for the hidden door and pushed it open with a whisper.

Every candle, brazier, and oil lamp in the bath chamber blazed to fiery light.

I nearly jumped out of my sandals, drawing the meteor blade and spinning around. I expected to see a troop of guards bursting through the door; Queen Lab herself, brandishing the spindle like a magician’s wand.

But it was only Raksh, grinning back from the simmering pool.

I lowered my dagger. “Where in God’s name did you come from?”

“Did I scare you?” he teased, sounding delighted at the prospect. Moonlight ribboned across his sinuous limbs as he swam backward, turning even his human form a pale blue. “And here I thought nothing frightened the mighty Amina al-Sirafi.”

I scowled. “Only bathhouse chamber perverts looking to creep upon unsuspecting women.”

“Oh, am I the one doing the creeping?” Raksh inclined his head toward the meteor blade. “You’re armed, hardly dressed for a bath, and if I’m correct . . . about to sneak down some sort of hidden staircase?” Malicious curiosity swirled in his voice. “Whatever are you up to, wife?”

Yes, I suppose this was about as suspicious a scene as one could imagine. “Testing the limits of my cage,” I said blandly, not quite a lie. If Raksh was spying for the queen, he would no doubt tell her where he’d found me, but I wasn’t sure it mattered—Lab and I were headed for a fight either way.

Raksh sprawled to sit on an underwater bench, spreading his arms. “Does it lead anywhere interesting?”

“To catacombs packed with the bones and painted skulls of the dead.” I was already caught, but the tunnels were a maze; better to admit I’d seen some of them rather than try and deny it all. “You’d love it. Indeed, feel free to take a look for yourself once you’re done with your bath. In the meantime . . .” I headed for the main door.

It slammed shut.

“I do not believe,” Raksh said softly, “that we have finished our conversation.”

Wordlessly, I turned back around to face him. Raksh had never been able to do magic like that.

But then he smiled, almost giddy, as though whatever hostile impulse had stolen through him was only temporary.

“Why don’t you join me?” he suggested. Steaming water cloudy with fragrant oil reached his chest, more beading down the long column of his throat. His hair was loose, drifting in the water like an ebony cloud. “You would be more comfortable. And we can talk: about where that tunnel goes and just what you’ve been up to every night when you slip from our bed.”

Raksh in a bath was typically as tempting and dangerous as a cup of wine placed directly beneath my nose, but not a hint of ardor rose in even my treacherous body.

Instead, I gripped the knife harder. “I’d prefer not to.”

Raksh sighed and rose from the pool. Every movement was languid, the way he dried his face and wrapped a towel around his dripping thighs, and yet the tension rising between us—of a very different kind—was thicker than the humid air. Even in the bath, he was still wearing the queen’s belt, the wet wool flush against his belly.

“You have a peculiar talent for always choosing the most destructive path, do you know that? All you’ve done since arriving in Khatti Ugal is burn bridges, Amina; even a demon can see you’re outmaneuvered. Take this last chance to confess, to make things right.”

By God, Lab really has made him her creature. What magic was the queen capable of to force the chaos spirit to bend to her will?

“Let’s make an exchange,” I offered. “You take off that pretty belt and I’ll tell you anything you want.”

He lifted his brows in surprise. “And why should I do that? You’re the one harping about how Lab is a witch who sent you to fight griffins and turns people into livestock. Why should I risk offending her?”

“Because she’s obviously ensorcelled you!” I burst out in frustration. “You’ve not been yourself since you put that ridiculous belt on. Your memories are scattered, you have no ambition . . . by the Most High—you just called yourself a demon, the one insult that seems to bother you.”

Raksh seemed taken aback for a moment, but then he chuckled. “Fascinating.” He came from around the pool, his bare feet leaving puddles on the floor. “You claim to hold no affection for me and yet you recall something so small, so petty.”

He prowled closer and I glanced around the bath chamber, an instinctual reaction to preparing for a fight my body seemed primed to accept even as my mind argued against it. This was Raksh; he wanted to seduce me, to travel at my side and spin legends. And though I had no doubt that he’d effortlessly slit my throat if it were ever truly me versus him, I had a hard time imagining him fighting on behalf of someone else.

“Take the belt off, Raksh,” I urged again. “Remember Sarilaglag? That’s the power you want, not this.”

“See, that’s the problem, Amina. I don’t remember Sarilaglag.” He stood just across from me now. “Your husband wouldn’t let me.”

Shock froze my tongue.

“Wh-what?” I finally managed. “But you—”

“Oh, I am not him. Not entirely anyway.” Raksh sat back on the edge of the pool and shrugged. “I’m asking you to be honest so I might as well try the same since clearly, pretending isn’t going anywhere. And you needn’t look so horrified. I am partly him.” He frowned. “Not sure how that works with all your absurdly firm beliefs around adultery.”

Disbelief and horror roared through me. I had assumed Raksh a spy or perhaps under a spell . . . but partly him? What in God’s name did that even mean? The man before me had all the arrogant ease of my husband, the way he rolled his neck and lounged like a fallen celestial being. His accent that couldn’t be placed and impossibly black eyes.

I knew that man, that creature. I’d slept with him. “I don’t understand,” I stammered.

“I am a construct, spun from his memories.” He glanced down, seeming to admire his body. “A fascinating challenge. It is typically impossible to weave these while their mortal forms are still alive. Though I suppose on that matter, your spouse is exceptional.”

I had backed up against the wall, putting as much space as possible between myself and the creature wearing Raksh’s face, so filled with revulsion that I could hardly speak.

But what he’d just said . . . “So he’s still alive?”

He cocked his head. “Would you mourn him if he wasn’t?” When I didn’t respond, he shrugged. “Regardless, your question is one for the philosophers. Can something created not by blood nor earth nor bone be considered alive?”

“If you’re spun from someone with memories of me, you must have an idea of what sort of patience I possess for philosophy.”

Raksh—not Raksh, but it was impossible to think of him as anyone else when he stood before me, the body I knew so intimately—laughed. “A warning well received. We did wish to keep your husband alive; one does not destroy such a fountain of luck. But he was terribly resistant.”

An emotion I couldn’t name churned in my chest. “I don’t believe you. Raksh would do anything to save his own skin.”

“Oh, he offered to sleep with, spy upon, and murder anyone the queen named; including the entirety of your crew, by the way. But you—whatever is between you—he guarded that in his mind like a jewel. Like a great dragon wrapped around a treasure hoard.” Raksh was closing the distance between us again, putting himself between my body and the door. “It made us so terribly curious. It wasn’t love, we don’t think; that would be too simple, too mortal. Obsession, perhaps? Need? We struggle to come up with an adequate human term.”

Every word he said filled me with horror. “Why are you telling me all this?”

“Because I like you!” he replied. “At least, part of me does. I can see why Raksh would be so fascinated. But the other part of me . . . I was woven for a purpose, for my maker. And you’re causing her a lot of problems.”

He laid it out all so simply, his smile never wavering. “What do you want?” I asked warily.

“Information and agreeability. Something we thought could be accomplished by putting a trusted body in your bed, but apparently you are aggressively suspicious of everyone in your orbit. A shame.” He licked his teeth in a suggestive violence that was entirely Raksh. “We see you quaking, clutching your little knife and contemplating carnage. But we would prefer not to kill you. It would upset Dalila most terribly.”

Dalila. I took a deep breath. “I’m listening. So why don’t you start by telling me who ‘we’ is?”

He clucked his tongue. “Another question for the philosophers, one difficult to answer and mostly lost to time.”

“You evade like Raksh.”

“Fine, do you wish a truth? We suspect we are rooted in the same creative soil as your spouse, though the aspect that swirls at our core is not chaos. We care nothing for ambition and crafting stories of legends and dreams.” He stepped closer. “Those stories, those threads, so artfully arranged, woven into masterpieces of great men and great women, cities that stretch from horizon to horizon—” He abruptly wrenched his towel, splitting the fabric with a screech. “We exist to tear it apart, to ensure that those who sleep upon the bones of the dead will be swallowed by them.”

I backed away. “But if you are here, then Lab—”

“Resplendency,” he corrected icily. “You are not fit to say her name. She is our mother, our protector, and our shield. People do not die in Khatti Ugal, not truly. They . . . assimilate. Some even have children and when they die, she preserves their threads. She spins them with others and weaves a new story, a better one.” He tapped his head. “And she is always here. But sadly, she—we—cannot use the spindle herself, we’ve not had the fingers, the hands, the form to use it in ages. It is why she must choose a new host, a new partner every generation. Someone who has been wronged, who burns with the same fire for vengeance that animates us.”

My head whirled with the explanation, clashing with the Khatti Ugalans I’d seen begging for release, for death. The creature made it sound like a paradise; to me it called to mind some sort of hellish hive, a prison of trapped souls forced to perform an eternal play for their master.

And a host . . .

By the Most High, I had seen this too late. “Dalila,” I whispered.

“Dalila,” he confirmed. “The Mistress of Poisons, the Blight of Basrah; all invented names, bespoke titles. In many ways she is unique: truly brilliant, with potential so wasted that it’s abhorrent. But then there are always lost geniuses among those enslaved, those cast out, those so crushed by their oppressors that they never glimpse a hint of the person they could have been. The inventor, the doctor, the doting grandfather, the loving mother . . .” Raksh backed me against the wall, heedless of the blade in my hand. “Part of her hates you, you know. You have lived a life of glory, written your own story, and done it in the language she was forced to learn.”

The charge was as sharp as an arrow, and it pierced just as thoroughly. Those sentiments did not come from a foreign land in which few people knew Arabic, in which they had little clue of the balance of religion and power in my world.

They came from Dalila. And even if sly Dalila, my crafty, cunning friend, had shared them to convince Queen Lab—or whatever sorcerous entity I was talking to—that she could be trusted, they rang with a truth that could not be denied.

I took a deep breath. “Where is she?”

“Still trying to save you. Did she not say that she would fix things, and you need merely obey the queen? But you couldn’t do that, could you? So now the time has come for you to share a truth of your own.” He jerked his head toward the tunnel entrance. “What have you been doing creeping about my palace? The havoc in the city, the madness infecting my people . . . I know you’re behind it.”

The change in voice caught my ear; that was Queen Lab, imperious and territorial. But she wasn’t omniscient. It was why she had tried countless times to interrogate me, to set spies in my company, to force me to teach her people how to sail.

“And if I said I didn’t know?”

“Then unfortunately, I would have to tell my mistress that you’re useless, and I believe you know well what she does with such individuals.”

I tried not to flinch. “And here I thought I was the only sailor talented enough to free her.”

Raksh snorted. “Be careful, wife. You are a curiosity. It’s Dalila that she truly desires and if need be, Her Resplendency can survive here another thousand years rather than suffer your poor attempts at jest.”

“Fine, I shall be more sincere.” I met the creature’s gaze. “First, I’m not your wife. And Dalila isn’t going to be Lab’s next host. Because I’m going to kill her.”

Oh, not-Raksh didn’t like that. A mix of familiar incredulity and much less familiar hate flickered in the construct’s eyes—the different parts of his identity seeming to clash. The candles flickered madly in the corners of the room, making the steamy air even more opaque. “You cannot beat her.”

“I can try.” I slipped out of my ivory robe, adjusting my grip on the meteor blade.

Raksh laughed. “Are you planning to fight me?”

“Unless you’d rather let me go? It might be easier. Surely a handsome tapestry like yourself would rather go find a nice wall to decorate. Besides, my husband is no fighter. He wouldn’t know the top of an axe from the bottom.”

The construct smiled and I couldn’t help but recall again how I’d lain in his arms, entwined my limbs with his.

“Ah, but my love . . . we are not only your husband.” Faster than one could blink, Raksh slammed his fist into the wall where my head had just been.

However, I was no longer there. Two years ago, that blow would have sent the bones of my nose spearing into my brain and this fight would have been over before it began. But not anymore. Lab had wanted me to set my speed, my strength against a family of griffins, to relish their blood on my hands for the sport of it?

Let’s see how she felt about it against one of her creations.

I lunged with the meteor blade, aiming for Raksh’s throat, but he ducked and threw himself at me like a springing cat with its claws outstretched—a terribly apt metaphor because he then shifted into his beastly form and claws did sprout from his fingers, a hairbreadth from my throat. We hit the wet floor, scrambling and sliding as I tried to disembowel him with the knife, and he clawed for my eyes. Unable to do that, he settled for grabbing my head and slamming the back of my skull into the marble.

Pain exploded from the still-healing bruise, stars spiraling across my vision.

“Surely you do not wish to do this?” Raksh said, exasperated. “Could you truly kill someone wearing the guise of your husband? Drive the blade that would extinguish the light from your beloved’s eyes?”

“He really did keep his memories of our marriage from you.” Then I seized Raksh by the hair and drove the meteor blade through his throat.

His eyes brightened with surprise, alarm—but they most certainly did not extinguish. He gasped, something like dye streaming from the wound rather than blood.

“Interesting,” he coughed. “We were wondering how that might work.”

Then he pulled the dagger from his throat and hurled it across the room.

It went sailing through the dark hole leading to the stairs. But unfortunately Lab—or not-Raksh, or whatever demonic assortment of entities were weaved into the construct before me—was the type to gloat and he wasted a half second on a smirk during which I wrapped my legs around his hips, flipped us around, and then seized the belt at his waist. I tried to wrench it away, but it was as though the belt were woven of iron, not wool. Frustrated, I reached for the coral pendant around his neck, twisting the cord around his throat like a garrote. He seemed to instinctively bring his hands to his neck, perhaps a remembered gesture of some consumed human soul.

But then he laughed. “You cannot kill me,” he taunted. “Is that not obvious?”

Then I will destroy you. But as Raksh threw me off with enough strength to send me flying into the opposite wall, that seemed an increasingly unlikely prospect. I glanced at the door but before I could make a move, he grabbed my foot, jerking me back.

“Oh, no, wife. We are not yet done.” Raksh twisted his hands, sending fire ricocheting up my leg. Hot points of pain burst in my bad knee, sparking tears in my eyes. He dragged me closer, and I reached out, snagging a free-standing brazier by one of its slender iron legs and sending it hurtling in his direction.

He shied away from the burning embers like a spooked horse, even letting go of my foot to snatch back his long, unbound hair. I scrambled to my feet, trying not to slip on the lethally slippery floor, my right leg quivering and unreliable. But Raksh was already on me again.

This time when his fist came flying at my face, I wasn’t fast enough to duck.

I reeled, tasting blood, but recovered in time to return the favor, kicking him hard in the chest. And then it was a blur. We grappled and bit and struck with hands and heads and various bathing implements. He smashed a bottle of jasmine oil over my skull, and I threw him into a fresco, demolishing the mural in moments. Khatti Ugalan’s fine bathhouse was not meant to host a brawl to the death between two supernaturally empowered creatures, and it shortly appeared as though it had been struck by an earthquake, the dust of shattered tiles combining with the haze of hot water to make a choking mist.

Not that I was in much shape to notice. Both Raksh and I had inflicted a great deal of damage on the other, but my injuries were bloody, possibly broken, and taking their toll, whereas Raksh had not slowed in the slightest. As I tried to catch my breath, he got a good grip on my hair and yanked me off my feet, dragging me toward the pool.

“I don’t like you anymore,” he spat. “Her Resplendency was right. But as enjoyable as beating you to death might be, perhaps a more poetic end is in store for a sea captain. You’ve sent countless other sailors to their drownings, no? Have at it.”

Raksh shoved my head beneath the hot water.

My body was pinned beneath his legs, his grip relentless. I writhed madly, bubbles swarming before my eyes, but there was no fighting him. No, this could not end here. I was not going to be drowned by some pissant twin of my worst husband.

So, I took a great and terrible gamble. Oh, I fought. Longer than I likely should have, each second, each heartbeat a risk. But then I slowed, in fits and spurts, before going still. It was easy, the inviting clouds of black waiting to envelope me.

Raksh held me in place for another agonizing moment, my lungs threatening to burst, my body dying to twitch. Finally, seemingly satisfied, he released my hair. Rose from my body. I waited just one second more.

Then I shoved myself out of the pool with my own dying breaths. Gasping, I lunged for the closest candle. Hot wax dripped and burned down my wrist, but I didn’t hesitate, hurling it at Raksh with the last of my strength.

The burning candle hit him square in the chest.

For a moment, the construct looked confused. Then the fire licked across his torso, racing down the bath oil that covered his skin, dripped from his hair, and soaked through his belt. He screamed and though it was perilous, I had to look away.

I could not bear to watch even a mirror of Marjana’s father burn.

Only when not-Raksh had fallen silent did I dare turn around. All that was left was a pile of smoldering fibers and ash. The belt had burned as well and the air smelled like scorched cloth.

“I suppose a construct of spinning magic burns faster than a pirate drowns.” I kicked at the pile, half afeared it would rise back up. The ashes stayed dormant, but my sandal struck something solid, and I dragged it out with my toe. It was Raksh’s coral pendant. Both it and its cord were entirely unblemished.

The heart of my enemy, he’d teased when I first met him; a ghastly revelation after our wedding night. I picked it up, the cord still warm, and looped it around my neck. Limping, I retrieved the meteor dagger from the steps.

A great and horrible scream rent the palace. The walls shivered, the few oil lamps we hadn’t turned over toppling to the wet floor. It lasted only a moment, but I suspected the cause.

Queen Lab had just sensed what happened to her construct.

I shed my new clothes, now quite bloody, as I crossed the fine dining room with its tables of never-ending delicacies. If I was to die, it was selfishly nice to have lived like royalty for a few weeks. But I was done with Khatti Ugal. I dressed in the garments I’d arrived in, wrapping my colorful turban around my head and gathering all the weapons that had so annoyed the queen. I sacked Dalila’s room as well, finding a trio of abandoned throwing knives, and slipped them into my robe.

Dalila. I needed to find my companion. Did she realize the depths of what the queen had planned for her? Surely there was nothing for which she would give up her life, her freedom, her very soul?

Except . . . there might be.

I promised you I would fix things.

“Oh, Dalila . . .” I whispered. Then I flew to my feet, injuries be damned, and ran.






Chapter 33

Whether it was my sabotage or Lab’s rage affecting the magic that held the palace and its people together, I could not say, but the chaos that had been simmering beneath the dreamy, opulent façade seemed to have boiled over: Servants and stewards dashed about, some rending their garments and crying in foreign tongues. Here and there were fallen shrouds, dusty and tattered upon the scavenged foreign carpets and creamy marble floors. I spotted one woman with two small children in her lap sitting beneath a shadowed niche, and when she reached for the clasps on their colorful cloaks, I had to turn away. If I had any remaining doubts that the majority of people in Khatti Ugal had their souls bound against their will, they were gone. The queen’s subjects were waking to a nightmare, seizing freedom the only way they could. Lab was clearly searching for me; troops of her guards were everywhere, marching down corridors, stomping their spears, and fanning out across the gardens. But I’d been taught to evade by the Mistress of Poisons herself, and I kept myself concealed as I searched for her.

That search, however, was not going well. Dalila was nowhere to be found in the apothecary or surrounding wings. I retraced my steps to the grand chamber where her celebration had been held, wary of any remaining partygoers, but not only was the chamber empty, it was half ruined. The fine columns were tumbling down, the marble floor shattered and overrun with weeds. As I stared at the moonlit decay where only so recently Khatti Ugal’s leading citizens had danced and feasted, it was hard not to panic. The sun was going to be rising soon, making it more difficult to sneak around, and I had the strong impression that not-Raksh was not supposed to have told me about Dalila. Did Lab, the we of whatever sort of mind they shared, know what he’d confided? Might she be stealing Dalila away right now, forcing the possession before I could stop her?

There is one being in this palace who might be able to help you, who has often tipped the scales of luck in your favor. Something in my chest twisted at the thought of Raksh, possibly a cracked rib. Trying to find him might cost me precious hours I didn’t have—and possibly for nothing. His duplicate hadn’t left me with much hope as to my husband’s present condition.

No, Dalila first. I owed her that. Besides, I had yet to search the tumbling-down cottage in which she and Lab had apparently been spending their nights, spinning by the fireside. I turned, heading off for the garden as quickly as my abused body could carry me. My path took me past the throne room and I paused when I noticed that its impressive grand doors had been thrown open, the corridor left unguarded. Recalling that there was a shorter route to the gardens through here, I hesitated but then carefully slipped inside.

The magnificent, fantastical space was nearly unrecognizable, half returned to the elements that had inspired it. The glass roof was gone, the chamber exposed to a rich spread of stars and moonlight, the mosaics of celestial creatures and dancing dolphins replaced by scrubby dune plants. The rush of the distant ocean pulsed, sending water and sand flooding across the ruined carpets.

But the chamber wasn’t empty. Prince Pares was here, alone with his little dog. He sat sideways in his mother’s throne, his bare toes pressed against one armrest and his small back curved against the other. Humming happily under his breath as he toyed with the puppy’s floppy ears, he was the picture of innocence.

Until I approached, and Pares’s head whipped in my direction with a bit too much knowing.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he chided in Arabic, taking me aback. I didn’t think the boy spoke my tongue. Then again, perhaps it wasn’t entirely a boy I was speaking to now. I felt sick, realizing that if part of him could understand me—if Lab did indeed have some unknown magic threading through the woven souls of her people—Pares was likely the one who’d given up Orinth.

“I don’t mean to bother you,” I said softly. “I just need to find my friend. I think she’s with your mama.”

“The doctor doesn’t like you anymore,” Pares shot back. “No one does. You’ve made my amah very angry.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, glancing at the back entrance that led to the gardens and the shrine. My urge, my duty to find Dalila pulled on me, but it felt cruel to ignore this child. And yet the way in which Pares was watching me, a mix of meanness and curiosity in his young face . . .

I could not help but ask, “How old are you, Pares?”

“Eight.” He beamed at the question, kicking his feet. “But I’ve been eight for a very long time. This is all going to be mine someday. Amah is keeping it safe until things are perfect. Then I will be king.”

His cloak—his shroud; it was impossible to think of it as anything else—did drape over the throne like the cape of a grand king. It was undyed, unlike most of the Khatti Ugalan shrouds, but clearly woven with the utmost care, raised stitches creating an intricate map of patterns. Sorrow pierced me, along with a pang of guilt. I had never buried a child. Doing so wasn’t uncommon in my world; young babes are just so fragile, called back to God with devastating regularity. But my Marjana had been hale from the beginning, with a sturdiness that no doubt reflected her immortal father. On this matter, I could not judge Lab.

But I wouldn’t let it stop me. “The palace is not a very safe place tonight, young prince. Why don’t you return to your room?”

“I like it better here.” He tilted his head backwards until he was all but hanging upside down. “My amah says you want to kill us.”

The charge, spoken by such an innocent voice, punched through my chest. “I mean you no harm, little one. But I think your amah could use a nice long rest. I think she is very, very tired.”

Pares just stared at me.

I took a deep breath, remorse snaring my heart. I strongly suspected that either I or his mother was going to die tonight at the other’s hand. “Good night, little prince. I pray your dreams are pleasant.” Then I left him to play with his dog and slipped out.

The door led to the same path that Lab and I had taken on my first day in Khatti Ugal, winding through the gardens and past the ancient hills. Again, it felt as though seasons had passed since I’d last been here, the spring blooms now brown and fallen. Nevertheless, I pressed on toward the cottage.

But no sooner did I come around the bend than my vision swam. It wasn’t two conflicting realities now, it was several. I saw the cottage as the simple hut it must have once been: with thatch walls and new plants just starting to take root. I witnessed it ruined, overgrown with roots, then rebuilt with shining marble walls and tall columns. Burnt and smoking, barricaded within a wooden palisade; then vanished entirely, nothing but a stretch of beachside forest. The competing visions left me dizzy, and I stumbled, falling to my knees.

“Amina?” Dalila’s very welcome voice cut through the haze and seemed to knock the world back into place. There was the night sky, the ancient hovel lit by a central hearth, the grasping trees. A visibly worried Dalila crouched on the ground beside me. She was still dressed in her ceremonial gown, the dyed belt around her waist. She reached for my shoulder as I clutched my head. “Are you all right?”

It was perhaps an underhanded decision, but as I took stock of our positions and her distraction, I seized the belt around Dalila’s waist.

But I didn’t even get a chance to draw my dagger.

My fingers had no sooner touched the belt than a bolt of energy, of heat and light and magic I could scarcely describe, shoved me away as though I had tried to force two opposing magnets together. I sprawled backward, smashing my head yet again, and swore as all the injuries and ailments in my body took the opportunity to metaphorically shriek their displeasure.

When the black spots stopped dancing before my eyes, a very angry Mistress of Poisons stood over me. Her gaze was furious, her skin flushed with sweat. “What in the name of God is wrong with you?”

I pushed up on my hands, setting off a new wave of pirouetting spots. Oh. There was a strong possibility the fight with not-Raksh had done greater damage than I realized. Mercifully Lab was nowhere to be seen, but Dalila was clearly enmeshed in the witch queen’s work: freshly shorn wool floated in a wooden cleaning basin. A new standing loom stood just outside the cottage, its threads weighted and ready for weaving.

Ignoring her question, I raised an accusing finger at the belt. “Take that cursed thing off.”

“It isn’t cursed, it’s a ward against harm.” Hurt twisted her face. “If you hadn’t tried to grab it, it wouldn’t have injured you!”

“Well, I’m going to be charging you if you don’t remove it, so best decide which of those you prefer.” I shuddered, unable to take my eyes off her belt. If I survived Khatti Ugal, it would be a very long time before I made peace with the revulsion of having slept with a woven “construct” of my husband for weeks.

Dalila was looking at me as though I’d lost my mind. “You’ve gone mad,” she muttered, but she undid the belt with shaking hands and set it on the ground. “Even madder than usual. Is this better?”

I coughed, tasting blood. “Where is Lab?”

To her credit, Dalila answered. “Getting more goats to shear.” She glanced over her shoulder. “She had Mitanni bring me here after the ceremony. She said there was an emergency, that we would need to spin and weave through the night . . .” Then Dalila looked at me again, clearly taking in my disheveled state. “By the Most High, Amina . . . please tell me you’re not the emergency.” When I grimaced but did not deny it, frustrated rage erupted across her face. “I told you to stay out of the way!”

“You threw me out of the apothecary implying that I was a drunk and you had some suicidal scheme,” I hissed. “Apologies if that brought little confidence.” I gestured rudely at the wool around her. “So, you know what she’s doing? That she’s using the spindle to twist threads weaving an illusion of peace, of a happy queendom, all while binding her people’s souls into compliance?”

“And?” Dalila’s voice was harsh.

“And? Why is that not enough to make you turn away from her?”

“Because maybe that’s what our world needs. No one is burning temples and lynching the poor in Khatti Ugal.” The words ripped from her, from a deeper place than Dalila usually went.

I tried once more, pleading, “Dalila, please just come with me. This place is falling apart. Perhaps the boundaries will have fallen. We can try to return to the Marawati, leave this madness behind. To hell with the peris, to hell with the spindle—”

“I can’t,” she snapped. “How many times must I say that before you will get it through your thick skull?”

“Apparently a great deal more!”

“I made a deal, you witless pirate. Is that not obvious? I said nothing because I knew you would warn me off it, but Lab is not Raksh. And I do not give a damn what the peris think about us using the Transgression. The spindle is a tool and should God place it in my hands . . .” Her voice grew fierce. “Who is to say that it is not my place to spin a new fate?”

“Dalila . . .” I was aghast. “This is not you. By the Most High, you sound like a deranged king. You sound like Falco Palamenestra, out to change the world and die in a cave!”

Her shoulders slumped. “I’m not out to change the world, Amina. I just want to save my best friend.”

I gaped. “This is about me?”

She looked incredulous. “Do you know any other heedless nawakhidha dying of poison?” I opened my mouth, still speechless, and she pressed on, sounding angrier, the rare occasion of honesty making her hostile. “You were right, is that what you wish to hear? I made a mistake. I was wrong to go after Raksh and it set into motion a whole slew of tragedies, falling tiles of lethal blunders.”

“Oh.” My head spun. “She hasn’t yet possessed you, right? You’re not some type of construct?”

Dalila narrowed her eyes. “A construct? What . . . have you finally gotten into the wine?”

“I’m not used to you admitting fault!” I shot back. “And at length.”

“Yes, you made very clear what you believe about me.” Furious red spots blossomed in Dalila’s cheeks. “And that’s fine. You were right; if I’m not Dalila the Crafty, if I’m getting old and making mistakes, I’m a liability. So let me fix it.”

“Dalila, I wanted an apology, not for you to sacrifice yourself! Has she told you what happens? She intends to possess you, to take over your body! You’ll be trapped in your head, trapped in this kingdom. Not even death will release you!”

She glanced away, but not before I saw a glisten of tears in her eyes. “Then I will wait for the Day of Judgment.” She dashed a hand across her face. “It doesn’t sound terrible, Amina. I will have decades before I am called upon to take the spindle, years I can spend in the most magnificent apothecary I could have ever envisioned. And I . . .” She faltered. “I do not mind her company.”

I fought for words. Part of me did believe a real Khatti Ugal could have offered Dalila a better life, a chance to reinvent herself, to be the great mind she would have been in a different world. But Khatti Ugal was a dream, a gilded prison. And from the dread in Dalila’s voice, I knew part of her understood that.

“But the antidote,” I pushed. “Surely—”

She was already shaking her head. “It isn’t working fast enough. Sasan knew; he knew they were my weak spot.”

“Then you keep experimenting! Isn’t that your obsession?” I tried to crack a confident smile. “I’m a hard woman to kill, Dalila. Surely we can beat the odds.”

But Dalila only looked more lost. “I cannot take that gamble, Amina. I cannot be the reason you don’t return to your family, the reason Tinbu and Majed and all the rest are stuck here with no captain to lead them home. This—this will offer certainty.”

“Will it?” Dalila wasn’t listening to emotion; maybe after finally losing the decades-long battle to keep her heart an icy trap, that was a dam that couldn’t be bridged. So best to appeal to her other nature: brutal, suspicious logic. “Ay, look at me,” I demanded. “You’re the cleverest person I know; I don’t truly believe you’ve fallen into this web of lies the queen has woven. If she can save me, why hasn’t she?” I raised my palm, showing the blisters.

Dalila flinched at the sight of them. “Because that’s not how it works. Come, nakhudha . . . do you really think I was going to broker a deal solely on faith?” But there was only misery in the poor jest. She picked up the belt that Lab had given her, running her fingers over the woven colors. “I told the queen that Sheikh Sasan had poisoned me. That I didn’t want to die and that if she could teach me how to seize another fate, I would give her anything.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Lab doesn’t spin fates with the spindle. Not anymore, not here. But there is magic in the textiles and together, we created this.” She held out the belt. “We spun the thread and then she wove it with patterns to ward off harm. To ward off illness. To ward off . . .”

“Poison,” I finished faintly, all the pieces coming together. I stared at the belt in shock. Forget the Mortar of Mithridates, what Dalila was implying this could do . . .

“Yes. And it works, Amina. When I put it on, every last pain I had vanished. My head felt clearer . . . God, it was as though I was twenty again.” She smiled sadly. “When we were young women, running around the Persian Gulf sowing mayhem.”

I recalled the ceremony. Dalila had practically glowed when she’d donned the belt, and I couldn’t take my eyes off it now. Like all the textiles of Khatti Ugal, it was stunning, the colors so vivid they seemed enchanted. “That’s for me.”

“Yes. Obviously.” She thrust the belt at me. “So put it on already. Put it on and this will all be worth it.”

Was that truly all I had to do? I stared at the belt. Wrap this thing around my waist, pin it, and the poison would be gone? My injuries would be gone?

All it would cost was Dalila’s freedom.

That isn’t the only cost. Was part of Orinth spun into those strands? Al-Uqab and the bandits who had wailed for God? How many tortured castaways did it take to provide thread for the cloaks that enslaved countless Khatti Ugalans, leaving them mute, joyless pawns? How many to weave the great tapestry that maintained their pretty cage?

“I cannot accept this, my friend,” I said, hating the words as they slipped my mouth. “I have been touched by magic. I know God has given shape to the Unseen Realm as He has ours, but this . . .” I gestured to the belt. “I will accept the fate that my Creator has ordained. Not something spun by an entity who has used her magic to cause untold chaos and violence for millennia, woven with the pieces of people she’s harmed.”

To say Dalila was unimpressed by that argument would be an understatement.

She gaped in disbelief. “You cannot ‘accept it?’ What? Did you hit your head again? Amina, this will save your life! Surely for that, you can bend your principles a bit. For God’s sake, you came here as a thief!”

“Dalila . . .” I felt sick but no less resolute. “I cannot. Besides, for all we know there are additional charms woven into its stitches to control its wearer. And even if there aren’t . . .” Again I saw Orinth’s kind eyes, her fierce hope that I would reunite with my family. I would not use magic crafted from her torment. “I cannot.”

Dalila didn’t look incredulous now; she looked mad.

“Then you’re a fool,” she said bluntly. “A selfish one. You claim I put the crew at risk, concealing my fear that you’d been poisoned? What are you doing now, nakhudha, if not charting a more dangerous course due to some misguided sense of honor?”

I stiffened. “It’s not the same.”

However, Dalila wasn’t listening. Instead, still cursing my stubbornness under her breath, she retrieved something from inside her gown. She seized my hand, holding it tight when I tried to jerk back and wrested open my palm.

But it wasn’t the belt she was trying to press upon me. It was Khayzur’s feather.

“It’s time for you to go, my friend,” Dalila said, her voice thick. “Wait until you get to the edge of the city to summon him. Someplace where it is safer. Where the magic won’t be as strong.”

I stared at the lime-green feather in my palm. God, how badly I had wanted this so many times, the admittedly slim promise of help from the nigh-invincible peri. I still did. My fingers closed tightly around the soft quill, nearly crushing it.

“I’ll make you a deal,” I lied quickly. “Come with me and I’ll put on the belt. There is no reason for you to stay behind.”

“There is,” Dalila said, hesitating a little. “I can keep her from coming after you.”

“But that’s not necessary!”

“No,” Lab’s voice cut through our argument, cold and clear as a cloudless night. “It really is not.”






Chapter 34

The queen stood among the trees as though she’d been there all night. In one hand, she held the spindle and in the other, the tethers to a half-dozen wild-eyed goats. I had no idea how long she’d been watching us; it was as though she’d snapped her fingers and manifested, not a single sight or sound betraying her presence.

I wasn’t the only one surprised. Dalila scrambled back as Lab dropped the tethers and stalked closer. There was a hint of indecision on my friend’s face—perhaps a moment in which she contemplated the possibility of another lie—but then it was gone, replaced by a grim expression that made my heart sink.

Even the Mistress of Poisons realized our game had come to an end.

Lab tilted her head. “You’ve removed your belt, beloved. Are you not afraid the poison will take you again?” She asked the question with obvious mockery, but there was a hard edge of resentment that made Dalila flinch.

But I was done exchanging words with this woman. Khayzur’s feather finally returned to my hand, I dragged it through one of the many still bleeding gashes not-Raksh had carved into my skin. Crimson promptly stained the green quill, turning it a murky black.

And nothing happened.

No, I silently begged. Please, God . . . I had done this only once before, to call Khayzur for the Mortar of Mithridates, but the effect had been instantaneous, even if the peri didn’t immediately appear. The feather had shivered, the magic pulsing in my heart like a tether pulled taut.

Now the feather lay as dead and flat as one discarded from a seagull.

“You look disappointed, al-Sirafi,” Lab said coldly. “Was that supposed to have done something?”

Khayzur is not coming for you. No one is coming for you. So, I would have to save myself. Snatching the throwing knives I had stolen from Dalila’s room, I flung them at Lab’s head.

They flew true and fast and had Lab been a mortal, they likely would have made a pincushion of her pretty face before she even realized what had happened. But she was not, and she merely raised a hand, the knives freezing in the air as though they had hit a wall. The blades dropped to the ground, and my eyes went wide. I wasn’t expecting that.

But I’d also thrown them as a distraction and I was already charging her, my far more powerful meteor blade raised. Her magic slammed into me, snaring my limbs and slowing my assault—but not stopping me, not this time. Maybe I was stronger than I had been after the griffin fight, maybe I was just more desperate. It felt like pushing through a churning sea, through a sandstorm, but I did move, the iron control with which she’d dragged me across the throne room suddenly not so effective. My fingers brushed her garments, a hint of surprise lit her face . . .

And then Lab retreated, raising her hands. The roots of the nearest tree burst from the ground in response, putting themselves between us in a spray of soil. I jerked back, but it was too late. A thick root coiled around my waist and then hurled me at the cottage. I crashed through the ancient wattle wall, pain lancing across my chest.

Dalila shouted my name, but I couldn’t respond, the air knocked from my lungs.

“Impressive, Captain,” the queen said softly. “Truly. I do not know what is between you and your demon, but I clearly wasn’t the only one intrigued.” She bent, picking up Khayzur’s bloodied feather. “A feather. That is curious. I had believed you here at the behest of the marid, but it seems it is the air elementals who sent you. What are they calling themselves in this millennia?”

“Amina!” Dalila succeeded in reaching my side only for Lab to snap her fingers and send another root rushing at my friend. It twined her body like a snake, tightening around her throat. Dalila gasped for air, clawing at her neck.

“Find your tongue, Captain, or she will swallow hers!” Lab warned. “Who sent you?”

“The peris!” I choked, struggling to sit upright. “They call themselves peris! Now please—please let her go!”

Lab uncurled her palm, and the root relented enough for Dalila to take a shuddering breath.

“Was that so hard?” the queen asked, a disappointed schoolmistress forced to paddle a recalcitrant pupil. Her eyes narrowed. “Why? Why did they send you?”

I didn’t reach for a lie, not now. We were caught and if giving this creature a shred of honesty kept us alive for a few more moments, so be it. “They wanted me to retrieve the spindle. But only that! They were not interested in you.”

An incredulous smile lit Lab’s face. “They only wanted the spindle. Not me? That is what they told you?”

“Yes,” I said urgently. “We never meant you or your people any harm.”

“Oh, al-Sirafi . . .” Lab shook her head with a sort of murderous amusement. “They lied.”

Any lingering hopes to which I might have clung regarding Khayzur crashed to the ground.

Dalila tried to interject. “Resplendency—”

Lab whirled on her and a smaller root snaked across Dalila’s mouth. “You don’t speak. I am not nearly the lovesick fool you believe, Doctor, but I’ll confess you’re a better liar than most and it has left me quite disappointed.” She turned back to me. “Were your peris and the marid not content to massacre my last city? They had to tear this one down as well?”

Massacre her last city? The charge spun in my head, turning everything I believed about the magical elementals upside down. They were supposedly barred from directly intervening—killing or helping humanity. Surely there must be more to what Lab was accusing.

“I was only sent to retrieve the spindle,” I said again. Praying that more details might be convincing, I added, “The man who escaped Khatti Ugal was rescued by my husband. They spent the following months spinning tales about fabulous treasure in every port they could. It made the peris nervous. They feared a wave of new humans seeking out your island and one managing to discover and spirit away the spindle.” I pressed on, fervent. “You must know this is true. You interrogated Raksh, did you not? Ask him again.”

“Regrettably, what’s left of your husband in my dungeon has not been chatty of late,” Lab replied. “Though as to the rest . . . part of me does believe you. Rather, I believe you don’t know. Not a very good assassin to be so ill-informed.”

Assassin. The charge left me breathless. “I’m not. I swear!”

“Ah, that’s right, you’re a reformed pirate,” she snarled. “I suppose you believe leaving your bloodier days in the past means you’ve washed those stains out. I assure you—it does not.” She stepped closer. “I meant what I said about sea raiders. There is nothing I loathe more and if there is a silver lining to being trapped in this place, it’s that the sea brings me plenty of pirates. Plenty of bandits and criminals and fugitives fleeing justice and, oh . . . do they meet it here.”

Frantic, I reached for our old agreement. “I can still help you escape.”

Lab laughed. “Escape? Do you still believe I desire that? I truly thought you cleverer. On this, your companion seemed to read my heart better.”

Taken aback, I glanced between Lab and Dalila. All but gagged by an animated tree, my friend looked miserable, crushed in a manner that reminded me of the despair that claimed her just before she confessed that Sheikh Sasan had poisoned me; Dalila waiting for me to make a connection that she, always two steps ahead, knew would be devastating.

From Lab, there was no such misery. The queen was as stunning as usual, but an ancient coldness filled her eyes, a look I’d occasionally seen on Raksh, and it frightened me to the bone. Dalila and I had thought ourselves experienced tricksters. But Lab had seen through us from the beginning. She’d opened herself up to Dalila, she’d put a familiar body in my bed. She’d been quietly waiting for a slip, for the reason that had brought us here. And why not? She was immortal; she had all the time in the world. It was only a host that she needed, and she’d made her choice—Dalila.

Me? I was a curiosity, just as my false husband had claimed.

“You were never going to leave Khatti Ugal,” I realized slowly. No wonder the real Raksh was still rotting in her dungeons; Lab hadn’t cared about our deal, not truly.

An almost pitying smile broke across her mouth. “This is my home. Why would I risk my life leaving a place filled with such peace, with the souls of those I love most? No, Captain. Were I perhaps younger, if I was alone, I might be tempted to take your offer. I still intend to send some sailors out on your ship, just to see what happens. But as for myself?” Her voice grew pointed. “I am not one to leave my child behind.”

She’d meant to hurt me—and she had, the words a harsh slap. One that drew a perhaps unwise retort from me. “It isn’t peace you offer your people. It’s hell. They are so desperate to be free of this place, they’re trying to kill themselves in your halls.”

“They were fine until you arrived, whispering your stories and poisoning my craft,” Lab snapped. “Which brings me to my next point . . . What have you done to my home?” Fury roiled in her visage like a typhoon, and staring at her, a bitter hardness settled in my gut.

We’re going to die here. Lab had defeated Raksh, an immortal entity who survived being trapped in a chest underwater and drove a tavern of criminals to madness with a clap of his hands. She was so dangerous the peris and the marid—creatures who flew to the heavens, who ruled the oceans—had only been able to cage her, not kill her. Dalila and I had made a brutal personal enemy out of a sorceress wielding an artifact that thrived off vengeance. We were going to die, my crew was going to die, all of us no doubt under such ghastly circumstances that not even Sarilaglag’s vilest murderers could’ve dreamt them up. I had nothing to give Lab. I was a curiosity, a supposed assassin who apparently didn’t even know the real reason I’d been sent to Khatti Ugal.

Well, no, I suppose that wasn’t true. I did have one thing I could offer: that dreadful answer. The ludicrous scheme with my hair, my reckless gamble that might slowly be eroding her reign.

For a moment, I wavered, still trying to parse a way out of this. To shamefully find an excuse to save my people, to save myself. But then I remembered the grief-stricken wails of the sibling shield bearers and their frantic fight to end their false lives. The mother with her shrouded children in her lap, her trembling fingers reaching to undo their clasps. The servants who’d had their voices, their agency, their very ability to weep stolen away and still managed to quietly help me—to leave a path to the tunnel, to give me my weapons, a warning.

Orinth. A true friend, a good woman who’d been viciously punished by her own queen. And yet, for every Orinth, might there be an Arno? An innocent Khatti Ugalan who would have a better future without a despot looming over him?

In the end, the math was grim if unavoidable. An entire city’s worth of souls both living and enslaved who might have a chance of surviving and seizing their freedom. All it would cost was my silence.

And the lives of everyone in my crew.

God, forgive me. But perhaps I could give the queen a closer target upon which to spend her wrath and with some of her vengeance sated, she’d let a few of my men—those deemed “useful”—survive long enough to see a free Khatti Ugal.

I spat in her face.

Lab jerked back, looking incredulous, and I threw myself at the magical binds still constricting me. But I got only close enough to brush the spindle before her magic tightened again, holding me even tauter.

“What a waste.” Lab flicked my cheek with Khayzur’s useless feather, like someone admiring a warhorse with a broken leg they were about to put down. “You know, I was briefly tempted by you, Captain. With your abilities under my control, you might be the kind of warlord that shapes fleets, that preys on empires. But those are the sort of people that I hunt.”

Behind her, Dalila writhed against her bonds, a moan slipping her bound mouth.

But Lab’s focus stayed on me. “Perhaps it is time to call your crew back; I know how badly you wish to see them. Maybe if I transform them one by one, force you to eat their roasted flesh, you shall find your tongue.”

Dalila spat out of chunk of the root that had been clasped against her mouth. She must have been chewing at it while the queen and I argued, the effort leaving her lips a gory mess.

“Let . . . let me s-speak,” she rasped out.

The queen snorted. “Why? What lie does the Mistress of Poisons plan to offer now?”

Dalila sucked for air, her cheeks flushing nearly as red as the blood running from her mouth. “Help you,” she gasped, clearly struggling to continue breathing and talking at the same time. “—what she did.”

“And what would you know of it?” Lab retorted. “I thought the two of you had turned on each other. ‘I’ve never been a member of the crew, not really,’” the queen mimicked, obviously repeating something Dalila had told her. “Why should I believe she’d confide anything to you?”

“Because . . .” Dalila wheezed loudly again, clawing at the root around her throat. “Please. I-I cannot breathe—”

With a dismissive wave of Lab’s hand, the root unraveled from Dalila’s body. My friend sprawled to the ground.

“Speak then,” Lab commanded. “You have wasted enough of my time. Why should I believe anything you say?”

Trembling, Dalila pushed back to sit on her heels. Her face was a churn of emotion. Regret, uncertainty, grief . . . but she answered, “Because I was going to stay.”

The queen tensed but only for a moment before sneering. “Another falsehood upon a sea of them.” She jerked her head at Dalila’s belt, abandoned in the grass. “That was for her, wasn’t it? Your sad story of being poisoned . . . I did find it peculiar how preoccupied you were with your captain’s health while yours was apparently so dire.” She shrugged. “But it kept you distracted.”

“I was not the only one distracted.” The queen snarled but Dalila pressed on, “I know you heard me. I know you hear me. I intended to stay. That is why you should listen to me, why I didn’t try to escape with her. Because I prayed that if I threw myself on your mercy—”

“What?” Lab challenged. “I would forgive you?”

“Yes.” Dalila rose up on her knees, beseeching, and Lab drew closer, seemingly despite herself. “I could have fled to the forest with Amina as soon as you gave me the belt; slipped away from the ceremony, been gone before you realized it. I probably should have,” she added, swallowing obvious remorse. “But I was still trying to find a way to fix things. To settle my debt with her. To keep my promise to you.”

Lab stared at her. Her expression was hard, wounded and vengeful all at once, compared to the open pleading in Dalila’s face.

“Your promise?” Lab asked. “And which lie would that be?”

Dalila’s gaze was only for the queen. “It wasn’t a lie,” she whispered. “I wanted—I want—a new life in Khatti Ugal. So let me try and fix whatever damage Amina has done. Let her leave. And then let us start again, in a mended queendom, with no more falsehoods between us.”

There was nothing but heartfelt earnestness in Dalila’s face, a wounded vulnerability I’d never seen. It seemed to soften even Lab, who again drifted closer to Dalila, seemingly torn between the ancient drive for vengeance animating her core and the pleading woman on her knees, near enough to touch.

Except Dalila wasn’t an ordinary woman; she hadn’t been one for a very long time. She had been trained by the Banu Sasan. And when the queen opened her mouth, a decision made, the true assassin in the garden sprang.

Faster than my eye could track, Dalila had thrust one of her small blades where Lab’s thigh and hip met. She jerked it out and did it again and then again, brutal ragged punctures that ripped open the vulnerable artery, drenching them both in blood.

Lab staggered, her eyes wide with genuine shock, but Dalila didn’t hesitate as the queen stumbled. Instead, she pulled Lab down, burying the blade in her throat as I cried out, terrified for my friend. The magic holding me in place collapsed and I crumpled to the ground.

Lurching back to my feet, I took in the scene before me. Dalila was cradling the dying queen, blooding pooling beneath them. One of her hands still held the knife in place, professional to the end, while her other arm was hooked around Lab’s waist, a gruesome embrace. My friend wore no mask now. There was determination in her eyes, yes; the grim resolution to carry out yet another murderous assignment in a lifetime of killing.

But also anguish. A wrenching misery that tore at my heart, displacing any relief, any victory I might have felt. Indeed, I was so shocked that I didn’t notice one of Lab’s shuddering hands moving erratically toward a fold in her gown. A dark wooden point emerged . . .

“Dalila, watch out!” I cried.

But it was too late. Lab shoved the bloody spindle into Dalila’s hands. My friend reacted swiftly; I’ll give her that. She jerked back like she’d been stung, instantly dropping both the spindle and the queen’s body. However, she hadn’t been fast enough. I didn’t make it two steps when she started screaming, clutching her skull as though it might be wrenched apart.

“Dalila!” The howls coming from my friend were awful, her eyes squeezed shut against the pain. Frantic, I glanced around wildly, looking for something—anything—that might help.

My gaze landed on her belt. It was warded against harm, no? I raced for the belt, snatching it up and turning back around.

My throat closed.

I gasped for air but could not reach my neck. Could not move, my limbs held as though pinned. It was the same thing Lab had done to me after my trial with the griffins, but it was Dalila now staring at me with Lab’s hatred, her familiar brown gaze bloodshot and filled with the witch queen’s ancient fury.

And then the pressure released.

“Raksh,” Dalila choked out. Her eyes darted around as though she were searching her mind, searching the queen’s memories. “Get Raksh.” She inhaled sharply, all the air rushing toward her like a wave gathering momentum, and then bellowed, “RUN!”

A surge of energy punched me in the chest like a lance, sending me sprawling toward the path. I rolled to my feet, the cottage bursting into flames. The nearest goats were shrieking, the piles of wool catching alight.

I couldn’t leave Dalila. I couldn’t stay. So instead, I finally did what she had begged me to do since we arrived.

I trusted her. And as her screams echoed behind me, I ran for the dungeons.






Interlude 10

You are the Mistress of Poisons and you are furious.

Except you’re not the Mistress of Poisons, not really. You cannot recall the last time a host has fought you this fiercely, this madly. It is as though sharing a body and mind with a mad cat, one intent on destroying itself. You had a process, one that worked; you very rarely had to possess someone in a hostile manner and never one who fought your control so viciously.

Until Dalila. A false name, of course, like everything about this criminal poisoner. Granted, you had suspected her of lying. There was too much about her story that didn’t add up, but you’d been content to dismiss it, waiting out the two women until one of them slipped. And yet, despite the lies, you’d been enjoying the prickly doctor from Mosul. You would have been happy to continue enjoying her as she was for at least another decade.

You could have been part of something greater than yourself. You could have been a respected scholar, a healer. Then enjoyed access to the memories of a thousand generations.

Instead, Dalila had betrayed you more violently than you would have imagined possible. The sharp thrusts of the blade and a wave of blood. There had been such cold knowing in your murder; the precise aim, the speed. And what’s worse? Part of you knows her remorse was genuine. Saw the grief in her eyes, felt her embrace. The two of you could have been glorious if she had not thrown it away for Amina al-Sirafi and you are as disappointed as you are furious. You had tried to peel her off, warned her that the pirate was no good, a horrid influence—to no avail.

Now Dalila has ruined herself, ruined what the two of you could have been.

I saw you, you hiss at the new presence in your fractured kaleidoscope of souls. I saw you like no one else ever had and you threw it away for a woman who would use you as a tool. Who speaks the tongue and prayers of those who slaughtered your family.

Dalila cannot respond in words, but what is left of her seizes another chance to smash her head—your head—into the ground and you rush to stop her, hurling a wave of memories at that rebellious corner of your mind. Let her drown in the worst moments of your old hosts. Perhaps that shall teach her some perspective.

Then, finally and fully in control of your new form, you take stock.

You lay in a pool of blood in the garden, staring up at the ruddy dawn sky. The injuries Dalila managed to inflict on herself—on yourselves—hurt, but they are not mortal and so you sit up. At your side is the ruined corpse of the last castaway you chose as a host a century ago. She is now a withered husk of the woman you remember, with stringy gray hair and gnarled fingers. You close her staring eyes and rise shakily to your feet.

The shrine has been destroyed, one side caved in and the other ablaze. Your ancient cottage—the first place you built in Khatti Ugal, the home you shared with Pares—is now ruined. Like parts of your city, like your subjects’ souls. Fresh betrayal boils in your heart. This is your home. You welcomed these foreigners, would have allowed the most useful of them to settle peacefully, and how have they returned the favor? With destruction. So much of what you carefully crafted in Khatti Ugal is being ripped apart and you still don’t know why. Another plundering of Dalila’s memories discovers little. She knew nothing beyond what Amina told her, what she told you: the peris wanted the spindle before a human could spirit it away from the island.

So, either they lied, or the pirate did. But as to the mechanics of what is happening to Khatti Ugal . . . still nothing. There were arguments between them, but whatever Amina al-Sirafi has been doing, she kept to herself, revealing nothing to the woven twin of her husband or her supposed friend.

And you cannot stop what you do not understand.

A kernel of panic blooms in your breast; you also have little idea how much time passed while you struggled to gain control of Dalila but no doubt her menace of a captain has been wreaking further chaos. You rise swiftly to your feet, brushing hands down a body both familiar and strange, and cross the garden to retrieve your spindle from the damp grass. You slip it in your pocket and glance again at your ruined cottage, sorrow piercing your heart.

Then you notice something strange scattered across the broken thatch: hair. Long strands of black hair. Not just one or two, but dozens, as though someone had cut a braid and tossed it on the section of wall you sent the pirate crashing through. Indeed, the strands look as though they could have been hers, though you cannot be certain; the pirate was fussy and fastidious about covering her head, and you never saw her hair yourself. But the prospect of her false husband ripping out a hank of it during their fight gives you a nasty thrill of satisfaction.

However a different memory comes to you. The construct had been an experiment, an imperfect spy crafted from the first creature to truly frighten you—one mercifully too old and too arrogant to defend himself before you sprang. Your woven creation’s recollections were erratic, his reports inconsistent. But you recall through his eyes the sight of Amina al-Sirafi standing before a mirror, a look of contemplation on her face.

Did you cut your hair?

Dread snarls through you. It is such a mad idea that you are tempted to dismiss it outright. Who would devise such a ridiculous plot? And yet something has gone awry with your weavings, your great tapestry of fate and the patterns that keep Khatti Ugal harmonious. But surely you would have noticed if the wool felt different as you spun it?

Perhaps not. A bit of heat fills your face. If you are very honest, you have been more focused on the doctor, your hands and mind preoccupied with teaching Dalila your craft. With your strolls about the garden and sighs beside the hearth fire.

Hoping you are wrong, you rush to the temple.

* * *

Your tapestry has been poisoned.

It flutters softly, stretching to the distant ceiling, its colors shining. But here and there are bruises, stiff, dull patches that look like wounds—like infections. Though the ruined parts predominate in newer bands of weaving, other venomous strands snake out across the core of the tapestry, corrupting it all.

You stare, heartsick and uncomprehending, as your gaze takes in the rest of the temple workshop. The looms weaving new cloaks and new belts, new blankets and new shawls. All rich with the patterns of harmony, of firm if benevolent control. The skeins of spun thread and heaps of freshly dyed fiber. You have no idea how long the pirate has been contaminating your wool. You will have to burn your inventory, start anew with your livestock.

Fine, you think vengefully. For once you summon the Marawati’s crew, you will have two dozen more sheep for the shearing. Let Amina al-Sirafi’s men provide the material to rebuild. But still, the enormity of this sabotage nags at you. This does not seem the work of one woman. How could the pirate have ensured that her hair was so astonishingly well distributed across the tapestry? And not just the tapestry; the corrupted thread seems to be everywhere, affecting everything from the throne room to town plazas, from your shield bearers to elderly advisors.

And why? Why has this woman’s hair proved so destructive? Is it her humanity? Her own strange magic? But in the end, it doesn’t matter.

The doors to the temple burst open, a worried Mitanni running inside. He hesitates only a moment when he sees you wearing Dalila’s face. Your first creation, your most loyal, he recognizes you for yourself almost immediately.

He knows something has gone terribly wrong.

Mitanni bows low. “I have soldiers searching for her and guarding the dungeons, but we may need to pull some of them away from the hunt.” He pauses, trembling, and you fear what is to come. “There are raiders approaching the harbor.”

You inhale sharply. “That is not possible. The boundaries—”

“They appear to have fallen, Resplendency.”

Reeling, you step back. This has all gone so wrong, so fast. Then you catch sight of one of the textile workers staring at you from across the workroom floor. You recognize her, a native woman who tried to foment an uprising a century or so ago. An ungrateful wretch, like so many of the servants born here. For you learned long ago that sometimes the only way to keep peace is with a firm hand. Occasionally your people need to be punished, they need to be reminded—the hard way—that they enjoy a blessed existence in Khatti Ugal. And if they need to be tied into new shrouds, more restrictive patterns, so be it.

Sometimes they learn; they repent and are freed. But more often they are reduced to dreamy ghosts, still a better fate than many you have witnessed. But it is no dreamy ghost you see glaring at you. Even if the former rebel continues to work, mechanically sorting fibers, her face expressionless—triumphant fire blazes in her dark eyes.

You glance again at the tapestry and it comes together. The servants are compelled by their woven cloaks to tend only to their work. There is no fraternizing, no rest—only work. They shear the livestock and wash the wool. Card the fibers and dye the threads. They weave the patterns you command. They know nothing beyond this temple and its labor, but they know it intimately.

They would know precisely where to place those poisoned strands. Amina al-Sirafi might not have even realized it, but she was not working alone. How many other Khatti Ugalans have betrayed you? Even loyal Orinth was swayed by her friendship; have others been influenced by the chatty pirate’s tall tales? Could there have been other servants, other ensorcelled guards unable to directly revolt, but capable of silently turning a blind eye or offering quiet aid?

Bitterness washes over you. You have done so much for your people, for these castaways, and they have repaid the favor by desecrating your home. Fury—vengeance—catches alight in your fractured soul like the tantalizing caress of an old lover. This is not a problem you can mend, seams that can be ripped out and resewn. These people want their freedom?

Then let them have it.

You cross to one of the bubbling cauldrons of dye and thrust a distaff stick into the flames below. Then, torch blazing, you stride over to the rebellious textile worker with her hate-filled gaze. Commanded only to work, she stays rooted to her station.

You set her shroud alight.

She cannot scream, cannot flee, only manages a haunting high-pitched moan as she burns. You light up the great heaps of wool, torch the tools, and set ablaze the walls. Then you hurl the fiery missile at the tapestry you have worked on for centuries.

It goes up like dry tinder.

The workers are trying to scream, trapped. Mitanni trembles.

“Do not fear, dear one.” Those closest to you have never been knit into the tapestry; for as comfortable a home as you have made Khatti Ugal, you’ve spent too many eons running from annihilation. Mitanni, Pares, and a handful of your most beloved companions sport far more intricate shrouds. They shall be fine. “Find Pares. Pares and the others. Cross the river and go with them to the city, it will be safer. I will find you when this is over.”

“And you?”

“I will take care of the pirates.”

You leave the workshop after him, barring the door behind you. You are mournful but steadfast. By the end of the day, Khatti Ugal may be nothing but ashes, but it can rise again. You will have your closest followers and whatever living citizens survive the blaze. That will be enough.

But not until you deal with these latest sea raiders.

A view from one of the upper parapets confirms Mitanni’s warnings. The illusion concealing the graveyard of ships that litters Khatti Ugal’s harbor has been peeled away with the rising sun. Great hulks of sunken cargo vessels and war triremes burst from the choppy surf amid sharp rocks and bobbing debris. However it isn’t only ruined boats in the harbor. A half-dozen carefully constructed skiffs are being poled through the lethal water with a skill even you can appreciate. The men are armed with everything from swords to makeshift spears and they move with a deadly grace. With determination.

Pirates. But it isn’t only plunder they seek, for you recognize the man in the lead skiff—it is Amina al-Sirafi’s navigator. These men are here for their shipmates.

You curse your mistake for you should have dealt with them long ago. But you were intrigued to see a vessel survive the cursed sea with so many of its crew alive. It was enough for you to wonder, to contemplate testing the bars of your cage. Not you, of course, but a few of your people and theirs once you’d put down their captain and sorted out their lies.

Now it is too late. Watching these boats, these raiders, is like seeing your first home annihilated all over again. They must have been waiting for a slip, for a weakness in the boundary they could exploit. Such foul brigands have no place in Khatti Ugal. But not even you can take on this many men yourself, not from a distance. Your magic is not limitless, and confronting Amina al-Sirafi and battling the hostile presence in your head has taken its toll. You will need to get close, to be welcomed.

How fortunate, then, that you are already wearing the face of their Mistress of Poisons.

This thought provokes Dalila in your mind all over again. She surges to attack and your body lunges for the terrace. With great effort, you grab the railing before she can pitch you over, fighting for control. You shove Dalila back into your memories and she starts to scream.

Let her scream. Let them all scream. For it has been a very long time since you’ve bonded to a new host with an act of vengeance and you intend to savor this.






Chapter 35

Dalila’s wails echoing in my head, I sprinted for the dungeon.

Get Raksh. The nonsensical command ran through my head; it was the last piece of advice I’d ever imagine Dalila would offer and yet it had clearly cost her to spit those words—Lab, the spindle, whatever monstrous entity it was, violently seizing my friend’s body in return. And so I ran, no longer bothering with discretion, heedless of the pain lacing deep inside my ribs. I was fast enough to avoid the few guards I spotted, until I arrived at the stairs leading to the dungeon.

A score of soldiers blocked the doors, the most armed men I had ever seen gathered at once in Khatti Ugal, bearing an assortment of spears and swords, halberds and axes. The sight brought me up short, my chances of making it to Raksh suddenly dubious. If I’d been at my best, defeating this many men would be daunting, and likely improbable. And I was very much not at my best right now. No matter what magical strength I had been blessed with, I’d been combating the effects of a deadly poison and sleepless nights before battling with not-Raksh and Lab.

This was perilously close to impossible now.

For a moment, I contemplated Dalila’s belt, glancing down at where I’d looped it around my dagger’s hilt. She had risked so much creating this for me, offering her heart, her body, her very mind to the monster now rampaging with her face. If I put this belt on, would my pain vanish? Would the poisoning? Might I live, might I thrive, becoming the sort of mythic warrior that could take on twenty men at once? Would my injuries heal as they were inflicted, leaving me all but invincible?

Or maybe just leaving you vulnerable. For Lab had also had a hand in spinning and weaving this belt and for all I knew, donning it would be handing over my will to the enemy currently hunting me. I stared at the soldiers, gripping my blades and contemplating my options.

However the decision was made rather abruptly for me when one of the guards let out a piercing wail and threw himself on his fellows.

He was followed shortly by a second, who tried to turn his sword on his own shroud, howling and failing to saw away the fabric, and then it was pandemonium. I didn’t hesitate, rushing into the fray while it was still chaos. Lab’s enslaved creations fought well if not imperfectly; a thrust to the belly did nothing but spill dye—but cutting away their cloaks turned them to dust and was an easier maneuver.

“Slice off their shrouds!” I cried to my silent ally. I had no idea if he could understand me—if he spoke my tongue, if the enchantments the queen had woven into his own cloak even allowed for such comprehension—but when his gaze met mine across the way, I demonstrated, dashing my blade across the knot holding tight my current combatant’s cloak.

It fell away, my opponent vanishing with it. My unexpected partner followed suit with his own foe, and then we made hasty work of his fellows.

Finally, it was over, the two of us surrounded by fallen, faded shrouds. I turned to thank the rebel guard only to find him on his knees, holding out the clasp of his own cloak. There was no expression on his face, still a mask of false obedience, but his eyes were pleading. Perhaps there were yet commands he couldn’t disobey, including destroying himself. The prospect of returning his assistance with death broke my heart, and I paused, wishing for an alternative. But there was no hesitation in the guard’s posture, in his begging gaze, and I could not judge any Khatti Ugalan for desiring such a release.

“Thank you,” I said gravely. Then I cut away his shroud and was alone.

Now I just had to save my husband.

The dungeon was as forbidding and dark as when I’d first seen it, every cell I examined empty—Lab clearly didn’t believe in letting prisoners linger. But at the end of the yawning row of barred doors was a closed chamber. A pale blue glow, like the afterimage of the sun on one’s eyelids, lit the narrow band between the bottom of the door and the dirty floor.

Raksh. The shadow of our bond kindled in my chest as I approached his cell, but it was a frail, diminishing tie. I’d picked up one of the spears from the fallen guards and used its hilt to break the lock, wrenching the iron door open.

“God preserve me,” I gasped. “What has she done to you?”

Raksh had been torn apart. He appeared to be shifting between his immortal and human states, wildly spotted and striped blue skin giving way to pale brown as his tusks and claws erupted and melted away. Black hair spilled around his head like blood and his dark eyes were closed. Far worse was the mess of his belly, flayed open and disemboweled.

But it was not guts and organs spilling out—rather it looked as though Raksh’s innards had been stuffed with ribbons of glittering light. With power and story and potential, these concepts coming to me not as words but as an indescribable awareness in my heart. As though all the unseen magic that was Raksh—the spirit of discord, the avatar of chaos and fortune and ambition—had been ripped apart. The ribbons spooled out in lost and drifting garlands, some motionless, others shuddering as they climbed the bars of his cell and crawled along the floor. One reached for my ankle, a desperate grasp like a drowning sailor’s, and I shuddered back.

Leave him. You cannot fix this, and he would leave you. He has left you. But Raksh had also apparently chosen to suffer this instead of giving me up. And for that, for Dalila’s last despairing request, I couldn’t walk away. There were too many brushes of kinship between Lab and Raksh, creatures who fed off human emotions and journeys, even if they were opposed: vengeance for past acts and ambition for future ones. Lab had taken one look at him, this woman who did not abide threats to her people, and neutralized Raksh before he could open his mouth.

There had to be a reason. I stepped inside the cell. “Raksh?” I called softly. “Can you hear me?”

There was no movement, no reaction from the body on the floor. I crept closer, avoiding the undulating ribbons of magic. They didn’t look like glittering light now; they were dappled hues of rich brown and mossy green. The air smelled like earth, like life.

“I have your disgusting pendant,” I whispered, pulling it from my robe. Though we were alone, I felt the heavy weight of Khatti Ugal and its queen. Searching for me, waiting with teeth and claws bared. “And I really need you to wake the fuck up and tell me how to fight this creature, otherwise you’re going to be spooled out like a thrown skein of yarn, and I’m going to be the first goat to captain a ship.”

I laid the coral medallion on the one part of Raksh’s chest that hadn’t been torn apart, looping it over his head. But it did nothing, my husband barely stirring.

However, the ribbon of magic that caught my ankle when I was distracted very much did.

The world turned over with a violent spinning that made me grateful I had eaten nothing in hours. It settled, and I sprawled back on my ass, expecting to be on the ceiling, the disgusting floor of waste and moldering rushes raining over my head.

Instead, my fingers sank into warm pink sand. A brilliant tropical sea spread before me, sparkling turquoise in the bright light of day. A dugout canoe of a type I had never seen before waited beneath a stand of bowed coconut trees.

This was not Khatti Ugal. And I was not alone. A youth stood next to me, with nut-brown skin and wiry limbs. He chewed his lip, considering the canoe with obvious hesitation.

“Go,” crooned an all-too-familiar voice. It was not in Arabic, nor in any language I knew, and yet the word spoke to my soul. “There is no future for you here. Think of the grand adventures you shall have. New islands to explore, beautiful women to plow.”

“Oh, for God’s sake . . .” I kicked the ribbon away and the vision vanished. The magical intestine landed with an eerie whisper back into Raksh’s flayed midsection and dove under his skin with a disgusting wiggle that reminded me of a burrowing worm.

And Raksh took a single shaky breath.

With new eyes, I stared at the shining lines rippling out from his torn belly. Were these somehow remnants, memories of the people with whom Raksh had partnered and contracted? The ambitions he’d stoked and consumed? If I returned them to him, might he wake up?

God alone knew, but deciding it was better than doing nothing, I began shoving his spilled entrails of witless humans and their terrible decisions back inside him.

It was a messy affair. Having neither the time nor inclination to take a tour through Raksh’s human hosts (I strongly suspected it would leave me abandoning him in disgust on the floor) I used the handle of the meteor blade to scoop them up, but the weapon did not make for an easy shovel of chaos spirit innards and a great many tried to snake away. There was no avoiding some brushes with memory—from ancient rulers he seduced into disastrous campaigns of conquest to fishermen who drowned trying to bring in one last haul to feed their families.

Finally, it was done, the ribbons of memory and discord shoved back into place, churning and twisting beneath his ruined flesh. I sat back on my heels, half expecting his skin to simply heal over. This was Raksh, the creature whom no mortal blade could harm, who survived being left in a locked chest beneath the waves. But the chasm in his belly remained, a hole in need of mending.

Perhaps Dalila’s belt might heal him? But I was even more reluctant to put the belt on Raksh than I was to don it myself. What if it made my husband—the true spirit of discord, the one with whom I was bonded—Lab’s thrall? I might be putting us all in deeper danger.

Could I not . . . sew him up? Perhaps if I had not been in a kingdom woven of textile magic, chasing after my aspiring physician of a friend, I wouldn’t have thought of it. But I had the language of stitches ingrained in my head and I knew from experience that the meteor blade would pierce his skin.

There was a scream and some sort of crash from beyond the steps. We were running out of time. Hurriedly I untied my waist sash, shaking out the few strands of my hair still clinging to it—the rest of the hank must have been dislodged during one of my brawls. I ripped off a thin strip of fabric, took a deep breath, and set to work.

Immediately, it became apparent that I was no surgeon. I had no needle and so I made crude cuts with the meteor blade in rows along the wound, awkwardly shoving the bristled ends of my red and gold sash through the cuts and bringing them together. I tied it all off and though it might have been my imagination, his breathing evened out.

But still he remained unconscious.

“Raksh,” I tried again, placing my hand on his chest. “Asshole, please. I need you to wake up. I need you to help me.”

Still nothing.

“This is useless,” I muttered. Raksh was not going to help me; he helped no one but himself. That was not what he wanted, what he needed.

Then what did he desire? I recalled his expectant gaze in Sarilaglag’s tavern. The hunger in his voice, his eager hands, as he purred about the grand adventures we would have. Raksh didn’t respond to pleading.

So, I cradled his jaw, turning his face toward me. “I have a story for you.”

He shivered, the ribbons of magic and memory roiling beneath my stitches.

“A great one,” I continued. “Of daring adventures and ambitious cunning. Of a traveler, a sailor, a pirate. One who began life as a mortal and battled great spirits of air and sea, who outwitted an ancient sorceress and overcame impossible odds to escape with her crew and wander the earth, hunting down renowned magical talismans of old. A wondrous story, one that would make its teller, its inspiration, extraordinarily powerful.”

Raksh trembled and his pained expression resembled that of Marjana’s so much that I faltered. But then warmth tickled beneath my fingers. The ragged edges of his wound were slowly knitting together, the stitches fading into his pale blue skin. It was working.

“But you need to awaken and tell this story,” I said urgently. “So you can savor this feat you were created to accomplish, one denied to you for so long . . . Because if you do, Raksh—” My mouth went dry, but I had already come this far. “I will let you make me a legend.”

There was a heady moment when I was convinced that it was for naught. The stitches had faded into his skin, the wound seemingly healed. But then Raksh abruptly sucked for air, sitting upright like a jerked rope. He fell against me just as suddenly, coughing and pressing his brow against my shoulder.

“Breathe,” I urged, patting his back. “Just breathe.” I had no idea how to play nursemaid to a spirit of discord who’d been flayed alive, then stitched up with a celestial blade and a dirty waist sash, but breathing seemed a good place to start. I helped him sit up on his own and he swayed, blinking his eyes.

Dazed, he stared at his hands. “I feel very strange,” he wheezed. His voice was a guttural, raw thing as though each word was painful.

“Are you—” But I wasn’t sure what to ask. About to murder me? Possessed by a witch queen? “Better?” When Raksh failed to respond or even react, still astonished by his wiggling fingers, I clapped my hands in front of his face.

He drew up ramrod straight as though someone had struck him. “Yes.” Then his expression fell. “No.” He reached out to touch my face, missing by a large margin. “Are you real?”

My heart sank. This was my hope for defeating Lab? “I am. Do you know where you are? What’s happened?” When Raksh appeared only more puzzled, I asked. “Who you are?”

That brought a scowl to his lips. “Yes, I know who I am and that you have entangled me in trouble yet again,” he accused, and the scathing if deeply hypocritical charge was enough like my self-centered demon spouse that part of me did believe him better. But then the lost expression flickered across his face again and he shivered. “It is as though I am under the sea. I can see the surface, but swimming feels impossibly slow.” He frowned. “Am I under the sea?”

“No. You are trapped in the palace of a sorceress queen who apparently dwells in a spindle that feeds off revenge.”

“‘You are called Lab,’ ” he murmured. The declaration sounded nonsensical, but I could see understanding—memory—returning to Raksh’s face. “She took me apart.” His hand drifted to his belly. “You—you brought me back.” Confusion twisted in his black eyes. “But how . . .”

“That doesn’t matter right now,” I said quickly. “I need your help. Lab has possessed Dalila, and I need to know how to defeat her.”

He gave me a blank look that quickly turned into panic. “You’re asking me?”

“She’s one of you, is she not?” I pointed out. “Or at least related to your kin? She seemed to imply it.”

“I think she ate one of my kin,” Raksh replied, still frowning. When I wrenched at my turban in despair, he held up a hand, the other pressed upon his brow. “Give me some time, human. Everything is still falling into place.” He paused. “Is running away an option?”

“Believe me, I wish it were that easy.”

Raksh massaged his temple, the rest of his bestial appearance shifting as he fully returned to his human form.

“None of this makes sense,” he complained. “You say she possessed Dalila. How?” I hesitated, not entirely willing to trust Raksh, but my husband knew me well enough, for exasperation crossed his uncanny face. “You were the one who woke me up, asking for help.”

“I saved your life!”

Raksh rolled his eyes, but his voice grew fervent. “Amina, there is no time for this. I cannot confront what I don’t understand. Were you not the one who claimed my withholding information on the peris’ island would doom us both? Do not be a hypocrite.”

“The audacity of you calling anyone a hypocrite.” But seeing little alternative, I caved and told Raksh of the quest Khayzur had sent me on. Of everything I had heard and seen of the queen’s magic. Of the spindle that had stolen my friend.

Raksh was expressionless as I spoke, his black eyes turning cold. Assessing. It was a predatory gaze, but not the usual one belonging to the creature who chased ambition. And when he finally spoke after I had finished, there was a vindictiveness in his voice I had never heard.

“I believe that I know how to defeat her.” He stood, his lethal grace returning.

Removing my outer robe, I pressed it upon him. Raksh wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothing and while there were some circumstances where that might be to our advantage, I didn’t believe battling Lab was one of them. “Can we defeat her without harming Dalila?” I asked, clinging to hope.

“I could not say.” He eyed me. “Is that going to be a problem? I’d rather not risk my life for a fight you’re already planning to undermine due to human sentiment.”

The merciless words stung and yet I knew Dalila would have probably advised the same. How often had she accused me of courting danger to all to save a sole shipmate, of letting my qualms about the woven belt stop me from battling Lab at my strongest?

But how could I choose a path that might hurt her? That might kill her after everything she’d sacrificed to save me?

You know what she would choose. Do not pretend otherwise.

“No,” I murmured. My knees shook as I stood up, and not only because of my injuries. “We do what we can to save her though, understand? But if it comes down to it . . .” I swallowed, trailing off. “Let’s go,” I said instead. “We’re running out of time.”






Chapter 36

If I thought the palace was in chaos when I left to retrieve Raksh, it was nothing compared to the pandemonium rampaging through its collapsing halls now. The impressive glass windows were melting and warping as though exposed to an invisible furnace, fine mosaics of sea divinities crumbling to dust, and towering columns tumbling to the ground. Most of the curtains were ablaze, writhing and whining as though alive. Smoke choked the air, the acrid smell of burning wool sharp enough to make my eyes sting. Forget avoiding the queen’s guards—none appeared in a state to pursue me. Blank-eyed servants wandered in a daze, while those wearing dyed cloaks fought to remove them or stop others from doing the same. Ahead two scribes screamed as their shrouds spontaneously went up in flames.

Horror ripped through me. “What have I done?”

“This is not you,” Raksh replied curtly. Dressed in my black captain’s robe and seemingly fully recovered, my husband appeared as though garbed in shadow, a being of night descending to prowl. He watched the burning scribes with an unsettling and predacious distance as they crumbled, leaving nothing but ashy remnants of cloth.

“How do you know that?” I whispered, aching to believe him.

“I thrive off discord, Amina. Trust that I can distinguish its flavors.” Raksh nodded at the turmoil surrounding us. “This lies at the feet of the one you call Lab. Get rid of her and all this ends.” He jerked me out of the path of a falling column. “And be a bit lighter on your feet, yes?”

“Captain al-Sirafi!”

I turned to see Arno at the other end of the corridor, caught in a scuffle. He sounded frightened, and I didn’t blame him—a cloaked mob had also turned at his voice and was now approaching him as though bewitched.

“Arno!” I cut a path through the scrabbling Khatti Ugalans, shoving them away from the youth. A few were looking at Arno with disturbing hunger, running their fingers over his bare arms and undyed tunic. I finally grabbed him, yanking him close. We ran to an adjoining terrace and Raksh barred the door behind us, putting distance between ourselves and the panicked throng.

Raksh stepped back, the door appearing to shudder and age. “I don’t believe that will hold for long.”

Arno cast bewildered glances between us, his eyes going wide at the blood staining my clothes. “You’re hurt!”

“I’m fine,” I lied. “But you should get out of the palace, boy. Go home to your family.”

“I can’t.” He shivered. “The queen commanded that the bridge crossing the river be destroyed.”

“What?” The news took me aback. Lab might have a twisted way of “protecting” her people, but I could see little reason to trap them in her palace while we battled. “Why?”

“They say there are pirates in the harbor,” Arno explained. “The queen has gone to challenge them, but cut off access to the rest of the city in case she was defeated.”

Pirates? My head spun. “Is there a vantage point close by that would allow me to view the harbor?” I asked urgently.

Arno nodded. “Just through here.”

“Just through here” ended up being a maze of terraces and exterior stairwells I’d be lucky to retrace, but finally we were racing up a squat tower that loomed over the harbor. I rushed to the parapet, leaving both men in the dust.

The scene that greeted me was a familiar nightmare. The great graveyard of ships I’d spotted my first night in Khatti Ugal had reemerged in all its haunting glory, now painted with pale dawn light rather than shards of lightning. Decaying carcasses of broken cargo vessels and the shattered remnants of galleys emerged from the choppy water alongside sharp black rocks. Smashed planks, bobbing barrels, and the frayed remnants of sails littered the water and neighboring beach. There were no bones, no bodies—maritime predators would have seen to that—but it was impossible not to perceive the deaths of countless sailors in that ghastly vista.

But it wasn’t only ghosts and their ruined boats in the harbor this morning.

A half-dozen skiffs—their slender profile and shallow hulls seemingly designed for such lethal waters—cut through the debris field like knives through crumpled blue-gray cloth. A handful of men crewed each boat—those who were not paddling standing ready with drawn weapons. Swords and daggers glittered with damp spray, bows were drawn back, and spears and hammers waited at the ready.

It was a sight that would freeze the blood of any seaside villager, would send fisherfolk racing from nets, watchtowers blazing with warnings, mothers running to hide screaming children.

Raiders from the sea. How many times had those words, that terrible sight, led to death and destruction? To huts set ablaze, livelihoods stolen, people captured and sold?

And yet the sight of these raiders sent my heart soaring. For it was my crew! Not all of them, but the best fighters; my brawlers, my bowmen, the sailors I’d had to pull from knife bouts. They were all below, led by Majed in the first skiff. My builders and carpenters, the men who could row for hours but barely throw a punch—not to mention Tinbu, the only person capable of repairing the Marawati—were nowhere to be seen, and I prayed it was because they were being kept safe somewhere else.

Relief and apprehension warred within me. My people were alive—and here! Maybe the boundaries had finally fallen, maybe they’d been waiting, but clearly Dalila and I had not been forgotten. I searched the beach, trying to see if any had landed yet.

I froze. There was one small figure on the beach, but it wasn’t one of my sailors.

It was Queen Lab, wearing my best friend’s body like a cloak. Dalila’s familiar form stood on the sand, carefully out of reach of the dancing waves. In the clinging, sleeveless Khatti Ugalan clothes, she looked even slighter than usual. The wind whipped through her chestnut hair, the sun catching the reddish hues and turning them to flame as she watched the approaching boats. I could only imagine how my crew’s grim determination, their purpose and their weapons, would appear to Queen Lab, the sorceress who had made plain her hatred of pirates.

Raksh and Arno finally joined me.

“Ah, the crew!” Raksh said with a merry cheer entirely inappropriate to the circumstances. “Good to see them again.”

Arno gaped. “Is that Majed?” He jerked back, looking baffled and betrayed. “But why would your people attack us? We welcomed them!”

“We never meant to hurt anyone.” But the words felt like ash in my mouth; our arrival in Khatti Ugal had very much led to harm. Perhaps a level of justified harm, but . . . I inhaled, shoving all that away for right now. “Listen, boy. I know you’ve no reason to trust me, but you’re not safe here.” I paused, thinking fast. “Go to the Chamber of Mysteries,” I decided, hoping that a place surrounded by shipwrecked items, not woven illusions, might be soundest as the enchantments that held Khatti Ugal together unraveled. “You and anyone else you can convince.”

Indecision played across Arno’s face. “You’re going to confront my queen.”

Yes. And I prayed this young man who I quite liked didn’t try to stop me. I had enough blood on my hands.

But whether Arno had come to trust me or had already been entertaining his own quiet doubts about his world, he stepped back.

“The Chamber of Mysteries,” he repeated, sounding ill.

“That is where I shall look for you, I promise.”

Arno bit his lip, looking so uncertain and anguished that he’d gone pale. But then he pointed to an entrance on the other side of the tower, one barely visible beneath overgrown vines. “That way to the harbor is fastest. Go left and you’ll emerge just above the beach.”

Gratitude and guilt flooded through me; I suspected that choice had cost him greatly. “Thank you.”

Arno raced off, and Raksh warned, “He could be lying.”

“He could be.” But I needed a glimmer of faith. Tugging my husband along, I headed for the entrance Arno had indicated.

The young man had been telling the truth; at a split in the stone conduit, the leftmost path took us down a set of steps that crumbled to ruins beneath our feet. By the time we arrived at the decaying seawall, it had petered out to little more than a pattering of weedy stones.

But we were at the harbor, my people now even closer to shore.

“They can’t land on the beach,” I realized aloud. “It’s not safe.” I didn’t know how Lab’s magic worked—there were at least no nearby trees whose roots she could charm into weapons—but I’d experienced firsthand how strong her grip could be and witnessed her bewitch three bandits into sipping a potion that turned them into livestock. Better that a stretch of water—the domain of the marid, Lab’s hated enemies—stayed between the queen and my crew. “I need to stop them.”

Raksh’s black eyes narrowed, taking in the scene. There was not a hint of his usual swagger or devil-may-care attitude. He watched Lab like the tiger whose stripes his bestial form sported. “Nor can I oppose her from this distance,” he added. “We’ll have to get closer. That way you can snatch the spindle off her.”

“And then what?”

“You give it to me.”

“What? Why?” I demanded, suspicious. Raksh had been cagey regarding how he was going to defeat Lab, and I suddenly wondered if that was because he hoped to claim the spindle for himself.

“Because I need to unravel its magic before you break it.” I must have still looked guarded, for exasperation lit his features. “We just fled a burning palace of crumbling illusions and enslaved souls, and you want to question how I intend to bring down the creature who desires nothing more than destroying us?”

“Yes! I’m supposed to turn the spindle over to the peris. Not give it to the physical manifestation of ambition!”

Raksh rolled his eyes but then stepped closer. Crimson blazed in his gaze, pinning me where I stood.

“You promised that I could make you a legend,” he reminded, and it was a threat and an oath all in one. “I do not want that,” he added, jerking his head toward the possessed Dalila. “Fate means nothing to me, Amina. I want someone who rips apart the story laid out for them and writes their own. So go defeat her and become that person.”

I glanced back at the beach, remembering how easily Lab had overpowered me. Majed was now so close that he waved an arm in greeting, no doubt relieved to see who he believed was Dalila. “I don’t know how.”

“Try providing a distraction.”

“A distraction?”

“You threw me to that marid beast back in Socotra ordering me to be one. Consider this repaying the favor.”

By the time I had turned back to protest, Raksh had vanished, melting into the early dawn gloom.

A distraction. Now if I had any idea how to accomplish that. I headed for the beach, feeling as exposed as I had before the griffins. I was better armed, but with blades and a stolen spear I didn’t want to turn on Dalila’s fragile mortal body. The sand crunched beneath my sandals, sounding terribly loud.

Twenty years telling you to be more discreet and you’ve yet to stop bellowing like a hit bull. Dalila’s charge as we were led into the dungeons returned to me, the words making my chest ache. God, I hoped my friend survived this. But I leaned into the sentiment; Lab did not think highly of my intelligence and a charging bull was as good a distraction as any.

“Majed, get back!” I screamed, rushing toward the shore. “It is not truly her!”

Majed startled so badly, he nearly tumbled from the skiff. I watched him shade his eyes, searching my way.

Lab glanced back but didn’t falter, twisting Dalila’s face into a mask of terror. “Come quickly!” she cried to the men. “Majed, please! She’s lost her mind! She’s having delusions!”

As I drew nearer, I did not doubt which of us made for a more convincing case. Dalila and I were both covered in blood, but I was rushing across the sand with supernatural speed and flashing weapons while she begged for assistance.

Ah, well, the time for such discretion had passed. I hurled the spear, striking the patch of wet sand between Lab and the approaching boats. It pierced the ground hard enough to bury half its shaft in the sand, the rest vibrating madly.

Now Lab did jump, spinning around with a mix of incredulity and outrage.

“Get away from my crew,” I snarled.

“Amina?” Majed was close enough to gasp my name. “What are you doing?”

“Stay where you are!” I commanded. “That isn’t Dalila.”

Lab met my stare with Dalila’s gaze and the hurt she pulled on was hauntingly familiar. “At least you’re finally admitting it,” she said bitterly. “That I’m not one of your crew, I never was.”

I tried not to flinch. “You’re not Dalila.”

“No?” Her eyes blazed. “And how would you know? What do you know of me? Of the things I desire? Have you ever asked?”

“I know the real Dalila wouldn’t be here luring the rest of the crew to their deaths. Because she is one of us. She is family, she is my sister—” My voice broke. “And I’m so terribly sorry if I ever made you doubt that.”

Majed had gestured for the other skiffs to stay back. But because he was also a stubborn old fool who didn’t listen, his own boat was still closing in.

“You’re both alive,” he greeted, relief in his voice. “Thank the Most High! Now, what in the devil is going on? Why are you throwing spears at one another?”

“Because the queen is possessing her,” I explained, nodding at the point of the spindle poking out of Dalila’s gown. “She’s in the spindle. We need to take it from her.”

Claiming that a household tool was possessing someone did indeed sound like the type of thing a person suffering delusions would claim, and no matter our experience with the otherworldly bizarre, Majed did pause. After all, had I not confided to him that I was having visions, that I didn’t feel myself?

Lab pounced upon his uncertainty. “Do you see what I mean? She just set the palace gardens ablaze and slaughtered a dozen innocent Khatti Ugalans, claiming they were goats!”

“Don’t listen to her,” I warned my navigator, resisting the urge to glance around the beach. Where was Raksh?

“Majed, please!” Lab raised her hands in frustrated beseeching. “The queen and her men will be here any minute, and if they catch us, they’re going to execute her. We can still escape, but you know as well as I do that we cannot drag Amina away by ourselves. She is too strong. We need more men.”

Majed glanced between us and then held out his hand. “Why don’t you give me the spindle and then we’ll talk?”

Relief lit Dalila’s face. “An excellent idea.”

“No, don’t!” I cried as Masjid pushed his pole back into the water.

But Lab clearly hadn’t intended to give Majed the spindle: she just needed him closer. With the distance between them suddenly shortened, she twirled her fingers as though winding a thread.

My navigator was yanked from his boat. Majed cried out in surprise as he tumbled into the water. He’d no sooner resurfaced than he was dragged through the rocky surf as though a struggling fish on a line and thrown at Lab’s feet, bloodied and gasping for air.

“Majed!” I tried to rush forward but got barely two paces when I stumbled, my feet snarled from beneath me. Horrified, I glanced down, expecting to find my body again seized by the queen.

But it wasn’t Lab’s magic slowing me down. It was . . . shadows? I stared, astonished as patches of ebony gloom flooded the beach, grasping and clawing like a pack of hounds. Shadows darted from their surroundings, separating from the rocks and debris that had cast them, growing and expanding like a hungry swarm. They released their grip on my feet and then swept past, sending a cool wave of jittery magic coursing through my body.

Familiar magic. In heartbeats, the beach was entirely covered in obscuring shade, as though dusk had fallen, as though an eclipse had veiled the sun.

Only then did their master emerge.

“Hello, vengeance,” Raksh crooned, smoky mist churning around his hips. He wore his human guise, but his eyes were crimson as rubies and locked entirely on the queen. “I did wonder if one of us might be at your warped core.”

Lab immediately darted a hand into her garments, but the spray of glittering sand she tried to hurl—similar to that which she’d thrown when they first met—barely left her fingers before it was snatched by the gloom.

Raksh laughed, a vicious sound. “No, I am afraid that trick no longer works. You were fast, I grant you that. I suppose such speed and paranoia are the purview of one still young.” He clucked his tongue. “But my wife has already set to tearing into your fabrications and she was ever so kind as to return me to myself.”

He drew nearer to her and Lab hauled Majed to his feet, pressing one of Dalila’s knives to his throat.

“Come no closer,” she warned.

“Why?” Raksh mocked. “Because you might cut the navigator’s throat? My bond is not with him.” He kept walking, shadows rippling at his feet. “I’ll confess I was curious if I might see the appeal of your aspect. All those days and nights ripped apart at your hands . . . I thought, perhaps when I finally have her, I’ll taste it. I’ll recognize it: that desire for revenge.” He tilted his head, considering. “But I do not. It still seems a waste. However, you are standing in the way of my ambition and that’s a very dangerous place to be.”

In my time with Raksh, I’d seen a great many versions of him: the selfish coward who stole a boat and doomed the rest of us, the careless demon who’d cost Asif his soul over a jest, the spirit who unerringly led me to Dunya and lucky fortunes, the eager lover who anticipated and fed each desire before it was even fully formed in my mind.

But this . . . this was the creature whose name had been forgotten before my civilization arose. The one who clapped his hands and drove a tavern to gruesome madness, who was exercising magic I’d never before seen. Who hungered for the lost eons when he made legends and had glimpsed in me an opportunity that he’d happily kill others to seize.

Raksh took another careless step toward Majed and Lab.

“Don’t!” I cried. Lab had the knife pressed hard enough against Majed’s skin to draw a thin line of blood. “Raksh, please! There must be another way.”

Lab took advantage of our disagreement.

“You are a fool to partner with one of them,” she warned Raksh. “She’ll use you to save her people, then pitch you off her ship yet again. You must know how capricious humans are.”

“Oh, no doubt. It is why I enjoy them so. That impulsiveness, that unpredictability. You believe you know where their story is headed and then just like that . . .” His eyes slid to Majed. “Another hero emerges.”

Heedless of the knife at his throat, Majed shuddered. His eyes went wide with shock, confusion . . . and then grim resolve as whatever suggestion Raksh had clearly just fed him fell into place.

No! But before Lab could notice, before I could stop him, Majed moved. With the same clever fingers that had swiped a treasure off the automaton—with the skills Dalila herself had no doubt taught him long ago—he plucked the spindle from Lab’s pocket. The queen must have been tied to it for she noticed instantly, roaring in rage and reaching out to seize the spindle back.

But Majed, my oldest friend, the man who claimed so fervently not to be a pirate had not lived, had not thrived, among the rest of us for so many years without picking up the speed of a thief and he wasted not a second hurling the spindle at me.

“Take it!” he cried.

Nor did the furious queen waste a second before dragging her knife across his throat. I screamed, running for my friend as he collapsed, blood drenching his collar.

“Amina!” Raksh shouted. “The spindle!”

The spindle. It was there just ahead of me, sticking in the sand. But that wasn’t the only object I was thinking of at the moment.

The belt. The girdle Dalila had spun and woven for me, supposedly capable of healing wounds, preventing harm, countering a poison with no cure. The belt I had refused to don, still wrapped around my dagger’s sheath.

Time seemed to abruptly stand still, the choice before me so stark it felt as though I had been led to this moment. Returned to Jamal’s library, to our debate on the nature of fate.

What is written is written.

But what if the spindle was part of the story? What if magic was? I could try and destroy the spindle myself, wasting precious moments Majed did not have. Or I could give it to Raksh, a creature I didn’t trust and who might be even more dangerous than this immortal sorceress.

The creature who’d chosen to be disemboweled alive rather than give up the chance to make me a legend. Praying Raksh still felt the same, I threw the spindle at him and ran for Majed.

Lab followed the spindle, a mother bear after her cub, and lunged for Raksh, dropping Majed to the sand. I was vaguely aware of them grappling, of shadows darting to attack her, but I had eyes only for my navigator.

“Majed!” I pressed a hand to the ghastly crimson smile across his throat, fumbling for Dalila’s belt with the other. His eyes were wide with pain, darting from the dawn sky to my face. His lips moved, he was trying to pray . . .

I shoved one end of the belt under his body. Ahead Lab finally succeeded in throwing herself on Raksh. But he held her at bay, elbowing her in the face as he continued whirling the spindle, ripping away indigo ribbons that unspooled and were snatched by hungry, waiting shadows.

“Amina . . .” Majed choked, blood leaking from his mouth.

“It’s all right.” I wept. “It’s going to be all right, God willing.” I finally succeeded in getting the belt around his hips, bringing the ends together and then I hesitated. Even in the chaos of that moment, I knew Majed would likely have entertained the same qualms I had about using the belt. If I did this, I was being a hypocrite; one he might not forgive.

But I was the nakhudha, the one who’d brought him to this island. Perhaps this was a sin, but if so, it would be mine to bear—the Almighty knew I had plenty of others on my shoulders. If it meant Majed might return to his children, I would accept His judgment. I tied the belt around his waist, pinning it as Lab had done.

The blood erupting from that awful opening immediately slowed—then ceased entirely. The torn flesh knit together and Majed started gagging, coughing and spitting blood. I quickly turned him to his side.

“Amina!” Raksh screamed my name again and I glanced up to see Lab, still in possession of Dalila’s body, and my husband wrestling on the sand. Bright ribbons of magic pooled out beneath them. Whatever Raksh had done to the spindle had clearly cost him—his face was drawn and pale, his limbs withered. But still he was determined: he was the avatar of ambition, after all. Lab clawed at his wrists, struggling to snatch the spindle from his outstretched hand, and Raksh flung it away.

It was a terrible throw, only vaguely in my direction, but I was fast. I jumped to my feet, lunging to catch the spindle before it landed in the tumultuous surf. It felt strangely empty now, hollow, light as a bird’s bone.

I stared at the spindle in my hand, at this tool—this Transgression that had existed for eons, had sown bloodshed and vendettas across millennia, toppling empires, ruining lives, enslaving the souls of centuries of castaways. Stealing the heart and body of one of my dearest friends.

Lab had stopped grappling with Raksh the moment I caught the spindle. She stared at me, and I couldn’t tell if any of the emotions churning across Dalila’s face were hers. She looked furious. Resigned.

Afraid. But I knew, down to my marrow, that she’d make the same decision.

“I’m sorry, Dalila.” Praying my friend would be alive on the other side of this, I snapped the spindle over my thigh.

The world turned over. It was as though being plunged into an endless day, a desert under a scorching sun, the coldest depths of the ocean. There was shaking, inhumane shrieking, and a great and terrible whoosh of air as though an entire flock of peris flew about me. The sun and moon seemed to swap positions in the sky and then vanish altogether, and I shut my eyes, pressing my hands against the sides of my head and trying to wait it out. The earth trembled violently, and I stumbled, falling to my knees.

My hands met cold sand. It was over and it was as though we had been transported through time. The smell of smoke had been replaced by salty sea air and spring blossoms. The vast palace complex, the city behind it . . . they were all gone, the landscape so transformed that it was difficult to get my bearings. Wilderness greeted the eye as far as one could see, only occasionally broken by crumbling bricks and toppled columns.

At my feet, Majed stared at me in shock; my navigator was soaked in blood, but color returned to his face as though he’d never been injured. He touched the belt at his waist, and it fell apart, the threads crumbling to dust and leaving nothing but a rusty pin.

“Amina . . .” he whispered. “What did you do?”

I swallowed hard. “Are you all right?”

His bewildered eyes met mine as he reached for his intact throat. “Yes, but—”

“Then go tell the crew to stay where they are until I make certain things are safe.” Before he could ask more questions requiring answers I wasn’t ready to give, I rose to my feet and went to find Dalila.

She was alive, the relief I felt upon seeing her sitting in the sand across from Raksh immeasurable, though which soul nestled in her heart I could not ascertain. I slipped the broken pieces of the spindle into my pocket and limped across the sand.

Dalila stayed unmoving when I joined her, cradling . . . something in her lap. At first, I thought it might be a fallen branch, still replete with dead brown leaves. But then it moved. It wheezed, the brown vegetation rustling. Slate-colored eyes—the shade of river stones—blinked, long lichen-covered fingers seeming to reach for my friend’s face . . .

And then the creature fell still. A stiff breeze blew from the trees with a gentle exhale, and Dalila was left holding nothing but a few dead leaves, bark fragments covering her clothes.

Raksh shifted on the sand. My husband looked returned to health, whatever magic he’d done flushing his face and giving him a glow like an expecting mother, hunger satiated. But of course, had I not given him a story?

“Good riddance,” he declared bluntly.

I half expected Dalila to tear out his eyes. Instead, quiet devastation passed across her face, and she inhaled, shivering.

“Dalila?” I called softly.

She didn’t respond.

I reached out a hand. “Come, my friend.”

Dalila closed her eyes. “How can you call me that?” She let out a hoarse laugh. “God, Sheikh Sasan was right. What sort of coldhearted monster succeeds in tricking a being as powerful as Lab?”

“One who was just trying to save the family she had left.”

“And how did that work out?” Dalila glanced up, tears running down her cheeks. “I killed Majed.”

I dropped to my knees beside her. “But you didn’t!” I pointed to the shore where a clearly dazed and bloodied Majed was nonetheless motioning to the men in the skiffs. “I used your belt, and it saved him.”

She blinked, looking stunned. “It worked?” A hint of desperate hope lit her face. “Do you still have it?” she asked urgently. “Did you put it on?”

In that moment, I wished I had if only not to devastate her further. “No.” I swallowed hard. “I’m sorry. It fell apart when I broke the spindle. I think all her magic did.”

“Of course.” Dalila traced the dust on her arms—all that was left of Lab—and looked almost violently away. “Amina al-Sirafi and her fucking code. Could you not have been a pirate for a just bit longer?”

“I’ve made some poor choices lately.”

She let out a bitter laugh that sounded more like a sob and then caught sight of the rest of the crew. She dropped her head in her hands. “I cannot face them. You should leave me here. It is what I deserve.”

“Oh, get up,” Raksh interjected, so rude that Dalila and I both jumped. But he wasn’t done. “Am I making you angry?” he asked Dalila. “Good. Then get up and scheme to stab me later. That creature in your head would have drowned you in vengeance. And you, Mistress? You’ve still things to do in this life.”

He held out his hand, and I could not tell if Raksh was trying to be supportive or foresaw a future in which Dalila gained even more lethal acclaim as the Mistress of Poisons.

But it seemed to rile Dalila up enough to respond. “Do not touch me, demon,” she snarled, swatting his hand away.

“Dalila?” Majed had joined us, sounding uncertain. “Are you all right?”

Dalila took a deep breath, clearly struggling to compose herself. “Majed . . . I-I’m sorry,” she confessed. “I didn’t mean—”

“My God, did she just apologize? Perhaps she is still possessed.” But then Majed smiled sadly. “I know you weren’t yourself, Dalila. If you had been, the cut would have been fatal.” He glanced at Raksh. “Dare I ask how you’re here? How you’re always here?”

Raksh licked his teeth. “Perhaps it’s fate.”

I shuddered at the prospect and turned back to Dalila. “Come, my friend.” I swayed as I tried to pull her to her feet, and my visible ailments seemed to reach her in a way our words couldn’t.

“Stop,” she said. “You look barely capable of carrying yourself.” But then, mercifully, she stood up. She looked once more at where Lab—whatever had been Lab—had perished and then stepped away. “I need to return to the apothecary.”

My heart sank. “Dalila . . . I don’t think there’s an apothecary anymore.”

“Then I need to see if there’s anything left.” When I opened my mouth to argue, she shushed me. “I either leave this place still trying to cure you, or I don’t leave at all.”

There was no fighting with her, so I nodded. “I should look for Arno as well.”

Majed was staring at us as though we’d lost our minds. “You two wish to go back? We just rescued you!”

“And I deeply appreciate it, but I made a promise.” I staggered up, wincing in pain.

Raksh rose to follow.

I glanced at him in surprise. “You’re coming?”

“You promised me a story,” he replied, the words silky. He nodded at the path. “So lead the way, nakhudha.”






Chapter 37

There were just so many shrouds.

Some had fallen alone and others in pairs. Some were clearly child-size, others nestled alongside scavenged jewels and ornaments; whatever had been shipwrecked upon Khatti Ugal remaining while everything spun and woven by the spindle had collapsed. And though I’d known for some time that the vast majority of locals were dead, it was different seeing the cloaks they’d left behind, their accessories, their shoes.

The palace was gone, reduced to crumbling ruins and bits of scavenged cargo between soaring trees and sun-dappled meadows. The fierce river had turned into a meandering creek, its fine bridge now nothing more than a scattering of stones, and the throne room a tidal cove in truth. I looked for Pares’s shroud as I walked, hoping to return it to the place where his mother had fallen, but it was nowhere to been seen and in a dark part of my heart, I was relieved to be spared the sight.

Dalila quietly peeled away. I had confirmed with my crew only the most necessary of assurances: they were all still alive and repairs had progressed on the Marawati. Any lengthier explanations could wait until I returned from the city. My shipmates may have thought me mad, but I couldn’t be sure the kingdom wasn’t done folding up on itself and I wanted to persuade any Khatti Ugalans who’d survived to escape while they could. Majed and two other men accompanied me, but our conversation was faltering and awkward, my navigator clearly avoiding the subject of his apparently miraculous recovery and I too overwhelmed by the magnitude of Khatti Ugal’s fall to comprehend anything beyond my crew and ship being safe. Still, I felt some relief when Majed trailed after Dalila; he’d been trying to explain something about time that didn’t make sense and buzzed about my head like an irritating fly.

Raksh, of course, stayed with me, unerringly correcting my path and occasionally picking through the ruins to examine fallen treasure. Finally we arrived at the Chamber of Mysteries, what remained of it anyway—towering piles of shipwrecked artifacts piled in a shady glen. Arno waited there beneath the trees with five other Khatti Ugalans, all looking shocked and covered in dust.

He rushed to greet me. “What happened?”

Your world was spun on a lie and it finally unraveled. “I don’t know,” I said instead, and that somehow also felt like the truth, the brutal book of fables we’d all been trapped in slamming closed. “But I think we should leave this place.”

It took all day for our small party to traverse what was left of Khatti Ugal. I wish I could say that was because we found so many survivors it took time to recover them all, but that would be false. In the overgrown wilderness that had consumed the once neatly swept streets, the fallow fields where markets had stood, and the stone circles marking homes, we discovered fewer than fifty souls. In a kingdom of thousands, there had barely been three score living subjects. And while the survivors seemed more shocked than grieving, I could only guess at their emotional state—and wondered if a time would come when they would blame me.

As it was, it took little convincing for them to join us and to retreat from the ruins for at least a few days in case further magic was to strike. They packed up what belongings remained and our motley caravan pressed on through the forest that had swallowed the city. From the thickets of trees, occasional animal eyes gleamed. Frightened, Khatti Ugal’s infamous livestock seemed to have retreated to the wilderness; and though I caught no more than a glimpse, their numbers appeared unchanged. Perhaps not all of Lab’s magic could be undone.

The realization broke my heart for Orinth all over again. All I could do was pray they ultimately found peace.

Still we continued. The sun was sinking toward the horizon by the time I spotted Dalila and Majed amid a pile of shrouds in the remnants of a plaza. They’d clearly found what remained of the apothecary and collected several bags filled to bursting, including a few containing entire plants. But all that had been set to the side. Majed had a shovel in his hands and appeared to have just finished digging a shallow hole. Dalila knelt in the dirt beside it. My head swam as I approached them, a great wave of weakness sapping what little remained of my strength; canvassing Khatti Ugal probably had not been the wisest decision if I wished to remain upright.

“Are you ready to return to the beach?” I asked, my voice coming out in a raspy wheeze. The sight of the plaza pierced my heart. There were several dozen shrouds, some of the most colorful and ornate I’d seen, as though a group had gathered here and perished together.

Majed held his tongue, glancing at Dalila. She didn’t respond, and I looked to see what she’d laid in the shallow hole. It was a plain white shroud—intricately embroidered—alongside what appeared to be an animal hide. She pressed her palms against them, as though doing so hurt her.

“What is that?” I asked.

“What I owe her.” Dalila didn’t explain further, and when I stepped closer, I realized she didn’t need to. That was Pares’s cloak, along with Mitanni’s wrap. Dalila removed a silver chain from around her neck, the rosary that Lab had given her, and laid it upon the ancient garments before sitting back. Majed wordlessly took the cue and none of us spoke as he began filling the hole. Or rather, the grave; what little grave we could offer.

Finally Dalila stood up. Her gaze was bright with unshed tears, but she stared at Majed as clear-eyed as I’d ever seen her. “Thank you, my friend.” Then she glanced at me. “Now I’m ready.”

We headed back to the beach. But as though my abused body had known rest soon beckoned, it decided to go ahead and give in to both my injuries and exhaustion. I went from stumbling along with a makeshift walking stick, to leaning on two Khatti Ugalans, to lastly just being carried by an impatient Raksh, whose jostling likely hurt as much as helped. I was vaguely aware of being lifted onto one of the skiffs but then I slipped into darkness, occasionally resurfacing to the splash of an oar, the chill of a salty breeze.

It was dusk by the time the skiff made it around the curve of the island, carefully hugging the coast. A hand shook my shoulder, rousing me from my pained sleep. “Nakhudha, look.”

There, in the soft glow of the dying sun, was my Marawati. And it was . . . repaired?

Fully awake now, I gawked at the impossible sight of my ship. It was still in a cradle of timbers, but it had a new mast and replaced rudders; the belly of the hull no longer slumped. Surrounding it were a half-dozen well-constructed huts. It was the work of six months, no less, and it made not a lick of sense.

Our skiffs were quickly noticed by the rest of the camp. Credit to the Almighty for creating me so uniquely because it took no time at all for Maslama, one of my rowers, to spot me in the shell of a skiff and cry out, “God be praised, it is the nakhudha!”

“The nakhudha!”

Tinbu rushed from the Marawati’s hull, tools still at hand. He dropped them in the sand and then ran to the returning boats, splashing into the water.

“Amina! Dalila!” He pulled up short, his eyes widening with shock. “Raksh?”

I opened my mouth—to greet Tinbu, to exclaim how happy I was that they were all alive—but what I croaked out was, “What the hell did you do to my ship?”

Tinbu was incredulous, glancing between the Marawati and my face like he was missing something. “We fixed it?”

“How?” A dozen new worries swirled in my head. “It’s been hardly two months since we arrived. You didn’t use some sort of magic or—”

Tinbu appeared flabbergasted. “Amina, it’s been eight months since you disappeared.”

It’s been what? I felt the blood drain from my face, prompting a new wave of dizziness. Oh. Suddenly some of faltering things Majed had been trying to explain about time back in the ruins of Khatti Ugal made more sense.

I cleared my throat. “I think . . . I think we all have a great deal to discuss. But for now, I would very much like to lie down.”






Chapter 38

It was no lavishly soft bed replete with silk pillows, but I had never slept more soundly than I did upon a pile of palm rushes in the shade of my Marawati and among the murmurs of my men. That may have been because Dalila almost certainly drugged me, fed up with my inability to rest, but I liked to think it was because I was back where I belonged.

Even so the days were a blur of fever and pain; I had broken a number of bones in my battle to the death with not-Raksh, and between having them set and dealing with a recurrence of the poison, I was scarcely up to captaining anyone. But I didn’t need to. I was no longer in the palace, alone and surrounded by enemies. I was with my people, and it was beyond a relief to finally let others watch over things for a bit.

The truth of what had happened came out in dribs and drabs, all unbelievable. Tinbu, Majed, and the rest of the men had attended the feast with Queen Lab and passed out as thoroughly as did Dalila and I. But when they awoke, they did so in overgrown ruins. There was no palace, no city . . . and Dalila and I were gone.

“We never stopped searching,” Tinbu explained as Jabril prepared to bind two of my broken fingers. “We’ve likely memorized every speck of this land. We sent parties out constantly to comb the island and call your names, but there was not a trace of either of you.” In his voice was haunted grief. “We feared you both gone forever, consigned to some ghastly fate we would never learn.”

I recalled the sea of shrouds, the desperate Khatti Ugalans who’d begged to go home, to die. “God spared us.”

On my part, I hardly knew how to explain what had happened. What Dalila and I had seen and experienced. I tried, in floundering statements that must have sounded like another delusion, but if my friends doubted my recollections, they said nothing, simply relieved to have us back from the dead.

But still . . . eight months. I suppose in some twisted way, it made sense. The odd changes in Khatti Ugal’s flora and climate as though entire seasons came and went in a day. Might time have passed differently under Queen Lab’s spell?

The question made me even more exhausted, too weary—too human—to answer it. I didn’t care what had happened; I just wanted to go home. At this point, it would be at least a year since we had departed. Jamal had likely returned Marjana to Oman, and my family would be terrified that the Marawati had met a lethal fate. My daughter was the hopeful sort, but thinking about how anxious they must be sent daggers to my heart. I wanted nothing more than to wrap them all in my arms, to deliver my men to their own worried loved ones.

That is, if I survived to see another landfall.

“How is the antidote coming?” I asked, trying not to sound too concerned as Dalila handed me a cup of gray gruel a few days after our reunion. It tasted worse than usual, but I’d also woken up feeling less like death.

Dalila appeared equally drained. “I fear only time will tell. Time and whatever luck your foul spouse can bring.” Her expression twisted with distaste. “Also the bone-breaker had a not entirely awful idea on how to further concentrate the plant toxin with which I’ve been working.”

“The bone-breaker?” I frowned. “You mean Jabril?” I asked, referring to the only other healer on my crew. “You—you’re working with him?” I asked, trying to conceal my shock. Dalila never worked with anyone.

But she didn’t bristle, didn’t deny it. Her cheeks went red, and she refused to meet my eyes, but she conceded, “His training isn’t terrible. We’ve also been putting together a stock of medical supplies for the trip home. God knows the crew is nervous enough.”

The words lay between us; such an obvious reversal of the last time we had sparred on the beach over her seemingly selfish refusal to halt her experiments and help out with the crew that it didn’t need to be said. Indeed, knowing Dalila’s pride, it would be better left unsaid.

But there was something I needed to voice. “Do you want to come with us?” I asked plainly. “It’s your choice.”

“Do you want me to come?” Her reply was perfectly enigmatic, revealing nothing. “Could you abide having me on your ship again?”

“I would have you on my crew again, yes. We all make mistakes, Dalila. Not all of us try to fix them by sacrificing our eternal existence, but suffice it to say, you have proven your worth. Your loyalty and your friendship,” I added firmly. “But the decision remains yours. If you choose to stay in Khatti Ugal, to make a new life . . . I will not stand in your way.”

For a lengthy moment, I wasn’t certain. Dalila looked at the sea, her gaze—her mind—far away.

Finally, she replied. “The bone-breaker isn’t that good. You will still need me.”

It was the closest to a yes I suspected she was capable of, and it made me grin like a fool. “Then it is settled. God willing, our next voyage is free of calamity.”

“I would not dare be that hopeful.”

We sat together in silence for a bit longer. I drank back the rest of the gruel. There was still so much left unsaid. About our final encounter with Lab. About everything that had happened between us and all the cruel words we had hurled. I scarcely knew where to start. If we should start.

“Some of the Khatti Ugalans are thinking about putting together a scouting group,” I said softly. “To see if anything is left of the city. I don’t know if you—”

“No.” Dalila’s response was pained. “I took what I could from the apothecary. And I-I do not think I can go back.”

I hesitated. “Do you want to talk about it? About her?”

Dalila rose to her feet, brushing the sand from her lap. “Please keep an eye on your symptoms,” she said hurriedly. “I will check on you later.”

And that remained as far into the topic of Lab as we got while still marooned. But it was further than I got with my other erstwhile partner in misadventure: Raksh.

Despite the obvious misgivings of every crew member who’d had the misfortune of sailing with my husband when he abandoned us to Falco’s marid beast, Raksh had breezily strolled back into our midst as though he’d never left. Charming and lazy, he had a smile, a coy word, a random fish or freshly killed rabbit for everyone who glanced his way, and as I unwittingly watched him work his magic among both my men and the Khatti Ugalans, it was impossible not to recognize it as such. He even lured out Hasan, the old castaway from the jungle, returning with an arm around the wild-haired hermit and chatting about Persia.

Around me, however, Raksh was unusually careful. Reticent—and considering this was the man who typically propositioned me for sexual intercourse ten times before noon, it was unnerving. He stayed away from my sickbed and yet I would catch him watching me, constantly, with his calculating gaze.

Only once did Raksh approach, suddenly sitting upon a log near my head. His black gaze was on the ocean, sparkling in the bright light of midday, but his words were clearly for me:

“Are you not curious?”

Dalila and Jabril—now allies in their project to keep me unconscious and resting—had recently given me a draft laced with sleeping medicine and so I fought to hear the question, drowsily surprised at Raksh’s presence. “Wh-what?”

“Are you not curious?” he repeated, his voice airy but with a strange undercurrent lingering beneath. “At how Lab was created?”

The question made me shudder. I would never get the memory of those shrouds out of my head. “No,” I said adamantly. “I wish I knew even less.”

“Truly? No interest in that sort of power?”

Now, I stared at him, incredulous. “Me? No, if it were up to me, I wouldn’t be involved in any of this. You, my abilities . . . it is all a curse.” I shook my head. “I cannot imagine how something like Lab was created. That is for God alone to understand, to judge.”

Raksh gave me another of his careful looks. He did not bother feigning belief, skepticism writ across his face, but I’d spoken the truth even if the lord of ambition couldn’t understand. “And yet you have. Judged, I mean,” he explained when I frowned in confusion. “Or been the instrument of such judgment if you are yet too obtuse to see.”

Whether I was obtuse, poisoned, or simply too old and weary for this verbal sparring, I didn’t know. “If you have something to say to me, please just state it. Otherwise let me sleep. I am still trying not to die.”

Raksh smiled, showing all his teeth. “You’re not going to die, wife. Though you should summon your peri friend. Sooner rather than later.”

“I cannot. I lost the feather and either way, it didn’t—”

Raksh held out his hand. Lying in his open palm was Khayzur’s bloodied feather.

I exhaled. “How did you get that?”

He shrugged. “I found it. Master of fortunes, recall? Both good and ill.” He gave my knee an affectionate tap. “Sooner rather than later,” he said once more as he rose to his feet, our strange interaction apparently complete.

I watched him go, unsettled. I did not regret saving Raksh, not yet. Despite my misgivings, I even intended to bring him on the Marawati, determined to seize any advantage I could in our difficult journey home. But as he slipped away, shadows clinging and grasping for his legs, I couldn’t help the terrible premonition that if indeed Lab—part of Lab—and Raksh were kin . . .

I was leaving with the more dangerous one.

* * *

I was still turning Raksh’s words over in my mind two days later when we woke to a rising tide stained redder than blood, the water sparkling as though someone had littered it with rubies. Though I knew storms and other such natural phenomenon could bring about strangely hued tides, I didn’t like the way the crimson waves clung to the beach and then sank into the sand; clawing, quiet, hungry observers that were gone by the afternoon.

Could they be marid? Was it possible Lab’s ancient foes had been keeping an eye on the island and detected a change? Regardless, I ordered the men to keep away from the water and banned fishing for the day. The Marawati was nearly done with repairs and there was plenty of work to be done preparing for the journey. I was back on my feet, the blisters on my hand beginning to scab over in a way that made me desperately hopeful.

But there continued to be a strange air to the day. It was warm and breezy, with a tropical humidity that seemed at home in the Persian Gulf, but not in Khatti Ugal as we knew it. An odd fuzziness cluttered my head, familiar in a way I couldn’t place. My bond with Raksh felt peculiarly fresher, my devil of a husband watching me even more closely.

Magic, I realized as the first of the stars began to twinkle in the approaching twilight. My connection to the Unseen Realm, the connection all but severed when I’d arrived in Khatti Ugal. It was returning. And as I studied the sky, I clapped my hand to my mouth with a jubilant cry. They were recognizable stars. Not the constellations of a lost world, the ever-changing celestial map marking a prison from which no one could escape. There was the jeweled belt of al-Jawza and the two Shi’ra sisters, bright and twinkling.

From the deck of the Marawati and the sailors settling down on the beach, there were delighted exclamations as more and more of us noticed the sky, Majed giving a great bellow of joy. Tinbu looked up from the newly dried layer of shark sealant he was inspecting, his mouth opening in wonder.

He glanced at me, his eyes shining. “Do you think this means we can go home?”

Sooner rather than later. “Keep working,” I murmured, and climbed down from the ship.

As my crew chattered with new optimism, I slipped away, heading for a small cove to the north whose rocky beaches and tall cliffs dissuaded visitors. I climbed as high as I was able and sat to catch my breath before removing Khayzur’s feather from around my neck. The lime-colored quill was still stained with dried blood from when I’d tried and failed to summon him. Brushing off as much of the old blood as possible, I then pricked my thumb and ran the soft feather over the blossoming crimson drop, darkening the bright green.

I was not waiting long.

There was a fierce gust and the smell of snow, magic churning in my heart with such strength that it made me nauseated. From the twilight clouds, a winged shape emerged, cutting closer and closer until Khayzur was suddenly there, landing on the cliff and nearly blowing me off.

His colorless eyes were wide with shock.

“Amina al-Sirafi,” he said, seeming to marvel. “When I spotted the signs, I was hopeful. But it had just been so long . . .”

“I got delayed,” I said curtly. He wasn’t the only one who had spotted the signs, who had finally worked out what they implied. I pulled the broken spindle out of my pouch. “The Third Transgression. What’s left of it anyway. Of her.”

Khayzur paused and then shook out his wings before folding them back. It made him look smaller if no less daunting. “Amina . . .”

The quiet remorse in his voice said it all. I flinched, hating that I felt betrayed. When did I become so quick to trust?

“The Transgression wasn’t an object, Khayzur. It was a person. One your people sent me here to assassinate.” When he said nothing, I continued, growing angrier. “Did you know? Did you know when you ripped me from my family and sent me on this deranged quest that to retrieve this Transgression would mean the death of another? Of her entire kingdom?”

He opened and closed his beak. “Not when I sent you. But I do not believe the council—”

“Bullshit.” That was perhaps a rash response to a being who could spin a cyclone capable of blowing my ship out of the ocean, but I was done being deceived. “It wasn’t only the marid who lured and trapped Lab here, was it? Tell me, Khayzur, in whose realm lie the winds and clouds and stars? To which element do a bunch of man-eating flying lions belong? None of that sounds like creatures whose mastery is water.”

A hint of defensiveness crept into his voice. “I came to learn far more about Lab in the time you’ve been gone; she was extraordinarily dangerous before she was imprisoned and only growing more powerful. She was seeking marid and peri hosts . . .”

“Ah, so best trap her where it’s only thousands of innocent humans who can be hurt. Who can be tortured for centuries, permitted not even the peace of death.” Fury scorched my heart. I would never forget the sight of that sea of shrouds. Of the Khatti Ugalans awakening from Lab’s enchantment and begging for death, for home, for release. “You made me an instrument of such destruction that I cannot even conceive its scope.”

“I am sorry.” And horribly, I believed him. “But you know our laws,” Khayzur pleaded. “We cannot kill lesser beings directly. At Lab’s core, she was still human.”

“Deceiving me into your bidding is still killing her.” I thrust the broken spindle pieces into his clawed hands. “This is the final Transgression I retrieve.”

Alarm blossomed in his avian face. “Amina, you made a deal with the council.”

“And they twisted it. I never agreed to be made into their ‘permissible’ assassin. We are done.” I turned on my heel without waiting for a response.

“Amina . . .” he called. “Amina, they believe you to be a Transgression. Do not give them an excuse to bend their rules further.”

“Then perhaps you should forget how to find me,” I snarled. “Goodbye, Khayzur.” I walked off without another word. Since I didn’t hear him reply or feel his talons in my back, I assumed he left.

When I returned to our camp, the mood was still exuberant. I found Hamid, the cook, and gave him permission for a proper feast in two days’ time.

“And the occasion?” he asked, a hint of hope rising in his voice.

“We’re going home.”






Chapter 39

On the morning of our departure, as the Marawati waited in the shadows, Arno took his shahada.

He had wanted me as a witness and I agreed, with reservations. Many people choose to become Muslim, but I’m pragmatic enough to know that faith isn’t always the primary motive. As Dalila would remind me, religion is a mark of power, admittance to a shared language and culture; something entire families, castes, or villages might choose to seize a better life, the decision of a savvy trader as much as a devoted one. Arno had been studying the Quran with Majed, but Majed was still quietly avoiding me, and I didn’t want to press him for details on the youth’s readiness.

But it felt very soon. Very sudden—especially for a young man who’d been raised with such a startlingly different understanding of the world.

“You know you don’t have to do this,” I’d told him. “I will still take you on my ship. My crew comprises multiple faiths; there is no compulsion.”

“I know,” Arno had said softly. His bright innocence had been dimmed by the loss of his home, the devastating realization of what it had been built upon. “But as odd as it might sound . . . this decision feels like the best way to both honor my culture and join a new one.”

“I don’t understand.”

He’d given me a sad smile. “I’m Khatti Ugalan, nakhudha. How many foreign castaways were told to adapt to our ways? I will do the same.” He’d shaken his head, sounding more than a bit lost when he added, “And truth be told . . . I could use a little guidance.”

Arno was the only local to make that choice, however. The rest of his people had decided to stay, slipping away one night without warning and leaving in their place several chests of recovered treasures from the ruined palace. It felt like both a ransom and a gift, and I would be lying if I said I didn’t fear for them: such a small, vulnerable group on a lush island now likely more accessible to raiders. But I’d uprooted their lives enough; it was not my place to judge their future. Instead, I prayed they found some measure of peace in whatever new Khatti Ugal they managed to build.

It was time for the rest of us to leave.

* * *

In the end, no sea creatures attacked as we sailed away from Lab’s island. The stars stayed fixed in the sky and the ship did not sink due to any rushed construction. Admittedly still lost, we sailed due west—or rather tried, hoping to find land before we ran out of fresh water. The Persian Gulf was not that large; we hoped it might be a matter of weeks.

But even with Raksh aboard, it took another two months. They were not pleasant, each additional day away from our loved ones agonizing. The weather was sweltering, we had to row through several patches of doldrums, and though we came upon a number of islands, all were mere spits of rock and sand, unpopulated and dry as dust. However, we persevered. We taught Arno how to raise a sail and swear in ten different languages, how to pray and read the waves.

I healed. Unevenly at first: the fevers finally faded, but the joint pain increased. Then the joint pain stopped, but a new round of blisters burned across my palm. Each turn sent Dalila in a tailspin of further tweaks to her formula, new rounds of increasingly foul-tasting potions. But then, finally, the blisters healed and didn’t come back.

“I knew you could do it,” I said as she checked my hand for the umpteenth time. “Look at you, beating your supposed master at his game.” I licked my lips. “We should go tell him.”

“Don’t even jest,” Dalila warned. “Raksh’s presence might have done more to heal you than all my skills. Having a demon of luck on our side feels like cheating.”

“Dalila . . .” I squeezed her hand. “We are pirates. Cheating is to be respected.”

That drew a small smile, the first I’d seen, in stark contrast against her shadowed, haunted expression. “Fair, nakhudha.” She glanced at Raksh on the far side of the ship as he swung his pendant before Payasam’s stupefied feline expression. “Does he do anything useful?” She cut her eyes at me. “Other than the obvious.”

Heat filled my face. “Do not make assumptions.” I had yet to invite Raksh back into my bed, both because I was still disturbed by my interactions with his double and because, well, perhaps common sense was finally winning out over lust. “I fear I may have committed adultery,” I admitted. “But there is not a cleric alive to whom I can turn for guidance.”

Dalila burst into laughter. “No. No, I suppose there is not.”

“I think I took its virginity. It would explain a great deal.”

“Stop.” But Dalila was now laughing so hard that tears glimmered in her eyes. “You deranged woman, I am not being drawn into your crazed theological speculation. Though I believe this, Amina: God knows your mistake was truly innocent.”

I touched my heart. “Thank you.”

“Besides, I cannot judge.” Her face softened. “I fell for a household tool.”

It was the first time she’d mentioned Lab and I didn’t know how to react, aware of how easily discussing personal matters could cause Dalila to clam up.

So I returned the jest. “In fairness . . . she was quite stunning for a spindle. What is it about these demons and their beauty?”

Dalila’s mirth faded a hint further. “I don’t think she was a demon. Not at first.” She hesitated. “I saw her memories when she possessed me.”

That stopped me short.

“You saw her memories?” I gawked. “Was she not several thousand years old? How are you not—”

“Mad?” she asked plainly. “I don’t know. It’s all still quite foggy—there were just so many hosts. But sometimes when I’m sleeping . . . the memories return.”

I didn’t know what to say. “I take it that they’re not particularly good memories?”

“Some are,” she countered. “There are memories of children, of love, of worlds so old and so different from ours that it’s as though visiting a separate realm.” She paused. “And then there are some of the worst atrocities I suspect humans have ever committed.”

My heart sank. If there was ever a person who didn’t need more violence and communal terror in her mind, it was Dalila.

But she must have sensed my dismay. “I’m not telling you this to gain your pity, Amina. I’m telling you because I think you should know that you were right to destroy her in the end, to bring down Khatti Ugal. And you weren’t alone. The locals were helping you, far more than I think you realize. The women that Lab enslaved in the textile workshop knew what you were doing with your hair and made sure those strands ended up in every scrap of cloth they could.”

I sucked for air, the confession unexpected and going to my heart so swiftly that tears pricked my eyes. I’d been almost unconsciously pushing away my guilt over my actions in Khatti Ugal, aware that to sit with them might destroy me at a time when my crew still very much needed their nakhudha.

But this . . . “Thank you,” I said, swallowing past the lump in my throat. “I pray . . . I pray they found some measure of peace in the end.”

“I hope so. I-I think I have, at least,” she added, almost as an afterthought. “Seeing the history, the bloodshed and the grief that created Lab . . . it’s helping me put her in perspective, helping me forgive her.” She paused. “Perhaps I am a better Christian than I thought.”

I squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry for what I said about your adopting their faith. I shouldn’t have doubted you. Or judged you.”

“And I probably should have included you in my plan,” she admitted with a grumble. “And told you about the poisoning. But I’m hoping we can move past that. Your demon husband may have had a point.”

“He did?”

She scowled, clearly reluctant to admit Raksh might have done something positive. “I’ve had centuries’ worth of vengeance poured into my soul and seen it destroy every person it touched, every person who hungered for it. I . . .” She sighed. “I don’t want that. I still have things I want to accomplish in this life. Besides, I’ve lost one family,” she added, grief lacing into her voice. “I don’t wish to lose another because I pushed them away.”

She was staring at the sea, prickly defensiveness in every line of her body. I suspected that was as much vulnerability as Dalila was capable of expressing for the day. Possibly for the year.

So, I didn’t push her. Instead, I suggested gently, “You should tell Jamal.” When she gave me a questioning look, I explained, “Your memories. Their memories. Don’t let them be forgotten. And it might be cathartic.”

Dalila seemed to mull my words. “Perhaps.”

And that itself was an opening. For as Dalila had healed me, I quietly determined to do the same for her. I pulled her out of her stillness, her isolation when I saw the darkness beckoning, making stupid jokes and offering easy opportunities to mock me. Included her in small groups of me and the crew, never forcing her to interact, but making it clear she deserved to be there—to both our shipmates and her.

There was still stiffness at first, the hurt we had done each other undeniable. But it eased, day by day, week by week. I talked more honestly about my fears for my family, my doubts over how I was raising Marjana, than I had before, than I had with anyone. Dalila spoke in unpredictable starts and spurts about her time with the Banu Sasan, and I caught her interacting more with the men on her own—and not just Tinbu and Majed. She offered to take watch for the first time and was clearly forming a cautious partnership with Jabril, the “bone-breaker” insult seeming more and more like a nickname.

And then, on a tiny spit of land populated only by camels, while the rest of the crew feasted around a campfire on the opposite beach, Dalila finally said, “I think, my nakhudha, I should like to tell you my name. To tell you where I am from.”

She refused to look me in the eye, her gaze firmly on the midnight surf. It was too dark to discern her expression, to spot tears that might have glistened—almost certainly an intentional choice. A dozen jests rose to my mind.

I quieted them. “I would be greatly honored, my friend.”

So Dalila, the infamous Mistress of Poisons, the woman who in another life might have risen to advise the caliph, to lead an academy, finally told me her name. She told me where she was from and about her people, her family’s background both something I wouldn’t have predicted and yet oddly unsurprising. Of a squabbling, affectionate band of siblings and countless cousins. Of the ways they prepared favorite meals and celebrated their holidays. Of a vibrant, ancient community and a beloved pet snake.

And then she spoke of the day it ended, in fire and blood, and cruel, unnecessary violence by petty men relishing the only power they could—the destruction of people who in this time and place were said to be inferior for worshipping the Creator in a different way and whose now-ruined church, rich in both history and gilded relics, could be plundered. Of a little girl who witnessed the absolute worst of humanity, the lives of everyone she knew and loved ended in terror and pain. The little girl so scarred that she would not speak at all for several years, a mute beggar until she was picked up by the Banu Sasan. Of how her own native tongue was left in shattered fragments, the one language she could not master without an accent.

When she finished, tears ran down both our faces.

“Do not tell anyone,” she said, a broken plea. “I know Jamal is recording your tales. I may indeed tell him some of Lab’s. But not this, Amina. Not mine.”

“I shall tell no one, my friend.”

And I never have.

* * *

It was a heavy conversation, a heavy night, and so when Dalila fell asleep before we rejoined the group, I did not wake her. But I must have passed out myself for it was light when I awoke, Tinbu shaking my shoulder.

“Awaken, my nakhudha,” he said softly. “There is news you should hear.”

The somber tone of his voice was like plunging into an icy stream. I scrambled up, instantly alert and reaching for weapons. “What is it?”

Tinbu steadied my hands. “Not that kind of news.” But he was trembling, his brown eyes so heavy with hesitation that my heart sank. Whatever message he had to relate . . . he clearly didn’t want to be its bearer.

“Tinbu, speak,” I pressed, anxious. “What is it that has you so worried?”

“We spotted some fishermen.”

I blinked. “Truly? That is good, that is wonderful!” Excitement chased through me. “Did anyone approach them? We must be close to the mainland.”

Tinbu nodded. “Yes. Majed and Hasan took one of the canoes and spoke to them. We were blown out of the Persian Gulf but not terribly far. We are but a day’s sailing from Muscat.”

Muscat. Tears sprang to my eyes. We were desperately close to my homeland. I assumed by now that Jamal had likely returned Marjana to Oman. Sooner than I would have dared hope, I could be with my family, my child finally in my arms.

“God be praised,” I whispered. “Where is Majed? Why did he not come with you?”

“He is back at the camp. He . . .” Tinbu seemed to be choosing his words carefully. “He became quite distraught at what else the fishermen said.”

Fear washed over me. “What is it? Has there been plague since we left? War?”

Tinbu shook his head. “No, nothing like that. I mean, given everything, there’s likely to have been some of that . . .”

“Tinbu, will you stop deflecting and tell me what you know!”

He met my gaze. “The way time passed differently between the city and the surrounding land in Khatti Ugal, Amina; how it felt like weeks for you and months for us? It wasn’t just there.”

“What are you saying?” I frowned. “How long have we been gone?”

My friend’s expression was heavy with remorse.

“Ten years.”
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