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        Please be aware that this book contains scenes of gore, violence, torture, physical abuse, sexual assault, mentions of rape, and gaslighting. This book might not be suitable for younger readers.

      

      

      
        
        This novel has kingdoms and lands inspired by various cultures around the world. This isn’t meant to fully represent an entire culture, people group, or time period, but a fantasy world inspired by many real-world cultures and places.

      

      

      
        
        The main character also experiences synesthesia, which is when a person experiences multiple sensory responses when a sense is simulated. Chromesthesia, the main type of synesthesia used in this story, is when sound evokes the experience of color, shape, or texture, either outside their own body space into the world (projector) or existing within their internal mental space (associator). Synesthesia is unique to everyone who experiences it, so no two synesthetes experience commingling senses the same way. As such, the synesthesia experienced by fictional characters in this story might not be the exact same as what real people experience.
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        Abaya: a long, loose robe-like dress worn by women

        Abite: run

        Abnay: son/my son

        Accipiter: a widespread Ravanassë tribe with dark skin and white hair that live in the Idris region of the Old Kingdom

        Aikhtiar: the selection competition for the Malik’s muharib

        Akhun/Akhi: brother/my brother

        Alkhaliq: the Creator god

        Amir: prince

        Amirah: princess

        Arak: an anise-flavored liquor distilled from grapes, raisins, or dates

        Arras: a tapestry hung on the walls of a room or used to conceal an alcove

        Azraq: a group of nomadic desert tribes that wear blue clothes

        Badlah: the costume that a dancer wears

        Bagh nakh: a weapon with four or five curved blades affixed to a crossbar or glove

        Baghlah: a large ship with two to three sails

        Baklava: a layered dessert made of filo dough, filled with chopped nuts, and sweetened with syrup or honey

        Batbout: a bread made of semolina that cooks with a pocket like pita bread

        Bazaar: an enclosed marketplace or street where goods and services are exchanged and sold

        Beghrir: a small, spongy pancake with holes made with semolina or flour

        Boed tân yn mynd â chi: May fire take you

        B’stila: a thin, crispy filled pastry that can be sweet or savory

        Caid: local chiefs

        Calamor: a group of powerful Immortal mages

        Carissima: dearest

        Carreg cryau fi: Stone strengthen me

        Carrom: a board game where players flick disks at smaller wooden disks to get them into any of the four corner pockets

        Cazuela: a name used for a variety of dishes, such as stews, cooked in an earthenware pot

        Chebakia: a deep-fried pastry made of strips of dough rolled to resemble a rose then coated with a syrup made of honey and rosewater and sprinkled with sesame seeds

        Cuirass: a piece of armor consisting of a breastplate and backplate fastened together

        Dao: a single-edged sword

        Deel: a long tunic made of brightly colored silk that buttons up to the neck on the right side

        Delam: my heart

        Diffa: a feast

        Dijil: Sarddonian currency

        Djellaba: a long, loose-fitting unisex outer robe with full sleeves and a hood

        Dhow: a type of ship

        Effendi: a suffix used to denote respect

        Falak: a giant mythological serpent

        Fiat justitia ruat caelum: Let justice be done even though the heavens may fall

        Gandora: a long, loose-fitting robe worn by men and women

        Galu: good fortune

        Ghalyan: a single or multi-stemmed instrument for smoking tobacco

        Gwae: a type of elk from the Silver Shores

        Habibi: my dear, my darling, or beloved

        Hammam: a place for public bathing

        Harissa: a hot chili pepper paste

        Haya: life bracelet

        Hîr vuin: the title for the king of the Vale

        Ifrit: a demon made of smokeless fire

        Kaftan: a long, flowing robe-like dress

        Kamancheh: a bowed string instrument

        Kanisa/Alkanayis: church/churches

        Keffiyeh: a scarf worn by men

        Khanjar: a curved sword-shaped dagger

        Khopesh: a sickle-shaped sword

        Koubba: a shrine

        Koummya: a curved dagger

        Lacaraite: impossible

        Lamellar: a type of body armor made from small rectangular plates

        Lumina adiuva nos: Lights help us

        Maamoul: a date-filled cookie

        Maaqouda: a potato fritter

        Mahia: fig liqueur

        Majlis: sitting places for meetings

        Malika: queen

        Malik: king

        Marhaba: welcome

        Maqua: a group of five warriors that serve the king of the Vale

        Mazar: a mausoleum

        Mazarine: a deep purplish blue derived from cobalt

        Mazboutah: a term used for coffee that is strong and sweetened with sugar

        Mea culpa: my fault

        Medersa/medersis: a college

        Milcaos: steamed potato cakes studded with bacon

        Moussem: a festival

        Msemen: a flatbread eaten by itself or stuffed with meat

        Mu’assel: a syrupy tobacco mix smoked in a hookah

        Muharib: warriors of the Malik

        Murrah: coffee without sugar

        Mutabbaq: a thin, panfried bread folded over a savory or sweet filling

        Ney: a thin wooden flute

        Ogee: a distinctive pattern with two continuous S-shaped curves that form an oval before repeating out

        Oud: a short-necked stringed instrument similar to a lute

        Okht/Okhti: sister/my sister

        Palaúlfa: small wolf

        Palmeraies: palm groves

        Pob hwyl i ti: Good luck to you

        Qamis: a long tunic or gown worn by men

        Qaris: priests who read from the holy texts during worship services

        Ras el hanout: a spice blend

        Ravanassë: people of the Old Kingdom with Immortal ancestry that have the ability to use magic

        Rida’: hooded cloak

        Roc: an enormous legendary bird of prey

        Sadiqi: my friend

        Saifrakasas: coliseum fighters

        Sahriminha: Sarddonians with Immortal ancestry that have the ability to use magic

        Salteña: savory pastries filled with meat mixed in a sweet, slightly spicy sauce containing olives, raisins and potatoes

        Santur: a trapezoid-shaped hammered dulcimer

        Sanguis enim sanguinem: Blood for blood

        Sayyidi/Sayyida: my lord/my lady

        Scimitar: a sword with a curved blade that broadens toward the point

        Sfenj: a deep-fried doughnut

        Shafrah: a small, curved utility knife

        Shahrban: governor

        Shakshouka: baked egg tagine in a sauce of onion, peppers, tomatoes and spices such as cumin and paprika.

        Shatranj: a form of chess that has six different pieces (shah=king, pil=bishop, rukh=rook, farzin=queen, asp=knight, and pujada=pawn)

        Sidi: sir

        Sirwal: a type of baggy trousers

        Smen: aged butter

        Sooq: open-air street markets

        Tadelakt plaster: a waterproof lime plaster

        Tagine: an earthenware dish used to cook food; also the name for meals cooked in the dish

        Takshita: a wedding dress

        Tang suit: a jacket with a straight collar

        Tombak: a goblet-shaped drum

        Tureen: a serving dish for foods such as soups or stews

        Umm/Ummi: mother/my mother

        Vade in pace: Go in peace

        Vizier: advisor

        Volchitsa: she-wolf

        Wadi: a valley, ravine, or channel

        Wali: personal guards of the royal family

        Wil: fly

        Za'atar: a spice blend made of dried herbs such as thyme or marjoram, dried sumac, and sesame seeds

        Zellij: geometric patterned tilework

      

      

      
        
        Months and Days of the Week

      

      

      
        
        Months: Esta, Nésa, Ista, Kemen, Airen, Súru, Hlón, Soron, Calina, Endien, Ango, Yelwa

        Days: Ennaar, Atyaar, Nelyaar, Cantaar, Lemenyaar, Mettaar

      

      

      
        
        Countries of Cemiyon

      

      

      
        
        Bar Elenion: the country on the northern continent next to Edolas. It’s the homeland of the Immortals and is split into the kingdoms of the Vale, the Fae, and the Elves. Main language is Elpahta.

        The Black Isles: a collection of islands in the Edola Ocean. It’s made up of many tribes and serves as a trading post between the northern and southern continents.

        Edolas: the kingdom on the northern continent between Zhao and Bar Elenion. Ruled by a queen. Capitol city is Olhouser. Language spoken is Edola.

        Faldore: the kingdom of the Fae in the west. Ruled by a Fae king. Main language is Elpahta.

        Ginjarr: the kingdom on the southern continent next to Sarddon in

        the east. Ruled by a king and a council of tribal leaders. Main language is Ginja.

        Illamatras: the trading city between Edolas and Bar Elenion. Often called the bridge between the Immortal and mortal lands.

        The Old Kingdom Sarlyria: the kingdom west of Sarddon. It’s ruled by the four Immortal Kings. Capitol city is Caew-im-dwinath. The country has many languages, the main ones being Sarlyrian, Elpahta, and Common.

        Sarddon: the kingdom between the Old Kingdom and Ginjarr. Ruled by the Malik. Capitol city is Oyon. Main language is Sarddonian and Common.

        The Silver Shores: the country and birthplace of the Vale located in Bar Elenion. Rule by a Vale king. Main language is Elpahta.

        Sinabrac: the island nation close to Sarddon and Ginjarr. Ruled by a king. Main language is Sinabian. Capitol city is Città d'oro.

        Wendale: the neutral country between the Old Kingdom and Sarddon. It’s ruled by a council. Capitol city is Herr Gorreg. Language is Wendish.

        Zhao: the kingdom on the northern continent next to Edolas. It’s ruled by the Ascended Emperor and is made up of various tribes, each led by a chief. Capitol city is Fú Lián. Main language is Lóng Shé.

      

      

      
        
        Religion of Sarddon

      

      

      
        
        Alkhaliq: the creator god with six elemental children—water, earth, fire, air, light, and shadow.

        The Twelve Divine Saints:

        Rahat (The first Saint and Saint of Light): She could manipulate light. She divinely received the word of Alkhaliq under an olive tree and defeated a horde of ifrits plaguing the city of Noor.

        Shukri (Saint of Nature): He could make plants grow. Created a forest to protect his village from a horde of bandits that hid his people and used the plants to kill the bandits.

        Hafiz (Saint of Illusions): He could create illusions. He stopped an invading army with an illusion of thousands of soldiers and monsters.

        Arwa (Saint of Beasts): She could communicate with animals and beasts. She tamed a flock of rocs in the desert to stop them from attacking a city.

        Raz (Nura Saint of Water): She could manipulate water and was originally a prostitute. She saved a whole village by creating an oasis in the middle of a desert.

        Esmail (Saint of Earth): He was blind and could manipulate the earth. He created the wall around Oyon that prevented the city from being overrun.

        Faysal (Saint of Earthly Knowledge): He was a scholar who could remember everything he ever heard, saw, or experienced. He collected great works from around Cemiyon to put in the largest library in the world, the Library of Mala.

        Aziz (Saint of Wind): He was deaf and could manipulate the wind. He saved Oyon from a massive monsoon by redirecting the storm.

        Zaman (Saint of Healing): He had the ability to heal. He went around Sarddon, healing the sick and coming up with many lifesaving treatments and medicines.

        Alath (Saint of Heavenly Knowledge): She possessed great wisdom from Alkhaliq. She opened schools across Sarddon and discovered how to build the great dome of Alqamar Palace.

        Basira (Saint of Fire): She could wield fire and had a deformed leg. She fought and defeated a falak in the desert.

        Zubaida (Saint of Sand): She could manipulate the sands. She stopped a massive sandstorm from destroying Oyon.

      

      

      
        
        Religion of the Old Kingdom

      

      

      
        
        Mirarnediad: the creator god who dwells in Ië, the starlit heavens. He made the twelve Lights to rule the world they created and maintain balance.

        The Twelve Lights:

        Yestarë: the firstborn Light. She created the silver tree, Thavnath. From its fruit came the Vale, and she taught them how to use magic through song.

        Malinalda: the sister of Yestarë and the second Light. She took the seeds from Thavnath’s fruit and made the Elves.

        Lalaith: the third Light and wife of Gwaihir. She created the animals and creatures of the world.

        Gwaihir: the fourth Light. He created the Fae.

        Nolmë: the fifth Light and husband of Malinalda. He filled his library with knowledge and all the events of the world.

        Belegurth: the sixth Light. He controlled the earth and created the landmasses and continents.

        Rannath: the seventh Light and the sister of Belegurth. She controlled the waters and created the oceans, rivers, and lakes.

        Egnor: the eighth Light. He created the sun and fire.

        Lámina: the ninth Light. She was the sounds present, past, and future.

        Laiquassë: the tenth Light. He was responsible for the spirits of the dead.

        Rauta: the eleventh Light. She cherished metal and fashioned them into objects of great beauty and power.

        Vanya: the twelfth Light. She created the moon.

        Dúath: the thirteenth Light and husband of Vanya. He created shadows and the night. He and Vanya created humans. Dúath betrayed the other Lights by trying to seize their power and was cast out.

      

      

      
        
        Colors of Sounds

      

      

      
        
        The Aanisah: dark purple voice

        Afzal: cobalt-blue voice

        Armor: orange-red

        Arrows: yellow-orange

        Astra: sunset-orange voice, lilac-colored footsteps

        Bal: lavender

        Baqir: topaz-colored voice, yellow footsteps

        Bells: peach

        Blades leaving sheaths: light green

        Bones: dingy amber

        Camels: turgid green

        Cats: light peacock-blue

        Ceramics: ruby

        Chains: speckled green

        Chainmail: orange-red

        Charcoal scraping: orange

        Clapping: bright blue

        Claws: pink

        Coins: dark blue

        Crickets: aqua

        Crows: lavender

        Death: pale silver voice

        Dishes: ruby

        Dogs: pistachio-green

        Door hinges: teal

        Elephants: rosewood

        Eneca: rose-colored voice, green footsteps

        Fabric: magenta

        Fang: opaque blue voice, orchid-colored footsteps

        Faysal: emerald-green voice

        Fire: purple-blue

        Glass: ruby

        Hasim: coffee-brown voice

        Head against stone/wood: bright blue

        Hisein: twilight-blue voice

        Horns: auburn

        Horses: goldenrod

        Horse hooves: vermillion

        Ilderim: ocher voice

        Il-Makah: onyx voice, light tan footsteps

        I’timad: indigo voice, brown footsteps

        Jabir: steel-gray voice, purple-red footsteps

        Jorham: blue-gray voice

        Kamanchehs: fiery red

        Kamau: navy-colored voice, sienna footsteps

        Karam: light azure voice

        Key in a lock: tangerine

        Knuckles on a door: muted blue

        Kosai: raspy teal voice

        Laia: currant-colored voice

        Leaves rustling: mulberry

        Life: bright yellow voice

        Luca: sky-blue voice, rose-colored footsteps

        Lujayn: mauve voice

        Magic: opalescent

        Mansaka: saffron-yellow voice

        Marcello: indigo voice

        Mayte: muddy brown voice, olive-green footsteps

        Metal against metal: orange

        Murdag: amber colored voice

        Nala tigers: peacock blue

        Ney: luminous yellow

        Nightjars: pale red

        Oud: chartreuse

        Paper: light plum

        Peacocks: fuchsia

        Quill on paper: amber-orange

        Ragnhildur: periwinkle voice, ginger-colored footsteps

        Rahim: ice blue voice

        Rajiya: bright orange voice

        Rameses: gold voice, orange footsteps

        Rasima: violet voice, green footsteps

        Rats/mice: coral

        Ringing in Serein’s ears: white

        Rizwana: lapis-colored voice, hazel footsteps

        Rocks/stones: silver-white

        Sa: ruddy brown voice, rouge footsteps

        Salatis: powder-blue voice

        Salveig: apple-red voice, leafy-green footsteps

        Santurs: marigold

        Seagulls: burgundy

        Serein: pale yellow voice: light blue footsteps

        Serein’s mother: turquoise-colored voice

        Sethos: blood-red voice, dark purple footsteps

        Small birds: bright coral

        Stairs creaking: blue

        Sword blade: orange

        Thunder: bronze

        Tombaks: emerald

        Umar: dark orange voice, yellow footsteps

        Uriah: forest-green voice, gray footsteps

        Uthman: dark gray voice

        The Vale: thistle-colored voice

        Wagon wheels: ivory

        Warden Gharib: lemon-colored voice, dark amber footsteps

        Water: opaque purple

        Water pump: bright orange

        Whips: sapphire

        Wind: amethyst

        Wings flapping: pale emerald green

        Wooden sword: blue

        Xansas: white voice

        Yasmine: ginger-colored voice
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      A mottled red scream clawed through the darkness, another echoing howl from Grasdan’s living ghosts. Serein heard all the colored sounds that painted her dark world. Water falling in opaque purple drips. The speckled green rattling of chains. Her pale yellow exhales.

      The charcoal stick in Serein’s hand scratched against the wall, dusting the ground with light orange scraping as she finished drawing a face. Other drawings marked the stones, eyes staring at her. The chains chafed against her wrists covered with pus-filled sores. Dark, lice-infested hair hung in her face. Scabs and scars riddled the faded tawny skin stretched over a hunched skeleton. A fiery itch radiated from the mass of scar tissue along her left side and down her leg.

      Death was outlined in silver and shadows, his face ageless. He drew closer with each labored breath dripping out of Serein’s scars. Serein ran a finger along the stone, eyes stinging with tears.

      I’m sorry, my Sun and Stars, she thought.

      Are you going to die here, volchitsa? I trained you to survive! A white voice bled through the darkness, hissing with a forked tongue.

      Serein shivered in her threadbare shift and thin trousers as the pale words fell like snow.

      Dark amber and gray footsteps collected outside the cell door, and she stiffened. “How about this one?” a copper-hued voice asked.

      “In her state, there’d be no profit. Jabir wouldn’t be interested,” the warden replied, his lemon-colored words seeping through the darkness with sour tones.

      “I heard he wasn’t too picky about the fodder he uses in the fighting ring. With her reputation, we could make some coin.”

      The warden clicked his tongue. “Might as well see what we can get,” he said.

      A heavy pause hung in the air, broken by the orange-red shifting of chainmail and a nervous coppery breath.

      “For Saints’ sake, don’t stand there! What are you scared of? She bleeds like everyone else.”

      The key jammed into the lock with sharp tangerine-colored sparks. Fragments of light flooded the dark cell, and Serein shut her eyes, recoiling. Rough hands slammed her against the ground, and a boot pressed against her back. The chains tightened as Serein’s arms were jerked back. Metal cut into her wrists and blood oozed down her skin.

      “Make sure those bonds are tight.” A faint tremble rippled through the warden’s voice.

      A sack went over Serein’s head as she was dragged from the cell through the innards of the once-great Old Kingdom fortress. All traces of Grasdan’s former glory were buried under soot and misery as the Malik of Sarddon filled it with prisoners from across the continent.

      The hard-packed dirt turned to stone. Horses snorted nearby in puffs of goldenrod, their hooves clacking vermillion against the ground. “Load them into the wagon,” said a gruff topaz voice.

      Serein slammed against other bodies as the guards threw her into the wagon. The hushed ocean-blue whisper of a desperate prayer filled the space on her left, a gasping green sob on her right. Rattling crimson coughs sounded across from her. Ragged light orange and soft purple breathing spread through the air like dye in water.

      Five other prisoners, Serein thought, slumping against the wagon wall. Will they kill us if they can’t get anything for us?

      “All secured. Set off,” the warden said.

      Serein’s head cracked against wood in a burst of blinding blue as the wagon rumbled forward with an ivory groan. Stinging pain bit into her wrists with each speckled green rattle of the shackles.

      Don’t forget the colors of their screams. May the Lights take you quickly and give you rest. The Old Kingdom prayer echoed in time with her pulse.
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        * * *

      

      Serein’s feet scraped against the ground as the guards pushed her out of the wagon. Dirty light filtered through the burlap, hot wind sweeping away the smell of sweat and urine. Pain burrowed into Serein’s joints. The ever-present hunger clawed at her stomach, gnawing on what remained of her flesh and bones. She caught bits of Sarddonian and Common Tongue, the orange clanging of metal, and voices shouting prices in the distance.

      Cooler underground air. Sounds bouncing off high walls. A day’s ride from Grasdan. Probably the Harpy’s Chest since it’s between the Old Kingdom and Sarddon. A trading den, she thought, remembering the place from her travels years before. The information clustered in Serein’s mind but sloughed off instead of weaving into something tangible.

      The sounds faded as Serein was led through winding hallways. A door opened with a teal creak, and Serein was shoved forward, legs shaking with each step. The sack lifted, and red light bled through her eyelids. Blurry forms of people moved past, torchlight stinging Serein’s eyes as she blinked. Someone grabbed her chin and forced her mouth open. Water sloshed past her cracked lips, and she gulped it down.

      “This is a sorry lot you brought me, Gharib.” A steel-gray voice speaking Sarddonian appeared on her left, cutting the air like a knife. Dark amber and purple-red footsteps shuffled closer, and nervous purple breathing trickled next to her.

      “These ones survived the longest in the fighting pits, Jabir,” the warden, Gharib, said. “This one is an infamous assassin.”

      The footsteps stopped near Serein. “This Ravanassë woman?”

      “Don’t let her looks deceive you. She’s a Bone Viper assassin. The Grinning Assassin. Killed seven of my guards. She also killed General Mansur in his tent eight years ago in Sava.”

      Serein felt a gaze resting on her. “A woman took down a man like that?” Jabir asked.

      “I have the papers about her capture. Eighty gold dijils for her life contract,” Gharib said.

      Light plum-colored rustling flew like beetles as papers were moved. “Eighty gold? Saints, you’re out of your mind. She’s half dead,” Jabir snapped. “The only dangerous thing is her stench.”

      “You see the scars. She also has the brand of the Bone Vipers. Look.”

      Gharib’s dark amber footsteps moved toward Serein, and she cracked her eyes open. His sallow face and bloodshot eyes blocked her vision, lemon-colored breaths getting stuck in the brown hairs of his beard. Nails from a four-fingered hand dug into her chin, jerking her head up. Serein’s mouth tightened as she tried to wrench away. Bile burned her throat as she was spun around and pressed against the stone wall. The back of Serein’s shirt ripped, streaks of magenta tearing the air.

      Smells grew sharper. Fire crackled in angry purple-blue hisses, and the smell of burning bodies clogged her nose. The pain in Serein’s side returned and crawled across the pink burns. Her body crumbled, bones fragmenting.

      No! The cool wall cut into Serein’s cheek. Don’t touch me!

      “That brand could mean anything,” Jabir said.

      “I assure you that she’s the real thing. Tried to slit her throat several months back, but she didn’t die,” the warden said.

      “Perhaps whoever tried to slit her throat didn’t know how to handle a knife,” Jabir told him.

      “She bit off my damn finger!” Gharib hissed, lemon-colored voice bristling as he released Serein.

      “I don’t care if she can walk through walls or survive having her throat cut. This woman isn’t worth what you’re asking.”

      “Sixty gold then?”

      Serein slumped to the floor, peering through the cracks of her eyelids. The world came into focus. Death in his pale gray and silver robes moved behind the men, turning a piece of silver wood over in his hand.

      Will I make it through the day, my Sun and Stars? Serein thought.

      “I’m not paying that much for someone I’m just using to settle some debts,” Jabir said.

      “Forty then? This is a skilled assassin, not just some common prisoner,” the warden went on.

      “An assassin who will probably die before she’s thrown in a match. I’m not wasting my coin.” Anger spiked Jabir’s words, the steel sharpening. “I’m sure you’ll be able to find someone interested in her reputation.”

      “But think of how much you could earn with an infamous assassin in your fighting pits? Even though she’s a woman, the name alone will bring people to watch and place bets.”

      Jabir paused, breaths even. “One gold dijil,” he said finally.

      “One?!” The word splattered against the wall like a rotting lemon.

      “Ask for any more, and I’ll end our arrangement. You may run Grasdan, but I have friends in high places here. I can always find other suppliers,” Jabir said. “Some of the others might have some potential since they’re in better shape. Twenty-five gold dijils for these three. Samil, take the rest to be cleaned. I want to inspect this so-called Grinning Assassin.”

      “Watch that one, or you’ll lose a finger,” the warden warned.

      “I have experience with dangerous persons.” Coins jangled in a dark blue clinking sound. “Go watch one of the matches, Gharib. Place some bets. Maybe you’ll regain some of the money you were hoping to get.”

      The other prisoners were led away, the warden sneering at her as he left. Serein’s eyes closed, the last dregs of strength ebbing away. Steel gray breaths mixed with three others nearby as she sank into exhaustion.

      A rough hand slapped Serein’s cheek, the bright blue sound cracking across her eyelids. “Wake up! I didn’t pay for a corpse.”

      A pinched, bearded face glared down at her, hazel-green eyes narrowed. The man’s hair was cut short, gray creeping into his sideburns. A long, dark djellaba reached his knees over a pair of loose tan sirwal trousers. An orange rida’ robe flowed over his shoulders.

      Jabir. Right-handed, forty-two. Serein followed his movements, the smell of hookah smoke mingling with the odor of wine. Vices are drink and tobacco. Makes most of his money off fighting matches. Must owe money to some important people if he bought me for so little just to throw into a fight. Not to win.

      “Get up,” Jabir said in Common Tongue, holding a whip in his hand.

      Serein’s head remained pressed into the dirt. The pulse of the earth rumbled in her ears, footsteps and voices mingling together. Cool air brushed over her collection of silver and red scars. Serein tensed as the whip snapped across her side with a sapphire crack, old pains raking down her back.

      “Are you deaf?” Jabir snapped, spitting onto the ground. “I said get up!”

      Kill him, volchitsa, the white voice said, slithering through her consciousness.

      He’s not here, Serein thought, shuddering. He can’t find me. He can’t hurt me.

      Serein groaned and heaved herself up, wrists scraping against the shackles. Metal cut into the sores, the wounds reeking of sour infection and speckled with blood. Jabir’s eyes roamed over her scars and the blue vine tattoo on her left arm and collarbone. Fingers prodded her, and she flinched. Stale breath crept over her skin as Jabir hit her chest with the handle of the whip.

      “I suppose that Bone Viper brand and the murder’s mark adds merit to your identity. Who would’ve thought that the feared Grinning Assassin was a woman?” Jabir said. “Let’s see if you’re worth what I paid. Clean her up a bit and have her hair cut to get rid of the lice.”

      Jabir stalked off as the guards dragged her down the hall, his robes swishing with dark magenta trails.

      My life is only worth one gold dijil, Serein thought, scalp itching. He overspent.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Days passed, marked by meals of stale bread and dried fruit, shifting sunlight, and the fights Jabir thrust Serein into. Three times she held a sword, the exertion threatening to shatter her. Three times she had been pummeled into the dirt, new wounds opening as she curled under the blows of defeat. The new clothes she’d been given quickly became torn and bloodstained.

      When the sunlight of another day crept through the dim cell, the tiny bud of hope crumpled in Serein’s chest. The metal torc with a scorpion etched into the copper—Jabir’s insignia—pressed against Serein’s scarred throat. Nicks and scratches marred the metal, the ghost of its previous owner a weight against her bruised collarbones. Her unevenly cut hair tickled the back of her neck and brushed against the knife-mark brand from Grasdan.

      Jabir’s shadow pressed against the bars of the cell as he approached. The other prisoners huddled against the walls, their breaths mixing in a nervous cloud of colors. Jabir jerked his chin at Serein. A guard pulled her out and shoved her toward the fighting pit at the end of the corridor.

      Will this be the fight that kills me? Serein thought, following Jabir.

      Lightheadedness nudged Serein off balance. She scratched her itching scalp, nits snagging under her broken nails. The merchants and traders in the tunnel talked about her opponent, Sa—a man who didn’t leave his competition unscathed. They placed their bets, the numbers stacking against her as they looked over her scarred, emaciated state.

      Jabir spat on the ground, the thick smell of hookah smoke rolling off his robes. “Let’s see how you fare against Sa,” he said, steel-colored words tipping upward in a smirk.

      A scimitar was thrust into Serein’s hands, the curved blade nicked and dulled. Seems Jabir no longer needs me, she thought, arms bending under the weight of the scoured sword.

      Death lingered in the corners of Serein’s vision. He rolled the same piece of silver wood in his palm as he followed her. The guards pushed her into the fighting pit. Its wooden sides stretched up to the stone railings, holding back the roiling mass of spectators. Light streamed from the gaping hole in the cavern’s ceiling.

      Serein sagged in her faded skin, each breath heavy as she staggered out onto the sands. The deafening cacophony of color shoved against her, pain digging behind her eyes. Her opponent, Sa, was a muscular man with dark, swarthy skin and thin scars across his smooth face. Light glistened off his shaved head as he strutted around, the marks from previous fights etched into the torc around his throat.

      Right-handed, Serein thought, watching the weapon he held. Thirty or so. From the Black Isles, judging by his green eyes and snub nose. Has the size and strength advantage. If he gets a hold of me, he’ll snap my bones.

      The match started with a ruddy brown shout as Sa charged toward her with his scimitar raised, footsteps like rouge warning bells.

      Serein closed her eyes, sinking into the red of her eyelids. It’d be easier to die. I’m so tired.

      An orange whistle cut through the noise as the man swung his sword—orange like the laughter that clung to her memories that made the two-year long nightmare of Grasdan survivable.

      Serein’s eyes snapped open as the blade glinted toward her. She ducked and rolled past Sa, scrambling to her feet behind him. Sand scraped against the callused soles of her feet. Shouts from the crowd flooded her vision. The man whirled around, confusion passing over his face. Serein’s thoughts snapped together, and an old fire rose from dying embers.

      Kill him, volchitsa! the white voice hissed. If you don’t do something, you’ll die.

      Anger rose and drowned out the voice, the black beast inside her growling. If I’m to die, I’m taking you with me.

      Sa brought the blade around, giving Serein a moment to dodge as the edge cut across her right arm. The broad curve of his sword caught her weapon as she parried, throwing out jolts of burnt orange as she staggered back. The bruises along her ribs shrieked in protest. Each breath scraped against Serein’s lungs, and pain throbbed in time with her pulse.

      Serein dug her toes into the sand, weaving back while keeping the sword close against her body. She spun, angling the blade at Sa’s legs. Sa swung, brushing her attack aside as he rushed in to slice her face. She raised her weapon to deflect Sa’s oncoming strike.

      An opening. His right side is unprotected, Serein thought as Sa shifted to her left.

      Sa grabbed Serein’s injured arm as she moved and shoved her to the ground. His scimitar opened a shallow cut along her side. Sa pinned her down, prying the sword from her hands.

      Death peered over Sa’s shoulder at her. Are you ready? he asked, pale silver voice spreading like a shimmering pool.

      Sa’s fist cracked against Serein’s nose. Her thoughts scattered in fractals of white light. Shouting from the crowd increased as she tasted blood. Tears seeped from the corners of her eyes as Sa wrapped his hands around her neck, thumbs pressed underneath the torc. Serein looked up into the wild, green eyes and gritted teeth.

      No! My Sun and Stars, she thought, sucking in a breath. I want to see you again!

      Serein’s discarded sword found its way back into her hand. With a yellow shout, she heaved the weapon up, ramming it into Sa’s side. Blood gushed out, her grip slipping as she twisted. The blade scraped against bone, refusing to go in any further.

      Sa stopped, looking down as he touched the wound. The pressure around Serein’s throat released, and she as air rushed into her lungs. Red painted Serein’s skin and soaked through her rough shift. Sa reeled onto his back, ruddy brown breaths gurgling as he struggled to pull the weapon out.

      A white ringing noise clustered the edges of her vision. Get up! Finish it. I didn’t train you to quit.

      Serein stumbled to her feet, grabbing Sa’s fallen weapon. Pain twisted Sa’s features as she stood over him.

      “Please...” he rasped, the word melting into the sands.

      The sword pierced his chest, red seeping across his muscles. The light blinked out of Sa’s eyes as his thrashing ceased. Choruses of protests filled the air, clogging the sunlight with a colorful miasma. Death scooped up Sa’s trembling brown soul.

      Serein’s arms ached, her lungs ready to burst. Her knees gave out, and she clutched her bleeding side. Death stood over her as the stench of iron and loosened bowels clogged her nose. Spots danced across Serein’s vision, darkness creeping in along the edges.

      It’s time to rest, Death told her, his silvery words soothing as he reached out toward her.

      Guards grabbed Serein and dragged her away. Jabir appeared in a wide hallway on crackling purple-red footfalls. The whip bounced against his hip next to a curved dagger, his orange rida’ billowing behind him.

      “You weren’t supposed to kill Sa,” Jabir said, hazel-green eyes narrowed. “Although now I’ve earned enough from that match to settle some debts. But I never ordered you to win. Now I have to deal with Sa’s owner.”

      Jabir’s face hardened into a dark mask. His fist caught Serein in the gut, the whip leaving sapphire cracks across her skin. Serein sank to her knees, curling away from the fiery tongues.

      My Sun and Stars. My Sun and Stars. The chant echoed as hope evaporated with each new vein of pain. I’ll be going on ahead.

      “Seems this woman is more trouble than she’s worth,” a voice said. “Why don’t I take her off your hands?”

      Gold words rolled at Serein’s feet before blackness came. She hoped Death had returned for her.
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      “Are you sure she isn’t too injured? She doesn’t look well.” Golden words dropped into the darkness, distant in Serein’s ears.

      “What’s your interest with this woman, sayyidi? She’s a criminal,” Jabir said, steel-gray voice cutting like a blade as it sharpened into focus.

      “I heard the Grinning Assassin was here. I went searching for the prisoner in Grasdan, but discovered that they were not there,” said the gold voice, faint peach chimes sparkling around it. “Is this the same woman you brought from Grasdan, Gharib?”

      “Yes, sayyidi. Her hair’s cut, but it’s the same one. The Golden Jackals confirmed her identity when she was imprisoned two years ago.” The warden’s lemon-yellow voice hit the ground like fallen fruit.

      “I didn’t think the assassin would be a Ravanassë woman. Most of the reports made it seem like the assassin was a man. The description of numerous scars and blue eyes seems to match.”

      Colors exploded behind Serein’s eyelids as Sarddonian voices drifted around her in unfamiliar hues, agitating the pain inside her skull. Footsteps resounded in her ear, the sounds lapping like waves. The smell of stale hookah smoke and burning oil hung in the air. The cold stone floor offered relief against her hot skin.

      “The warden assured me that this is the Grinning Assassin. I have her life contract papers. She has the Bone Viper’s mark. Shall I show you?” Jabir asked, grabbing the back of Serein’s shirt.

      Serein opened her eyes, the blows and whip marks throbbing along her body. Her breath hitched at Jabir’s touch, the memory of pale hands crawling over her skin sending cold lightning through her veins.

      “That isn’t necessary, Jabir. Release her,” the gold voice said.

      Jabir gave Serein a shove as he released her shirt, grunting. Serein’s gaze swept across the sandaled feet, sorting through the different colors of voices and breaths. Four soldiers stood around the room, their uniforms black and red with scale armor and breastplates instead of the tan robes and leather cuirass of the Harpy’s Chest guards. Jabir stood nearby, scowling.

      Alive. For now, Serein thought, tasting blood as smarting pain spread from her nose.  A study. No windows. One door. The warden and Jabir. At least eight people I don’t recognize.

      “I’m interested to know how an assassin who should be in prison ended up here. I’m sure the Malik would be interested to know that you’re selling prisoners’ life contracts without sending a portion of the profits to the crown,” the golden voice went on.

      “Sayyidi” Gharib began.

      “I had a chance to look at your prison records while I visited Grasdan,” the other man said. “Twice a month, the prisoner numbers drop by six on a specific day, which is unusual. This number keeps recurring every month for the past three years.”

      The blood on her clothes had dried in stiff patches. He was at Grasdan? Why? What would a nobleman be doing at a prison? Serein thought, trying to stay above the waves of consciousness.

      Warden Gharib stood over her, his leather armor and sword hidden underneath his tan robes. “Prisoners die, and sometimes it’s hard to get accurate counts. There have been a lot of new prisoners the past few years,” Gharib said, rubbing the stub of his missing finger, the end a dull red color.

      “You don’t know who’s in your prison? Or are you forging those death numbers in order to move prisoners out of Grasdan? You’re not in charge to mismanage prisoners and abuse your position,” the man behind the desk said, his gold voice shimmering around him. “And you, Jabir, are entrusted with overseeing trade activity here. Grasdan’s prisoners are meant to serve their sentences, not to be sold in a trading den for your own profits. Yet, there seem to be a few here. Care to explain?”

      Jabir stiffened. “I haven’t done anything illegal, sayyidi,” he said.

      “Then you will not mind me looking at your records further.”

      The torchlight popped, the smell of burning oil strong in the air. “Of course, sayyidi.” Jabir bowed, anger simmering under the steel-gray surface of his words.

      Torches burned along the sandstone walls. A low desk sat at the front of the room with a dark-haired man behind it. He wore a long white qamis tunic with gold embroidery that reached his ankles and covered his loose, pale sirwal trousers. Papers rustled in delicate plum threads as he moved things on the desk. Two small gold bells hung from his earlobes, giving off peach chimes. Wavy black hair curled against the man’s ears, escaping from an ivory-colored turban. The pristine clothes stood out against his dark brown skin, his presence illuminating the dim space.

      The face that haunted Serein’s dreams for the past fifteen years shadowed the man’s younger features. His oval face was smooth, high cheekbones accentuating his aquiline nose and golden, almond-shaped eyes. A dark beard followed his jawline. Smoke and fire flashed behind Serein’s eyes, broken by a sweeping black blade and a spray of crimson.

      Golden eyes. A Sarddon royal. A prince. He has the same face as Sethos. What does the son of the Murderous King want with me? Serein thought, dizziness pushing behind her eyes.

      The man moved around the desk, bells chiming with each light orange step. A bearded guard in black and red robes and a maroon turban with a lion crest shadowed the amir. The umber-skinned guard had a scimitar and a curved khanjar dagger at his side. Torchlight bounced off the bronze studs along the etched buckler shield on his hip. Warm brown eyes set above a hawkish nose watched her.

      “This is no way to have a conversation. Uriah, help her stand,” the amir said.

      “Aye, Your Highness,” a forest-green voice said on her right, words rumbling like storm clouds. The roughened accent was different from the Sarddonian voices.

      Serein tensed as boots hit the floor in gray ripples, chainmail rattling orange-red. Nine people. I missed him.

      Serein pivoted her gaze upward to meet the stiff jawline of the captain. Pink sunburn wrapped around his neck, a pale mark visible from the leather cord he wore that disappeared underneath his tunic. A scar ran across the man’s top lip, mirroring the one on the bridge of his nose. His red hair was pulled into a short, tufted ponytail, and a scruffy beard hid his frown. His pale complexion made him stand out among his dark-skinned companions.

      Uriah gripped Serein’s arm and hauled her up, her head coming below his shoulder. His free hand went to the woven gold hilt of the scimitar at his left side. Embossed on the breastplate was a roaring lion between two swords with its paws atop a round shield—the symbol of Oyon’s city guard. A white sash cut across his front and wrapped around his waist. Scale cuirass armor covered his shoulders. A khanjar rested on his right hip next to a round shield, the grip unworn. The smell of beeswax and aloe vera drifted around her.

      Right-handed. Mid-twenties. Experienced with a sword, but not with a dagger. Military experience. A strong sense of duty and honor. Close with the prince. Friends. Wendish yet is part of Sarddon’s city guard. A captain, Serein thought as the man glared down at her, eyes like chips of emeralds with shadows underneath them. A captain that doesn’t sleep well.

      “What’s your name?” the amir asked Serein, the question smooth as a smile wrapped around it.

      Serein looked back at him. Each blink and wheezing breath aggravated the pain in her nose. Death passed behind the men, eyes on her.

      “I’m Rameses Nasr ibn Sethos al-Amirmoez, Amir of Sarddon. The man to your right is Uriah Stormheir, Captain of the Oyon Guard. Now that we have all introduced ourselves, please tell me, are you the Grinning Assassin?”

      Serein remained silent. That name doesn’t matter. It’s dead, as I’ll probably be soon, either from the captain’s sword or from listening to this prince talk and hearing those damn bells, she thought.

      But you want to know why the Murderous King’s son would seek you out, the white voice said.

      She bit the inside of her cheek, shaking her head to clear the scaly words.

      Rameses’ brow crinkled. “Do you know her name? Does she understand Sarddonian or Common Tongue?” he asked Jabir.

      “I was never given one. Her papers only provide a number. 799. She’s a Ravanassë, so she might only know Sarlyrian. She appears stupid, but I can see it in her eyes that she understands Common at least,” Jabir said.

      The golden eyes turned back to Serein. “What’s your name?” Rameses repeated, switching to Common.

      “His Highness asked you for your name,” the captain said to her in Sarlyrian, the musical edges of the language roughened. “If you value your life, answer him.”

      The bells rang with soft peach chimes as Rameses approached. Serein’s ragged face was distorted in the reflection on the earring’s metal surface. His gaze stopped on the blue tattoo on her left arm, its inky leaves and vines woven into her tapestry of scars. He wrinkled his nose but didn’t step away. Faded streaks of ink stained the sides of his fingernails, faint outlines of words still visible on the side of his right hand. A few calluses and thin scars marked his left hand. Around his right wrist was a gold Sarddonian haya bracelet with twenty-three gold bands along the strands of corded silk.

      Right-handed. Twenty-three bands on the haya bracelet. The last band is newer, not as marked, so his name day must have been within the last month or so. Some fighting experience, she thought. Muscular upper arms, calluses on his fingers, scars on the left hand. An archer. Prefers reading and writing, judging by the ink stains, and the imprint of words on his skin.

      Rameses twisted the ring on his right hand, tapping the gold lion’s head with an emerald set on its forehead. “I have a proposition for you,” he told her. “I want you to come with me to Oyon and be one of my guards—a wali like Ilderim here is.” He gestured to the bearded guard behind him.

      A woman for his guard? Sarddon doesn’t let women become guards, let alone fight. The work he wants me to do is one of two things, she thought.

      The prince offers you a path to the king. What better way to the heart of your enemy than through his son? The Lights smile upon you, volchitsa—my she-wolf.

      “You could live out the rest of your life here, but I think you want to be free,” Rameses said and walked back to the desk.

      I may not die free, but I’ll die on my terms. Serein’s eyes darted to Uriah’s dagger. Let’s see how badly the princeling needs me.

      Serein gathered her strength and swiped the curved dagger from Uriah’s belt, lunging for Rameses from behind. Shouts rang out. The guards moved to draw their weapons as Rameses whirled around. Serein pressed the blade against his throat. Uriah’s sword kissed her neck. A trickle of blood ran down her collarbone. The bearded guard behind Rameses pointed his weapon at her forehead, Death’s face reflecting in the blade.

      Too slow. Just like in Grasdan. Too weak and slow to escape.

      “I see your victory in the pit was no coincidence,” Rameses muttered, eyes wide. “You’re indeed who you say you are. And a woman of all things.”

      The wali sheathed his weapon as Serein lowered her arms. Men don’t control the game of killing, she thought as Rameses took a step back.

      White light cracked across Serein’s eyes as her head connected with the ground. The dagger flew from her hand, spinning across the floor toward Rameses’ feet. The room fragmented as she blinked, a boot pressing between her shoulder blades. Pain split through her skull as her vision blurred.

      “Uriah, stop,” Rameses said. “There’s no need for violence. Let her up.”

      “Your Highness,” Uriah said, “if His Majesty finds out about this⁠—”

      Rameses motioned for the soldiers to step away, and the pressure on her back lifted. “He will not hear about this. Is that understood?” Rameses replied and picked up the dagger, glancing at his soldiers. They nodded wordlessly.

      “Aye, Your Highness,” Uriah said with a bow, sheathing his sword.

      Serein peeled her face off the floor. Blood droplets hit the floor in opaque purple drips. She spat out a glob of bloody saliva, testing her front teeth with her tongue, and found nothing chipped or missing.

      Uriah held Serein’s shoulder with a vice-like grip. Death’s shadowless form seeped into her periphery. Serein sucked in sharp breaths as she stared at Rameses.

      “What do you want?” Serein asked, pale yellow words scratching the roof of her mouth like a rusty blade. This prince needs me enough to let me live after threatening his life.

      “Ah, she speaks!” Rameses said, smiling. “I would like to know what to call you.”

      “Why are you really here?” she rasped, jaw moving with aching stiffness.

      His brow creased, the smile faltering a bit. “I already told you what my intentions are. To have you as one of my guards,” Rameses replied.

      “Is your own guard insufficient?”

      “There are some things they cannot do that you can. I have need of your specific skills.”

      “They don’t make good bedmates? Would you prefer a prostitute?”

      “How dare you talk to His Highness that way!” Uriah snapped, jerking her back. Pain shot through her arm as the forest-green words stabbed the air.

      “I can assure you that I have no intentions of making you do anything against your will,” Rameses told her, giving Uriah a hard stare. “You will be compensated for your services, your life contract returned to you, and your crimes forgiven. I will give you your freedom in six years.”

      Serein’s breath caught in her throat. Uriah’s right index finger twitched along the sword hilt. The hand offering freedom always has something else hidden in the other. There’s nothing to be gained from working for Sarddon. Only death. He’s hiding something. His words are false gold.

      Thoughts of freedom had been ripped from her chest with serrated edges when she’d been thrown into Grasdan, fading as the years dragged on. Hope wormed its way in, a small tendril weaving around her ribcage with promises that made her heart ache.

      “Do you accept?” Rameses asked.

      Freedom in six years as the prince’s guard. Can I start hoping again, my Sun and Stars? Or will it be taken from me again? she thought, licking her cracked lips.

      “I would prefer your answer now and not delay things,” Rameses added.

      Death ran his thumb over the smooth piece of wood, waiting. You don’t have to fight anymore, he said, silver words cool against her cheek as he held out his hand. You can rest.

      Serein felt everything teetering on her next breath. Death would be a mercy, but a chance has been offered—a chance to get my vengeance and return to you, my Sun and Stars. “I accept,” she said.

      Death withdrew his hand. “I’m pleased that we have reached an agreement,” Rameses said as he smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling.

      “Your Highness,” Jabir’s steely voice cut through the golden cloud, “her life contract belongs to me.”

      Rameses’ gaze swept to Jabir and the warden. “Not anymore. This arrangement between you two ends today, or my father’s men will be paying you a visit,” he said, his gold words carrying the weight of his promise.

      Jabir stopped, face twisting with rage. He bowed, trembling fingers touching his forehead. “I...understand, sayyidi. Thank you for being merciful,” Jabir said, voice tight.

      Rameses nodded and glanced back at Serein. He gestured to the desk as he pulled two thin scrolls from his sirwal pocket. Uriah shoved Serein forward, the eyes of the guards on her.

      “These are copies of your contract. I made sure it was written in Common and Sarddonian. You will have one to keep, and the other will be for me. I have already put down my signature. All that’s needed is yours,” Rameses told her, pulling Jabir’s inkwell over and unrolling the contracts.

      She glanced over the words, her gaze becoming unfocused. Six years’ service. Attending to the prince’s daily activities. Salary of ten gold a week. Failure to fulfill the terms means getting sent back to Grasdan. Seems too simple, she thought, taking in the gold lion seal.

      “I forgot to ask if you could read,” Rameses said.

      “I can read,” she replied.

      Serein grabbed the quill from the desk and bent down, joints cracking. The nib hovered over the vellum, a drop of ink pooling at the end. Her throat tightened, hand froze over the words.

      “Is something wrong?” Rameses asked, his gold voice staining the contract.

      Serein sucked in a breath and signed her name, gazing at the word as the ink dried. Rameses stared at the name, brow creasing as he tried to decipher the name at the bottom of the contracts. He rolled up the scrolls and held one out to her.

      “I’m glad that we have reached an agreement,” Rameses said. “Now, I’ll have a healer tend to your wounds. They’ll let you bathe and give you some food and fresh clothes. We leave in two hours.”

      What new horrors await me? Serein thought as Rameses’ smile returned. My life is a series of transactions.

      You don’t belong to anyone but me, volchitsa. You’ll always be mine. I found you first.

      

      The forge furnace roared, blasting Serein with its fiery, purple-blue breath. Her head pounded as hammers struck metal, sending out dark orange tongues of lightning. Serein’s wrists were covered in tingling salves and bandages after the healer had dug his knife to lance the sores and wash out the pus and blood. A clean bandage with a poultice was wrapped around her head. The torc had been removed, leaving behind dark smudges on her sallow skin. A long tan djellaba gown draped off her, and a pair of loose sirwal trousers barely clung to her boney hips.

      Despite the hurried bath, the dirt remained on Serein’s skin and underneath her nails. Keeping this food down might be harder than fighting Sa, she thought as the meal sloshed in her stomach.

      A burly blacksmith held two copper contract bangles around Serein’s wrists. Sweat beaded on his bronze skin, his brown hair slicked back off his face. He clamped the bands shut, the hot ends cooling as her hands were dunked in water. Sarddon’s crest, a small lion with twelve moons, was pressed into the metal with gold inlay.

      Rameses stood nearby with his guards and the red-haired captain. “Make sure they’re not too tight,” Rameses said before glancing at Serein. “You will have the status of an indentured servant. The bangles will be removed when your service has ended. For now, they show that you are under my protection.”

      Serein’s arms bowed under the weight of her new shackles. No matter what he calls it, I’m still a slave.
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      Vermillion streaks from the horses’ hooves clouded Rameses’ envoy. A wagon loaded with fresh supplies rolled behind the group of fifteen soldiers. Serein squinted as bright light and noisy colors slammed against her skull. The shackles Uriah placed on her wrists hit against the copper bangles with every cantering step of her silver mare. Serein bit her cheek to hold down her meal. Amethyst-colored wind rushed up her djellaba gown and trousers, weaving its fingers through her short hair underneath her tan headscarf.

      Uriah rode on her left, scowling beneath his keffiyeh. A faint waxy sheen from a salve coated his face. Rameses brought his dark horse alongside Serein, a draping gray rida’ covering his qamis. A bow and a quiver of arrows hung from the saddlebag.

      “Are you all right? It’s an eight-day journey to Oyon. Riding handcuffed cannot be comfortable,” Rameses said, gold clinging to his grin.

      “I’ll manage,” Serein muttered, the cantle digging into her lower back. It’ll be easier than listening to the prince talk all the way to Oyon.

      Rameses patted the horse’s neck. “If you get too tired, you can ride with me. I don’t think Jabbar would mind.”

      Uriah shot Rameses a look. “Absolutely not,” he said, the green words sharp. “I’d sooner put her in the wagon.”

      Serein tried to keep herself in the saddle as the gold and green conversation floated around her. She scratched her itching scalp. Eight days. Let’s see if I can survive for that long.

      
      Uriah Scanned the road as the envoy headed along the main trading route—the Gold Road—around Locklin Forest. The noonday sun bore down on him despite the cool waxy paste he used to keep his skin from burning and the keffiyeh covering his head. The Tamuj Plains wrapped around the edges of the forests—miles of grasslands, acacia trees, caper bushes, and rocky crags. Locklin Forest bled into the landscape, marked with crumbling towers where the Old Kingdom’s original border had extended. Remnants of woodlands dotted the plains, rotting stumps of once massive trees hidden behind the rippling seas of grass.

      We should arrive in Oyon by Ennaar, seven days from now, Uriah thought, spotting Rameses’ black horse in the middle of the other riders. There was rebel activity here several months back. Troops have been monitoring the Gold Road for weeks with no issues. It’s too dangerous for Rameses to be traveling like this. There’s still the matter of this assassin.

      Uriah glanced at the woman riding beside him as she gripped the saddle with her bound hands. Scarred, tawny skin stretched over jutting cheekbones. A pink scar split her lips, and her nose was crooked, discolored from her injury in the fighting pit. Along her neck, dark and silvery scars formed a necklace with black and blue bruises strung together by a red slash mark. Her bright blue eyes stood out against the greenery—Ravanassë eyes. A woman made of sharp edges with danger lurking beneath her emaciated form.

      Is this really the Grinning Assassin? Some starved woman barely able to sit on a horse? Uriah thought.

      He’d seen faces like hers in the hollow expressions of the Ravanassë while on the front in the Old Kingdom. Faces filled with fear and mouths twisted in screams as they fled.

      The smell of water hit him, a ringing sound growing in his ears. No. I’m here. That was the past, Uriah thought, shaking his head. Stone protect me, Fire strengthen me, Water purify me, Wind guide me.

      The stone pendant underneath Uriah’s armor pressed against his chest. Its weight centered him, the quiet mantra traveling the familiar channels of his consciousness.

      “What are you staring at?” Uriah asked the woman in Sarlyrian.

      Her sharp eyes turned to him. “What’s today’s date?” she replied, the smooth Sarlyrian broken by her raspy voice.

      Uriah arched an eyebrow. “Lemenyaar the 17th. The month is Ista.”

      “The year?”

      “592.”

      Her expression shifted, brow creasing. Uriah caught a flash of worry and confusion, but it vanished as she stared back at him again. He laid a hand on his sword.

      “I’m not foolish enough to challenge you, Captain Stormheir, so you can relax.” Her words prowled around him, preparing for the moment to strike.

      “I should’ve killed you,” Uriah said.

      “You’re loyal to your prince. Are you an old friend of his?” she asked.

      “Why are you now speaking freely?”

      “The tongue’s a great weapon. You’re an excellent target to practice on.”

      “Perhaps I should cut your tongue out and leave you weaponless.”

      A dark grin spread across her face. “I thought you wanted me to talk more, so I’ll spill my secrets. If you wanted that kind of conversation with me, you should just say so,” she said.

      “You’re a monster, so why would I want to have a conversation with you?” Uriah asked.

      “What do you know of monsters?”

      
      Serein stared at the bluish-purple and dark orange colors of the flames licking the cracking wood, the scar tissue along her side prickling at the sound. Her body ached from riding, the stiffness making it difficult to sit. Sparks twisted around each other before they burned out, drifting around the skinned hares cooking over the fire. Pockets of stars pierced the black velvet sky. Remnants of stone walls surrounded the camp, overtaken by vines.

      Two soldiers stood behind Serein. Tents and cooking fires filled the campsite, the horses tethered by the supply wagon. Soldiers sat in small groups, voices mixing with the hum of the camp. Old birch trees with spotted, flaking bark twisted as they grew out of the ruined outpost. Crickets and nocturnal animals trilled, their cries coloring the night. Amidst the sounds of the camp, a weak opalescent song of magic whispered through the earth. The thin strands vanished into the heart of the forest miles beyond the rise the ruins sat on.

      So little magic remains, Serein thought as the smell of cooking meat and smoke wrapped around her. It’s been fifteen years since the Murderous King was able to drive it away. It’s only a matter of time before it vanishes completely.

      Uriah sat across from her, eyes trained on her as he ate. His sword lay across his lap while the dagger was sheathed at his side. “Why are you staring at the flames like that?” he asked, his words burning up in the fire like verdant leaves.

      “I’m observing the different colors,” Serein said. It’s been a while since I was near a fire without having to throw bodies into it or almost be burned alive myself, she thought, her clothes brushing against the numbed scar tissue along her side.

      “Colors?” he repeated, raising an eyebrow.

      “The fire has many colors. You might notice if you used your eyes for something other than glowering. Or is that expression permanent?”

      Uriah glared at her. “Flames are just flames.”

      She rubbed the copper bangles, jostling the chains of her handcuffs. “If you think that way, then you’ll miss all the little details in the world.”

      “And you can see all these ‘little details’?”

      “You broke your right index finger. It’s bent slightly. You’re right handed and favor a sword over a dagger. Wendish accent, but your Sarddonian’s perfect, so you’ve lived in Sarddon a long time. Not married, no ring or haya bracelet. Judging by the way you so gently slammed me into the ground, you’re used to physical labor and combat. Probably from a farming family since you don’t appear to be from money,” she said, lifting her gaze.

      Serein tore off a hare leg from the spit, blowing on the hot meat.

      “Strong sense of loyalty, which is why you’re here even though you disagree with the princeling’s decision to seek me out. You have a long friendship with him since he uses your first name instead of a title. You’re older than him by a few years. Being here makes you uncomfortable, and you don’t get much sleep, judging by the shadows under your eyes. I’m assuming you spent some time here since you speak Sarlyrian well. Probably fought during the war. Does being here bring up bad memories?”

      Logs gave way, sending up a flurry of sparks. Uriah’s hand tightened on the hilt of his scimitar. “What are you exactly?” he asked.

      “You’ve already made up your mind about what I am. I still haven’t decided about you, though,” Serein said, staring at the cord around Uriah’s neck. Wonder what he hangs around his neck. A keepsake from home or a religious symbol? Doubt he’s a believer of the Saints like the Sarddonians are. Might be a protection charm associated with the Wendish deities.

      “I don’t care about what you think about me.”

      “What are you and the prince not telling me?”

      Uriah stiffened, index finger twitching as his hand rested on his sword. “Nothing,” he grumbled.

      “I’m sure there’s more to it than what he told me,” Serein said.

      The broken finger twitches when he lies. It twitched when the princeling talked about me being his guard in the Harpy’s Chest. Could be involuntary, but it twitched again just now.

      Uriah crossed his arms. “You know all you need to know.”

      So, there is something else to this. The prince was in a hurry. Something hinges on me being his guard. Something the captain’s not happy about.

      Leaves crunched behind Serein, mulberry-colored rustlings swept under orange footfalls. “Discussing anything interesting?” Rameses asked, grinning as he approached with his wali. He took a seat between Serein and Uriah, his earrings catching the firelight. “What do you think about these trees? I have read that Locklin Forest is sacred to the Vale, Elves, and the Fae. The ruins here look Elven, judging by the rune marks on the stones.”

      “The princeling should be careful what he says in these woods,” Serein said, licking grease off her lips. “Golden words won’t keep ghosts at bay. They say the spirits of the Immortals and the Ravanassë watch over the forest.”

      Her pale yellow words dissipated into the fire, the echo of her mother’s turquoise voice distant. The X-shaped scar across her chest ached. Serein pulled the rida’ tighter around herself.

      Rameses glanced at the trees. “Many have superstitions about these woods, but I think we’re safe. The Immortal Kings died in the plague, although some are rumored to have fled to the Silver Shores behind the Fog that surrounds the country of Bar Elenion,” he said. “I have heard tales about the giant spiders, beasts, and dragons of the Old Kingdom that are seen from time to time.”

      “The Immortals were the first children of Mirarnediad’s Lights, formed from magic. They don’t die easily. And neither do the creatures of myth.” The rebels believe that some of their kings survived, and that magic can be restored. Serein’s eyes fell on the dagger at Rameses’ side. Guess he realized that I’m dangerous after all.

      “Perhaps we will get to see some of these creatures.” Glittering words danced around the flames. “You know a lot about the myths of the Old Kingdom.”

      “I’ve lived long enough, picked up a few things.”

      Rameses propped his arms on his knees, head tilted. “How old are you?” he asked. “I have heard that many half-bloods can live longer than most mortals.”

      Serein met his gaze, face blank. It was hard to keep track of time in Grasdan. It’s Ista 592, so I suppose I’m twenty-two now. I feel like I’ve aged decades, she thought. Two years in prison. Almost three months since they threw me in that cell to die. I didn’t think I had
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