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  CHAPTER ONE


The battle was over. Alaysha stood alone and naked in the middle of the battlefield, trying not to look at the massacre in front of her. Instead, she looked heavenward, attention drawn to a vulture's shrill cry as it echoed across the wasteland. 
She'd come with sword and blade to battle, but in the end, she needed only magic to overcome the enemy. Just as she'd expected. As she'd been ordered to do.
For those reasons, she couldn't bring herself to look at the horror she'd caused. 
The scavenger bird held her attention as she breathed in the humid air that always came when she released her power. The bird circled a copse of trees that had somehow escaped the power while the battleground ahead had become a massacre to it. Even if it brought along a brood of others, the wake would worry fruitlessly at the shriveled bodies littered across the now arid land that had once been a thriving community. Until she'd come.
War conjured the notion of swords clashing, of warriors shouting. People bled and they cried during battle. What she'd just done at her father's bidding had none of those hallmarks, and that was why she couldn't bring herself to look at what she'd accomplished for him. There was no honor in what she'd done, and it sickened her.
She scuffed the barren ground with her bare toe, drawing a line in the dirt as she tried to tell herself that she hadn't just committed murder for her father. She tried to remember that she had no choice. Not really. What the great Emir ordered, his warriors carried out. Who was she to resist?
This time, though, her enemy had been peaceful villagers going about their routines without threat to the Great Emir. They hadn't refused to pledge themselves to him the way most of his enemies had done. He hadn't wanted indenture of them. He hadn't even demanded goods or riches.
He just wanted annihilation.
With a sigh, she shook out her shoulders. These deaths would haunt her, she knew. It wasn't that death was an unknown horror for her. She'd grown accustomed to killing the way a man got accustomed to breathing. She might be a witch, but she was a warrior too, even if she used magic as her weapon in the Great Yuri's service the way his warriors wielded swords and knives. 
While Yuri had warriors aplenty, it was his water witch he called most often to service. No man with mere steel could kill with the effectiveness of a woman who could siphon the fluid from living things with a mere thought and leave everything around her as brittle as burned corn husks. 
As far as she knew, she was the only one of her kind, and in all her twenty odd annums of life, she had killed so much for Yuri that she thought her sense of shame had finally left her, but here it was. Awakened like her power. 
She wasn't sure she welcomed it, not now. She deserved to witness what she'd done by unleashing it. She had earned the sickening feeling that the power might not have limits. She swallowed down a lump that made her throat tight at the thought. She already had only the barest of control over the magic. How long would it be before the power became so great she couldn't find vegetation anywhere on the horizon afterward? 
How much would her father want then? And who would ever want to live in proximity to a witch who couldn't control her power, waiting for the moment it unleashed accidentally? She knew the answer to that: no one.
She ran her hands over each other as she considered turning her attention from the grand, sweeping movements of the vulture overhead to the carnage at her feet. She dug her toe into the dust again, testing the depth of the dryness. The power had sucked water from the land too, leaving it dry and inert. What had once been lush and lovely was now arid sand and crackled, dried out soil. The trees had become tinder. 
It wasn't a desert by any stretch, but the vegetation had crinkled to dust, and creatures of all sorts had fallen like apples from the trees to their bases. What grass or moss or shrubberies that had padded her bare feet when she'd climbed down from Barruch's back and sent him with a slap towards her camp, was now dust beneath her soles and dried husks of fiber beside her.
The only thing belying the evidence of her magic's power was the cloud cover gathering over the copse of trees that remained lush and verdant. So dense and broodingly heavy with water, the clouds darkened the sky. They wouldn't be able to hold together under the weight of the water that fattened them. Then the rain would come. The lightning, too. Sparking the tinder of trees and shrubs, it would light the area with a fierce blaze, until the inevitable downpour shattered the curtain of fire.
And then it would seem as if nothing had ever lived.
But for now, the breeze felt as though the land had let go a hot exhale against her bare stomach as it gave up its water. The ground beneath her bare feet kicked up dust that whorled up to coat her naked legs. With reluctant dread she let go a breath as she braced for what she'd see on the plain directly in front of her. 
It was only the thunder of horses' hooves behind her that saved her from the survey. Her fathers' scouts and warriors, come to see if she'd done her duty when of course she had. She had never failed her father no matter how terrible the task.
She spun on her feet, grateful to turn from the carnage.
"Ho," she called out as she lifted her hand. 
They'd know the signal and understand that the work was done. They were safe to approach.
The rider leading her stallion beside his dropped the reins and Barruch broke free and cantered toward her, picking up so that he cleared the distance to her in the time it took to take a few steps of her own toward him. 
She reached out for his nose so she could feel the moistness of it. It felt good to have the snot and sweat against her palm. She was starved for fluid, to feel it on her skin, in her lungs. 
His reins struck her bare ribs as he nuzzled against her, and with a deft movement she looped them around her wrist. With her free hand, she reached into her saddle bag to feel for her tunic. It was a leather thing with sewn-in chips of garnet, a garment lovingly sun-bleached by her nohma so many years ago. 
Now, just over a decade later, it was just about the only thing she owned besides the saddle, a sword, and the horse. She'd worn it for so long nearly all the garnets had disappeared and the calf suede had softened to a nearly decadent linen feel against her skin. 
She'd taken the tunic off before heading into battle, telling her father's warriors it was because the water she siphoned would let go from the cloud cover and pelt the leather, turning it to a hard shell instead of a supple dress. But that wasn't the truth. At least, not all of it at least. The reality of it was that she stood naked when she unleased the magic because it seemed right to show your own vulnerability when you took the life of another. It didn't lessen the shame, but it evened the psychological balance. 
Now, however, the thought of Drahl's eyes on her made her cringe within. Her father's lead scout had a way of looking through her, while at the same time making her feel as though her nakedness was abhorrent.
"Hold still, Old Man," she murmured against her mount's neck even as she used him to shield herself from the scout's gaze.
Drahl and his comrades approached her just as the clouds released the first drops of the surge. While they kept some distance, they surveyed the battleground with reluctant respect for the fallen, if not deference. She caught Drahl's eye across Barruch's back, an accidental thing, she thought, because he jerked his chin sideways to one of his companions.
Her grip on Barruch's rein tightened at that, and the horse sent a sulking pout her way. He wanted his freedom, not to be held fast under a downpour. Poor thing hated the rain.
"Not yet, Old Man," she whispered. "There's still work left to do."
Besides, she wanted to feel the water gather on the ground as the rain came. She needed to feel the earth's gasp of relief against the soles of her feet.
Drahl made a grunting sound, his usual acknowledgment of her. She turned her attention to him and waited to see if he would say something, anything to indicate she was worthy of addressing. Instead, he nodded at the prostrate form of a man a short distance away. 
She refused to acknowledge the inferred question. If he wanted to know more about the people she'd killed, he'd have to ask. And until he did, she'd dig within Barruch's satchel until she had pulled the entirety of the familiar leather tunic out for inspection. It was crushed into a mid-sized ball and the feel of it beneath her fingers soothed something within.
And yet, if she took it out now, she'd have to pull it down over her head, struggle to get the leather to slip over wet skin, and all of that in front of these men who hated her. She'd look awkward and more exposed under their scrutiny as she fought the material. She decided it wouldn't be worth it to look so powerless beneath their judgmental gazes. Drahl would never see her as a woman anyway. None of them ever did. Ever would. 
He cleared his throat and pulled her gaze back to his. She waited, knowing he'd finally deign to speak to her.
"Was he the first?" he said in a tone that indicated he wasn't happy with having to ask. 
His gaze dropped then to her chin and the ribbon of marks her nohma had scraped and tapped into her skin bit by bit with blackened charcoal over a dozen years. 
She knew the tattoo disgusted him. She was a vile witch in his eyes, one who might at least have been pretty except for the ugly markings that stretched ear to ear. It was the insult he used most to objectify her. Never to her face, though, and never in full hearing. He might be a brutish man, but he wasn't entirely stupid. He'd seen enough of her work to know fear of her. 
She lifted her chin as she regarded him.
She stepped out from behind the shield of Barruch's body. Hiding herself would only ease Drahl's discomfort while it magnified hers. She squared her shoulders as she faced him.
"He was the first to see me, yes," she said carefully. 
She knew his question wasn't idle chitchat, the same as her answer wasn't. He wanted to know if they'd charged her when she came, ready with weapons to hand and fire in their bellies. He'd want to know if they'd put up a fight, if they expected her, if they were prepared for attack. Her father would want to know these things. He always wanted to know these things. 
"They didn't look as though they knew we were coming," she said.
Drahl nodded but didn't seem surprised.
She studied him, taking in the way his jaw clenched just slightly at her scrutiny. "But then, you knew they didn't expect me, didn't you?" she said. 
Instead of denying it or showing compassion for the dead, he spat a thick globe of mucus that landed just next to his horse's hoof.
"What is a water witch for if not for the Emir to use as his own weapon? You serve at his pleasure."
Water witch. It was a bastardized term that came from her mother's old tongue. Her mother's language was sweeter. It used a life-affirming term rather than the sound of hatred. Temptress of the life fluid was what her nohma had called her. It was so much more preferable to the term her father's people used and the way they spat it out with contempt and fear. 
She sucked in her bottom lip at the word now and dropped her gaze from Drahl's revolting black one. She knew exactly what he inferred with his words. She wasn't foolish enough to believe she had any more value than to be her father's blade, one he didn't have to bloody to cut through his enemies.
Serving at the Emir's pleasure translated to living at his pleasure. That was her value to her father and to the tribe. She lived because she killed. It was as simple as that. She'd been serving since she was old enough to sit in a basket hanging from the side of her father's mount. A water witch's memory was long, and she remembered being afraid and hungry and crying out for succor. She remembered the taste of perspiration and tears. She'd killed then because she was a babe and knew no better. 
Later, it was to please the man who seemed unpleasable. Now, she wasn't sure why she did it. She could refuse. But then where would she go? Her father was the only one immune to her power. If her own tribe hated her, where else would she find acceptance? At least serving the Emir, she had one person to salve the loneliness, even if the acknowledgement was as rare as finding a hand-polished garnet fallen from a hand-sewn tunic.
But all that was her father. This was Drahl. He would never accept her. Never show her kindness. Knowing that gave her the courage to meet his gaze with a direct stare. She held it despite his increasingly threatening expression. 
"Perhaps I'm still thirsty," she told him. "Maybe these people weren't enough to satisfy me."
A fleeting expression of fear lit his eyes. He took the slightest of uncertain steps backward. Like everyone else except her father, he believed the power burst forth when she was parched. 
But then he looked askance at the dry land and the mummified people and she saw the belief in his face that the sheer scope of desolation spoke to how sated she must be after all, and the fear left his expression.
Even so, it felt good to see him off-balance, if only for a brief second. It hurt to see the hatred climb back onto his expression the way a spider picks along its web toward its captive. The sheer energy it took to face him drained her past the point of exhaustion. She wanted to get this over with. She wanted to find a warm place to lie down and curl into a ball until the next time she was called.
She waved Drahl away. "Leave me alone while I collect the seeds," she said. 
This time there would be no herding of slaves somewhere in a far off, cloistered village. Only trophies would be collected this time, because this time, like the last time, and the time before that, it was all about death.






  
  CHAPTER TWO


The rain had become a pelting blanket by the time Drahl and his companions left her alone on the battlefield. In the times before, when her father didn't have a water witch to do his bidding, she'd heard that slaves would cut the left hands or feet from the felled enemy and drop them into a pile to be counted. 
Not now. Now, that task fell to Alaysha, and it wasn't hands or feet she collected as trophies, but eyes. They were easier to collect but required deft speed and attention so they could be found before the rain washed them away and into the crevices of caked earth.
She flipped open the hemp sack hanging from the side of Barruch's saddle and pulled out a leather pouch to tie to the pommel. This she would use to dump in the dried seeds that had once been the fleshy, seeing eyes of the living.
"Stand steady, Old Man," she said to the horse who balked at the task he knew was coming.
The horse was the only thing her father had ever given her. On the anniversary of her sixth annum, she'd awakened to find the midnight-colored foal tied to a stake just outside her nurse's hut. She and her nohma were exiled to the fringes of the village walls because she couldn't control her power, so she knew it had taken a brave man to deliver Barruch. The boldest man she knew was her father. And he'd braved the proximity of a destructive magic just to leave her a gift.
Oh how disappointed she'd been to discover he'd left the foal only because he had tired of taking her to war on the back of his horse. The sting of that disappointment was the first of many, but the foal had quickly salved the wound. She loved him from the moment she touched his nose.
He was a fastidious thing, sturdy and remarkably stoic in the face of warfare, but he showed revulsion for death. He had been the mount she'd ridden when she'd intentionally killed her first man, and he'd been with her long enough to know he should follow along afterward without being led as she crossed the cracked earth to gather the seeds that spilled from the dead. 
The person closest to her feet at the edge of the plains now lay face down. Barruch high-stepped around him, showing his usual dainty disdain for death. She nudged the mummified remains of the man with her foot to roll him over. 
Even in the flash of water coming down, Alaysha could make out the blackened bits of his eyes lying an inch apart on the muddy ground. For some reason, every eyeball her power contacted dried so badly it snapped from the brittle stem that was once its connective fiber. 
When she was little, she'd thought of them as the seeds of their souls and worried they'd fall into the cracks of earth she'd created, there to lay down roots as the rain engulfed and nurtured them.
At first, she worried about it enough she suffered terrifying night visions, but as the years passed and no newly sprouted man returned to take his vengeance on her, she stopped worrying about it and began instead to pray for it.
But that was years ago, when she'd been a child and still felt the shame of killing. A dozen years past those wondrously innocent days and all she felt now was numb. With each seed she stooped to retrieve battle after battle, one more clump of earth fell down over the grave of her feelings. She did these things for her father, after all. If he wanted them, he would have them. He'd find another to pass them on to him if she didn't.  At least she did some honor to the dead by collecting them with care and respect. She shuddered to think what Drahl would do with them.
Today, she tried not to look at the dead man when she rose to place his eyes into the pouch resting on Barruch's back. Shame rode along her spine the way it had when she was a child, making it tingle in a way that sent nausea into her belly. Try as she might to avoid taking in the man's features, it was no use. Her gaze was drawn to the shriveled face and gaping mouth. The sight of it held her gaze captive for long, regretful moments.
She wished it didn't have to be like this. Desiccated, a person looked like strangely tanned leather; this man was no different. But there was something strange about him that no other man who had fallen beneath her magic had. Telltale black marks of a tattoo darkened the skin beneath his right arm and it was those markings that made her pause. With her gaze she traced the line of inked-in soot stretching from triceps to hip in what appeared to be a perfectly straight line--or could have been perfectly straight if not tightened into a warped ribbon of ink by the dehydration of his tissues.
She'd seen tattoos before on warriors and on some of the villagers they had conquered, but none had ever been inked in this way. It was familiar and strange, the uniqueness making her fidget as she crouched next to him.
Her own markings stretched into a perfect line too, with stampings of skin in negative space that mouthed flesh-words in a language she had never learned to decipher. 
She leaned in for closer study. Surely that would be far too much coincidence. Surely they were similar but not the same. 
Yet there, just discernible down the length of his ribcage were comparable symbols, each of them made exactly the same as hers. 
She looked up out of curiosity and scanned the grounds. Pools of rain dripped down her bare shoulders to run off her elbows and fingertips as she looked over the plains, thinking she might catch sight of more tattoos on more bodies, and her heart skipped in her chest at the possibility. 
Through the cascade that ran down her face, she saw a dozen other men, but none seemed to have the same tattoos. They were just regular looking victims, in the middle of various daily pursuits when she'd attacked them. 
One had a spilled basket of oval stones that had probably once been gathered eggs before she'd siphoned the water from them. Another lay next to a bundle of kindling; one clutched a spear; another, a child. A wave of regret squeezed her eyes shut for a moment as she swallowed down a flood of water. The child was the worst. No tribe she'd ever attacked had gone to war with their children. It was a stark reminder that this had not truly been a battle at all, but a massacre.
She inhaled and shook out her hands. It was done. She couldn't take it all back, and her father waited. Regret would do nothing to change the outcome and she needed to press on.  
Past the dozen men who had been at toil when she'd arrived, sprawled now in unexpected death, squatted what she thought could be a dwelling. 
From her killing distance, she'd not paid that structure much attention. It looked too much like a natural bulge in the earth, but now, she could make out a maw of opening that might serve as a door and a roof with now desiccated thatch of plains grass atop. 
A mud house. Something that in Sarum, with its erections of stone and wood, didn't exist except her nohma's stories so filled with magic they made the tales seem like specters of memory.
Lost in thought, Alaysha tried vainly to coax the vapor of shadows and memory into the light. What was it Nohma had said? It had something to do with huts and tattoos. Something about spirit fires and women of power who came from a world far removed from this one. 
It was there, just on the fringes, taunting her as it danced away. A witch of the life fluid had a long, detailed memory, but for some reason, those things avoided inspection as though she had purposefully buried them and her psyche didn't want them exhumed.
A crackle through dead brush startled her from her reverie, and she knew she wasn't alone anymore. She didn't need to turn around to know who it was. She could smell him; the red tobacco on his flesh, the musk of a dozen women, the sourness of a nursing babe that was his new favorite heir.
"You came," she said and looked over her shoulder so she could see the man who had crept upon her while she worked. Her heartrate ticked up with nerves at sight of him.
She stood and spun on her heel to face him. She met her father's blue-eyed gaze with all the courage she could muster. He didn't usually come to witness her work, not since she had been very young and unreliable with her magic. 
Her chest ached with anticipation of his pleasure. "I hadn't thought to see you, Father."
His gaze slid over her so quickly she doubted he saw her at all. It fell instead on the seeds nestled together in her palm, and she realized with a start that she was still naked. No wonder he couldn't look at her. 
"I come to see the battlefield, not to court a witch."
It stung. It always stung, that condescension. She should be used to feeling it by now, but it never lessened no matter how often she was subjected to his disdain. 
"A witch was useful to you this day," she said before she could stop the words, but then, when she realized just how bitter the tone was, she dropped her gaze. She hadn't meant to sound so angry. He might just walk away now, leave her here with the dead and it was so rare that he inspected her work. She wanted him to stay.
She thought it might be a good time to pull the tunic over her head but then decided it would just make things more awkward. Instead, she did nothing but stand there with her fists clenched at her sides, the seeds digging into her palm.
She heard him sigh as though he'd tired of teaching the same lesson. The sound of his boots scuffing the grit of wet dirt drew her gaze back to his.
"What other use is there for a witch?" he said.
He waited for her to concede once again that she was nothing but a weapon. That she wasn't worth his words or his presence. She wasn't sure why she thought today would be different. It seemed there would never be enough death to earn his pleasure. And she'd tried. So hard. She'd tried for years to win that pleasure with the deaths she offered him.
Today, she had killed quickly. The village didn't have time to be alerted to the danger. She thought he'd be pleased with how thorough she had been, that no one even had time to raise a weapon of defense. She thought he'd see her value, please him with her power. 
Instead, it only seemed to anger him. Maybe there was some terrible necessity to the death that only he understood and had to bear. Maybe, the sight of so many innocent people did something awful to his insides. She knew more than anyone how unpredictable the magic could be, that her mastery of it was a tenuous thing at best. The evidence of its power could be troubling to those who were vulnerable to it.  Was this battle a stark reminder to him of the breadth of her power, the desolation it held?
And yet, who was she to question the Great Yuri, Conqueror of Hordes? She didn't have the insights he did; she didn't know the better reasons for all this death. And yet, she couldn't shake the feeling that there was more to this battle than met her eye. He'd never had her kill indiscriminately before. There had always been the barest strategy that even she could understand. Kill those who came to resist the conqueror. Kill those who were strong enough to launch a revolt during their indenture. Leave alive those left behind in the villages as their warriors met on the battlefield.
 This time was different. She'd met the enemy where they lived and now not one of them walked the earth or took breath any longer. There had to be a reason. Even the conqueror had to know this was wrong.
"Who were they, Father?"
He shrugged and rain ran off his shoulder to pool on the top of his boot. She knew by the movement he wouldn't answer her. His deft avoidance of the question didn't surprise her, but his choice of topic did.
"I see you've let the water return," he said as he spread his arms to indicate the gathering storm.
It was her turn to shrug. "It always returns. It has nothing to do with me."
"So you always say." 
It was a simple statement, but it held a note of accusation. She knew he believed more of her. Maybe that was the source of his disappointment. Perhaps he felt she was holding something back. 
Even so, this was more than he'd spoken to her in a year and even though she hated herself for it, she pressed forward, wanting more.
"This was no battlefield," she said.
"A war has many forms."
"And one of its forms is a peaceful village?"
He cocked his head as his gaze met hers, his hair so like his albino mount's mane, long and thick and tangled, plastered against his skull from the rain. He looked like a vulture then, with his great hooked nose and hooded brow. She should have seen the resemblance before. He was a bird of scavenge, not of prey.
She swallowed down that awful, traitorous thought. She should be encouraged at this discourse. She should relish it.
"What were they to you, Father, these peaceful people?"
"Who said they were peaceful? And who said they were people? You know as well as any warrior, enemies are targets. They do not live or breathe as we do. They merely get struck down and removed." 
He turned on his heel in dismissal then kicked the hand of the prone corpse at her feet. "What are you waiting for? Collect the seeds of yours and bring them for the count."
He took what she thought were deliberate steps toward his mount, but she caught him stealing a surreptitious glance at the horizon where the vultures were gathering, where the copse of trees was, where the fluid still rested in the fibers of each living thing there, and she saw him worry his bottom lip with his teeth.
And she wondered in that moment what might have Yuri, Conqueror of Hordes, so concerned.






  
  CHAPTER THREE


The village had been a small, nomadic one. It had all the trappings of roaming movement, and yet it showed signs of having recently put down roots. The mud hut was the best indicator of those roots. No community of people would take the time to pile soil into one place and hollow it out and thatch the top just to move on when the food source had thinned. In full view, she could tell that great care had been put into its erection; it could have been perfectly oval with vertical slits for ventilation. 
Yet, there were signs of intended portability too. Many dwellings were the stick and skin kind that allowed for easy disassembling. These were scattered in what was once a grassy clearing at the opening mouth of the great forest beyond.
It had taken her father's camp and riders five days from Sarum to find a site close to this village. They'd been on campaign for most of the season, taking slaves and conquering towns. Their return to Sarum lasted a mere five days before his scouts returned with news that set the Emir's complex abuzz. 
There had been a flurry of activity then, easily visible from Barruch's stall as she mucked it out. She'd traveled much in her years as Tool to the Emir, and she recognized the appearance of an army about to pull out. 
She knew this clearing she stood in now too, and she knew the woods beyond. Both were on the cusp of a great body of water stretching farther than she could see and larger than she could drain. It was a smart place for an innocent village to lay down roots because there would be fauna and water aplenty to live for a few seasons.
But it was a foolish spot for a target of annihilation to do so. No one would lay down roots in a place where they were trapped on one side by water they couldn't cross and plains they couldn't defend from.
That was how she knew they'd not been enemies. They weren't some group of dissidents intent on wresting power from the Emir or setting up a resistance that could infect the rest of the surrounding villages.
So why had Yuri wanted them dead? It was a question that rolled through her thoughts repeatedly as she gathered the seeds. Yuri took pride in conquering the peoples of the land. He enjoyed slaves of cultures far and wide and used them to barter and pay his warriors. He used them to satisfy his appetites and to prove to his people he was the great leader they should come to expect.
To kill outright and leave perfectly good indentures was as much an anomaly as the tattoo on the dead man and try as she might, she couldn't come up with a satisfactory answer.
She had collected fifteen sets of eyes by the time she'd reached the hut: ten men, two children, and three women. One
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