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Janek walked briskly across the open-air gallery connecting the public portion of the palace to the royal chambers, the stiff heels of his boots clacking along the marble tiles. As Grand Vizier to King Batuhan of Kushar, this was a path he trod daily – often multiple times per day – but he had so frequently declined the offer to move his offices closer to the royal chambers that Batuhan had eventually stopped offering. 

Though but a short walk, certain aspects of the distance between them might have been measured in leagues. Half-brothers – one destined to rule, the other acknowledged by their father and raised in a noble house, though never elevated to royal status – Janek and Batuhan had always viewed themselves as equals. They had played together as children, gone into fosterage together as youths, ridden in the hunt at each other’s side. And when Batuhan ascended to the throne, it surprised no one that he named Janek as his vizier.

Despite his role, Janek kept his offices at the opposite end of the palace compound for strategic reasons. Working in a separate building from the royal chambers afforded Janek the freedom to meet with anyone who might have information to sell or services to be bought – often the sort of people who would not be readily welcomed in his brother’s presence.

Such was the role of a vizier who also served as the king’s spymaster. Janek was one who listened and learned, that he might better advise the king.

It was a piece of information that now sent Janek crossing the covered walkway, oblivious to both the twin blues of sea and sky visible beyond the delicate arches to his right and the fragrant, colorful flowers that climbed the palace walls and spilled over the stone railings from the lush courtyard garden to his left.

A falcon had arrived that morning, bearing a message from one of the Kizrei, the elite operatives Janek relied on as his eyes, ears, and blades. The message had confirmed the rumors he had been hearing from the trading network: the jewel of the desert, the oasis city of Nizam, had fallen. The city’s river had failed, and its residents fled into the safety of the nearby mountains.

The impact on Kushar’s commerce with their northern trading partners would be significant if they did not review the routes and determine alternatives that would ensure safe passage for the caravans. As a king who paid attention to the workings of his vast kingdom, Batuhan would want to know.

The sound of childish laughter broke through Janek’s thoughts, the unexpected sound interrupting his deliberations. A pair of young girls leaned over the balcony railing, laughing and giggling at something they watched in the courtyard below.

Normally, he would have continued walking, but his gaze happened to follow the direction they were pointing, and he froze, mid-step.

In the courtyard below, a small cloud had formed above the head of an older man and was raining on him. No matter how he tried to evade it, the small, personal storm followed him.

One of the girls pointed to someone else – a housekeeper, Janek imagined – and he watched in fascination as a second cloud formed above her head. In only a moment, the housekeeper was drenched, crying out in dismay as she ran about the courtyard, between the pillars to the passageway beyond, then back out into the garden, attempting to flee the cloud.

Had the girls somehow caused this? He looked at them. They could have been no more than twelve years old and were dressed like every other noble’s daughter, in colorful silk tunics over loose-fitting leggings. Their dark, wavy hair was pulled back in long, jewel-studded queues, framing identical faces a shade or two lighter and slightly more bronzed than his own tanned skin.

“Girls!” A woman’s voice called out, and the girls jumped away from the balcony and turned to face the approaching woman, who Janek recognized as the fosterage mistress. One of the girls actually had the good sense to look embarrassed at having been caught, though the other sported a defiant grin.

“You are late for your dancing lessons. Up to the studio with you,” the fosterage mistress said. She shook a finger at the pair, but her expression was less stern than her words suggested. “You know you are not allowed in this part of the palace.”

The girls scurried off, still giggling, and the fosterage mistress turned to follow.

“Hold,” Janek called out.

The fosterage mistress turned back to face him.

“My lord,” she said, bowing slightly.

“Those girls,” he said. “Who are they?”

“They are the daughters of King Reinhard of Gerlach, here for their fosterage.”

Janek nodded. He knew the Gerlachi princesses were in residence, though he had never before seen them. He rarely ventured to the fosterage villa, where the visiting royal youths were trained in courtly customs, etiquette, and statecraft. Most of them cycled through their two-year stay, and moved on to another of the Seven Kingdoms, without his ever encountering them. He glanced out toward the courtyard. “And do you know what they were doing here?”

The fosterage mistress followed his gaze, and seemed to be torn between contrition and stifling a laugh.

“Forgive them, my lord,” she said. “They have just come into their power, and cannot resist experimenting with it.”

“They are weather witches?” Janek said, not bothering to keep the incredulity from his voice. He had caught only the briefest glimpse of the clouds clearly visible in the girls’ eyes as they’d rushed past him, and now struggled to keep from leaning back against the railing, grasping it for support as the significance of what he had just witnessed settled on him. “But that is impossible. There are no weather witches in Gerlach.”

“Ah, yes,” the fosterage mistress said. “By blood, they are King Reinhard’s nieces, the daughters of his brother. However, their mother was a princess of Nizam, and a weather witch, and would have become queen if the fever had not taken her – right after the twins’ birth, I am told. Her husband was also lost to the fever, so Reinhard adopted the poor, orphaned infants, and raised them as his own. Such a sad story.” She briefly fell quiet, shaking her head in sympathy.

The contemplative moment did not last long, however. Before Janek could open his mouth to speak, the woman’s face brightened, as though the sun had come out from behind a cloud, and she resumed her narrative.

“The girls have been here for the better part of a year,” she said, “and are well and healthy – if somewhat energetic.” 

She offered a slight, apologetic shrug, which Janek acknowledged with an equally slight nod. 

“Of course, I have never had fosterlings with the weather gift, so it may be an aspect of their magic,” the fosterage mistress added. “Their sister was much easier to deal with, but she was older, and more settled, when she came to us. She is a healer, and a stone worker, and they are usually quite stable. You may have met her – she fostered here until just last year. She is queen in Nizam now, you know...”

Janek’s attention had been drifting from the woman’s non-stop ramblings – he cared little for the biographies of the fosterlings – but his head snapped back toward her at the mention of Nizam.

The fosterage mistress took a step back, startled. “I really should be getting back to the fosterlings,” she said, as though only then realizing with whom she had been so casually gossiping. “They could be anywhere by now.” And, with that, she turned and fled, disappearing from view more quickly than Janek would have thought possible.

Janek looked back into the courtyard. With no one to tend the magic that had created them, the clouds had dissipated, only a few small puddles giving evidence of the twins’ mischievousness.

He looked again at the message he held, the strip of parchment now crumpled in his hand.

Nizam, ancestral home of the weather witches, was no more. The fierce sandstorms their cloudy-eyed, magic-wielding queens had protected them from for centuries would soon bury the city. Within a season, the desert would reclaim it. A year from now, it would be little more than a memory, hidden beneath the dunes.

But Kushar – a land of wind­swept steppes and monsoon-drenched jungles, frozen peaks, barren deserts, and insect-ridden swamps – Kushar had need of weather witches.

Janek looked at the drying puddles in the courtyard, then down the walkway where the girls had disappeared.

Yes, Kushar had need of weather witches... and the last two were within his grasp.

⬧

It had been nearly a year since Janek first began thinking the unthinkable. 

Yes, he’d gone ahead with the necessary preparations, remodeling a portion of Ayametu, the mountain compound where the Kizrei trained, into a lavish villa. He’d staffed the villa with the elite operatives as well, assigning trusted female warriors to work in the guise of healers and tutors, servants and ladies-in-waiting who would see to the twins’ education and safety. They would be fourteen in another year, adults in the eyes of the Seven Kingdoms, of marriageable age.

Old enough to bear children.

Throughout his preparations, Janek had argued with himself over the morality of his plan many times, always coming to the same conclusion.

And, until this day, he could have changed his mind.

Now he stood in a dimly-lit, rat-infested excuse for a dockside warehouse, a hired mercenary standing before him, smelling of sand and sweat, bits of caked sand visible around the edges of his hairline and in the folds of his clothing. 

“The deed is done? “Janek asked.

“It is,” the mercenary said, a wave of garlic and ale accompanying his words.

“Tell me.”

“We joined the caravan as guards, to protect them as they made the crossing to Aywhai – bad time of year to cross the desert. You never know when a sandstorm will come upon you.”

“Go on,” Janek said.

“We waited until we were three days out,” the mercenary said, “and then we killed them all – did you know there were women and children in that caravan?”

“Did you kill them, too?” Janek asked, his tone deliberately impassive.

“You said ‘everyone,’ so yes, they all died in their sleep, even the little girls,” the mercenary said, casually leaning against a pile of burlap sacks, ignoring the flurry of vermin that squealed at him for interrupting their meal before scampering off to darker shadows. “Suffocated. Quick and quiet. No knives, no blood, just like you ordered. And no injuries... well, except for a couple of the camel drivers, who woke and fought back,” He shrugged at that.

“Understandable,” Janek said. He tossed a small, heavy pouch to the mercenary who snatched it out of the air with a toothy grin, the beads in his mustache glinting in the dim light. “For your trouble. Your men are outside?”

“Yes,” the mercenary said. “There’s just the three of us now. A storm came on us on our way back, chased us all the way to the Valley of Sighs. I have never seen such a thing. We lost our fourth, and a couple of horses to it.”

“The Nayira,” Janek murmured. He’d heard of the desert wind before, random gusts blowing in the wrong direction, raising the sands to swirl around caravans one minute only to drop them the next. But, in all reports, the encounters almost seemed... playful. This was the first he’d heard of the Nayira acting aggressively – and against a group of murderers. It was almost as if it knew what they’d done...

Coins clinked together as the mercenary shook the pouch, bringing Janek’s thoughts back to the present. “This will go a long way toward easing our losses.” He nodded in slight deference to Janek. “A pleasure doing business with you.”

Janek pulled his deep gray cloak closed around him and raised the hood, then gestured for the mercenary to precede him through the door.

The man did, a broken-toothed grin spreading across his face as he crossed the threshold, tossing the coin pouch from hand to hand. He was still grinning a half-step later when a crossbow bolt hit him squarely in the chest and he fell flat on his face, gasping for air.

As the mercenary lay drowning in his own blood, Janek leaned down and retrieved the coin pouch.

“A man who could be paid to kill children cannot be trusted to keep other secrets,” he murmured.

Straightening, he tossed the pouch to the gray-robed Kizrei warrior who stepped from the shadows, a crossbow over his shoulder.

“The others?” Janek asked.

“Disposed of, my lord Kiz,” the warrior said, addressing Janek by his less commonly known title as leader of the Kizrei.

As Janek headed home, he spared a moment of regret for the two young serving girls who had died in the desert at the hands of the mercenaries.

There was no turning back. 

“It was not for nothing,” he whispered. “All of Kushar will benefit.”

He thought, then, of the twin princesses, whose journey had taken them up the Ragusina river at the same time the caravan was making its way into the desert. While the mercenaries were fleeing from the vengeful desert wind, the princesses would have been journeying up the mountain to their new home of Ayametu, in the company of a full detachment of Kizrei, with no suspicion that they were not being taken to the next country in their fosterage.

The house of Gerlach would soon believe their daughters dead, the untrained weather witches lost to the very sandstorms they were born to control.

A tragic irony.

And, all the while, the young weather witches would remain in Kushar, very much alive.
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Zoya wound her way through the noisy marketplace in the oasis city of Hatu, looking for any sign of trouble or murmur of unrest. It had been nine years since the city had reluctantly opened its gates to receive refugees from the lost city of Nizam, and the adjustment had not always been easy.

Queen Yolara had been true to her word, providing leadership and resources to assist, but Hatu had not been her only concern. Refugees from Nizam had spread across the small country – now called Tzigane by many, in recognition of the new capital in the Tzigani Mountains – and everyone had needed more than even the queen could provide.

Clashes between refugees and residents of the cities that had taken them in were common, especially during the first years. But now, nine years on, they finally seemed to be reaching something approaching stability.

As the queen’s personal guard and Spymaster of Tzigane, one of Zoya’s many responsibilities included continually monitoring the situation – a job that had grown easier each year as the blended populations had grown used to each other, discovering common goals, shared interests, and mutual complaints. There were still flare-ups, and always would be, but the discontent she heard now was mostly about the weather, or the prices of silks and spices.

She stopped at a vendor’s stall, pretending to examine a length of fine Kushari silk while listening to the trader gossiping with his neighbor in the deep shadows of their stalls. Like so many on this hot summer day, they were discussing the weather, speaking in the multi-lingual language of the desert traders and oasis cities along the major trade routes.

Zoya was about to move on, when the Kushari trader said something that made her lean forward and pay closer attention.

“I wish the weather witches would come down from the mountain.”

“You have weather witches in Kushar? I did not know,” said the Hatuna vendor from the next stall. “We had one in Nizam, but she was old, and died a year or so before the city fell.”

“It is a rare gift,” the Kushari said, his expression softening as though recalling a distant memory. “And such a wonder to see a dark cloud part, the two portions carrying their rain to opposite sides of the valley, leaving only clear skies above us.”

The Hatuna vendor nodded, cooling himself with a broad palm-leaf fan. “I was in Nizam once when the old queen held back a storm. The sand coming up off the desert just hung there like a wall of boiling ochre. Never saw anything like it before or since.”

“I heard it was always pleasant in Nizam,” the Kushari said, wiping sweat from his forehead.

“Yes,” the Hatuna vendor said, handing a second fan to the trader who accepted it gratefully. “The old queen drew cool breezes through the city. The new queen – the stoneworker – built stone palms to shade us, but it was not the same.”

“No, it would not be,” agreed the Kushari. Glancing up, he noticed Zoya and asked if he could help her with a purchase. She declined, giving up her spot to paying customers.

But she marked the location of the vendor’s stall and fixed his face in her mind. She’d heard enough, for now. There would be time for questions later, when the day’s trade was over. and the business of the night – and the drinking – began.

She would find him then, and get the answers she was looking for. Answers her queen would be most eager to learn.

⬧

Ten days later, Zoya and the Kushari trader – whose name was Armin – stood before Queen Yolara in her mountain palace.

After thoroughly questioning Armin, buying him several mugs of cheap desert brew, and finally promising a substantial reward for his information, Zoya had succeeded in persuading him to accompany her to Sitara, the mountain city where the queen resided. 

Zoya had exchanged Armin’s camels for horses and sturdy pack mules, then dismissed the pair of paid caravan guards Armin had hired to travel with him, promising him the protection of the Queen’s Guard at no cost to him. And, when Armin insisted that neither he nor his apprentice – his sister’s son, he was quick to inform her, probably so she wouldn’t dismiss him as she had the guards – had clothing suitable for traveling into the mountains in the cool weather of late autumn, Zoya had purchased coats for them from her own purse.

She considered these all worthwhile purchases. While she could have repeated his story to Yolara herself, Zoya knew the queen would want to speak to Armin in person.

“And you say you saw the weather witch part the clouds?” Yolara asked. They had found her in the palace, seated at the large oval table in the council chamber, and she now tapped her stone-tipped nails against the table’s elaborately etched stone surface.

“I saw the clouds part,” Armin said. “I did not see the witch. But there is no other explanation. It had to be weather magic.”

“When did you see this?”

“Several months ago, my lady,” he said. “About a month before midsummer. I remember it well, because I usually set out on caravan before the rains come, but had to delay my trip to accommodate a patron who was to travel with us for part of the journey.” He glanced over at Zoya, “I was annoyed, because I did not know how long the delay would be, and it is both difficult and unpleasant to manage a caravan during the rains.”

He turned back to Yolara. “While I waited, it so happened that another trader – a friend – fell ill at that same time, and asked me to take a wagonload of supplies to the residence of a reclusive nobleman who lives in the nearby mountains. It was a route my friend usually drove himself, and he was afraid of losing the business if he failed to deliver the supplies on time. So, I agreed to go in his place. It was then that I saw the weather magic.”

“And you did not see it at any other time?”

“My patron had arrived while I was in the mountains, and was not pleased to have been kept waiting. We set out on our journey the following day. With delays because of the weather and the altered route required by my patron, I have not been back to Rachusa in nearly seven months.”

Yolara leaned back against the cushions, a thoughtful look on her face as she looked past them and through the window at the cloud-filled sky. “When I was a child,” she said, “my mother once parted the clouds so our carriage could pass unhindered. The rain fell on either side of the road, but a stone’s throw from us, while the road remained unmuddied.”

She turned to Zoya, who had perched herself on the edge of the table, about halfway down its length. “And you believe his account?” she asked.

Zoya nodded. “I made inquiries among the traders and the caravans,” she said, ignoring Armin’s slight gasp of surprise. “As well as among those who purchased his goods. All agree that, while he is a shrewd and clever businessman, the trader Armin is trustworthy.”

Armin nodded in approval at that, straightening his shoulders just a little.

Zoya bit back a chuckle as she continued. “Moreover, my queen, his is not the first such account I have heard—”

At Yolara’s shocked expression, Zoya went on quickly.

“—though it is the first to have come directly from one who has seen the magic with his own eyes, and not a story passed along in taverns and around campfires and distorted in the retelling.”

The queen had relaxed as Zoya spoke. “Yes, I understand your caution,” she said.

“I had no wish to add to your grief with false hope,” Zoya said gently.

Armin looked from Zoya to Yolara, a puzzled expression on his face. “Why should this cause you grief?” he asked.

Yolara smiled sadly, “You have not told him why I take such an interest in his story?” she asked Zoya.

“No, my lady,” Zoya replied. “It was not my place.”

Yolara looked at Armin. “I have reason to believe that the weather witch whose magic you experienced may have been one of my sisters, who I have believed dead for the past eight years.”

⬧

A few hours later, Zoya tapped lightly on the door to Yolara’s private library. When she entered, both the queen and her consort, Kusan, were waiting for her, seated on ottomans around a low table, as was often their custom. It had been many years since she had reported directly to Kusan, who had continued to serve as Captain of the Queen’s Guard even after his marriage to Yolara, but Zoya still held deep respect for him.

“My lady,” she said, bowing to Yolara. She turned to Kusan, “My lord, Captain. It is good to see you.”

“And you,” he said, gesturing for her to sit and offering her a cup of steamed-milk spiced tea, which she accepted gratefully.

“I searched through the archives,” Kusan said, “to refresh my mind on what exactly we were told about young Katya and Leisha’s death. I saw no irregularities. What, then, prompted you to continue your investigations, and bring the trader, Armin, to us with his story?”

Zoya remembered the message Yolara had received, reporting her sisters’ death. It had been brief, indicating that the caravan in which they traveled had been overtaken by one of the fierce desert sandstorms during the night. All had been lost. Their bodies were never recovered - the Kushari fosterage mistress had identified the twins by items of clothing and jewelry that had been recovered after weeks of scouring the desert. Zoya had accompanied Yolara to the memorial service. 

Though they had all spoken at length with the Kushari representatives in attendance, and received countless assurances that all possible precautions had been taken for a safe desert crossing, and their deaths had been a tragic accident, Zoya had always believed there was more to the story than they were being told.

But she said none of this. Instead, she looked to Yolara, who gave her a tired smile. “I did my grieving long ago,” she said. “Armin’s story does not open that old wound, but is merely a salve that seeks to ease the pain of the scar. I would hear your thoughts on this matter.”

“I always believed there were unanswered questions,” Zoya began, carefully balancing her tea on her knee. “But, with no access to the Kushari records, there was no way to pursue an investigation. I had all but forgotten the matter until a little more than four years ago. That was when I first heard Kushari caravaners telling tales of weather magic.”

“So long ago?” Yolara asked.

“Yes, my lady. But, as I mentioned earlier, as the stories became increasingly frequent – and were only told by the Kushari or traders who had traveled in that country – I became convinced that the weather witches of whom they spoke were the lost princesses. However, there were none I could find who had seen the magic for themselves. So, I waited and I listened.”

“And then you found Armin,” Kusan said.

“Yes.”

Yolara rose from her cushion and moved to the window. She stood there, looking out across the verdant mountain valley, her back to them, for several moments, brushing her sandstone-tipped fingers along the smooth granite of the window ledge. The queen often sought contact with stone when she was agitated, Zoya knew. It was an aspect of the stoneworker’s magic she wielded. But whether the stone would calm Yolara, or spur her to a more aggressive course of action, Zoya did not know.

The determined look on the Queen’s face when she turned to face them told Zoya everything. “I cannot bring this news to Reinhard without more information. I lost sisters I barely knew. He lost daughters. I can only imagine how he must feel...” She trailed off, and was silent for a moment. Kusan rose and went to her, putting his arm around her. Zoya was sure both were thinking of their own three children.

The moment passed, and Yolara turned to Zoya. “It is a long way to Kushar,” she said. “Crossing the desert is not without its difficulties.”

“Yes, my lady,” Zoya said cautiously.

“And we could only send someone in whom we had perfect confidence,” Kusan added.

“Will you go?” Yolara asked, holding up her hand to stop Zoya from speaking. “I do not require it – this must be your choice. It will be a long journey, with no guarantee of what you will find there.”

Kusan led Yolara back to the cushions. “The twins have lived there for many years,” he said, keeping his arm around his wife. “Even if you are able to find them, and devise a way to effect their escape, there is no guarantee they will want to come home.” 

Yolara stiffened at this, but nodded. “It is true.” 

“I will go,” Zoya said. “And if they will not return with me, at least we will know they are alive and well.”

“I can console myself with that,” Yolara said. “Though I doubt Reinhard will agree.”

“Fortunately, that is not a conversation we must have today,” Kusan said.

“How will I know them?” Zoya asked. “Or they me? What proof can I give them that I come from you?”

“I did not know my sisters well,” Yolara said. “But I will share some stories with you of events they might remember from childhood.” 

Kusan bent to her and murmured something in her ear.

“Yes,” Yolara said, looking up at him. “I had almost forgotten.” She turned back to Zoya. “After the memorial, Angelina gave me a small box of ‘remembrances’ – trinkets that had belonged to my sisters. I will look through it and see if there is anything small, yet possibly suitable you can carry that might be something one of them will remember.”

They sat together for some time, while Yolara shared anecdotes of childhood memories. Zoya listened carefully, that she might remember, though her own memories were cloudy enough that she wondered if the twins would recall any of the incidents their sister related.

Kusan was quiet through much of the conversation, but as it was drawing to a close, he rose, turning away from them, clasping his hands behind him in a manner Zoya recognized from many years of working with him.

“You have something to add, my lord husband?” Yolara asked.

He turned to them, his expression somber. “It is not enough to know if your sisters wish to come home,” he said. “We also need to know why they were kept in the first place.”

“Because they are weather witches,” Yolara said.

“Such is my belief,” Kusan said. “The gift is rare, and it is not beyond reason that the Kushari would have attempted to claim it.” He looked directly at Zoya. “You will also need to learn to what purpose their gifts have been used – as a tool to aid the Kushari people? Or as a weapon to use against her enemies.”

“Do you believe this is the case?” Yolara said. “We have heard nothing to suggest it. Surely knowledge of their survival would have come to our attention much sooner were their gifts being used in this manner.”

“I do not wish to speculate, merely to be aware.”

“It need not have been obvious,” Zoya said. “An inconvenient storm. A season of drought. Situations that could be believed to be normal, if unpleasant.”

“Even so,” Kusan said. “And it will be important for you to decide if bringing them home will be safe for the people of Tzigane or Gerlach – or if their allegiance is to Kushar. The alliances between our people are fragile at best. This will be a delicate mission.”

“But one I would entrust to no other,” Yolara said.

“I am honored by your faith in me,” Zoya said.

“When will you leave?” asked Kusan.

“In three days’ time,” she said. “I wish to leave before the snows make travel down the mountain difficult.”

“And what of Armin, the merchant?”

“I took him and his apprentice to Calisia and got them settled at an inn,” Zoya said. Tzigane’s capital city of Sitara had grown to encompass the original mountain town, an hour’s ride from the palace, but many continued to refer to the busy market district by its original name. “I warned them both that they were not to speak of his meeting with you, my lady, or mention the weather witches to anyone.”

“Thank you,” Yolara said, relaxing slightly. “I can do nothing about rumors that pass among the caravaners, but they must not spread from within my own house.”

Zoya and Kusan both nodded in agreement.

“Armin asked if they might set up a vendor stall in the marketplace,” Zoya said. “He is a trader. I suspect he wishes to see if there is a market for his products.”

“I see no reason why not,” said Kusan. “Kushari traders seldom come here – we are too far off the trade route to justify the trip without a guarantee of interest. His vendor stall will attract a great deal of attention, just for the novelty of it. And if his merchandise is of high quality, he will likely see a brisk trade.”

Zoya nodded. “I am sure he will welcome the news. It will help to offset the trade he is missing by leaving the regular caravan route. In the morning, I will tell him that he may not only tour the marketplace, but that he may set up his vendor stall – with your blessing – while I settle my affairs and prepare to travel.”

“Will he take you to the place where he saw the weather magic?” Yolara asked.

An almost feral grin spread across Zoya’s face. “I am sure I can persuade him,” she said.

“Good,” Yolara said. “Before I tell Reinhard there are weather witches in Kushar, I must know if they are, indeed, my sisters.”
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Chapter 3
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Janek smoothed small blobs of clay along the sides of his nose to alter its shape. Then, with carefully applied smears of a gummy paste made from the sap of the acacia bush, he affixed gray strands to his brows, cheeks, and neatly trimmed beard, working the false beard up along his cheeks until the image of a much older man stared back at him from the mirror.

Once the paste set, he daubed a small amount of pigment onto his face with a practiced hand, darkening his bronzed skin and altered nose to the tanned visage of a caravaner recently returned from his travels. A graying wig followed, and a padded merchant’s tunic to give the illusion of additional weight around his midsection – and conceal his lean torso and well-muscled arms – and the transformation was complete.

He had entered his offices as Janek, the Grand Vizier, but left the palace complex through a side door as Kalen of Rachusa, a well-to-do spice merchant about the day’s business. It was but one of the many disguises he had used over the years, and it served him well, particularly when he needed to pass unnoticed through the city streets – or travel from Khulan to the Kizrei compound in the mountains above Rachusa. The broad, tranquil Ragusina river that connected the lakeside trading town and the coastal capital had made Rachusa a logical choice for his secondary base of operations. As the leader of the Kizrei, Janek had made the three-day trip upriver every few weeks for nearly twelve years.

In his disguise, he was well known to the captains of the merchant barges that traveled up and down the river. They actively competed for his patronage – and for the generous gratuities he paid when they reached their destination quickly. He customarily occupied a private cabin, avoiding the shared compartments and open-air deck frequented by the less-wealthy. He had no more desire for their fawning company than he did for that of the oarsmen who strained night and day on hard wooden benches beneath the limited shade of a flimsy covering of waxed-fabric mounted on tall poles.

When the boat arrived in Rachusa on the morning of the third day, he paid the ship captain handsomely, then hired a cart to transport himself and the small crate he’d brought with him from Khulan to his residence. Altan, the house steward, greeted him as he entered.

“My lord. It is good to see you returned,” he said, well accustomed to Janek’s disguise, and bowing deeply as Janek entered the riad. “You have luggage? Of course you do. I will have it seen to immediately.” He gestured to a serving boy who slipped out the door and ran over to the cart.

“Has Lady Sayha arrived yet?” Janek asked, unfastening the cape he wore slung over one shoulder.

“Yes, my lord,” Altan said, taking the cape and laying it over his arm. “And Captain Nachin with her. They await you in the library.”

Janek raised an eyebrow at the mention of Nachin’s presence. He had sent for Sayha, summoning her from the western province of Qaiwi as he intended to take her to Ayametu as a new attendant to the weather witches. But he had not sent for Nachin, nor had he intended to meet with the captain of the local detachment of Kizrei until after his trip up to the mountain compound. Nachin had not sent a falcon, as he would have had there been an emergency; however, his presence suggested that there were issues Nachin had considered important enough to bring directly to him.

“I will see them at once,” he said. The riad was not large, and was square in design, with an enclosed courtyard at the center that helped to draw the warm, often humid air up and away from the rooms on the three levels. Janek’s library and private study ran the full length of the rear of the building, and his boots clicked on the tiles as he crossed the courtyard to it.

Nachin stood near the center of the light-filled room, dressed in his usual dark, lightly armored tunic and pants, a blade at his belt. In contrast, Sayha, who sat comfortably on a cushioned bench, was dressed in a more courtly manner, in layers of deep blue silk heavily trimmed in silver. While all three of them were of noble houses, Sayha far outranked both of the men on the social scale, as daughter of the king’s younger sister.

She carried no weapon, but Janek knew her to be quite capable of defending herself and the weather witches he intended to entrust to her care. The silver combs that held her hair in loose piles on her head could be instantly transformed into weapons in her hands – and as a gifted metalworker, that was only one of her defenses.

“Lady Sayha,” Janek said, pausing in the open doorway. “Thank you for coming.” He gave her a polite bow.

“My lord Kiz,” she said, dipping her head slightly as she acknowledged Janek’s rank.

He turned to Nachin. “Captain. What news brings you to my home?”

Nachin did not turn his head, but his eyes flicked toward Sayha and then back to Janek as he spoke. “It concerns your... other guests,” he said, the question about just how much he could say in front of Sayha evident from his tone.

As the Kiz, Janek had received the oaths of allegiance from both Sayha and Nachin, including the ritual binding of the heartstrings that connected their life energies to his own. Though they were both Kizrei, Nachin and Sayha had not been connected to each other in the complicated web of heartstrings that bound the elite warriors – and which would have reassured the captain of her trustworthiness.

As Janek came into the room, closing the double doors behind him, he reached out along the strands of energy between himself and Sayha, but sensed only curiosity. Reaching out to Nachin, he felt a low-level anxiety and a heightened watchfulness.

He crossed to a side table where carafes of water and wine and dishes of dried fruit, olives, and flatbread had been set out. “You may speak freely, Captain,” he said. “What Sayha does not already know about the compound at Ayametu and those who reside there, she will learn over the coming days as we journey up the mountain.” He gestured to the side table. “Please, join me. We shall take refreshment while we talk.”

They served themselves, then took seats on cushioned benches around a low table. When they were settled, Janek gestured for Nachin to speak.

“There are rumors, my lord,” Nachin began. He shrugged slightly, “There have always been rumors, speculation about the wealthy, reclusive nobleman many believe to live in Ayametu.”

“We expected no less,” Janek said, running his fingers through the fake beard, gently scratching at a spot where the dried paste tugged at his skin. “And those rumors have protected the compound from deeper scrutiny for many years. What has changed?”

“The rumors now circulating through the marketplace are seldom about the nobleman and his harem,” Nachin replied. “The flooding in the low-lying areas near the lake was extensive in the last weeks of the monsoon, more so than usual. Since then, everyone whispers about weather magic. They wonder about a green valley high in the mountains, a villa where the sun shines warm overhead when all around it snows. About rainstorms that flood the villages while the dark clouds seem to avoid the mountain.”

Janek scowled. He had always known this day would come. He had hoped to have another year, even two if luck favored him, but as the twins’ command of the weather magic grew with each passing year, it was inevitable that someone would notice and remark on it. He turned to Sayha. “I should have sent for you sooner.”

“I have done all in my power to calm the unrest in Qaiwi,” she said matter-of-factly. “But, unlike his father, the new governor, Lord Bacdi, openly ignores my counsel. How long the peace his father brokered with Kushar will hold is uncertain. For the time being, until the king, my uncle, commands otherwise, I am at your disposal. How may I be of service?”

“There are two weather witches living in Ayametu,” Janek said without preamble. “Twin sisters—”

“The daughters of the Gerlachi king,” Sayha whispered. Though the emotion barely flickered across her face, the heartstring thread between them vibrated with astonishment.

“The same,” Janek said, not bothering to explain how the twins came to be there. “They have been educated as befitting daughters of a noble house, but have had no actual contact with a member of the nobility who can guide them in their interactions. That is where I require your assistance.”

Sayha nodded. “They are... sixteen years old? Seventeen?”

“Twenty-one,” Janek said.

Sayha frowned slightly, then shrugged. “The training would have been better received when they were younger,” she said, her rich voice layered with the smooth accent indicative of many years of tutoring. “No matter. It is what it is. When do you plan to present them to the king?”

“Not until I have to,” Janek said. “Possibly as soon as the beginning of the rains at midsummer. If we can keep the rumors in check we will have more time, but almost certainly no more than another year.” He leaned forward, resting his hands on his knees as he spoke. “I have worked to impress upon them how valuable their gifts are to the people of Kushar, and I believe they understand. But, at the same time, I have had to keep them away from people, for their own protection.”

The heartstring bond did not allow him access to Sayha’s thoughts, but he could almost hear her finish that sentence with, “...and your own.”

He continued, uninterrupted. “So, the challenges we face – such as those of the recent floods or the drought in the north – are little more than tutor’s stories to them.”

“How may I be of service?” Sayha asked again.

Janek met her calm gaze, his disguise insufficient to hide his own ambitious determination. “I would have you prepare the twins to leave Ayametu,” he said. “I want them to take their place among us – not as the missing Gerlachi princesses, but to stand on their own as venerated members of Kushari society, prepared to use their gifts to help our people.”

As Janek spoke, Sayha’s heartstring thrummed with an intensity that matched his own – eager for the challenge, believing in the purpose. Nachin’s energy was less intense, but Janek sensed no judgment, no betrayal, nothing to cause him to doubt his captain.

He raised his glass, extending it toward them. “Will you help me?”

Nachin nodded, raising his glass as well. Sayha raised her wineglass, touching it to Janek’s and then Nachin’s.

“Yes, my Kiz,” she said. “I will do all that is in my power to prepare them.”

⬧

Early the next morning, Janek – having reapplied his merchant’s disguise – and Sayha, now dressed in sturdy traveling garb, left Rachusa in a trader’s wagon pulled by a pair of steady, slow-moving yaks, with Janek holding the reins. Two mounted Kizrei guards rode ahead of them and two behind as they made their way slowly up the rutted dirt road.

“Surely this is the best-protected wagon of silks and spices in the country,” Sayha said, laughing as the guards took their places.

“There are many things my brother will forgive me of, my lady,” Janek said. “Putting you at risk is not among them.”

“The king takes no notice of me,” Sayha said, flexing her fingers, the sunlight glinting off the steely-gray of her iron-tipped fingernails, the physical manifestation of her gift as a metalworker. She had polished her nails to a high gloss, shaping them to rounded – and, it appeared, sharpened – tips. “Ever since I refused the eldest prince of Erembourg, both he and my parents have been quite content to have me serve Kushar... from a distance.”

“You would have made a formidable queen,” Janek said.

Sayha shook her head. “His older sister will take the crown, and her eldest after her. It is unlikely he will reign in any capacity other than possibly that of regent. Still...” She shrugged. “I was fifteen. I was stupid,” she said. “I had met the prince three years before, during my fosterage in Zuria. I did not like him much at the time...” She let the sentence trail off. 

Janek did not press her for more. 

Across the Seven Kingdoms, third or fourth royal children were seldom elevated to rule in their own countries – and royal cousins almost never ascended to the throne.

Most, like Sayha, were exchanged like currency; teenaged girls ripe for conception, the boys a little older. All married to foreign nobles, the strategic mixing of bloodlines strengthening the always fragile alliances between the kingdoms. 

In a country like Kushar, with eleven provinces, each governed by their own noble houses, youths male and female who had reached marriageable age – being considered fully adult by law once reaching their fourteenth birthday – were often bound to houses in other parts of the country, mixing and distributing the bloodlines. Being wed to a son or daughter of the royal house was a particular honor – but even these were treaty marriages, the partners seldom meeting before their nuptials. 

One of King Batuhan’s own wives – his third – was a seventeen-year-old girl he had married three years before, when Kushar had acquired by treaty the troublesome western province of Qaiwi. The son the young queen gave the king a mere ten months after their marriage would never rule – Batuhan had two adult sons by his long dead first wife, and a third son and two daughters by his second wife, all of whom were well ahead of the infant prince in line for the succession.

Nevertheless, the child would enter the fosterage when he turned eleven, where he would be educated and trained as befitted the son of the royal house. And when he was old enough, a wife would be chosen for him who best served Kushar’s need.

Even Sayha, who had refused to be given as a treaty bride, would have no choice but to comply if Batuhan one day decided he needed her to marry in order to seal an alliance. And she knew it.

For the moment, however, Janek was grateful that the extraordinary noblewoman was at his side and not wearing a second-tier crown in Erembourg.

He shook the yaks’ reins and changed the subject.

“About the twins,” he said. “Their names are Katya and Leisha—”

“Is it easy to tell them apart?” Sayha asked. “I knew a pair of twins during my fosterage – it was only in conversation that you could tell one from the other, and sometimes not even then.”

“Katya and Leisha are identical in appearance,” Janek said. “But so different in personality that it is easy enough to distinguish between them after even a short acquaintance.” He guided the yaks around a pothole, cursing when the wagon wheel bumped roughly over it.

“You might have had this road improved,” Sayha observed.

“It has been, farther along,” Janek said, not taking his eyes off the road ahead of the yaks. “We left this section rough, in the hope it would discourage the curious.”

“Has that been successful?”

“For the most part,” Janek said. “The Kizrei stationed at the head of the road, where it leaves Rachusa, only occasionally have to divert anyone.”

When he had met privately with Nachin the previous afternoon, the Kizrei captain had told him that those ‘necessary diversions’ were happening with increasing frequency, and they discussed the possibility of closing the lower section of this road and establishing another.

But they both knew it would take time, and now that people were whispering about weather witches in the mountains, it would not be long before any new route they built was discovered. In the end, they agreed it was simply better to increase the number of guards along the existing road and at the entrance to the compound at Ayametu.

Sayha only grunted in response as the wagon bounced through another hole. Janek knew this was not the kind of carriage she was accustomed to, after so long in diplomatic service, but he needed her. The rough, rutted road could not be helped.

“So, what did you not say earlier?” she asked, as though reading his thoughts. “There are others you could turn to for help teaching courtly etiquette.”

When he did not reply she said, “You want me to soften Batuhan’s reaction to the twins.”

“I had considered the strategic value of having you at my side when we introduce them...,” he said. “If you are willing, of course.”

“It has been years since they disappeared. Why have you kept the truth from him?”

“The only way he can honestly deny is to not know,” Janek said.

“This is risky, Janek. Far more than I ever would have thought of you.”

“It is,” he agreed.

“Tell me everything.”

So, he did. As the wagon rolled over the bumpy road, he told her about seeing the pair of young girls teasing people in the courtyard with their newly-discovered magic. He told her of the fall of Nizam and how the lost desert city no longer needed the weather witches to protect it, while all of Kushar suffered for the lack of anyone with the weather magic gift. 

By the time he told her how he’d had the twins kidnapped and brought to the compound, and of the fate of the serving girls who had gone into the desert in their place, they were well past the rough portion of the road and moving smoothly along a well-maintained road of stone bricks, lightly dusted with snow as they wound ever higher into the mountains.

“But why wait so long?” Sayha asked. “You could have brought this to the king at any point. Surely, he would have agreed with your motives, once the deed was done.”

Janek said nothing 

“What is it, Janek?” Sayha asked, her tone as frosty as the air around them. “What are you not telling me?”

“There may be more than two weather witches in Kushar.”

Sayha stared at him in confusion.

Janek did not look at her, unwilling to meet her gaze, but kept his eyes fixed to the gray and white blur of the road beyond the yaks’ heavy horns. The crunch of the wagon wheels against the snow-covered stones and the muffled clopping of their hooves echoed in his head until he wanted to scream.

And then he heard it. The small inhalation of breath that accompanied the white-hot rage that burned through the heartstring.

“Janek!” Sayha’s whisper was almost a hiss. “What have you done?”

“Weather witches have too long been exclusive to the royal house of Nizam,” Janek said. “Nizam has fallen. I have... taken steps to ensure that the bloodline continues.”
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[image: ]


Zoya gave Armin three days to finish his business before she finally went to the market to see what was causing the delay. She was anxious to get down the mountain before the daily dusting of snow began to fall in more significant quantities.

But when she went to the marketplace on the afternoon of the third day after their meeting with Queen Yolara, she found the Kushari trader engaged in a brisk business of both buying and selling.

“If I remember correctly,” she said, leaning against a large wagon which was filled nearly to overflowing with woolens, ceramics, and a rainbow-colored assortment of herbs and spices, “the plan was for you to reduce your inventory so we could travel fast and light to Ragusa. This—” she waved a hand at the wagon “—does not look reduced.”

“Ra-chu-sa,” Armin said, not looking up at her as he counted out change for a Tzigani matron happily stroking the soft green Kushari silk. “The city I am taking you to is Rachusa, on the Ragusina River.”

Zoya crossed her arms. “Right,” she said. “And your inventory?”

Armin turned to her, tucking the coins into a small, but heavy leather pouch at his waist as the customer walked away. “Oh, to be sure,” he said. “Virtually nothing remains of my previous inventory. What you see there is my new inventory. The highest-quality Tzigani textiles, seldom seen in Kushar. Spices, to season the dishes for the most discriminating palates.” He rubbed his gloved hands together, his bare fingertips pink in the afternoon chill. “I had to purchase the wagon to carry it all, and traded the horses and pack mules for a brace of your Tzigani draft mules – I have never seen such large mules! The mares that birthed them must have been enormous. I had to send Navid to buy more feed...” At Zoya’s glare, he returned to his original topic. “If sales of the Tzigani merchandise are as profitable as I anticipate, I may have to allow time for a visit to Calisia to my travels each year.”

“How fortunate for us,” Zoya said, her flat tone communicating the depth of her disinterest. “When do we leave?”

Armin turned to look at the remaining silks displayed before him, his face breaking into a smile as he beckoned to a pair of Tzigani maids who were peering at his booth from a short distance. “I only need one more day to sell the remainder of—” he began.

“Let me rephrase,” Zoya said. “Queen Yolara is anxious for us to be on our way, and I do not wish to travel through any more snow than necessary—” she glanced at the loaded wagon “—especially if we are to go so heavily burdened.”

Armin turned to look at her, a stricken expression melting away his previous good humor. “But—”

“We leave at dawn,” Zoya said. “If you are not packed and ready, I will wrap you in blankets, tie you onto the back of one of your new mules, and we will ride to Rachusa at a gallop. If you are very lucky, your apprentice has learned enough to manage your inventory until your return, but I make no promises in that regard.”

⬧

The road to Sitara had been widened in the years since the Nizami River had failed and the people had moved into the mountains. Zoya had made the journey from Tzigane’s mountain capital to the trading cities at the desert’s edge many times in service to Queen Yolara. However, accustomed as she was to riding with other members of the Queen’s Guard for several hours in relative silence, Zoya was unprepared for the Kushari trader’s endless chatter.

Armin, it seemed, had an opinion about everything. Worse, he apparently felt compelled to share his views on the weather, the condition of the road, the number of birds that flew overhead, and the cut of the warm wool and leather coat he had obtained from one of the Calisian traders. Zoya wasn’t even sure who he was talking to. His nephew, Navid, had curled up on top of a mound of canvas bags near the rear of the wagon, pulled a canvas bag over his head, and gone to sleep.

Zoya had no such luxury.

“I know you are capable of traveling in silence,” Zoya said, guiding her mare toward the front of the wagon. “You were not so talkative on our way to meet with the Queen.”

“I was afraid for my life,” Armin said. “You might have killed me at any moment.”

“I still might,” Zoya said.

Armin waggled a finger at her. “Oh, no,” he said, grinning. “You need me. Your queen needs me. And my visit to your capital city and its marketplace was very productive. I am in an exceptionally good mood.”

“Perhaps you could try being in a quiet mood for a few miles,” Zoya said.

Armin shrugged, but he kept his thoughts to himself for nearly a quarter of an hour before his good mood again set him to talking. With a sigh, Zoya spurred her mare forward, putting just enough distance between herself and the wagon that the clomping of his horses’ hooves on the snow-packed road and the creaking of the overloaded wagon wheels mostly drowned out the sound of Armin’s reedy monologue.

They made good time, reaching the small town of Kirati in the hour before nightfall. The quickly-growing town served as a crossroads, connecting Sitara to the trading cities at the edge of the desert.

A small plaza lay ahead of them, the road branching around it to form a diamond with a well at its center. As they approached, the southeasterly road to Hatu, where Zoya had found Armin, lay to the left of the diamond, while the road to the right led southwest to Aywhai.

Directly to the south, at the far end of the diamond, was the now seldom-used road that had once led to the city of Nizam. That route had been severed by a deep chasm during the great earthquake a decade earlier – the same earthquake that had cut off the river that had previously sustained the now sand-buried oasis city. Queen Yolara had overseen the building of a bridge across the chasm, but the only people who used that road with any regularity were the farmers and shepherds who lived along it.

A small caravanserai – which Zoya knew to be more of a communal stable than a typical desert facility – bordered the road on one side of the plaza, and an inn on the other, the fragrant scent of grilling meat wafting out of the adjacent tavern and beckoning the travelers forward. 

“We will stay here for the night,” Zoya told Armin, nodding toward the inn as they approached the plaza. She gestured for him to follow the pair of guards that had accompanied them to the caravanserai. “They will stand guard over your belongings,” she said, nodding toward the guards. 

Sliding off her mare, she handed the reins to Navid, who had hopped down from the wagon when it slowed, and now walked alongside it. “I will secure our lodging,” she said. “Tell the whisperer that we will be leaving in the first hour after dawn, so he will know to grant us access to our animals.”

“You are letting me sleep in?” Armin said. “What a luxury.”

“I do not do this for you,” Zoya said. “I see few other wagons here. I do not wish to rouse the whisperer early solely on our behalf.”

Armin grinned. “You come through here often,” he said. “Want to stay in his good graces. I understand.”

Zoya just shrugged, then headed across the plaza to the inn. It had been a long time since she had served as a merchant’s guard, both she and her mare chomping at the bit as they plodded along with a loaded wagon or string of camels. She much preferred the work Queen Yolara usually asked of her – quick trips made at a gallop between the trading cities, stealthy observations of the merchants coming and going from the different countries. But the Kirati innkeeper kept a good house with clean beds, and the tavern served good food and drink, so she was content enough for tonight.

It would be four days’ journey to Hatu, another month along the coastal road to Kushar, and probably a couple of weeks there to locate the twins and report back to the Queen. After that, another couple of months to complete the return journey. If all went well, she would be back in Kirati in four months, just as the spring thaw touched the mountains, driving back the snow.

Zoya smiled. She was desert-born, and had never cared for snow. She would not miss the winter in Sitara.

⬧

“That is the road to Aywhai,” Zoya said, riding up alongside Armin. The Kirati whisperer had exchanged the brace of heavy draft mules that had pulled the wagon from Sitara with four strong, smaller mules that were better adapted to travel in the foothills, and Armin was guiding them toward the western road. Zoya gestured over her shoulder, toward the other side of the plaza. “The road east, to Hatu, is over there.”

Armin looked at her, a slight frown creasing his face. “Why would you want to go back to Hatu?” he asked,

“Because that is the way to Kushar.” Zoya said.

Armin tugged at the reins, bringing the mules to a stop. “That is the way to eastern Kushar, yes, east from Hatu, then south along the Lancaran Coast and through the Valley of Sighs to Khulan,” he said. “But we are not going to Khulan. And though that route is beautiful, it will add several weeks to our journey. I thought you wanted to travel quickly.”

It was Zoya’s turn to be confused. “You said the twins were in Kushar. The way to Kushar is through Hatu – so travels every Kushari trader I have observed. So, why have you chosen the road to Aywhai?”

Armin stared at her for a long moment, then beckoned her closer. “You have never been to Kushar,” he said.

“No,” Zoya said.

Armin spread a piece of cloth on the wagon seat next to him, then rummaged through the parcel of fruit, bread, and cheese the innkeeper had given them. With Navid watching from his perch on the canvas-wrapped packages mounded behind his uncle, Armin placed a large slice of bread in the middle of the cloth.

“Imagine this is the desert,” he said, pointing to the vaguely oval shape. Near the center of the lower crust, he placed a chunk of cheese. “This is Hatu, and this—” he placed a second chunk an inch to the right “—is Aywhai.”

“Yes,” said Zoya. She pointed to the rounded edge of the bread nearest her. “Lancara is here, along the coast, and this,” pointing to the edge of the upper crust, “is Kushar.”

“And therein lies the confusion,” Armin said. He pointed to the bread, running his finger the length of the upper crust. “This crust, in our example, represents the Janqurai Mountains, a massive wall of rock that separates the desert from the lands to the south...”

“I have heard of these mountains,” Zoya said. “But what do they have to do with our journey?”

“You have no idea how big Kushar is, do you?” Armin said.

Zoya did not answer. Tzigane was a small country, and while she knew where the borders of the neighboring countries met hers, she had never needed to know how far beyond the Tzigani borders those countries extended.

Separated from them by the desert, Kushar shared no border with Tzigane, so Zoya had made no study of it. She knew only what most people knew: the steppes between the mountains and the desert were inhospitable and sparsely populated, mostly by Kushari bandits and other outcasts, and the Kusharim had built their capital city, Khulan, on the coast, near where the mountains met the sea.

Armin just shook his head. Taking a second slice of bread, he tore it in half, lengthwise, and placed it next to the first, their upper crusts pressed close together.

“The Janqurai Mountains are comprised of row after row of jagged peaks and deep gorges, with the tallest at the center,” he said, pointing to the space where the crusts met. “The steppes of the northern foothills? That is Kushar. The mountains themselves? They are Kushar. The land beyond the mountains? From east to west and for several weeks’ journey to the south... all that is Kushar.”

Zoya stared dumbfounded, watching in silence as Armin balanced a grape on the border between the two crusts of bread, almost directly opposite the point where Nizam once stood, at the apex of a triangle formed by the bits of cheese that represented Hatu and Aywhai. He studied the arrangement for a moment, then moved the grape another inch to the right, away from Zoya.

“Here, in the mountains, is where we will look for your queen’s sisters,” he said.

Zoya stared at the bits of cheese and fruit. “The storm season is past,” she said. “Why do we not simply cross the desert here,” she drew a line across the bread toward the grape, “and then directly through the mountains? Even with the winter approaching, we could make the journey quickly—” she looked meaningfully at the wagon “—if we traveled light.”

Armin barked out a laugh, but there was no humor in it. “You think you know mountains,” he said, his tone serious. “But you do not. The Tzigani are like foothills to the Janqurai. The overconfident die in those mountains. Reckless travelers collapse for lack of breath as they ascend the heights. They fall into crevasses or are buried under the snows that never melt from the highest peaks and are never seen again. The route you suggest would be a fool’s journey. And while I am not particularly brave, I am no fool.”

He pointed to the edge of the bread nearest him. “In Aywhai, we will trade the mules and wagon for camels—”

“I am not trading my horse,” Zoya said.

“As you wish,” Armin said. “Though you may change your mind after you speak to the whisperer there. A short journey through the desert is no great burden for a horse. But lengthy journeys are hard on the creatures.”

“I have ridden with the caravans in the past,” Zoya said. She patted her mare’s neck absently. Armin might not give a second thought to exchanging his horses, mules, and camels, but her mare had served her well. She had no intention of trading it. Particularly not for a slow-moving camel. She shuddered at the thought.

“Good,” Armin said, seeming not to notice her hesitation. “We will join a westbound caravan in Aywhai, and follow the edge of the desert here, to Saresu, which lies between the forests of Tusya and Kushar.” His finger moved around the lower edge of the bread and up the side, stopping just below the point where the dark, upper crust began. “There, we will exchange the camels for another wagon and team before crossing the Janqurai and into Kushar through the Madia Pass.”

His finger moved to the second slice of bread, drawing a line about a third of the way from the outer edge to just below where he had placed the grape,. “Once we are in Kushar, we will follow the Ragusina River, which flows along the southern foothills, downstream until we reach Rachusa.”

“But all that will take months!” Zoya exclaimed.

“Three months,” Armin agreed with a nod, seemingly unconcerned. “Maybe four, if Madia Pass is closed when we arrive and we are forced to wait in Saresu until the snows melt enough to allow safe passage. I usually make that crossing in late summer, so I cannot speak knowledgeably about what the weather will be like when we arrive – though I should caution you: winter travel through the mountains is quite dangerous.”

He gathered up the bread and cheese, popping the plump grape into his mouth. He chewed it and swallowed with gusto. “But, with suitable precautions, we will make the crossing safely. Weather conditions on the other side of the mountains will be much more amenable.”

He picked up the reins and clucked to the mules. As the wagon began to roll forward, Zoya nudged her mare into motion as well.

“You might have told me this before we left Sitara,” Zoya muttered.

“I did not realize I would have to teach you the basics of Kushari geography,” Armin said. “I made the assumption – incorrectly, it would seem – that you had a basic education. You realize, of course, that the road to the mountain compound where the weather witches reside is also closed during the winter.”

He looked over at her. “Or would you prefer to wait until later in the season?”

Zoya closed her eyes in exasperation. “If we take the eastern route, through Lancara and Khulan, how long will the trip take?”

“Four months to reach Rachusa,” Armin said. 

“So it is nearly the same in either direction?” Only her training kept her voice calm, held her frustration at bay.

“It is a comparable distance. I make this trip each year,” Armin said. “But, to your purpose, it makes little difference – the snows above Rachusa will only just have begun melting when we arrive. There is no point arriving any sooner.”

The wagon creaked as it rolled over the dusty road and Zoya wrapped a scarf around her face. They rode in silence for several minutes before Zoya had another question for Armin.

“Will it seem strange – or attract unwanted attention – if we go through Saresu instead of following your usual route?”

“Caravans flow both eastward and westward all year,” Armin said. “We will have
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