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      Najra's mother told her always to wear her veil, because modesty was a virtue she could aspire to. 

      Najra's brother told her always to wear her veil, because beauty was a virtue she could not aspire to.

      Ghada, her younger sister, had always known her best. 

      Ghada told Najra always to wear her veil, so that her face wouldn't tell the people around her whenever she thought they were behaving like monumental imbeciles.

      Najra wore her veil for Ghada's reason much more often than the others, especially when the family started talking ambitions and lineages and their desire to climb the ranks of Imperial power once more. Until the family decided to do something about a certain great-uncle's conviction that he was the best judge of racing mares in the five realms of the Empire, wearing her veil for Ghada's reason was by far the most prudent option.

      Daughters and granddaughters were an asset to the family, because a wealthy match meant a wealthy bride-price. Someone was going to make marriage arrangements for the daughters of the family sooner or later, and so far Najra's saving grace had been that Grandfather and Great-uncle had different ideas of how large a bride-price they could aim for. If someone was going to make arrangements either way, then Najra intended to make her own arrangements.

      The arrangements that she wanted to make, not the ones that would make Great-uncle's gambling creditors happy.

      She needed to be very, very careful about how she phrased it, though. As though what she meant by pursuit was what her family expected to hear, rather than what she actually meant. Her family expected to hear her say pursue a prince and mean to marry, of course. Najra had… different pursuits in mind. 

      "Intellectual pursuits" weren't always a euphemism.

      Like any skilled hunter, Najra waited for the best possible moment to strike. She had waited years, and she wasn't going to miss her chance through impatience. She waited until the right date in the right season, when she was the right age – and, more importantly, so was her chosen prey.

      Then, on the date she'd been waiting for, she waited just a little more.

      She waited until Grandfather was two cups into dinner. 

      (Ghada had barely talked her out of making a diagram to accompany her strike. Scholarly zeal was all well and good, but Ghada pointed out that after two cups of wine Grandfather wouldn't be able to follow the diagram anyway. Najra had to admit her sister made a most excellent point.)

      By the time he'd poured his third cup,  Grandfather was meandering about the blood of the shahs and shahzadas in his veins, and the need to get all the grandchildren married off soon and advantageously, sons and daughters, and possibly even the great-uncle who gambled on the horses, so he could spend through his wife's money instead. 

      She timed her strike when Grandfather was musing about how to make Great-uncle more appealing to imaginary wealthy widows, which was rather an exercise in futility all round. Then she stood up and bowed over folded hands, to try to keep them steady.

      "O most honored," Najra said, because even after a decade of deportment training she couldn't call him most wise without choking. "I come veiled by my mother's guidance to aspire to modesty, and by my brother's guidance not to aspire to beauty. But one virtue I do claim for my own is my cleverness, which should need no veil."

      "Careful of that, girl," Grandfather said. "Clever enough to run a household is one thing, but you overdo it with those books of yours."

      "What if I were clever enough to catch myself a shahzada of the God-Emperor’s line?"

      Her brother snorted. But her grandfather leaned forward. 

      "Are you that clever, little jaybird?"

      "The other nobles' daughters clamor for the latest fashions and the funds to travel to the capital itself," Najra said, fingers templed together for steadiness. "But the God-Emperor’s eldest brother, the general, spends most of the year in the battlefield, where they would not dare to go. And his youngest brother, the bureaucrat, spends most of the year deep in the Archives in Tel-Bastet, where they would be bored witless. I presume this makes the Capital a fine hunting-ground for the middle brother, who thrives on court finery and court scandal in equal measure. But with only one brother often at court and many heiresses, the mathematical odds are much stacked against the women–"

      Ghada cleared her throat unsubtly, because mentions of mathematical odds often set Grandfather and Great-uncle to squabbling. And also because, if she'd actually wanted a husband, her mathematical odds would have been much better in the capital. The capital had dozens of eligible heirs, all of whom were not the prince of Najra's dreams. If she didn't want to be married off to the highest bidder, she couldn't afford for Great-uncle to wonder why she didn't gamble her luck at the court. She needed to keep dangling the bait of the young newly-eligible prince, who was so often found outside the capital.

      Najra amended her tale hastily: "So it seems to me, O most honored, that your scholarly, bookish granddaughter would be most profitably placed among the Archivists in Tel-Bastet. Where the youngest of the God-Emperor’s brothers spends many months deep in research among the tax records and the trade contracts. Where his Highness might appreciate a devoted, well-read assistant. And where I might have no rivals' competition whatsoever in my …pursuits. Both scholarly and otherwise."

      Grandfather chewed on it as though it were a tough piece of meat, because it had not been entirely his own idea. Seeing the assorted descendants well married had been in his mind for some time, but Grandfather and Great-uncle had enough in common that they wished to judge all the horses in the race for themselves.

      Her brother Bilal laughed, and said, "The only way you could catch a man's eye is if you had no competition, Najra."

      "My point exactly," Najra said, smiling around gritted teeth the way Ghada had taught her, so that it came out less in her voice.  "Which is precisely how I propose to arrange things. Is this not a useful sort of cleverness, O most honored?"

      "I like it," Grandfather declared, thumping a hand on the table. "How soon can you be off?"

      Her mother made a startled sound. But Najra had long, long been ready to take her life into her own hands; she'd calculated every wing-beat of the path of her falcon's strike for freedom. 

      She made a respectful gesture with both hands and said, "If I leave tomorrow night, I will reach Tel-Bastet before the floods arrive. And then the floods will come shortly after, meaning any other families' daughters who seize the notion would be weeks behind me, if not months."

      "Surely that is too soon," their mother said. "You need a servant, a chaperone; we've no one to spare."

      "Send me," Ghada said. "We will be each other's support. And neither of us will make off with each other's virtue and belongings at a caravanserai, unlike whatever hireling you might find at such short notice."

      "Both of you at once?" Mother sounded nearly faint.

      Najra said, "Our most honored grandfather is a renowned hunter. When the prey appears unguarded, one must strike swiftly, lest another hunter seize the prize. And what a prize the God-Emperor’s own brother would be – a prize worthy of a bold hunt."

      She couldn't cross her fingers with her hands folded decorously. She crossed her toes instead.

      "And whom will you pursue, little wren?" Grandfather said to Ghada.

      Ghada said steadily, "One of the shahzada's close associates. A well placed official, or perhaps a guardian in the Imperial retinue, so that my sister and I might always have each other to rely upon."

      Oh, well done, Najra thought. Because she'd helped Ghada practice the phrasing until she neither stuttered nor stammered nor looked away. And especially so that she never gendered the nouns she used. Their family would hear what they had always expected to hear from Ghada. Ghada had always been the well-behaved one, even when they'd all mistakenly thought she was Najra's brother instead.

      "Good, good," Grandfather said. "Take good care of your sister, Ghada." 

      Because while he was quite happy to have another granddaughter and therefore another bride-price to receive from a husband, Grandfather never quite had wrapped his thoughts around the fact that Ghada's years of weapons training under her birth-role still didn't mean that she enjoyed fighting. Just as the fact that Ghada was a woman didn't mean that she desired men, or a husband, or the bride-price Great-uncle was eagerly anticipating from two grand-nieces.

      "Father," their mother said, a bit wretchedly.

      "Oh, don't look so sour, Munira. Neither of them have caught themselves a husband yet. They haven't even begun to hunt. But I expect success from two clever, patient huntresses of my own blood." Grandfather lifted his cup in salute. "Good hunting, girls. We feast in your honor before you leave."

      After that, Najra's greatest challenge was in persuading the next day's caravan that yes, she did truly need to bring every one of those trunks of books with her. The camels were far less impressed by her logic and far more impressed by the weight of her trunks. But if she succeeded in her ultimate goal, well, then she would need those books with her. Every one of them.

      In the end, Najra spent more than she'd expected to buy a horse-cart to accompany the caravan, because the camels were near as stubborn as Bilal when they set their minds against a thing. But by the time night fell, they were on their way to the first caravanserai as the day's heat cooled and the stars swung their spinning dances overhead.

      They slept the days away in the comparative cool of thick-walled sandstone caravanserai dotted across the dunes like a string of pearls set a night's travel apart, and Najra's little scorpion-repelling hexes made her quite a popular merchant by the second night.

      Her family would be furious if they knew, obviously. A good Imperial family of fine breeding had no need for merchantry. (Aside, of course, from trading the finest of horses in support of their hobbies and their gambling. Great-uncle was certain that he would strike it rich any day, with the newest fine-boned mare or skittish stallion to reach their stables.)

      Even more than that,  good girls of fine breeding who swore themselves to worship the God-Emperor swore themselves also to follow the writ of the God-Emperor as interpreted by His priesthood. 

      Good girls most certainly did not trade in market-witchery.

      Najra's list of questions about the writs of the God-Emperor’s priesthood were longer than the scrolls themselves. Starting with the notion that the sun circled the earth for love of the God-Emperor.

      Najra was not the most devoted mathematician in the family – that was Mother, who was truly astounding at finding ways to make the household budget somehow continue to work even after Great-uncle had brought home another horse. But Najra herself was fond enough of the geometries of the stars to know that whether or not the sun felt any particular passion for the God-Emperor’s person, it most certainly did not circle Him or their land.

      Heretical geometries aside, the God-Emperor’s priests were very clear that workings of magic were unholy abominations that stole the God-Emperor’s power, with grasping and fallible mortal hands that blasphemed with their overreaching arrogance. Mages with their studies and their spellbooks set themselves up to rival the gods. 

      To say nothing of market-witches' mercenary scrabbling at the twisted scraps of power the mages considered beneath even their own petty power-lusts. Except, of course, for how the priests who lectured upon the writs said a very great deal about what the writs themselves said nothing of.

      The fact that the God-Emperor’s priests' miracles were near impossible to distinguish from the magery in Najra's carefully-hoarded spellbooks was apparently not coincidental. The devoted claimed that since the mages stole their power from the gods, of course priests' miracles resembled mages' sorcery. 

      Najra had her own private suspicions about which way that resemblance went. If, for example, the priesthood had read some of those confiscated spellbooks at times when they needed to be particularly certain of a miracle, and the God-Emperor Himself was otherwise occupied.

      But that was far more heretical than her geometries. So Najra kept that part behind her teeth while she sold her scorpion-hexes to her fellow travelers. 

      The hexes were spiky little snarls of weeds and desert-rose thorns, and silk frayed from the hem of her veil, and three drops of water gathered by a virgin from a pool on the longest night of the year. (Or at least so she told the caravan drovers who bought the things. In her studies, the buyer's belief made at least half the strength of any charmcraft.)

      The journey from their grandfather's qalat to the outskirts of Tel-Bastet took three weeks under ordinary circumstances. They moved at a brisk clip, though, and occasionally slept a day in the shadow of a cliff or dune halfway between the caravanserai if it meant compressing three nights' travel into two. These traders were motivated to get themselves across the great rivers with all their goods intact, well before the rivers started to rise with the melting snow from mountains hundreds of miles upstream.

      Najra didn't mind in the least, because open sleeping meant brisk sales for both her scorpion-hexes and the detoxifying balms she sold to anyone who'd been rash enough to sleep on unwarded ground. She thought she might earn back a fair portion of the cost of her horse-cart by the time they arrived.

      There was another strategically useful part of selling scorpion-hexes that only lasted for one day and one night: The caravan traders all had excellent reasons to ensure she was safe, happy, and had not been robbed by another of their number. An unhappy market-witch was as likely to hex a thief as she was a scorpion, and was unlikely to make more scorpion-hexes for anyone but her sister.

      For months before her gambit, Najra had studied maps of Tel-Bastet, which the natives had called something else a very long time ago. Since Bastet had taken up personal residence in the city over a thousand years ago, though, everyone– even the Imperials– had called it Tel-Bastet. 

      Bastet’s Temple settled as magnificently as a cat in sunbeam-basking repose, halfway up the floodplain, framed by the canals where celebrants poled flower-bedecked barges at the festival days. The Catsprowl marketplace and neighborhoods heaped around it in a tumble towards the river, as though the buildings had pounced on each other and cuddled up in a tangled kitten-pile. The Imperial fortress was perched on the top of the cliff, with several meandering roads winding back and forth up to the heights to afford archers on the walls plenty of time to pick off any unwanted arrivals.

      As the caravan slowly crumbled into individual traders taking different paths through the alleys and canals, Najra looked around herself with sharply keen interest.

      Tel-Bastet was a very, very different place than the heart of the Empire. However heretical it might be to consider whether the God-Emperor was merely human, he certainly resembled a human more than he resembled catfolk. On the coins bearing his face, he had a human profile, and a human nose, and human ears. 

      Over half the people in the Tel-Bastet marketplace weren't human. And that only counted the catfolk she could see walking around on two legs, with upswept ears swiveling at sounds and fanned whiskers twitching at curiosities. She had no idea how many of the cats she saw prowling around the alleys were actually catfolk who found it easier to hunt rats and pigeons from a smaller, lower-set vantage point. 

      Or, possibly, cat-goddesses. 

      She'd read that it was safest to treat any mollycat she met in Tel-Bastet as though the cat might be a goddess. Because nobody could tell for sure whether a particular cat might be, not even the priests, until either the miracles or the claws made a point. And also because nearly all cats seemed to consider being worshiped as their natural relationship to humans.

      She'd seen illustrations of the statues of the cat-goddesses' two-legged forms in the books she'd so carefully gathered. The drawings suggested the goddesses' statues were carved smoothly, with a cat's head atop a woman's body, wearing finely pleated wraps and beautiful golden panel-necklaces that no one but an idiot would mistake for a collar.

      The statues she'd seen scattered among nooks and shrines in the twists and turns of the alleys were as smoothly carved as the drawings suggested. Clearly, the sculptors had made a pragmatic decision somewhere in the past several thousand years that sandstone was not suited to including fragile carved details such as whiskers and the texture of fur. 

      Najra thought she ought to have realized that catfolk, who were often also cats, would have whiskers, slit pupils, and fur that looked so soft her fingers itched to pet someone. But she had no idea whether catfolk would be as delighted as cats were or as offended as humans were by someone walking up and scratching behind their ears. So she kept her hands busy with the horse-cart's reins, and resolved to find someone to ask as soon as she'd found a place to settle.

      The Imperial fortress, and the haveli where the Archives were housed, stood perched at the top of the cliff that the river hadn't been able to carve away in all its centuries of scouring of the floodplains and fertilizing the grain and millet fields with the rich silt left behind. The Temple of Bastet stood on a much lower slab that the river had smoothed, closer to the floodplain, close enough for the river and sometimes a nudge of magic to fill the canals. Another whole half of the city spread on the other side of the river, including several more temples to other gods, and a tall spire that Najra was almost certain had to be the Archmage's Tower.

      If her falcon's strike failed with the prince, her fallback perch involved the Archmage. But it was a more difficult and challenging path, because the Archmage was an uncrowned queen among the catfolk, and she had no particular reason to look kindly upon a self-taught market-witch who was not only human but Imperial. 

      Najra needed her falcon's strike not to fail. Not now. Not when she was so close she could see the tower atop the Archives.

      At the gates of the Imperial fortress, Najra got her first glimpse of the full size of the gulf between what the God-Emperor’s priests preached hundreds of miles away in the heart of another realm, and how Tel-Bastet left its own cat-precise pawprints along a narrow path between orthodoxy, security, and pragmatism.

      The guards marching their formations along the switchbacks of the Path of Starlight up to the Lion Gate and the Lower Falcon Gate were all wearing leather armor, without chain mail. Most of them were wearing swords. But a conspicuous quarter of them weren't wearing iron or steel of any kind. Those guards were wearing pouches instead, and some of them wore their hair in long loose braids that a brawler would use as a grab-point. Those weren't guards who fought with fists or blades; those were guards who expected that they would never be within arm's length of their opponents. 

      Unlike the commingled population of the rest of the city, though, all of the Imperial guards were human. 

      A carpet went soaring overhead. An Imperial guard-mage was flying it toward the tallest of the intricately stone-carved buildings anchoring the inner square of the fortress walls. 

      …Well. Unless that guard-mage called herself a guard-priest instead, of course. 

      But the tales of the miracles accepted into the writ had more to do with healing and smiting and locusts, and three-headed snakes speaking prophecy, and fire-flowers blooming in the God-Emperor’s footprints. 

      The priests' writs never spoke of miracles so pragmatically functional as a carpet loaded with supplies being ferried to the uppermost balcony of what had to be the shahzada's residence. 

      And those were some deep, strong wards sunk into the stones of the fortress walls. Najra felt it like a stormcloud crackling right behind her eyes, and she had to hope the pressure would ease once she was on the inside of the warding. Otherwise both she and those mages-or-priests were going to be very short-tempered for their entire stay.

      When they reined the horse-cart to a stop, one of the guardians by the Lower Falcon Gate, the one who was wearing a sword, said to them, "Your pardon, honored tradeswomen, but one of us must see your faces. There are women among the guard if–"

      "No, that's fine," Najra said, putting her veil back. She had been told by a diplomatically minded poet that her features spoke of the refinement of her bloodline, with skin like precious amber and hair blacker than midnight and a fine noble nose. "Noble" seemed to be the polite version of "sharp enough to cut glass with." But if her grandfather was so very proud of that nose's lineage, she would use it as a pass-key to unlock her way into the Lower Falcon Gate if she could.

      "Ah – yes, thank you," the guard said. "You may resume your veils."

      "I'd rather not, really," Najra said. "I plan to apply to work in the Archives, meaning I will need to see properly for my work. Many of the people of the city seem to wear headscarves to keep the dust from their hair; do you know where we might acquire the like?"

      "Ikram?" the guard called into the gatehouse, and a woman stuck her scarf-wrapped head out the door.

      And so, a few minutes later, with their hair wrapped into colorful cotton scarves tied as the people of Tel-Bastet did, and with their Imperial maiden-veils stuffed into a corner of the luggage, Ghada and Najra led the horse-cart through the Lower Falcon Gate. They led the mare around the guardians' drills, toward the entrance to the Imperial Archives. 

      They walked confidently, as though they had any idea what they were doing, and no one stopped them.

      Ghada asked out of the corner of her mouth, "Are we going to try to fit the horse-cart through the front door?"

      The door opened just as she said it, and a very fat young man in saffron silks looked out at them. His skin was the rich red-brown of mahogany, and his eyes were as deep and soft as a gazelle's. He also looked about as skittish as a gazelle faced with a street-cat… a cat that might or might not suddenly grow six feet taller into a catfolk hunter with sharp claws and a predator's fang-filled grin, in the instant before a pounce.

      "Oh, you're early," he said, blinking. "That's – that's all right, I'll just need to have a word with the servants about the last couple bookshelves they're bringing to your room?"

      "Early?" Ghada asked, blinking back at him, as though both of them were slightly befuddled pigeons.  "Did our grandfather send a falcon to carry word?"

       "Ah – er – that would be a sensible reason, wouldn't it? To know. Before, that is. Ah. I wish I'd thought of that."

      "And what would the not-sensible reason be?" Najra asked, now intrigued.

      "I, um, may possibly have a bit of a case of foresight. Sometimes. Usually if something is… looming." He swallowed hard. 

      Najra had to admit Ghada was more than a head taller than the young man even as he stood
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Software, subject to the following conditions:
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5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
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TERMINATION
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DISCLAIMER
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COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
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