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            SUMMARY OF THE EVENTS OF THE IMPOSTER KING

          

        

      

    

    
      Ahsan-Sin lived a quiet life as a traveling merchant—until he was summoned back to Sippar, the city of his birth, and sentenced to death to pay for his father’s crimes. Yet as he awaits execution, he’s scooped up by the royal household in their search for someone disposable, and there Ahsan is given a choice: immediate execution, or helping the king avoid looming calamity. With an eclipse approaching, the oracles have foreseen ill-fortune for the monarch. If the kingdom is to be preserved, a substitute must take his place.

      With plans of escape, Ahsan accepts. He’s placed into a life of luxury, showered with banquets, fine clothes and jewels, even given a fake queen to complete the palace’s ruse. But the priestess Nirah-Ishtar is a prickly one, just as intent on seeing him dead as she is on laying with him.

      Despite the friction between them, the longer he’s around her, the more he enjoys her presence. It proves a dangerous temptation, for he must keep others at arm’s length. Bitten by a monster at a young age, he’s afflicted with traces of the thing’s base nature—which craves nothing more than excitement. Were his secret to get out, he’d be dead before the eclipse even came. He cannot share what he truly is with the priestess he’s growing to care for, with the captain of the king’s guard, Belshun, with the endearing junior oracle Nasha, nor anyone else in the palace.

      Though Ahsan tries to find ways out, his every escape attempt is thwarted, hopelessness growing with every failure. He begs his mother to help him escape, but she refuses, saying he must see this through. Even to Nirah, his despondence grows apparent. Despite her attempts to rise through the priestesshood of Ishtar, and that her appointment as fake queen may help her curry political favor, Nirah finds it hard to continue insisting Ahsan acquiesce to death. The more time she spends with him, the more she comes to appreciate his character, his awkward charm—and that a good man will be dying for a despot who deflowers brides and executes unsatisfactory servants.

      The king may not be a good man, but he is a strong one. His forefathers brought the city-states between the rivers to heel, establishing decades of stability, even if the crops give less each year and monsters rove the land. Were Meshki-Angasher to be killed, the city and its dependencies would be thrown into chaos as warlords and would-be conquerors rushed to seize power. Even so, it makes his looming death no easier to swallow.

      When Ahsan receives word that the threat on his life will come from within the palace, his ability to play at being king takes a turn for the worse. He hosts a disastrous hunt that sees him banish all nobles and court officials from his sight, hosts Ishtar’s High Priestess Tilhar and berates her for her cruel attitude towards Nirah, and hosts delegates from Shuruppak only to be stabbed by one of them. Yet even as he feels his fate closing in, he carries on.

      It is not until he’s struck with a bloody hex by palace entertainers that he finally sees death’s face. Neither Nirah nor Nasha able to keep him from bleeding out, Nirah grovels before Tilhar and begs her to heal him. Though Tilhar stops the worst of the curse, she rebukes Nirah, reminding the priestess that he was brought here for one reason only: to die.

      Yet somehow, Ahsan survives. Barely. The king comes to thank him for his service—and informs him that his execution is the next day. After everything, the last of Ahsan’s hopes crumble. However, when visited by Nasha as he awaits his fate, the junior oracle reveals he is the one who plans to kill the king. That his position in the palace was granted by a shadowy group who’ve worked to maneuver him closer to the regent. Despite Ahsan’s protests and confusion, Nasha wishes him well, assures Ahsan that he will leave in one piece, and goes to carry out his bloody work.

      Determined to see Ahsan live, Nirah manages to free him from his prison. But as she does, he says they must stop Nasha, lest the kingdom be thrown into chaos. Fighting against everything she wants, she gives in. Together they race after the oracle.

      The king emerges before the city of Sippar upon a dais, but before the festivities can get underway, jars of fire hurtle from the crowd to explode on and around the platform. The horde devolves into chaos—and Nasha seizes upon his chance. As Nasha emerges with a knife bloodied from slaying the High Oracle and queen, Ahsan races for the king—before Nirah lurches between them. Nasha stabs her, and what little restraint Ahsan had snaps free. In a frenzy, he rips out Nasha’s eyes and throat, killing him.

      For his service, the king Meshki-Angasher pardons Ahsan, even appointing him to the position of luxury buyer to the royal household. Nirah returns to her life at the temple, and Ahsan soaks up whatever chance he gets to be with her. He yearns to see her, talk with her, but knows she will be whisked back to temple life and soon forget about him. For now, he savors the time he gets.

      As he walks through the palace library with her, Ahsan finds a tablet left for him in Nasha’s hand, echoing a final, eerie warning from beyond the grave: you are being watched.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “To the gods I shall bring a reminder:

        He who grows up in times of plenty shall be buried in times of deprivation…

        In their graves, I shall burn them.

      
        I shall fell them and no life shall remain in my wake.”

        THE EPIC OF ERRA
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      It was a wickedly hot day when it happened, the sun so bright it threatened to cook Ahsan’s eyes despite the kohl lining them. The air was still, thick from heat and dust despite that it was the tail end of winter. Sweat slipped down his back. He sighed, wishing only for a breeze. A breeze, and to find the man he’d been chasing across Kish.

      It was in this damned city that Ahsan spent the last few days searching high and low for the king’s preferred ceramics painter. Already it was the third day of his stay, and he’d found neither the craftsman nor his studio.

      The temperature should not have sweltered like this until the year’s first floods, when the rivers swelled with snowmelt from the far-flung mountains. All the same, the heat thinned Ahsan’s concentration. Usually it was something he could tolerate, provided he had enough beer and rest. He would have happily endured even the flood of Utnapishtim’s day, if only it meant more water. Though Sippar diverted more than enough from the Euphrates, Kish had no canals Ahsan could dip his hand into and wipe his brow with. While most cities had irrigation channels and dikes and embankments, none could compete with the sheer excess of Sippar’s canals. He felt their absence keenly. Here, he had only the scraps of shade cast by tarps, hanging laundry, and the occasional date palm.

      Ahsan had passed through the main street five times yesterday, looking for the artisan the king commissioned months ago. Nearing his wits’ end, he’d found nothing. He neared one of the major thoroughfares in Kish’s arts district, and the chatter of leather workers and potters and spinners built. Whoever this painter was must have been damned good to justify Ahsan searching all of Tiamat’s creation. The day’s climbing heat didn’t help matters, nor his patience. Wiping sweat from his forehead, Ahsan trudged up the same streets he’d been down thrice already today.

      When he arrived in the city looking for a ceramics painter named El-Shabbur, half of those he asked looked at him with bulging eyes. The other half simply huffed or shrugged. Yesterday there’d been a moment when he thought he had found Shabbur’s studio and tried to ask a nearby shop owner—a breweress—after the owner’s name in Sumerian, but she’d stared at him flatly. When he repeated himself in Amorite, she cut her gaze before spitting three times to the side, then shooed him out of her establishment. Ahsan would have thought his language skills the problem, had he not seen others wear the same expression every time he asked. If he was going to find El-Shabbur before the season’s harvest, he’d have to be more insistent with his questions.

      Even though he was carrying back the other commissioned luxuries—an oiled rosewood comb with abalone inlay, malachite beads carved into animal heads for adorning the king’s beard, three restorative tonics for Prince Shalmanesser—it was the pottery the king most eagerly awaited. When picking through the various market stalls on his way to fetch the comb, he had bartered for a pin on impulse, Nirah in his thoughts as he did so. It was a straight silver pin with a delicate orb of carnelian at the end, etched with hatch marks and capped with faux gold. A small but functional adornment, for pinning up hair, securing a shawl or garment closed, or pricking anyone who got too handsy. He thought better of it halfway through the purchase—knowing it only taunted him with what he couldn’t have, that he would be too embarrassed to give it to her—but bought it, anyway.

      The early afternoon brought out temple scribes and craftsmen and perfume makers, butchers and weavers and doctors, all in search of afternoon refreshment and company. While there did not look to be potters or ceramic painters in the lot, they’d have to do. Ahsan doubted he could find anyone who would volunteer for his interrogation, so he would have to charm or pester answers out of them. Loudly, too. The din of the jostling crowd, sweaty and back-slapping and tittering and guffawing, was enough to drown out any one person’s voice. People pushed their way through the square. Skewers of goat and lamb dripped fat onto the food vendors’ spits, popping and hissing on contact. Smoke from roasting beets and sweet onions wafted through the street to mix with incense from Ishtar and Nanshe’s nearby temples. To one side of the square was a lively game of knucklebones.

      Ahsan could share that he was here on business for King Meshki-Angasher, but he doubted that would help his case. Firmly beneath the King of Sippar’s heel, Kish would have no interest in helping one of her conqueror’s people. Though it had been Sippar’s dependency for decades, still the walls bore scorch marks from when Angasher’s forefathers razed it.

      Ahsan forced himself to take a deep breath. There was no need to overcomplicate things. All he needed was to ask the right person. If he donned the friendly, charming persona he’d curated in his life as a traveling merchant, he could get the information he needed, find El-Shabbur, and have the ewer all by nightfall. Strangers responded well to his facade. He’d worked at pretending and hiding his whole life, and though he had yet to perfect the art, he was better at it than most.

      Shoulders back and chin up, he walked towards the square, looking over the carts and food stalls and mudbrick storefronts—containing apotropaic charms, herbs for fertility, tile patterners, and more—before meeting the gaze of a shopkeeper.

      It was the same breweress from yesterday. She narrowed her eyes in his direction from out her front door, and Ahsan jerked to a halt. Leaning over to the man at her side, she cupped a hand around her mouth and muttered something. Through the shop’s dusty shadows, Ahsan saw them confer. The man stood. Ahsan swallowed and backed up a step.

      On second thought, this square was too loud—and even if he did not remember it, clearly he had searched this street yesterday. He must have, if this is where the breweress’ shop was.

      By the time the man made it to the door, Ahsan had scurried from the square and into the passing crowd. He picked a heading at random, and didn’t slow his pace even as his calves began to burn. The city’s brutal slope saw to that sooner than he would have liked. An ancient place, homes and bazaars and temples had been erected atop the carcasses of one another, building the foundations up like a river piling up silt. Kish did not have the martial might of Sippar, but it was easy to see just how much older it was. Ahsan stopped at an intersection to catch his breath, then looked down the adjoining streets. He wasn’t running away, but he didn’t look forward to yet more sneers and dismissal. In all the cities he’d visited, from Awan to Larsa, never had people been so close-lipped. Serving under the king and carrying his seal, he had expected business to be easier to conduct, but had found it largely the opposite. By the time Ahsan’s thighs began to protest, he saw a smaller, more subdued square in the shade to his left.

      He wiped his brow and approached a vendor securing his unsold turnips and peas into a sack. From the looks of this man, he was no farmer or merchant, guilded or otherwise. Perhaps an enterprising city laborer who hoped to trade his roof’s crops for some extra barley. Ahsan looked at his remaining produce. The man made a few good trades, but not many.

      “Brother,” Ahsan said in the customary greeting.

      The man looked at him, hard face lighting up as he reached into his pack—but Ahsan spoke first. “Where might I find El-Shabbur?”

      The seller’s enthusiasm sputtered. He waved a hand at Ahsan as he continued to pack up his wares, the painted wooden ornaments in his beard clacking as he shook his head. “My brother, I have a long walk back home, and no words for you. You will be happier without him.”

      So he knew Shabbur—though that alone meant little. The trick was getting him to talk.

      “He’s still in Kish, yes?” Ahsan asked. It was the most a local had engaged with him since arriving, outside of the innkeeper. He tried to make as little impression during his travels as possible.

      “If we’ve not yet run him out.”

      “Where would he be?” Ahsan pressed.

      “Nowhere you should be going.”

      Ahsan stopped for a second, listening closely. Through the man’s slippery words, Ahsan detected the faint grumble of his stomach. He was willing to use his last few shells and beads to get the information he needed. If he found Shabbur and got the ewer before evening, he could collect his items from the temples before they closed, and then he and his driver would have everything they needed to set out before dawn.

      “Would a flatbread change your answer?” he asked.

      The man stopped packing, flicked his eyes to him then sighed. He resumed, and Ahsan nearly deflated. Pack over his shoulder, the seller stood. “Two flatbreads, and you have a deal.”

      Ultimately, it cost Ahsan three flatbreads and two mugs of frothy ale. He would have been tempted for a drink himself, were he not in Kish. The regional preference was for a grain that left a distinctly sour dryness in one’s mouth, which led to Ahsan watering down his morning drink. Perhaps that was why his source had opted for such a variety of toppings on his flatbreads. Or perhaps Ahsan was just a chump.

      Regardless, his strategy had worked: though the man again discouraged Ahsan from fraternizing with El-Shabbur, he at last shared where the painter lived.

      “I’d advise caution, of course.” The man, Tabiru, wiped the lingering barley husks from his lips as he stood to leave. “His shadow casts a gloom. Odd characters slink around his place at strange hours.”

      “His… painting studio?”

      “Supposed painting studio, yes.”

      “I see,” Ahsan lied. He did not push the matter. The sooner he found what he needed, he could go inside and sleep off his budding heat sickness. “In that case, I will exercise caution.”

      “You’d be wise to do so.”

      All the same, Ahsan felt an odd pang of sympathy for Shabbur. He knew how it was to be ostracized. Knew intimately how neighbors conjured up wild tales to entertain themselves, if only because his mother taught him how to shield himself from such gossip his whole life.

      Pain lanced through Ahsan’s temple, stabbing behind his eye socket. He bit down on his wince. Had he drank enough today? He clutched his head, trying to focus as Tabiru told him what to look for so that he could locate El-Shabbur’s residence. It was hard to hear though, his heart beating loud in his ears, and…

      Gods above. Now? Of all times?

      Ahsan clenched his jaw, sweat peppering his forehead and upper lip. This was not good. These past few seasons, he’d gained better mastery over the beast living within him, so what caused it to act up now? He needed to leave without making a scene, quickly and quietly. Before Ahsan realized it, he was on his feet, standing face to face with his one hope of finding the king’s pottery.

      “Don’t get cross with me,” Tabiru said, palms up and bits of charred onion still clinging to his mustache. “This was an even trade. You’re the one who offered food for information, besides.”

      It took Ahsan a moment to realize that, with his furrowed brow, mouth clamped shut, and hands balled into fists to hide his nails, he must look fuming. A burning surged through Ahsan’s veins as he squeezed his eyes closed.

      “That’s — Excuse me—” Ahsan stuffed a fist under his ribs and stumbled to the nearest alley. He retched before he reached its privacy and heard Tabiru voice his disgust from just over his shoulder.

      Yet the man was still behind him.

      “Day’s heat getting to your head?” Tabiru shuffled closer, though the yirgal could hear hesitancy in his steps. “Watered-down ale and some fried onions’ll straighten it out.”

      “Thank you,” Ahsan rasped.

      His teeth ached, and this time Ahsan’s copious retching was entirely for show—a ruse for his life. Tabiru threw up an arm to shield himself from the scene, and at last bade him farewell. Not a moment too soon.

      It could have been Ahsan’s exhaustion, or because this city had resisted his every attempt to navigate it, or because the gods were simply set against him that day, but the result was the same. The yirgal’s muzzle slipped.

      Before he knew it, his canines elongated and his nails sharpened, and his eyes strained as his pupils pulled into slits. The world throbbed around him as Ahsan jerked, stumbling deeper into the alley, clinging to his shred of human composure as if it were his last gulp of air. He crouched into a damp corner and wrapped shaking elbows around his knees. Blood pounded in his ears, and his mouth and tongue felt hot with the need to bite, to hunt and savage. The tiny muscles around his nose and lips twitched feverishly, and the tips of his lengthened nails cut into his palms. Unslaked, the yirgal grew agitated. Ahsan focused on his breathing, eyes tight and a wad of his sleeve jammed between his teeth. Every thought was a concerted effort. He tried to picture the things that brought him back to his humanity, that relaxed him. It was hard, impossible sometimes, but he fought. He had been getting better, too.

      Images flashed through his mind’s eye: the feeling of cool clay under his fingers as he shaped tablets for scribal work; the aroma of broth simmering with twice-cooked gazelle, leek, and malted grains; the nascent white blooms of spring; a pair of golden eyes and the razor wit of a particular priestess.

      Ahsan wasn’t sure how long he crouched there, how long he cycled through his mental list of soothing things until he felt the beast subside, but it was long enough for a plump rat to feel safe scuttling past. A cat followed after, hot on its trail. Ahsan rubbed his eyes. The reek of the alleyway repelling him, he knew his mind was again his own. The yirgal didn’t mind filth, or stench, or the many other things monsters were not above.

      He looked over his shoulder. True to his word, Tabiru had left. Thank the gods. Ahsan brushed off the front of his tunic and returned to the main thoroughfare. Tabiru was nowhere to be seen. It was a good thing, yet a fresh dapple of sweat popped up on Ahsan’s forehead. He prayed Tabiru believed his reaction was merely from the day’s heat. It was not far off the mark.

      After washing his mouth with a swig of sesame oil and chewing on some dried mint leaves from his pack, Ahsan headed back to the inn. It may have only been afternoon, but he wouldn’t chance another incident—even if he yearned to return to Sippar. It was strange, being eager to return to—well, not quite home. But close. To the place where his dearest acquaintances were, where he liked the food, and where he could curl up with his sturdy woolen blanket and let the world fall away. Yet to let himself call it ‘home’ was a touch too far.

      Acknowledging the innkeeper with a perfunctory nod, Ahsan shuffled to his room and latched the hook behind him. He untied his sandals and shook his feet out of them, then flopped onto his hands and knees. After lifting both the reed mats he’d laid down earlier and checking for snakes and scorpions—Ahsan would not chance his luck today—he rolled over. He closed his eyes, sighing.

      When he was offered the position of palace luxuries buyer almost a year ago, he’d been glad to accept. Had been glad he was alive at all, no less given a position in Sippar’s royal house. When he first entered the palace those few seasons ago, it had been as an imposter to the throne, condemned to play king so the true regent would not be struck down by the gods during an inauspicious eclipse. Ahsan had been dropped into luxury, dined on the land’s finest, and even had a fake queen. All touches to complete the ruse and draw the king’s ill-fate to himself. The plan had always been for him to die, much to his chagrin. It was only by discovering the king’s would-be killer that he’d been allowed to live, and even then he had to rely on the rescue orchestrated by his fake wife, the sharp-tongued Nirah, priestess of Ishtar. She was the sole reason the bloodshed that day hadn’t been worse. Queen Ninkurra-Ishtar was the first to fall, but they at least had stopped the attacker before he reached the king. Discovering the conspirator had been almost as great a shock: the palace’s own junior oracle, Nasha.

      Snaggle-toothed Nasha, kind and helpful. Nasha, who found willow bark to ease Ahsan’s swollen ankle, who was the only palace member to come to Ahsan’s side as he bled out across the dining hall floor. Nasha, who slit his mentor Ilshubani-Adad’s throat, who assassinated the Queen of Sippar, and who tried to kill the king. Nasha, who had left Ahsan a tablet hidden in the royal library, with nothing save the words ‘you are being watched.’ He had spoken of a group he worked in league with, but the palace’s chances of learning more had died with the junior oracle.

      Ahsan turned onto his side and tried to shake the thoughts from his mind. A difficult feat, as it was the very thing bringing him to this errand. In the late queen’s honor, the king had commissioned various works with plans to place them in a private room dedicated to her memory. It was an oddly tender gesture for a man such as the king, a man who pillaged and raped and did whatever else the elite strongmen of the world assumed was their right. If Ahsan recalled correctly, Queen Ninkurra-Ishtar’s favorite flowers had been blue irises, and the commissioned blue and gold ewer would serve as their bespoke vase. The wooden comb was most likely in her honor, too, but Ahsan did not ask. If it was a gift for a new lover, he didn’t want to know. While the king had only had one wife, he indulged in armloads of women, ravishing then disposing of them. It was befuddling to think of him buying trinkets for his conquests.

      Contemplating the favorite flower of a certain priestess and utterly exhausted from his earlier conniption, Ahsan drifted into sleep.
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        * * *

      

      By the next morning, word of a monster had leaked.

      Ahsan nearly choked on his bread when the innkeeper warned him of it. With a nervous laugh, he’d said nothing. Should he have asked for more information? What type of monster were they looking for? Were there any confirmed sightings, and if so, where? Or would asking such things only draw attention to himself? Could there have been a monster in the city other than him? Icy fingers spreading through his gut, he wondered, what if Tabiru had seen more of his fit than Ahsan realized? His stomach clenched. If they crossed paths again or, gods forbid, the man went looking for him, he could be identified.

      Though Ahsan thought he wrested it back under control before anyone could see, now part of him feared he hadn’t been quick enough. That, or Kish’s network of aunties and old men spoke of a different monster sneaking into the city and walking about in human skin. Ahsan would not have cast lots on it.

      In the end, he decided against asking any further questions.

      The city looked different in the watery early morning light, and he almost lost his bearings until he passed the tile shop Tabiru had described to him, its slabs of gleaming ochre and sapphire and green propped up by the entry. As he passed a few produce vendors, he noted their abundant eggplant and suhutinnu. From what he had seen of Kish, their crops were faring well, and it was not yet even harvest season. He hoped their success held. Sippar’s best weather had been a month or two ago, when the air was dry and chill. The already climbing heat threatened to wither next season’s crops before they were even in the ground. Ahsan ducked under a sun bleached tarp to enter a side street, and stopped, hands on his hips and chest puffed with triumph. Before him was a two-level storefront of glazed red mudbrick with a carved stone plaque on the front door, and geometric green and yellow mosaics banded the top, the same as was described to him yesterday: the painter El-Shabbur’s residence. Its doors were shut, and there were no window grates to peek through. Ahsan looked up. No signs of smoke from the rooftop, either. The city could not have actually run the painter out, could they?

      Ahsan looked both ways down the street. People milled about on their daily business, but did not bustle as they had in other parts of the city. He shuffled to the wooden door and put his ear to it, right beneath the square plaque. Inside, it was silent. Gulping, he knocked three times. He waited for what could have been ten seconds or ten minutes, long enough for him to start panicking, but just as Ahsan turned his back to the door, it swung open.

      He whirled around. Prepared to see a man before him, Ahsan blinked. Then looked down. The painter—if this was in fact him—was two heads shorter than himself. He squinted up at Ahsan, eyes bitter and wrinkles twisted like pleats around his mouth. The two stared at each other for a moment longer than was comfortable.

      “Well?” the man asked.

      Ahsan cleared his throat. “You are the painter El-Shabbur, yes?”

      “Who’s asking?” The elderly man’s face tightened, but on his fingers Ahsan noticed splotches of blue and red paint. A selection of pots in various stages of completion cluttered the tables and shelves behind him.

      “Ahsan-Sin, royal buyer in the service of King Meshki-Angasher of Sippar, the One Who Washes His Sword in Both Seas. I am here for the ewer His Highness commissioned.”

      As Ahsan reached into his bag to produce a clay envelope, baked shut with a palm-sized tablet inside, a band of raucous men pushed into the street behind him. Ahsan glanced at them from over his shoulder. Swallowed. One wore a collection of preserved mushmahu fingers around his neck, another with the black fleece of a durahzu fashioned into a shoulder cape. They carried polearms tipped in silver. Monster hunters. Were they here on account of the recent rumors?

      Ahsan forced his gaze back to the old man before him. He had to act normal.

      Shabbur continued to glower at him, but stepped aside and gestured for him to enter. It was all Ahsan could do to not leap over the threshold. The craftsman slammed the door shut.

      “You are the young man who has been pursuing me all over town, are you not?” Shabbur smoothed his scruffy beard as he turned to look at Ahsan.

      Ahsan tried to keep his face from betraying anything. Had El-Shabbur been hiding from him? Letter in hand, he held it out to the painter. Before the man’s gaze switched to the missive, it raked over Ahsan a moment longer than he liked. El-Shabbur took it and read over the letter. Silence stretched between them.

      Ahsan fought the urge to rock back and forth on his heels as he waited, a nervous habit he was attempting to squash. Instead, he focused on the surrounding room. Something heavy perfumed the air, an unfamiliar but medicinal smell mingling with the scent of wet clay and paint-tinged cups of stale water. Scattered across the shop’s every surface were plates, shallow bowls, amulets, and drinking goblets, from the low wicker table shoved in a corner to the rug stationed in the middle of the room. Each piece bore the artisan’s decorative touches. Blue streaks and eight-pointed stars; red and black triangles stacked along one another; a looping gold hand atop pristine ivory surfaces.

      “Your seal?” Shabbur said, eyes not leaving the tablet.

      “Oh, yes.” Ahsan unlooped it from around his neck where it sat on a leather cord. If El-Shabbur was willing to go to the temple and sign off on the transaction now, Ahsan could be on the road back to Sippar before noon. “Of course.”

      Ahsan handed over the seal he received from the royal household, marking him as one under its employ. Though his personal seal was no bigger than his thumb, the one he carried for the king was a chunkier chalcedony. Warm green light refracted in its depths, like the Euphrates at sunrise. It bore one of Sippar’s royal seals, a man brandishing a sword in one arm, and a lion under the crook of his other. Shabbur took it from him and inspected the chiseled stone.

      Finished, he handed both items back. “You wish to pick it up, then?”

      “Please.” Relief jumped through him. The end of his journey was finally in sight. “I would like to return to Sippar within the next few days.”

      “I am eager to get it off my shelf.” The man dipped his hand into a basket of pinches of clay. Each flattened piece was no bigger than half a finger and had a miniature version of the painter’s own seal stamped into the tan surface. He handed it to Ahsan.

      “It will be at the temple tomorrow. Take this and present it to⁠—”

      “Apologies, sir, but is it not done?” Ahsan straightened. Had Shabbur not acted as if the ewer was already complete? Or had Ahsan’s ears been playing tricks on him?

      “If it is to sit in a royal household, I wish to inspect it one last time.”

      “Inspect it now, then.” Ahsan’s patience began to fray. This entire city seemed set against him from the moment he arrived. He had no interest in seeing how much worse his luck could get.

      “You will not tell me what to do in my own studio.”

      “What about Nabu’s⁠—”

      “The temples and I do not care to do business together directly.” The man gave an indignant sniff. “I have a private scribe, but she will not return until tomorrow.”

      Ahsan shifted from foot to foot. Could he trust someone in the man’s own employ? Even if she worked on temple grounds, that did not mean she had sworn any holy oaths to honest business; it was simply where business was conducted. Temples housed all records of major transactions in the city. After payment was weighed out with the city’s standardized weights and given to the seller, both parties kept a tablet recording the transaction, and a third was kept in the temple’s record halls. It was one of the reasons Ahsan was well-suited for his job; he could read his own receipts where many others could not.

      None of that mattered, though, if he was dead or captured by monster hunters. Monster hunters who already knew their prey was walking around in human form. Every extra minute he spent in this city put him at risk of being discovered.

      Ahsan shook his head. “This is not something⁠—”

      “Master El-Shabbur!” a loud voice echoed from outside, followed by a series of knocks.

      By the painter’s perturbed look, it must be his scribe. Ahsan did not hide his smirk.

      Shabbur opened the door and let in a statuesque woman with bright eyes and an aquiline nose. Flyaway hairs framed her face, and in her arms were stacks of wax and clay tablets, the latter streaking her bare arms. A reed stylus was tucked behind her ear.

      “Since when do you have company?” she asked, breezing by Ahsan.

      El-Shabbur inclined his head in Ahsan’s direction, hands tucked at the small of his back. “Someone needs a receipt. He is eager to get out of the city.”

      “Huh? Oh.” She hastily bobbed her head towards him, but Ahsan didn’t feel slighted by it. With a man like this as a client, he imagined Shabbur’s scribe was frequently harried. He knew this type of artisan well. “Pleased to make your acquaintance. Pesha-Ibbi. What are you buying today?”

      “Not buying. Picking up,” Shabbur answered for him. Somehow, Ahsan felt the words were not meant for the sake of clarity. It rankled his nerves.

      With a wary gaze at his customer, the painter disappeared into a back room.

      “He is like this,” Pesha leaned in to say. “I would apologize, but he is thankfully not my charge. Not all the time, anyway.”

      “He must be talented, for people to commission him despite that.”

      “Unique skills, certainly.”

      Ahsan was not sure just how ‘unique’ his painted pottery was—he had seen plenty of similar designs before—but he didn’t contradict her. “I’m accustomed to such treatment. No one cares for merchants.”

      “What they say about you lot is terrible, really.”

      He turned to look at her. For as essential as merchants were, no one liked them. Not the artisans they bought wares from, and not the end customers, both viewing them as a leech that squeezed profit from each end of the chain. “First time I’ve heard that from someone not in the trade.”

      “I do not judge. My own mother balked at me attending scribal school.” She chortled. “Your name?”

      “Ahsan-Sin, royal buyer in the service of King Meshki-Angasher of Sippar.”

      Pesha’s smile tightened. She tried to conceal the slight pinch down at the corners of her lips, but Ahsan caught it. Swallowed. Was it just his imagination, or did she pale? Had she heard something unpleasant about him? Did Shabbur hold a low opinion of the conqueror king and his ilk? With a sinking feeling, Ahsan worried it was nothing so mundane.

      Shabbur reemerged into the front room, supporting the ewer by its base and grasping its handle fashioned into a swan’s neck. Pesha’s focus going back to her employer, Ahsan breathed a mite easier.

      The vase had a coiled base as round as a pomegranate. Despite that the vessel was upright, gold appeared to dribble from its delicate spout. A trick of the lustrous paint in the light. A thick blue line swirled from the vase’s lip to its bottom, looping around the pot like a ribbon. Thin strokes of golden paint edged the blue, in shapes and wedges Ahsan didn’t recognize. It would make for a gorgeous complement to the blooms the king had in mind.

      El-Shabbur set the piece on the table. “Does it meet your satisfaction?”

      “Yes, thank you,” he blurted out, then kicked himself. Pesha’s hard gaze stuck in his brain, setting him on edge. It was not as if either of them were monster hunters. Buying for the king, he needed to inspect his items more thoroughly, which, from Shabbur’s knowing smirk, the man knew. Ahsan picked up the ewer and turned it over in his hands. There were no imperfections, no wobbly strokes in the paint, no cracks from its firing or bubbles in the glaze. He drew back the curtains of a courtyard-facing window to better inspect it. In the light of day, it was only more gorgeous, pigments even richer in the sun.

      Pesha pressed her stylus into the wet clay with details of the transaction, going line by line across each copy to ensure they were identical. Ahsan did not know if he imagined the nervous half-glances she shot his way.

      Without a word, she handed him a copy to review. This is where the illiterate merchants would get swindled into signing a document with unfavorable terms they weren’t privy to, but he saw nothing that made him uneasy. Not on the clay, at least.

      Ahsan nodded and rolled the seal of Sippar’s royal house along the tablet until its complete image looked back at him. El-Shabbur unpinned his seal from his robes and did the same with his copy. Pesha followed suit. They exchanged tablets twice more, and Pesha rolled her seal across the last of the three copies.

      “I am afraid I cannot wait for them to bake.” Ahsan fished out a length of rough fabric to wrap it in, then stowed the tablet in his bag. He took careful hold of the ewer. “I wish to leave by noon.”

      “That is wise.” El-Shabbur’s eyes tightened. “There is word of a monster about.”

      The hairs popped up along Ahsan’s spine. He said nothing, but remained pinned under the painter’s stare. He worried he now understood Pesha’s earlier silence—impossible as it was. They could not know, could they? How? Worse, who else knew?

      “You, young man, ought to be careful.”

      He swallowed. They knew. He didn’t know how, and he didn’t need to—what he needed was to get out. Immediately. Ahsan retreated, edging towards the door without exposing his back. They did not take so much as a step in his direction, but he would not make the mistake of trust.

      “I am sorry to have troubled you.” Even to his own ears, his voice sounded hoarse. Weak.

      “No,” Shabbur said flatly. “You’re not.”

      Ahsan didn’t stay long enough to contradict him. As soon as he felt his hand close around the door, he flung it open and sped out the front. It was all he could do to not break into a sprint, but the last thing he needed was to trip and shatter the pottery. Such a mistake would have cost more than his year’s salary.

      Without delay, Ahsan stopped by the temple of Shamash to collect the valuables he stored there, then made for the public stables. A few morning auctions had run over, congesting the thoroughfares with donkeys, oxen, fat-tailed sheep, and the occasional gaggle of geese. As he trudged through at least seven different types of barnyard shit, Ahsan promised himself a new pair of sandals. He at last found his driver at the edge of the eastern public stockyard. Uselli was dozing on his unhitched wagon, dusty feet propped up on the side of the tack box and a reed between his chapped lips. A sun-faded, woolen cap sat low on his forehead. An hour ago, the city’s nearest watchtower would have been positioned just so to shield him from the sun, but now he turned pink under the climbing rays.

      Ahsan jostled him awake. “We leave. Now.”

      Uselli opened an eye and rubbed his drooping jowls, then cocked his head when he saw Ahsan leading a donkey over. “Yesterday you said our luck had been thin.”

      “Things have changed since then.”

      “No time for me even to rest?”

      “The city’s uneasy. It’s best we head back.”

      Uselli sighed and waved away the donkey. “Put him back.”

      “Did you not hear what I said?”

      “That is not our donkey.”

      “Oh.” Ahsan blinked. “My mistake.”

      After fetching the correct animal, Uselli yoked the donkey to the wagon, strung the undyed canvas over the top, and checked their wheels and stores before setting out. When he barked he was done, Ahsan gathered the items he bought and their receipts, climbed into the cart, and placed them in a padded basket. Once more, he felt for the king’s letter in his pack. In the event someone tried to hassle them on the road, it was their sole hope of being ransomed rather than killed. Sippar may have encompassed most of the Land Between the Rivers, but reminders of the king’s authority were always good to have.

      The wagon lurched forward. Kish’s streets criss-crossed behind them, but Ahsan turned towards the looming gate. There was no reason to linger a moment longer. He tried not to wonder which alleys would lead him back to El-Shabbur’s studio, where he could ask if the painter did in fact know what he was, if his words had been veiled threats or something else. Not that he wanted an answer.

      He held in a heavy sigh. It was time to put some distance between him and this city.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter 2]
        

      

      The stars had hung in the sky for hours by the time Ahsan and Uselli stopped to rest. Exhausted, they hadn’t bothered with a fire after Uselli unyoked the donkey, instead nibbling on dried apricots, some almonds, and a few strips of salted goat. They exchanged but a handful of words before the driver fell fast asleep, reed bobbing in his mouth as he snored.

      Ahsan wished he could have done the same. As if whatever god saw to his allotment of luck was playing another cruel joke, the yirgal stirred as Ahsan finished his paltry meal. Just as he’d felt the itch under his skin and his aching canines, he fumbled away from their camp. Copses of knobby acacias and dense brush dotted the sweeping hills, but it was only by texture that he could recognize them. The full moon had glazed the lands a bluish white, and the stars above twinkled like the scales of a great snake, giving Ahsan just enough light to find his way in. It had taken years for him and his mother to make the connection, but during this phase of the lunar cycle, the yirgal’s restlessness increased, and it was more prone to breaking loose. Now, he dreaded the gibbous moon. Yesterday’s outburst should have exhausted the beast’s energy, but apparently not. Twice in two days was a record he hadn’t faced since the first days of his affliction.

      Walking alone through the wilderness, however, he was not afraid. He may have been flighty, may have run easily, but it was always for good reason. Almost always. Were he attacked by something, the yirgal could seize control and protect itself as only a beast knew how. If someone else were to witness that, though… There was only one way such a misstep would end. Traveling with another person proved risky for that very reason, but the items he bought for the royal house were too precious to transport by foot.

      Most of Ahsan’s previous travels took him along the major waterways, so he’d never learned how to yoke a donkey or read the trails. Uselli, on the other hand, had been driving for King Meshki-Angasher for the past fifteen years. He knew every shortcut, which routes were safest, and how the seasons’ weather would affect the path ahead. He was an indispensable resource. Littered with bumps and stones and slivers of marsh, their journey was less forgiving than anything the Euphrates or Tigris offered—which was saying something—but he had faith Uselli had taken the best course. Besides, on a night such as this, it was best for him to be far away from the towns strewn along the rivers.

      Ahsan hoped the moonlight walk would help him clear his head, but as he paced, it had the opposite effect. His doubts roiled just beneath the surface, his composure the barely contained lid on a steaming pot. Anxiety and paranoia stewed alongside one another. How long would it be until he had an outburst like this in Sippar, and someone was able to identify him? Until he was found out and hunted? Even if he fled, would his family suffer what he left in his wake? Once, Nirah had told him of her friend who was almost attacked by a yiridim. How repulsed she had been at the mere idea of her friend becoming one of the bitten, the subhuman.

      Ahsan was not an idiot. He knew what he felt for the priestess who’d played his wife and queen, but despite his best efforts, those feelings only grew every time he saw her. They grew even on days he didn’t. Dangerous feelings, and ones that would surely damn him. Nirah may be his friend, but only with his human side. He did not expect anything more, certainly not any sympathy or friendship towards the monster he harbored, but to know how things would change when—if—she ever learned the truth stung. He felt even worse for duping her. A knot twisted in his stomach.

      Ahsan felt the yirgal snarl at his judgment and continue to wear away at the buffer of his resistance. Ahsan snapped his eyes shut and forced himself to focus his breathing. The beast tore at his mental walls keeping it in. It’d be so easy to let it out, to give way in this isolated place where it would be of little consequence, but he needed to keep mastery over it. Ahsan clutched his temples, but swallowed down the flutter of wings in his throat. His nail beds and teeth ached as he strained. Breathe. He felt his ribs contract and expand, his brain as fuzzy as wool. In through your nose, out through your mouth. Ahsan remembered the taste of porridge mixed with wild honey. Remembered the sighing pink blossoms of Sippar’s royal courtyards, alive with the sound of clucking peahens. He would be fine. He was safe. He⁠—

      A voice drifted towards him on the wind. Ahsan’s eyes flew open, and he swiveled around but saw nothing. Arid slopes and scrub brush and the occasional tree, but nothing more. Had the day stooped to tricking his senses, too? He closed his eyes as if it would help him hear better, and there it was again. Nerves tingled across his skin.

      Ahsan may not have known this route well, but he recalled Uselli telling him where they were. There were no towns, not even any villages for the next two or so leagues. Who else was out here? Other travelers? Bandits? Perhaps a band of nomads? He chewed his lip. The latter was the most likely option. Most travelers would choose the waterways, and bandits staked out closer to potential marks.

      The voice came again, and the speaker made no effort to keep his volume down. That brought its own sort of relief. There was no one sneaking about out here—save himself. A few other voices joined in, one the good-natured laugh of a woman, and a few men objecting to whatever had been said. Someone shushed them.

      Ahsan cocked his head. The conversation came from over the other side of the hill he walked. He looked up at the stars. They were brilliant as ever, not competing with any other source of light. Nomads would be burning a fire, and would have no reason to shush one another besides. Suddenly, the hair raised on the back of Ahsan’s neck. He swallowed—but not in fear of losing his composure. In fear of what the yirgal whispered to him.

      Many souls. Like a beehive.

      Using the monster’s elevated hearing, Ahsan turned an ear towards the group and squeezed his eyes shut.

      “—I’ll have bunions the size of eggs by the time we get there.”

      “Your own damn fault for thinking you could get away with wearing your old man’s war boots.”

      Ahsan tilted his head another way, searching for more threads of conversation on the wind.

      “I hear the walls of Sippar are a sight to behold.”

      “Behold them all you like, so long as you don’t hesitate to burn it to ash.”

      It sounded as if the other person gave the speaker a shove, then Ahsan heard nothing more, his heartbeat pounding loud into his ears and his eyes snapping open. A leaden sensation poisoned his blood. Burn them to ash? Sippar? No, he must
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