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A prince’s ruin. ~Proverbs 14:28

Kyrin Cieri strode toward the curtains of the Blue Flower room. More than two years of slavery. No word of home, her Britannia of rushing streams and whispering oaks, or of her father, Lord Dain Cieri of Cierheld. 

And no way of escape. 

Tae said the circle of circumstance was incomplete. Alaina told her the next stitch in the Master of the stars’s pattern was not clear. Ali Ben Aidon guarded his slaves too well.

Would she ever walk in Cierheld with her father again? It was five years since her twelfth name-day, when she took the oath of first daughter in Cierheld hall. Esther would say she never had a first daughter’s qualities, one who bore the old blood in her veins, and maybe she had not. Yet no one from home could call her “sprite get” now. She was stronger than they dreamed, though she carried the blood of the hills in her slight bones, dark hair and eyes. 

She could not return to her people and her land. Her stronghold key rusted away in Ali’s possession. She would not see her father again, and Cierheld would die with him. 

Stronghold first daughter. She had never entirely felt like one. Kyrin bit her lip. Two things of Britannia remained to her.

Alaina Ilen, dearer than blood, her sister of salt and sacrifice, forged under threat of death. Walking at her side, Alaina’s red-gold braid swung with a soft swish against her leather and cane body armor, laced over her white thawb. The intricately embroidered tunic displayed swords and flowers in delicate silver, blue and green. The staff Alaina held across her body was a harsh line dividing blade and bloom. 

Kyrin’s lips quirked. But for its leather handgrips, the staff was smooth as silk from Alaina’s use. Her sister gave her a smart blow during their last training bout, before she wrested the weapon away. What new trick would Alaina bring against her this night, besides her proven mastery of the scribe’s pen and her embroidery needle? 

Ali’s first bodyguard, watchful as a leopard, paced before heavy curtains of dark silk. With a glower, Umar thumped the hilt of his sword against the stone arch of the Blue Flower room. The solid thunk of his hilt announced their presence to the feasters within, and to their master, Ali Ben Aidon, merchant and murderer. Mouth wry, Kyrin dipped her head to Umar. 

He held out his hand, demanding Alaina’s staff. She laid the weapon in his palm, his skin nearer gold than white. 

Kyrin wrinkled her nose. Her master’s unacknowledged son could never quite wash off the smell of meat, rice, and saluki: the scents of the kennels, and the savage beasts of his Hand. Umar ran with them often, teaching his hunters of men patience and endurance in the desert sands. He glanced at her, expressionless. 

Had he forgiven her for her eye of evil intent he once swore tipped the glowing brazier on Ali’s ship, that gave him the burn scar across his sword hand? 

No matter. Umar never spoke of it since. She had grown strong. She’d stolen every moment she could from serving Ali’s table the past two winters to learn the demanding ways of Subak. 

Tae Chisun, her husband in name, a second father in fact, had taught her well his ancestral fighting art of the hands and feet. Also, under the tutelage of her master’s second bodyguard, Jachin, she knew one end of a sword from the other. 

Umar glared at Alaina, free of her blue veil and serving robe for this brief moment, as he examined her staff for hidden blades. Umar never sought to interfere with Kyrin’s training with Jachin, knowing their master wished her and Alaina’s skill to impress the caliph in Baghdad—and those the caliph favored. Such as the caliph’s wazir. Kyrin clenched her hand at her side. 

She and Alaina would demonstrate the fighting art of the East to Ali’s guests at table—and Sirius Abdasir. Once guardsman to the caliph, now first wazir, Ali’s most honored guest professed a liking for close-in combat. So it would be dagger work this night, among other things. Kyrin touched her blade. 

The cool haft of the weapon in her sash did not have the balance of her bronze falcon, the second thing that remained to her of Britannia. She’d left her mother’s falcon dagger in their quarters. Tae was right. 

Ali Ben Aidon must never discover the Damascus steel under the bronzed surface. It was her last gift from her mother. Never was the weapon for common wear. The falcon drew interest to its piercing amber gaze and beautiful strength. 

Umar’s smile widened, unpleasant. He kept Alaina’s staff. “Wait until the master calls you.” 

Alaina glanced at Kyrin, who frowned. When would he let them in? He loved to play the sand cat with the mouse, she knew. But they were not his prey.

Jackals, hyenas, these merchants and slavers. They preyed on the foolish, the weak, the needy—and the unknowing. This night her master’s guests must see a dance of interweaving bodies mixed with the gleam of blade and the thud of weapons on flesh, executed in a moment. She and Alaina would teach them awe during the fall of a grain of sand. Kyrin’s lip curled. 

Alaina leaned toward her and whispered, “Our master’s guests wish to see cunning artistry and flamboyant performance, do they not?”

Kyrin nodded, not giving back her sister’s smile. They must see neither failure nor mastery of the warrior’s art. The trick was not to betray Tae or her master. She did not intend to go to court, nor engage Tae or Alaina near that pit of eels. 

In Britannia it was long after Compline, though no monks’ bells rang in this land. She drew herself up as Umar lifted the curtain for a passing servant and caught a glimpse through a window within. Ali’s fruitful wadi, before the hills with their stark mountains behind, the leagues of burning desert to the distant sea, all lay invisible. The patches of night in the high, thin windows of the Blue Flower room faced west, without stars. 

Beneath the dark portals a pale hunter frozen in marble bent his head, listening. His bow hung in his hand above a gurgling fountain, his hunt forgotten. Like hers. Water flowed around his sandaled feet, chuckling with secrets.

Kyrin’s skin pricked. She also held deadly knowledge. None in the Blue Flower room could know how deep her training in Subak had gone. Tae insisted the death touch was not for common talk about the hearth. 

Beside the hunter a small naked tree stretched red branches toward the stars. It was dying. And with it, her hope. 

“Do not disillusion our wazir.” Umar grinned, a thin stretching of his mouth. 

Kyrin’s face twitched into a semblance of a smile. She and Alaina did not possess greater strength than a man. They could strike nerves the size of a needle’s head, deal crippling pain, and take the senses of the strongest, then kill at need. Her master would call them soon. 

No doubt, the waiting guests wondered if Ali Ben Aidon’s boast of his foreign women, who wielded blades in the manner of the East, was true. Could they, would they, kill a man? Would they please the wazir this night? Enough to gain invitation to the caliph’s court? 

Umar need not fear. The moment had come for their training to bear fruit. Dancing from foot to foot, Kyrin’s blood picked up. Her breath quickened in the familiar rhythm. 

Umar swept open the curtain and called with a mocking flourish, “The warriors of the house of Ali Ben Aidon!” 

Kyrin and Alaina stepped past him. Incense-laden warmth rolled around them. A breath of air hinting at winter frost touched Kyrin’s cheek from the night. 

Her master’s guests, in flowing thawbs and spotless kaffieyehs, milled beyond a free-standing wood dais twenty paces away. They moved around the tall pillars that marched up the sides of the room. The grey columns flanked a long, low feasting table lined with cushions, where other guests sat crosslegged. 

The chill grace of stone cast shadows against the walls. Tae did not linger near the marble hunter, his dark hair streaked with a pale, straight lock above his ear. His familiar, short figure and almond shaped eyes that set him apart did not meet her gaze. 

At the end of the room, two last pillars loomed behind Ali’s empty chair at the head of the table. Lamps flamed bright, fixed high on the pillars’ sides. 

Nine of the wazir’s men in brilliant red thawbs, edged in black, waited in the shadows, nearly as still as the marble hunter. Sirius Abdasir rested near the dais, reclining on cushions near Ali’s less formal seat right of the great chair. Her master would not insult his guest with a higher seat. Kyrin’s mouth flattened. 

The wazir’s men watched her from under kaffiyeh and turban. Let them stare. She lifted her chin slightly. Was it the jet earring, the eye of evil in her ear? She looked away.

Lamp-light from the table skittered over the men and merchants of the caliph’s court and local souk. They seated themselves on rugs and cushions about the low dais and the table as they pleased, their animated gestures and liquid tongue quick with anticipation. 

Kyrin bit her lip. Tae was not among the shadows or the guests. Surely Ali had bid his hakeem, his esteemed healer and exiled warrior, the prize of his prowess, to be present to witness the triumph of the house of Ben Aidon. 

A cry of challenge blasted in Kyrin’s ear. Startled, she spun with a fierce yell. Guests glanced up sharply. 

“It is time, sister!” Alaina’s voice was welcome in the tongue of Britannia. Her sister leaped back. Her hands guarded her face, her left foot led, her green eyes were alight. She grinned at Kyrin. Her shout had caught her out well and truly. 

Kyrin lifted her chin, and her smile bared her teeth as her spirit rose in answer. Never give up. Alaina cried low, “Seajok!” And kicked for Kyrin’s head.

So it begins. Kyrin slipped forward and deflected the blow, then hit Alaina’s shoulder with an open palm. Alaina’s counter kick thumped her chest armor. Kyrin absorbed it with a grunt. They circled across the stone floor toward the dais. Each yell focused a strike. Kyrin sought an opening while Alaina pressed her back. They moved down the aisle between the guests, toward the dais. Kyrin’s heel touched polished wood. 

She sprang up and back and her twisting momentum drove her back foot forward in a snapping roundkick. Her foot thunked into Alaina’s side. Her sister reeled. 

Kyrin grinned—too soon. Alaina turned to catch the staff Umar threw from the doorway. Kyrin attacked from high ground at the edge of the dais. Her dagger hand darted down. Alaina brought her weapon around and Kyrin’s blade “tinged” on the iron band about the wood. She grimaced at the vibrating sting and flowed around Alaina’s swift counter, blade darting for her side. 

Alaina turned her instant evasion into a thrust for Kyrin’s stomach then whirled her staff toward her legs. Kyrin sucked in her middle and jumped over the blurring wood. She slashed at Alaina’s near hand with her dagger. Her sister evaded again, jerked her staff back, and flipped the opposite end at Kyrin’s head. Kyrin leaned back—the tip whirred past her nose—and Alaina was open. 

Kyrin leapt for her throat, flashing hand ready. Her palm lost most of its power against Alaina’s arm, but her knee drove in beneath and found Alaina’s stomach. Light cane flexed under leather.

Her sister bent, mouth open for air, and staggered. She dropped her staff, which rolled across the dais in staccato thunder. Zoltan darted from among Ali’s watching slaves to pull the weapon clear. 

The edges of Kyrin’s mouth lifted. No chance of Alaina regaining it. Sweat sparkled on her face. Blade spine leading, Kyrin drove toward her sister’s neck. With a high yell, Alaina surged in under her arm and shouldered upward. Her fingers dug behind Kyrin’s knee, seeking her balance. Kyrin let her have her leg, dropped to her back, tucked a foot in Alaina’s stomach, and heaved. Her sister flew over her head. 

Alaina rolled and spun to her feet, but Kyrin had used her pull to follow her up. She smiled, with a low laugh of joy in the fight. Alaina drew her dagger, a small frown of focus on her heart-shaped face. As breathless as the marble hunter, Ali’s guests leaned forward on their rugs.

Steel glittered and shrieked as they swung apart and together. Blades flashed low and quick. Resilient body armor strained against opposite armor, inner strips of cane bending with the force. Their feet pounded a small circle as they leaned against each other, searching for advantage or disadvantage of balance. 

Kyrin broke free. Sweat trickled down her face. She brushed it aside. The smell of sweat masked sandalwood. Alaina breathed hard, and the guests murmured. No moment to rest. Ali would punish them with a day of fieldwork if they did not please. Not that Kyrin minded fieldwork. She simply hated Umar’s fault-finding eye. 

In again, feint and fumble with a purpose—to catch and lock Alaina’s wrist. Kyrin took her dagger, slammed her to the wood. She gave her sister a courteous bow and returned the weapon. The dance began again. Attack and counterattack. With purposeful mistakes, where first she and then Alaina came away with a blade after a giving a blow that would maim or kill if it were delivered with the edge, at speed. 

Kyrin’s grip on her dagger hurt her fingers. Her stomach twisted. A true fight lasted but a moment—then one life would be left. But men such as these took no thought for that, only for the dance, the uncertainty, the lingering moment before the mock kill. Back to back, at last Kyrin and Alaina stopped. Slowly, with full respect, they pivoted to face the four cardinal points of the world, then bowed to their guests. 

With a deep breath, they spun into their second display. Leaping in a kick as high as Alaina’s head, Kyrin then swept across the dais in a series of jumps, counterpart to a mesmerizing glitter of light as Alaina wove dagger attacks around her that teased those near the dais into staring tension. Never be unaware. The words Tae said so often, pricked at her thought.

Right of the dais, Ali Ben Aidon sat on a low throne of cushions, out of the window’s chill, his pale, wide lips pursed. He lifted the end of a water-pipe and drew a rumbling burble through his nargeela. 

Kyrin rolled her enemy of air to the floor, and spun back toward Alaina, each in their own routine. Strike and strike and spin.

To her master’s left, the wazir reclined on an elbow, a languid arm across his knee, clean nails meticulously pared on that broad hand that commanded so many. Sirius Abdasir’s face bore the seal of his Greek mother and Arab father, rounded features blent with a high brow in a long face. His brown eyes were as light as his golden skin, his generous mouth gifting all with warm approval. That warmth could turn arrogant and cold in a moment. 

Kyrin struck across the dais toward him. Only a brave man dared the wazir’s displeasure, and took his head in his hands when he did—and the sword drank his blood—or it did not. She dared so, once. Now there was too much thought in Sirius Abdasir as he stroked his chin, watching her. What did the wazir seek? He frowned. His finger and thumb drew down his beardless chin again, a gesture she remembered from a day of ash and blood. Kyrin pressed her lips together. That day was not this, and it never would be. 

In a swift lunge, almost without looking, she closed with Alaina and tapped the base of her sister’s throat with darting fingers. A deft turn, and Alaina’s blade lay against Kyrin’s skin. She shivered at the cold touch on the scar in the hollow of her throat. Alaina gave her a mocking smile for the sake of their watchers. That smile belied her sister’s white fingers on the hilt. The danger was known. 

Kyrin’s dagger clashed against Alaina’s in high salute. She lowered her blade, sheathed it, and resisted the urge to gulp air. She bowed briefly to the enthralled guests. Instantly, heads turned and tongues wagged with astonishment. Kyrin held another bow for her master and the wazir, his thawb blood-red. Alaina was a silent, comforting shadow beside her. 

“Oh, well done, O my host! Most excellent!” Sirius Abdasir inclined his head to Ali. His glance passed over Kyrin, a sudden tightness about his mouth. His nose flared with indrawn breath, intent as a saluki on the scent. If he had hackles they would be lifting.

Kyrin held herself rigidly straight.

Doubtless such a warrior as Sirius Abdasir was disappointed that there was no taking of a life. As when he gave his slave, Seliam, to her blade. But that did not end as either of them thought. Frankincense hung thick in the air. 

A fig for what he thought. Ali was pleased. After her fight with Seliam, Sirius had asked about her falcon dagger. He had loosened it in its sheath, noted the bronze blade—then tossed it back to her. Kyrin’s breath fled gently through her nose. This night she was wet with sweat—not red blood. She might always fail Sirius Abdasir in that, the taking of a life. 

Sirius’s mouth flattened with the faintest smile. Kyrin shivered. It was said he wove webs at court. There had been whispers about the sudden end of the old wazir. Did Sirius Abdasir weave a web this night?
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2 ~ Hostage
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Assembly of treacherous men . . .

bend their tongue like a bow. ~Jeremiah 9:2-3

“O my guest”—Ali spread his arms expansively— “Are my askars not ready to delight the eyes of the Most Excellent?” 

The wazir grunted.

Kyrin bit her lip hard. Ali’s askar, his warrior—no—she was Tae’s rangdo, a student of life and of the way of the warrior. For Tae, for Alaina, for the Master of the stars, and for herself. Never would she strive for one who embraced death and despair. And the caliph—

Sirius caught her angry gaze. The strength of him held her fast. His narrowed eyes searched her face. 

A band of iron tightened about Kyrin’s chest; her breath came shallow. She dropped her gaze. Did Sirius see one who could profit him? Or a slave who dared deceive him—or his master, giving a performance that defied them? His skills of the warrior differed from Tae’s, but they were yet a warrior’s, and he held a danger all his own. 

A cold prickle crept over Kyrin’s skin, and her breath caught. The tiger that haunted her dreams was loosed. It had been so long since he pursued her in the night. 

Her old nemesis prowled the room, unseen; his huge paws noiseless; with a hide of blackness and flame, and green-gold eyes that devoured. She yanked her gaze from Sirius. Would the beast crouch behind her this night, his claws ready to sink into her back when she slept? 

In her mind the tiger turned his head, locked hungry eyes with hers, and growled. A collar of silver winked about his throat, set with pieces of jet that gleamed like eyes. The amber eyes of slain falcons. 

A wave of heat and dizziness passed over Kyrin. But the falcon, my queen of the air, she broke the chain and rode your shoulders! That also had been a dream. 

“You have polished them, O my host, into jewels of the East; fair artisans, hard as diamond, pure as gold.” Sirius Abdasir’s teeth shone. He rested his chin on a meditative finger, regarding Ali. Kyrin caught at the wazir’s voice as at a rope, staring hard at his sash. His words dissipated the roaring in her ears. “Their techniques bury true warfare within, I think.”

Her breath caught. The words of the book darted through her mind. Take every thought captive; think on whatsoever is true. The Master of the stars is here. 

“Where did you come upon such diamonds in the rock?” The wazir quirked an eyebrow at Kyrin, his face lean as a winter-hungry wolf, head tilted inquiringly. She straightened.

“Ahhh,” Ali settled back on his cushions. “That is a very long tale.”

“The night is old. Let your jewels rest. I am sure all ears here are interested in a tale of gold gained. Who trained them? He must be a warrior without match, and must carry the touch of death in his hands.” Amid a chorus of the guests’ agreement, Sirius crossed one knee over the other and rocked an elegant slippered foot, waiting. 

In silent command, Ali waved Kyrin down as Alaina drew a startled breath at his words. Kyrin knelt obediently with her on the wood dais, hands clenched on her knees. 

The tapestry above Ali’s chair at the end of the table lay in shadow. The tiger had not hunted her dreams since mistress Shema passed. The lamps were too weak now, to see if the stalking beast had been moved, replaced with another tapestry. There was something of the tiger about Sirius. Her mouth stiffened in a pleasant mask. Why did the wazir speak of Tae? 

When Seliam gained his captaincy under Sirius Abdasir, and she kept her Subak match of honor with him, there had been no word of warriors needed to serve the caliph at court. Tae forsaw the wazir’s interest in her and Alaina’s performance and provided concealment for their skill alone. 

Surely Ali would not willingly sell his most valuable slave, the house healer or hakeem, and a skilled warrior. But where was Tae? It was strange Ali had not turned every room upside down to procure him to witness his triumph. Did her master seek to humble Tae yet again for his past defiance in the matter of her maidenhood?

Sirius surely suspected there was more to learn of Tae’s skill. There was always more to learn. Kyrin’s mouth dried. For the first time in a long season she wished for her veil; it would shield her from the wazir’s brown gaze. He studied her as if he knew something she did not. 

From what Zoltan said, the wazir kept his finger on the pulse of the slave trade in Baghdad. Did he want Tae to train fighters for him and the caliph? What did he desire from her? 

Behind her one of the guests coughed. Kyrin clutched her knees, her only sign of startlement, stifling the impulse to strike down the threat. 

Ali launched into his tale, regaling his expectant guests with Kyrin and Alaina’s capture from Britannia’s coast. He paused to cough, and winced. In his tale, he mastered the village in the night by wit and planning, and at last his men overcame all resistance in the name of Allah, sacking the stronghold on the cliffs. There he took a last, young captive. 

How he had relished subduing the harm that followed her glance, naming the darkness and binding her evil eye with a jet earring carved in the shape of her corruption.

Kyrin clenched her jaw, keeping her hand from the heavy ring in her right ear; she would not hide from every gaze that pinned her. The hard wood under her knees was as old as the grief of three winters. 

When Ali murdered her godfather and her mother, he burned their bodies in the razed stronghold, which he gave to the hungry, lonely gulls of the sea. Kyrin blinked back the sting in her eyes. 

Did her father yet live? Was there gray in his hair, like the peppering about Tae’s ears? Did his laugh bring joy to those around him, his deep voice approve of Cierheld’s men for a task well done? He would have arrived from York soon after the burning of her godfather’s hold. And if her father held to her godfather’s plan, her inheritance now had walls of Roman stone. Cierheld would not fall easily to any, with Lord Dain Cieri’s great bow and heavy sword to defend the walls. 

She drew a deep breath. She was a daughter of Cierheld. Stronghold first daughter—and she would return.

Ali stretched his arm toward the dais. “And then, O my generous guests, my hakeem did what his hands do so well: healed my wounded and taught the art of war to the soft and to the fearful, to women.” 

Beside Kyrin, Alaina smiled and dipped her head, gentle and proud. Kyrin scowled.

Ali beckoned them forward. With an impatient hand he pointed to Kyrin. “Even this worthless one is now a treasure of my collection,” he said, as they stepped from the dais and knelt before him, bowing their foreheads to the stone.

Sirius’s voice was dry and mellow above Kyrin’s head. “It was your wisdom, O my host, to take the hakeem on your last voyage. Though you did not find what you sought, not all was lost.” 

Wind blew from the windows, past the marble hunter, laden with incense from a brazier. Kyrin held her breath against a gathering sneeze. 

“Yes, yes, it is so.” Ali nudged a cushion aside with his embroidered slipper, and motioned Kyrin up distractedly. Her master’s breath came short. Sweat dotted his forehead. His pupils were wide and black. The pain was taking him early. “Sit—no—make yourselves ready, then return to us.” Ali’s pale cheeks quivered, and he coughed again. 

Kyrin swallowed her protest and quickly followed Alaina out. The blue curtain closed behind them. 

Outside, his gaze dark, Umar watched. Kyrin nodded and walked numbly past him, through the long entry room, and right, into the passage. Her mind spun into place as her feet turned toward the quarters they shared with Tae. 

After a feast Ali never asked them to return before he broke his fast in the morning. 

Sinking onto her pallet, Alaina tugged at a damp leg pad. “What under the stars was that about? Ugghh, it’s off. I hate damp leather.” She poked the leg pad with disgust and propped it in a corner of the open chest against the wall of their small room, frowning. “I hope Tae gets back soon. I wonder when we’ll perform for the caliph. The wazir seemed pleased.” 

“Yes. But our master’s humor is—odd.” It was long past mid of night. She curled a strand of hair about her finger and tugged. She did not relish going back, to Sirius Abdasir or Ali.

“It is the herbs, or the pain.” Alaina shrugged. “But the wazir, why did he ask Ali about us? He knows our story and Tae’s; everyone in the house does. He cannot want us for the caliph’s guard; the caliph would never allow it.” 

No, but Tae would seldom bow to threat, or to a sword held by a tyrant. Kyrin kept her voice low, removed her damp arm pads, and set them in the chest. “If I knew what the wazir wished, I could be sure not to give it to him.” 

“Oh, Kyrin! Is Sirius so evil?”

“Yes. He counted Seliam of less worth than, than”—she struggled out of her chest protector and tossed it beside her pads—“his shoes. I do not think being wazir has changed him. Power is his poison.” 

Alaina slipped past the old argument. “There is something about Seliam this night, he did not see me. Did you see him by the pillars?” 

Kyrin frowned. “No. I didn’t. But Tae should have been there. Maybe he and Jachin found a sick sheep out in the wadi and had to tend it.” She thoughtfully twisted a curl of hair until it was painfully tight. 

Being a warrior himself, Sirius discerned too much of their skill. She must conceal what she could, without Tae’s ready tongue to fend him off. Court had been dangerous when Alaina and Tae tended the late wazir, and he died. Now the wazir to the new caliph questioned them.

She said suddenly, brightly, “If Sirius wishes speech with us we can speak of Ali’s roses. I love gardens and children. Our bodies have been trained as a man’s—yet we remain women, we deal with gentler matters. The world of men and of war is a fearful thing. To open our mouths about such things in the presence of the gracious wazir to the most pure Emissary of Allah—it is most unthinkable. Don’t you think?” 

Alaina covered her laughing snort with her hand. 

“Hah!” Kyrin pointed at her. “I knew you could do it. We will foil them. Until Tae comes.” With a grin, she shoved Alaina’s shoulder, and Alaina shoved back with a relieved laugh.

They pulled off their damp thawbs, scrubbed down with damp scented cloths, and donned their blue serving robes and veils again. Kyrin combed out her hair and twisted it up, struggling with her hairpins until Alaina whisked them from her fingers and anchored them deftly. 

Kyrin touched her smooth, elegant coif and tapped the falcon heads of the pins Tae had carved for her. “With your nimble fingers you ought to serve the wife of the caliph.” 

Alaina grinned. “I would not serve the queen. You are my sister, graceful one.”

Kyrin laughed at her and shrugged, turning to consider her blades, lying on her mat in a neat row, from a finger-length to a hand-span long. She sighed and slid the falcon dagger from under her pallet. It gleamed cold in her hands, warming to her touch as always. She wanted the falcon at her back tonight. Tae would catch that warning, if he saw none other before he entered the Blue Flower room.

Sliding the bare blade securely through her sash, she caught up her smallest dagger, shoved it from sight lengthwise in her sash beside the falcon, and tossed Alaina’s short blade to her. “Don’t forget this.” 

Alaina fished the finger-length dagger from the air and concealed it in her brown sash at her waist, her mischievous mouth flattening. They donned their half-veils, which ran across the bridge of the nose and fell sheer below the chin, leaving their eyes visible. What could one read in eyes alone, without the mouth to confirm or deny? Especially when the veil seam made her nose itch and she grimaced like fury? Kyrin grinned, hesitated, then picked up her neck pouch. The rabbit skin was soft, embroidered with a cross of red and blue. 

Ali disliked the necklace within it that her father gave her. Her master would not let her wear the sign of the fish at his table. She reached in the pouch. 

The oak beads were dark with age, and the carved fish of iridescent shell shone the brighter, if a little thinner for her constant stroking. She released the necklace and pulled out a pearl armlet. 

Shema had given it to her after Seliam snapped her pearl and shell necklace Ali had awarded her for defeating him. The pearls in Shema’s armlet shone, bits of cloud interspersed with blue shell. Kyrin slipped it up her left arm, below her sleeveless blue serving thawb. The shades of color graced each other. The sickness had taken Shema so quickly. She missed her mistress’s smile. Kyrin gave the cool armlet a minute turn.

Shema was gone, Tae was not here, and Sirius was hunting. There was no escape, and there was also no help for it. Kyrin turned toward the door and tripped on the blue hem of her thawb. Ha! Graceful, Alaina? Let us hope my words this night prove better.

§

Sirius Abdasir’s face was bland when they entered the Blue Flower room. Ali took his water pipe from his mouth, the carved end wet with spittle. His hand shook. 

At his word, Kyrin approached, folded her legs beneath her, and sank beside him with a half-smile. She could be graceful in that, at least. But Alaina was the one with the golden tongue.

“Why have you veiled, worthless one? Remove it!” Ali’s voice was sharp.

Tensing, Kyrin dropped her veil in her lap without a word. 

The wazir chuckled and looked from her to Alaina. Kyrin’s hands stilled on her veil, crumpled the blue into a ball in one fist.

“Come, my guest,” Ali said, beckoning the wazir. “Closer, O my friend. I have a trifle for your ears.”

Sirius leaned toward Ali’s whisper, and cinnamon wafted from his red sleeves. Kyrin drew a deep breath of the warm sweetness in spite of herself then glared and dropped her gaze. Like her father, the wazir must keep the spice in his clothes chest. At least it did not choke her, as Ali’s heavy scents sometimes did. 

Rather than carry the leanness of a wolf, Sirius Abdasir ought to be as fat as those who wove webs upon webs. Did he carry poison in several places on his person, in a packet up his sleeve, or in one of his rings? She knew his kind, a grasper after power, a player of chess on the palace board. Long ally of her master, the guardsman, now he was wazir to the caliph, with the caliph’s regard. Doubtless Ali sought that favor.

“Does she please you?” Ali said in Sirius’s ear, with a low laugh. Kyrin froze. 

The wazir did not answer. He drew back, waving for Nimah, who approached with a platter of stuffed dates. He lifted three sweets from her dish and presented one to Kyrin with a grin. Kyrin looked at Ali, her heart beating fast. 

“Take it, shy one,” Ali growled. 

Not worthless one? Kyrin reached for the date, forcing the tremor from her fingers. Did the fruit hold poison, maybe not of the belly, but of some vital move on the court board? A chess move she had missed? A wazir did not bestow food on a slave, much less a woman—unless she was his possession. Or did his gesture but acknowledge her skill in the way of the warrior? But Sirius had long heard of it.

He waved Nimah away. Nimah scuttled back, a rabbit startled by a wolf. Kyrin twisted her damp veil. Even Nimah sensed something amiss. 

At the tables the guests filled the last corners of their bellies with tidbits, drinking tea. Their stares wandered from Kyrin’s black earring to her face, to the wazir and their host, then circled again. They noticed nothing. Kyrin smoothed her scowl to soberness.

Tae was away, unlike the day she had fought for her very breath, for him and for Alaina. When the falcon called to her to refuse the ashes of hate, she disobeyed her master and obeyed the ruler of all, and doomed her second father and her sister to lingering death. But for some reason Sirius approved her decision to spare Seliam’s life, and saved her from Ali’s punishment. The regard of an Arab, one in power—what did he want? 

What were his words? He must be a warrior without match and must carry the touch of death in his hands. Kyrin twitched against a crushing weight in her chest. Power. Tae’s power, his knowledge. The death touch. That was what the wazir sought.

Kyrin forced herself to breathe. She ate her date. The sweet goodness of it surprised her; it ought to be bitter, bitter as dying hope. 

How could she persuade the wazir that Tae was a man with some training, but without the skill he desired? That he was a simple warrior and healer, best left in Ali’s hand? She, Tae, and Alaina might grow old in the caliph’s service.

Sirius offered a date to Ali with a gracious smile and tossed one to Alaina. Then he looked at her.

Kyrin eyed him sharply. Her words would not fit this danger. There was prey afoot, and the tiger prowled. Tae must come soon. She searched the shadows in the room, passing over the wazir’s motionless men in red and black. Nimah had passed her uneasiness to Zoltan, Kyrin was sure. Zoltan would have sent the word out for Tae. But Tae did not watch from the pillars, from concealment among the guests, or from the door. Something shifted beside the pillar at Ali’s back. 

Straw-colored hair under a black turban, an elbow robed in red, and the hem of a black cloak slid into the light. Seliam. He turned his head and moved back into shadow. She stared at him hard but his agate gaze remained unchanging. He held nothing for her.

The guests’ voices thrummed in her ears. It was as Alaina said. Seliam did not see them, not this night. He’d posted eight men around his master, one at each corner of the dais, two inside the door arch, and one on either side of Ali and the wazir. Sirius kept his men close. 

Ali’s guests began to wash in bowls of rosewater the slaves held for them then drift out of the Blue Flower room after compliments to their host, with low bows to the wazir.

Sirius turned from a last obsequious guest before he finished scraping the rug with his sleeves, to bend an approving smile on Alaina. “It came to my ears you listen to the poets. What words do you find most harmonious in your pursuit of the holy tongue? Which lend themselves well to our poets and to your pen?” 

Kyrin’s teeth caught on her lip. A hunter’s tactic—diversion. 

“I commanded she learn our tongue,” Ali shouldered in, “and she knows it well, to fit her for the tasks of the Most Excellent. Enough. What of the court? How is Hippole?” 

“Ah, as all women tend to be,” said Sirius, his eyelids sliding almost shut, “Hippole is well, but she does not look as well as these. But her voice—she rivals the sand lark.” He glanced at Kyrin. 

Ali grinned. “Would you enjoy comparing this one’s voice to Hippole’s, O my guest?” 

Kyrin almost choked and swallowed so she did not splutter. Arabs. Her mother tongue did not twist in the mouth, did not give itself to the deceit of flowing Arabic, to those who destroyed or killed whatever they touched. But that was not quite true; the Aneza in the desert were honorable. And Faisal . . . but her master was far less than he.

Ali’s smile strained his mouth and his large eyes were cold as the deepest ocean, heartless as an eel’s. The pipe in his hand bent in his fleshy grip. Kyrin swallowed.

“Ah,” the wazir said, leaning back with a wave of his hand, “she is skilled at arms, and should keep to her gift. But, my generous host, I would be greatly favored to speak with your hakeem.” His dark eyes were intent. 

Kyrin held her breath.

“Ahh,” Ali muttered, “but we should do this without the healer. My hakeem is their husband, you know.”

“Husband in name, as all know.” Sirius’s voice was dry as bone left to the sands.

“Yes,” Ali said low. “Yes. The season is short.” He swayed a little, and pushed himself up straight where he sat. Sirius’s eyebrows rose. 

Ali grasped Kyrin’s arm. “Would you savor the nectar of this dark flower?” 

Kyrin scrambled up, breathing fast. 

Ali gave her a push toward Sirius. “It will do her good, to serve the one favored of the caliph with a song.” He laughed and coughed harshly. “This flower has never had a bee.” He recovered his breath and hummed, a contented sound.

Kyrin felt cold. She could not carry a single line of a song, and a bee and a flower ... Ali gives me to the wazir for his bed? Has he been into the poppy for his pain? He must think the wazir strong enough to best me—or does he play a dangerous game of bait and switch, seeking to make Tae amenable to the wazir? If the wazir touched her—if he took her to court—Tae would kill Ali for his treachery. Then Jachin would force Tae to his knees in the courtyard, his hands bound behind him. Umar’s blade would flash into Tae’s neck, loosing his life in a red flood on the flags. 

Kyrin took a step toward Sirius. If she did not resist she might learn much. Nimah had gone. Umar stood without, and he did not favor her this moment, if he ever had. The wind might also change. And if I must, I will be alone with the wazir, to finish what I start. 

“Ah, no.” Sirius held up his hand. “Let your jewel rest, O my host, she is doubtless weary, and will bless me this night.” 

“Then, O my brother, I take her,” Ali said, “though she warble as a hyena in my ear.” His rattling laugh ended in a choking snort. Kyrin blinked, and felt sick. Ali cleared his throat with rasping effort, and Alaina gave a small, smothered cry. He ignored them. “My hakeem must learn obedience to his master. This one will be sweet, and school him well to my taste.” 

Quiet fell over the room, though the guests had not heard the low exchange. Kyrin stood frozen between Ali and the wazir. 

“Aahh, yes.” Sirius’s smile tilted to one side; his eyes warmed to cinnamon. Kyrin drew a shivery breath. He bowed his head, solemn. “I accept your favor, O my host. Her voice will give me pleasure.” The wazir gripped Kyrin and pulled her down behind his shoulder. His callused hand was a manacle of iron. He did not fear her. 

Kyrin sat as he bid and did not try to pull away from him. He released her. At home, the bell had rung for Lauds. Uncle Ulf would be on his knees.

Courage, Alaina mouthed, tension in every line of her. 

Yes. Kyrin forced her body to loosen. Falcon. Watch, wait. Rise on the wind. 

Sirius cocked his head. “O my host, you are weary. You have entertained us well—overlong perhaps—” 

“Not so, not so! Blessed of the Most Excellent, you are my guest, you exalt my house.” Ali paused, and dropped his pipe. He fumbled for the hose, tumbled the nargeela on its side, and flung the pipe after it in disgust. 

There was the faintest twitch at the corner of Sirius’s mouth.

Kyrin sought Alaina’s eye and looked pointedly toward the door. Her sister’s lips firmed in refusal. Kyrin glared. A quiver ran over Alaina’s shoulders. At last she looked down, accepting. 

“So, how have your pearl beds been growing on the coast, mine host?” Sirius sipped his tea. 

Ali’s mouth twisted. “Ahh, poor. Poorer than they should be . . .” 

Kyrin rolled her veil with cold fingers and tucked it into her sash. There—the hard edge of her small dagger. Alaina should already be outside the door. Why did she not go?

Her sister fiddled with Ali’s discarded pipe hose with uneasy fingers, sniffed at the end, and sniffed again. She put it to her mouth for a curious puff, swallowed—and coughed, tears welling. 

Ali turned, his face blank. Then he suddenly laughed, and laughed, until he wheezed. Alaina held his nargeela tightly, her face flushed, and refused his coaxing to have another puff. At last, with a grimace, she bent to it—and coughed explosively. Ali slapped her shoulder and roared. Kyrin was sure he left the print of his fingers on her skin. What was in her master’s cursed tea—or was it in the pipe? Alaina, go!

Alaina rubbed her face, her eyes glazed, and spilled Ali’s cup of tea in his lap with an awkward arm. He knocked her sprawling with the back of his hand. “Out, out! Nimah!” Ali called and bent, wheezing. 

Alaina lay limp. With a frown, Kyrin rose to her knees. It was not possible such a light blow took her senses. The other slaves were gone, and Sirius’s men took no notice. She looked for Umar, but Sirius grabbed her arm hard, without turning. Kyrin sank back, motionless until he let go. Alaina breathed.

Nimah hurried in. A male slave Kyrin had never seen stalked at her heels, head down. A kaffiyeh hid most of his face, and his robe was white. At their master’s order, Nimah slid a terrified glance at Kyrin, seized Alaina under the arms, and pulled her out past the curtain, the heels of her slippers whispering over the floor. A chill hit Kyrin as her sister disappeared beyond the door arch. 

The male slave poured Ali more tea. Had Tae’s herbs for their master been adulterated? But Ali had smoked much more of the pipe than Alaina and he had not slept. It could not be that.

A cup slid into Kyrin’s hand and she jumped. Sirius smiled at her, steadied the clean, dry cup in her hand, and had the slave fill it with lukewarm tea. It was not the moment to face the wazir down. Kyrin turned her glare on the slave. He did not raise his eyes, but Kyrin rather thought the sudden quirk of Sirius’s mouth was amusement. 

Her master took a long drink of tea and sighed. 

Sirius said briskly, “Your table has refreshed Allah’s servant. With your gift, by the rising of the sun I will be renewed.” 

The slave blotted Ali’s robe dry, and Kyrin watched Sirius drain his cup. She sipped from hers. It tasted only of tea as far as she could tell. 

The last guest stood, groaned good-naturedly, and patted his ample stomach. He left, and Umar scowled into the room, peering around the door arch. The new slave gathered the last of the dishes, placing each utensil so as not to make a sound. Fixed to its pillar, a lamp sputtered. Its flame stretched tall, and taller, soon to flicker out with the others. 

Inscrutable in the dimness, Sirius’s men stood, statues at the four corners of the dais. Spears in their hands, black bishts over their shoulders, their faces were brown and still with a warrior’s patience. A spider’s patience. Then she knew. 

They waited for Tae. 
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3 ~ Traitor
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The lot is cast . . . 

Every decision is from the Lord. ~Proverbs 16:33 

Alaina ran, laboring through wind-rustled grass up the long side of the wadi. Her shins stung from the dry stems. Her lungs ached with running and the sharp residue of smoke. 

Ali’s herbs were vile. She had distracted him, but only for her sister. Her mouth tasted of bile. Their master would not dare use Kyrin that way unless he was out of his wits. Tae would kill him—and then he would die. 

She stumbled. A sliver of moon above the wadi lit her uneven way over the shadowy, rock-scattered ground. 

Was the wazir forcing Kyrin into his guest room this moment, to his bed? She did not believe Sirius found beauty in Kyrin’s voice. Did he come to Ali’s feast on the caliph’s business and accept Kyrin only to please his host? It might be. 

And if she could find Tae . . . he could persuade an oyster to give up its pearl. Gasping, Alaina forced her leaden legs on. Over the rise, the herdsmen’s hut lay concealed, a low blot in a bare grassy bowl of hillside. Oh Tae—be there.
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It was a long way back to the house. Tae swiftly took the cart track that zigzagged down the side of the wadi. Alaina skidded across the ruts, running over dirt, grass, and stone behind his near noiseless feet. 

Halfway down the valley below them, Ali’s house lay quiet. Above the south gate the torch was a dying ember. At last Tae stepped into the dim light. “High is the house of Ali Ben Aidon!” 

The guard jerked his head up, and his hand slipped to his sword. Then his shoulders sagged with relief. Tae slapped his back. “The night is good for a run, my friend. And the master calls.” His chest heaved. 

The guard nodded, caught sight of Alaina, and stiffened. Tae’s dark gaze skewered him. “Our master commands it. Let Umar prepare his Hand quietly. There may be jackals seeking to flee our master’s generous table with that which does not belong to them. They must find Umar’s salukis bold and fleet.” The guard blinked and his jaw hardened. He opened the gate and closed it behind them without a word, then locked it and strode across the flags to disappear into the dark breezeway toward the stables, his hand on his sword. 

About the court nothing stirred, nothing but the rustling, bare fig tree on its island in the middle of the court pool and the ripple of a diving frog against the stone edge. 

Alaina shivered. Before her, the dark tunnel of the breezeway joined the kitchen on one side and the long wing of Ali’s house on the other. Beyond that, a gate led to the women’s court, with Ali’s stables to the right. Past the great gate, a walker could go along a passage between, outside the wall, and across the wadi to the far fields, or to the isolated garden where they practiced the way of the warrior. If Kyrin were free, and hunted, she would go to the garden. 

Alaina’s throat closed and she gripped the blade in her sash. They must still be in the Blue Flower room. There is no voice or torch in these shadows.

The window to their quarters opened on the pillared porch paces beyond Tae. Their windowsill was quiet and shadowed, the first of many beneath the colonnade. Tae hurried past the porch, into the breezeway, then darted left into the house storeroom, ignoring the kitchen opposite, and the men’s quarters adjoining it. 

Alaina pattered after him, glancing over her shoulder. A late lamp glimmered across the flags from the kitchen. Women’s voices murmured faintly. The locked main gate completed the circle of protection about Ali’s house and his courts. But their enemy lay within.

They slipped past stoneware jars of olive oil, vinegar, pickled vegetables, and stored bottles of myrrh and scented oils. Baskets of grain, bunches of dates, garlic, onions, and herbs hung carefully apart from one another. Tae swung open the inner door to the house, pulling up on it, silencing its squeaky hinge. 

They crept down the stone passage. The wazir’s guest room loomed on the right, soon after the storeroom. It was dark under the door and quiet within. Alaina sighed soundlessly, but hardly comforted. 

Anyone could conceal themselves in the pools of darkness between the guttering lamps. Her dagger held tight in one damp palm, it was hard to keep herself from clutching the back of Tae’s thawb with the other. They flitted by the curtained, wood-paneled doorways to Ali’s rooms on the left, then the rest of the house, including Mistress Shema’s unused quarters. The women’s quarters loomed before them. Bright, new-filled lamps hung beside the lintel. 

The last tiny room on the left, their quarters lay near the end of the passage. Alaina glanced inside. Kyrin was not there. She had not really thought she would be. Her feet whispered past it after Tae, into the entry room and the great front door that gave on the court they had just left. 

The bare stone walls were well lit. The guard outside had his back to the closed wood portal, as usual. He was not alarmed.

Alaina’s chest ached. Kyrin had not fled, or fought. A few sandals remained along the wall, awaiting their owners. Would Kyrin return for hers?

They crept right, toward the Eagles’ arch and the scene of harvest carved over the arch of the Blue Flower room. Alaina stopped short before she ran into Tae’s back. The heavy curtains of sky-blue silk rippled. They were shut and Umar was gone. She held her breath in the silence.

Tae took in the barred room, the passage they came from off to the side, the walls, floor, and back to the closed curtain, blowing in the draft from the windows within. Whitened hair followed the old blade scar down toward his left ear. Abruptly he lifted his head. Power and tension coiled inside him, every muscle acting with every other. He had a hunter’s senses. One night after training, when she ran back to ask him a question, she saw him. 

He fought the straw man on the garden wall almost silently, with thumps of impact directed by precise breaths of energy. His target disappeared in a whirlwind of flying straw. When the chaff settled, Tae knelt in the midst, head bowed. His shoulders shook once, then stilled, rigid. He fought something that could not be conquered with feet and fists. Even then he had not struck in hot anger. Alaina left more quietly than she came. 

Now his mahogany face held that same hard stillness, his gaze focussed. His mouth pressed together. He glanced at her, pointed two fingers at the floor with a walking motion, and flicked his hand forward. 

Alaina nodded. To Sirius she was a familiar, assessed threat. Tae was not. She scuffed a foot and pushed through the curtains, parting them slowly, the silk blinding her. Ali cursed within and there came the thump of a blow. Her heart thundered. The curtain fell away from her with a whisper. 

A spear point quivered before her nose. Alaina stumbled to a halt with a squeak. Then a sword pressed against her side, and something else pricked her back. 

The spear wavered. Alaina clenched her fists, wishing for her staff. The wazir’s guard should control his weapon. Beaded with sweat, his strong face was unyielding. Chain mail peeped from his red and black sleeve. After he looked her over his mouth slackened. He spat to the side in disgust. The breath of the guard behind her came quick. 

A strangled gurgle came from the far side of the dais, near the marble hunter. Alaina turned her head—foolish movement—but where was Kyrin? 

The wazir braced himself behind her, holding her by the arms. Kyrin swayed, grimacing as if she were about to be sick. But she had not made the choking noise. 

Ali lay sprawled at the foot of the dais. His overturned nargeela was leaking across the floor. And Seliam knelt behind him, his dagger at Ali’s throat. His face was grim.

The guard lowered his spear from Alaina’s nose to her middle. She stretched her lips in a small smile, as if Sirius Abdasir played a jest on his caliph’s behalf. An expensive jest, for there was a dark stain on the floor near Ali’s feet. 

Where were Umar and the rest of the guests? Sirius’s guards had clustered about the door behind her. There were no bodies. Alaina closed her eyes briefly. They had been waiting. And she had brought Tae.

Beyond the curtains the cook’s voice echoed distantly, “You know the master’s hand!” Every back in the room stiffened. Her voice shrilled, “Go, slothful one!” Tae grumbled a reply, unseen. 

The thick-bodied guard before Alaina raised his spear and flicked a hand-signal. Steady footsteps neared. Tae stepped through the curtains. 

In a blink, Alaina’s guard had poised his spear at the base of Tae’s throat, while another man held a sword to his side. The guard behind Alaina pressed harder on his weapon. Alaina tried not to move.

Tae gaped at them all. He almost dropped the wide bowl in his hands, steaming water sloshing over his fingers, then he steadied it and inclined his head to the wazir. He held up the bowl with a worried smile that said the guards were mistaken if they deemed him a threat, a mere servant. 

The spearman slid around Tae, his weapon never leaving Tae’s throat, and stopped at his back. Tae did not move, though the tip surely pricked his spine. 

Sirius said mildly, “My esteemed brothers have gone to their rest. There is no need of rosewater or of washing.” He watched Tae, his eyes narrow. 

“Yes—my master.” Tae bowed and turned away, obedient. 

Ali’s angry grunt rasped loud in the room, and he glared at Tae, wordless under Seliam’s blade. 

The wazir rapped, “Stop!” 

Tae froze. He did not flinch at the sword one of his guards readied to thrust into his side. “O my master?” Hope and fear warred in his face. 

Alaina bit down on a wild laugh. He was a masterful storyteller, his body articulating the subservient tale he wished.

“What are you called?” 

Alaina pressed her lips together. Burn the wazir. Sirius knew Tae’s name. He looked the same as he always had.

“My master names me Tae Chisun.” It appeared Tae would play his game.

Sirius beckoned, imperious, and Tae approached. The wazir’s guards followed, the spearman’s mouth working unhappily. 

Tae stopped just out of Sirius’s reach, his gaze on the floor. 

The wazir grinned. “You have not lost your touch, tending those of this house.” He held Kyrin without effort.

“My master?” Tae looked up, his brow creased. 

“Those in the house of Ali Ben Aidon have felt your healing hand, and your—other attributes. You taught your wives the way of the warriors of the East. You taught them, and their skill can kill.” His dark eyes challenged Tae.

“Yes.” Tae moved in assent. In less than a breath he stood straight as a rod, shorter by a head than every man in the room, but calm and strong as a mountain. 

Alaina found her own back straightening.

Sirius cocked his head quizzically, his voice soft. “I require your obedience and your knowledge. There is one touch, is there not, to take a life?” 

Kyrin’s face went white. “Do not—” She jerked against Sirius Abdasir’s grip then dropped with a pained cry as he shoved her down again. 

Alaina tensed. “No!” There was warning pain in her side from her remaining guard’s sword. 

Sirius lifted his hand. His men instantly stilled. A drop of blood rolled down the back of Tae’s neck, over his collar. He had not moved.

Kyrin knelt, her forehead almost touching the floor from the force of Sirius’s painful grip that twisted her toward the floor. She blinked, her lashes flickering. 

Alaina swallowed, breathing fast. 

“My master,” Tae said quietly, “my women will hinder your travel. They cannot harm you, and I will not oppose you. Will you let us fetch what you require for your road? We will test that there is no harm in dish or drink for your journey.” 

“Why should there be harm in my good host’s house? Where do you think I go, O slave of my enemy? You may come alone—or with them. Are they not your wives?” 

The guard at Alaina’s back lifted his blade to her neck.

Tae closed his eyes as if pained, and opened them again, staring at the wazir. 

Brows arched, Sirius waited.

A stillness grew within Tae, grew and spilled outward. A quiet waiting. 

The wazir’s lips twitched into a knowing smile. 

Alaina swallowed hard. Unlike Tae, the wazir’s eyes neither hated nor laughed. They were dead. As if this were a small thing in a chain of things, few of which mattered. 

The wazir wanted the touch of death. He had heard rumors, or there was a loose tongue and spying eyes in Ali’s household. Tae had hidden his knowledge of the death touch from all, though Jachin had guessed, once. Alaina felt numb. She and Kyrin did not yet possess that knowledge. And the wazir knew it.

Sirius nodded at Tae’s tight-lipped silence. He gave rapid orders in an Arabic dialect Alaina could not make out. Tae did not resist the cords the wazir’s men drew tight about his elbows and wrists. They dug into his flesh. 

Kyrin’s breath came ragged. Sirius released her and dropped a hand to her waist to urge her to her feet. The haft of the falcon dagger peeped from Kyrin’s blue sash under his fingers, the bird glaring at the world. Sirius paused, and his hand curled around the weapon. 

Alaina’s breath caught. The falcon drew trouble. Its courage either called evil, or met it. She shook her head. As if that thought mattered. 

Kyrin staggered up. The wazir pulled the blade free. “I will put this in a place of safekeeping.” 

Kyrin’s gaze glowed like jet. Her mouth opened and closed. Then she let out a breath and her shoulders slumped. 

Oddly, her glare did not anger the wazir. Ignoring her, he slid the falcon through his own sash. Alaina thought the bird hunched between its feathered shoulders, amber gaze scornful, indignant at its position in the sash of the second highest ruler of the land. 

As indignant as Kyrin. 

Alaina put the back of her hand to her mouth to stifle a croak of sudden laughter. 

Still in Seliam’s grasp, Ali pounded his slippered feet against the floor in inarticulate triumph, straining forward. Seliam slid his arm further around his neck lest Ali inadvertently open his throat against his blade. Caring nothing for anything else, their master bent a wide, thin smile on Tae, who ignored him. Ali coughed violently, and finally pressed back against Seliam to catch his breath. 

Alaina went rigid. Seliam. It was plain enough. He had betrayed them, and her master was become enemy to the wazir. 

Sirius’s captain turned. His hair was straw-pale, and when his cold eyes landed on Alaina his mouth flattened. As if he would cut Ali’s throat with pleasure. Alaina did not step back, but faced the menace in him. 

Her master trained worthy slaves and had filled many important positions for the wazir and the caliph. For which of them was he condemned? Ali somehow thwarted the caliph’s will. If the wazir wished it, their blood would not add much to the mess of overturned tables and scattered cushions between the pillars. His men stalked about the room, taking nothing, looking through everything. 

One of the guards pushed over the marble statue. The hunter fell, shattering about the fountain, the crash reverberating through the stone under her feet. The guards picked through the marble pieces. 

What did they search for? Most of the lamps on the pillars had gone out; only those over the dais lit the disarray, flames flickering weakly as if with shame.

Alaina breathed deep. It was not over. She loosened her muscles. Tae was with them, and she must be ready. 

Finished with Tae’s bonds at last, Sirius’s guards urged him away from the seat at the end of the table and toward the door. They guarded him close, not trusting to the cords. As he passed, Tae gave no warning movement of fingers, feet, or brow. Alaina lifted her hand, like a small lost bird fluttering after him. He stared ahead, heedless of the guards, of the wazir’s voice, of all around him. He did not look back.

She took a step, and hard hands walled her away. She found herself turning to plead, falling to her knees. “My master—Sirius! My Lord Wazir! We are not your enemy. Please! Let us go with him.” 

“My soul is pained to part you, but it must be so. In sha’allah.” Satisfaction lurked about Sirius’s mouth. He said something in that strange dialect once again. His men tightened their grip on Alaina and pulled her back toward the curtain, after Tae, despite her struggles. 

Not resisting the wazir’s grip on her arms, Kyrin eased her head from side to side—don’t fight. 

Anger rose in Alaina. They were not pulling her sister after Tae. 

The curtains closed around him. With a sob, Alaina let the guards drag her where they would. She poured out her heart to Kyrin, silently willing her the strength and courage of a sister’s love. 

For Kyrin could kill the wazir, she could. If they did not bind her for his pleasure. Tae too, could have killed him—and he did not. For she and Kyrin would have died also. 

Did Sirius count his pawns of so little value in the caliph’s court? Alaina struggled to find her feet. This time she would walk out of her own will. 

The curtains blurred through her tears. Her sister would kill if she had to.

Father above, give us grace. Fly high, falcon, my sister. Stoop swift, take the heart.
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4 ~ Oaths
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So are my ways higher than your ways. ~Isaiah 55:9

Kyrin gulped air, trying to steady her knees as Alaina stumbled out of the Blue Flower room after Tae and the guards. Lord! Don’t let them kill them! 

Sirius kept one hand on her arm while his men strode this way and that, shoes whispering over stone and wood, their robes trailing over cushions. Nothing left unturned, in moments they had gathered before the wazir again. Ignoring everyone, Seliam stared at the back of Ali’s head, his mouth a grim line. The room held too much movement, pain, and anger trapped in stillness. 

The wazir gave Kyrin into the care of a stocky guard and slid an ornate sword from a sheath another man in red and black  held for him. The wazir turned the weapon, ran a finger along the edge. He grunted and replaced the blade, took the sheathed weapon in his hand. What did he mean to do with it? Kyrin’s throat felt thick.

“Take Ali Ben Aidon to the court,” Sirius Abdasir said to Seliam curtly. The captain urged Ali up.

Her master’s shoulders were bowed. The north window above the shattered hunter seemed to hold his gaze. It was likely he went to his death, out in the court. A death deserved many times over. But no one should die alone. Would he listen to his worthless one? 

Bitterness choked Kyrin like wormwood. Worthless one. But she was not the name he
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