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The interior of a tent, poorly lit, worry on the shadowed visages of the people overcrowding it.

Maru woke to find his sister kneeling beside his blankets, shaking him. He felt confused: hadn’t they done this already? Here Rudasci was, waking him in dark’s last stand in order to convey momentous news to him. She would refuse to explain and ask that he follow her; he would, only to make the most astonishing discovery. His oldest brother’s sayim had returned, called in by his sister by means of some magical compulsion placed on the assassin on the day he surrendered himself to their family. 

They would have an argument: this was beneath her. Rudasci was a woman of principle and Sayimsav was a disgusting custom, she was the one who taught him it was wrong. That she would make use of it was a symptom of the pressure she felt, spearheading the bastards’ rebellion against the family that had used them so abominably. An expression of her love and the burdens of leadership. 

That didn’t make it okay, and they would fight about it. There would be violence. It would erupt from all three of them, Maru and his sister upset with each other, Dabiba because—

Because Jaalen was just miles away, injured and abandoned, sleeping in the dark with no one to watch over him. The two of them would go and collect the man, and Maru would finally be reunited with his friend. They had done this already, which meant something else had brought her here. “Rudasci?” 

“I’m sorry to wake you, but word has just come in. You need to hear it now, this can’t delay.”

He climbed from his bed while Rudasci went to retrieve the messenger. As soon as he was dressed, he moved to the opposite side of his large tent, where a pile of blankets and pillows formed a second bed. Then he just stood there, looking down on the shadowed forms it played host to. Even in the dark, he could tell they had their arms around each other. 

He was the one who showed up for their reunion with the preponderance of unwelcome baggage. Political entanglements; a throne he didn’t want but seemed locked into fighting for; a large, demented family at war with itself. Stacked against all that, Dabiba, the new boyfriend still felt like a heavy load for their friendship to bear. 

Stooping, he reached for his friend’s shoulder. His hand never landed: a hand lashed out, catching him by the wrist. It shocked him so much that he would have fallen back, had not Dabiba been holding onto him. “Sa?” He sounded startled. 

“Something is happening. Dire enough, they woke me up. I thought he would want to hear…”

The reality was he wanted Jaalen to be present, to offer him advice, and simply for the boost he would get from knowing he had an ally. He hadn’t thought to wonder how Jaalen might feel about being woken up in the middle of the night to cope with someone else’s difficulty. Only now did he remember the man had been stabbed and was still recovering. 

It had been wrong to disturb him, and as he snatched his arm back, he muttered, “Never mind, forget I bothered you.”

The other man sat up with a sigh. “No, it’s alright. He would want to be there, you’re right.”

“Why are you being so nice?” He hadn’t meant to say it, certainly not so bluntly, but Dabiba had been unfailingly polite since they found Jaalen wandering the prairie. It would be an exaggeration to claim that Maru found this worrying, but it wasn’t in character. 

For a minute, the assassin just looked at him. It was too dark to read his expression. “I feel like you don’t understand where I’m coming from,” he said finally, and there was no rancor in him. “You love him, but you have other things. A moral code, a sense of self-worth. Dreams. He is my dreams. All that other stuff is long gone. No, I don’t particularly want to be here dealing with your shit, but he cares about you. Worse, he feels responsible. If I could convince him to walk away, he would hate himself for doing it, and I will never, never give him reason to regret me.”

“This is your ‘long game.’ That’s what that was all about.”

“You can mock me, I don’t care.” Not giving Maru a chance to respond, he placed a hand on the center of Jaalen’s chest, shaking him. “Raushida?”

Jaalen had slept through the conversation but woke now with a snort. 

“Lamb?”

“I’m sorry to wake you—”

“Mm, don’t be,” the Raushalan murmured, and Maru could hear the smile in his voice. “You don’t ever need to apologize for waking me up, so long as you’re beside me. Come here…”

Maru turned away, annoyed, as the assassin allowed himself to be pulled into an embrace. The witch hadn’t even noticed him standing there, and it was dark, but he wasn’t sure bright light would have made a difference. His youngest niece had accused him of always being the center of attention; he hadn’t realized it was true until suddenly it wasn’t. It was amazing to finally have his friend returned to his side, but Maru had only gotten back a percentage of him: a part of the man’s mind was now fixed on Dabiba at all times.

Dabiba, of all people. 

A servant entered with light toward the far end of the tent, by the entrance where he entertained guests. Maru made for this slightly more public space, and he had scarcely begun to dance impatiently on the thick layers of rugs when Jaalen joined him, one arm around the other man’s waist. “What’s up?”

He sounded serious, but Maru could tell he wasn’t. His presence seemed to shimmer cheerfully, and there was a smoldering heat coming off him, desire he had pushed away but couldn’t shut off as easy as snuffing a flame. It took a minute to wrestle the urge to comment on it under control: resenting his friend for being happy was selfish, and he’d be damned if he let Dabiba defeat him in a charm contest. “I don’t know, she wouldn’t say. Nothing good.” 

They were silent while they all considered it. “If Chial gets in, what happens with Maru’s entourage? Will they fall on us, do we need to have our escape route planned?”

Jaalen had addressed the question to Dabiba: he knew this world, and Maru’s family, better than either of them. The assassin’s laugh was nasty. “This is Ebillashalla, Raushida.”

“I thought we were in Dhashere. The capital is a foreign country?”

Again, that wicked laugh. “No mercy, no prisoners. Dhashere is a moral place. Not so, the city of waterfalls. Do not underestimate how much Ravasere hates her husband’s bastards. Weeks, these people spent in Sa’s company, failing to slit his throat. Killing him post hoc isn’t going to satisfy her.” 

“I’ve never even met her!”

Dabiba leaned around Jaalen in order to meet his eyes. “Anrumira gave you his name, he married your mother. She hates you as much as the rest of them put together. They’re just insults and personal pain. You are a genuine threat, and the worst thing is—”

“Did he not understand what he was doing when he did it?” Jaalen interjected. “It’s almost like he set you up to challenge them.”

He was spared the agony of responding: people were beginning to turn up, come to hear the news alongside him. Some, he could put a name to, others were just faces he had noticed in the crowd. Those he could identify were turtanai one and all, which suggested something about the rest. It suggested something alarming about the message. 

Among all the sleepy, worried folks half-dressed like Maru was, there stood one filthy, soil-stained fellow fully kitted up in the armor of the Indomitable. He radiated exhaustion it required no special gift to perceive, and now he went to one knee clumsily. “Yes?” 

“I come from Turtana Rammang, magnificence. She wants to inform you first that she apologizes humbly for disobeying your commands.”

Maru couldn’t remember what those commands might have been and was grateful when there was no pause, forcing him to admit to it. 

“She couldn’t in conscience continue on to catch you up in Lida as ordered. She’ll accept the consequences as soon as the situation is at an end, but the end may be our grave.”

This had started out sounding like a declaration of desertion; he had gone so far as to fear this had to do with the succession. He had worried that Turtana Rammang, his brother’s warleader, had decided that she served his brother’s children and not him. Now, he wasn’t sure what was happening. “Wait, where is she instead?”

“Kenish. Defending it. Did I not say?”

Maru’s heart stuttered. “Catthaw. Turtana Rammang found him for us.”

“I mean, we weren’t looking for him, trust me.” Had he not been dead on his feet, he probably would have been less candid. 

“He’s attacking the city.”

“Well he’s not there yet, but his scouts were sniffing at our heels as we moved east. The turtana didn’t dare leave a major population center with nothing but its local garrison. Word got in ahead of us: he took Chubarshan weeks ago. Lots of folks ran for their boats and put out to sea while it was happening.”

Maru clutched his blanket tighter: Jaalen had told him about Chubarshan yesterday, but it sounded grimmer when this soldier said it. More real. “He already holds a region.”

“Probably not,” one of the senators put in. “Kwarje isn’t welcoming to outsiders. You could spend a century wandering the mountains, too busy looking for the war to fight it.”

“He’s got the capital for sure, though,” Jaalen added. 

“Our course is clear.”

“Magnificence.” Rudasci was making a face as she contemplated saying something she didn’t want to say. “If we don’t go east and settle the matter of the throne…” She licked her lips, eyes flicking across the shadowed faces of the turtanai watching them. “For you, or any of these people, to make a decision to mobilize without permission from a Premier is treason.”

Maru chewed his lip as he studied her. He didn’t think she was pressing the issue because she couldn’t perceive that circumstances had changed. “People who might have been on my side will panic and declare me a traitor if this feels like a coup. I’m just another Catthaw from a distance.” 

“In a word.” 

“Turtana Rammang is probably within her rights, though. Right? To defend a city that’s under threat from a rebel and a foreign army when she innocently happened past in time to see it was at risk?”

“Probably.”

“So, she’s within her rights, and I’m just going to reinforce her. No one’s actually declared that we’re at war, we’re just lending an assist in a crisis.”

His sister spread her hands. “Neat semantic tricks only work with a judge inclined to sympathize, and that may not be what we face. The Dominion’s rulership is arranged in a cautious way, to spread the power around so that no one group has too much influence. When the Indomitable starts showing too much initiative, that makes certain people nervous.”

“Unsympathetic, in other words.”

“Yes.”

“You said people wanted me to take command.”

“Too much of a good thing…” 

Maru nodded to himself a few times as the trap he was caught in came clear. “These nervous people, they’re the same people who get to vote on the Premier.”

“Those are the people we’re talking about.” 

“Okay, I see your point. I’m still going west, to be what help I can,” he indicated himself, “and the Tandir warriors can’t be implicated by my crime, if crime it is, since I sent them off already to perform a task in the city where they came from. No one else is even loosely under my command, I’m just some guy as matters stand. All my authority is potential, not fact. If anyone chooses to follow me,” he shrugged, “I can’t stop them, can I?”

Most of them left upon hearing this, without speaking to one another or to him. Speaker Bradeth lingered long enough to say, “I like your spirit, son. Now I just have to hope I’m not signing my own death warrant.”

“I’ve seen what my brother is capable of.”

“If it’s as bad as you say, can we win with one legion and a bunch of honor guards? What you’ve got here is a lot of expertise and authority, but we’re precious short on actual spears. We can’t call on the rest of our soldiers without permission from someone, and if you’re coming along, you need a plan to get that done.”

“I hear you,” he promised, which was the best he could do by way of strategy. Once the man left, Maru stared after him, wondering how many of his new friends would peel away when they heard the news. A few of them had made a break for the capital the moment they learned how Chial outwitted him, but not nearly as many as he would have predicted. The attitudes of the people who remained were what really interested him; some of them were stubbornly determined, particularly the magicians, but all of them were scared.

Had Dabiba not been present to explain it to him, he would never have guessed that they felt like they were already committed. They hadn’t meant to take a stand. They had done so accidentally, thinking the succession settled; they had made nice with him because it was sensible to attempt to befriend the new Premier, unless and until you were certain that person couldn’t be bent to your will. Only now did they come to learn he might very well not take the throne, and the person who would had watched them tie their fate to his. 

Chial wouldn’t rule in her own right, not for a long while: her mother and grandmother would rule on her behalf. Still, she knew; she’d been here. Maru hadn’t known her long, but she hadn’t struck him as a person who forgave. As for forgetting, she would take those memories to her grave. 

How fascinating he would have found all this, had he read about it in a history book! He couldn’t recall that the throne had ever been seized by someone in the midst of a war who then laid an accusation of treason against the Indomitable, but if Chial got in, it had to happen. Absurd though it was, they couldn’t ignore him. 

Everyone who followed a traitor was a traitor, too, which, in this case, meant most of the highest-ranking officials in their government. The landholders hadn’t come to Rasasiva’s funeral, for the very reason that they feared to be caught in the middle, but Maru had their brothers, their cousins, their nieces. Whose side would they actually be on, when denouncing Maru could mean watching their children lose their heads? 

“If you’re thinking what I think you’re thinking…”

He turned to face his friend. “I don’t want to abandon the plan.”

“That’s not possible as matters stand.”

He looked back and forth between the two of them. “You two can’t find a way to sneak in without me there to look over your shoulders? I’m kind of disappointed, if I’m honest.”

Jaalen gave him a look. “Of course we can find our way into a city under siege.” He kissed the assassin on the cheek. “I don’t want to leave you facing this.”

“You were right when you said it yesterday: we have to know. Anything we can learn could make the difference. That hasn’t changed just because we found out where he is.”

“Then why don’t we all go? We can settle the succession while we’re there!”

Maru scowled. “I’m the only one who managed a stand-off against him. You told me he overwhelmed you instantly, you told me you couldn’t even figure out how. I can’t leave a city undefended: this is my responsibility.”

The witch heaved a sigh, pulling the assassin against his chest and clasping him by the back of the neck as if drawing strength from him. His eyes on Maru’s were steady, and Maru tried not to let himself be put off by the unwelcome presence of the other man between them. “I’m not staying more than a day. You can say it’s your responsibility, but it’s my fault. If you’re going to kill the monster I created, you’ll need my help.”

Dabiba tucked his face into the Raushalan’s neck. Ostentatiously, in Maru’s judgment. “You were so scornful of prophecies, but we could use some instruction now.”

That made the witch snort. “That’s exactly why no one with a brain pays attention to the things: They’ll tell you just enough to make you think you know what’s going to happen, and you make plans based on your certainty. You start thinking you know what this is about, maybe you’re even the hero destined to put an end to it. That’s when you fall in a hole you didn’t notice and break your neck.”

The assassin huffed. “The fact that you actually know everything doesn’t make it any less annoying that you think you do.”

“I’ve finally figured out I’m not the one in charge, does that count for anything?”

Maru’s eyes had fixed on the skinny Dhashereen hanging off his friend as he entertained the unworthy thought that he could break them up, that was well within the bounds of his abilities. Jaalen had caught him looking, and he almost wanted to say the man had read his mind; the smile that bent his lips was sorrowful. He didn’t seem to be upset, even though he should have been. “Just take care of yourself until we get back. You and I have unfinished business.” 


At the foot of a great city spread across several hills, a second city made of tents, campfires kindling as the sun goes down.

They reached the margin of the plains as the sun was setting, the capital shimmering into life above them like a castle in the clouds. Jaalen gazed up at it, the white of its many plaster facades catching the setting sun’s light as the day waned, the bright colors that made it seem more an artist’s dream than a series of structures hewn from rock to shelter people from the elements. The chattering of its countless waterfalls was audible even from this distance and even above the angry throb of the Rimsvala. There were many things about his adopted homeland that he regarded to this day with an outsider’s puzzlement, a foreigner’s laconic doubt, but Ebillashalla wasn’t one of them. If a more glorious city existed in this world, he hadn’t heard of it. 

Dabiba hadn’t slowed but was casting questioning looks at him. Wanting to make certain the plan hadn’t changed before it was too late: they were nigh on to their destination. Not only was it visible to them, they would soon be seen themselves. Giving him a nod, Jaalen dropped his eyes from the vision above and put his attention on their business. 

The Gotharri plains came to a shocking end, the Na’Vontala seeming to rise with the suddenness of a wall from the floor that was the prairie. The city sat upon two significant hills, blanketing them from crest to foot. To the north, the steep trough of a valley separated the elevation upon which stood the capital from its closest neighbor, but the southern hill was crammed right up against the next height, a rocky ridge that bore a resemblance to a bridge uniting them. On its far side lay one of the gates, occupying what would have been four o’clock if one looked down on Ebillashalla from above, twelve o’clock due north. Another gate located at ten o’clock was partly hidden from them by the curve of the walls. The eye might linger on a fourth hole in the protective bulwark at nine, but it was awe that drew attention to the river where it burst free from its confinement, not speculation. The Rimsvala wasn’t letting visitors in that way.

The third gate, the one that they were making for, stood at eight o’clock, just south of the river. There was a bridge, but it was firmly in possession of the people who had chosen to occupy this portion of terrain. There would be no crossing it and making for another door, but Jaalen hadn’t wanted to. These were supposed to be their allies, and it didn’t make sense not to make use of them.

From their perspective, the cordon of soldiers surrounding the western approaches looked hopelessly thin, little more than a belligerent gesture. It might be that the sight of half the Indomitable blockading the capital was more impressive from above. They must be accomplishing their intended purpose or they wouldn’t be here: the instant one of Rasasiva’s daughters made it through to her grandmother, Ravasere would make her move. She wouldn’t wait for the girl to be elected Premier before issuing a command on the new Premier’s behalf: clear off or else. 

Whether she would have that right was questionable; whether she could have made a charge of treason stick, less certain still. Jaalen had been told, by people who knew the man better than he did, that Turtanu Arai wouldn’t hang around to argue it. He didn’t want a child on the Citrine Throne and he was willing to stick his neck out to help some more competent ruler take command, but there were limits. He wasn’t going to let someone else’s conspiracy threaten his service to Dhashere. The turtanai surrounding Maru had been convinced there was a clock on how long he would linger in the south, one that was already running out. 

Sentries spotted them before they’d gone much further, surrounding them in a manner that wasn’t belligerent, but made it clear belligerence was still an option. Jaalen requested an audience with their commander and passed over the letter Maru had written. They were escorted into the camp by soldiers who took them to a tent and followed them inside and took up posts around the walls in order to keep an eye on them. The only furnishings were a table in the tent’s center and a handful of tall candelabra their guards made to light before Jaalen waved them off and did it himself. 

Upon the table was spread a map of the capital and surrounding terrain. Once he could see, he joined Dabiba, who had taken up a position at the table’s edge and was studying it. Impossible to tell at a glance whether the turtanu had laid out the map because he was actually contemplating the geography or simply because it came as second nature to treat everything like a campaign. 

As he gazed down upon the image it portrayed, he frowned. He reached out the touch the city gates one after another, wondering. Of the three gates letting into the capital, only two were under Turtanu Arai’s control. The terrain around the city was rugged, and Jaalen had never explored the region himself; he could not speak to conditions. Still he found it hard to credit that a small party couldn’t traverse the first cordon of relatively low hills under cover of darkness in order to approach the city from the southeast, where Ravasere’s enemies couldn’t reach. 

He had yet to find an explanation for this riddle when the flaps were brushed back impatiently, two people entering. One of them was an expanse of black fabric, the person within only visible as a pair of eyes. The shroud across his face was tightly-fitting, so that it must hamper his breathing and would render it impossible to eat; the robe was loose and covered him all the way down to his toes and fingertips. The overlapping bands of fabric that hid his visage were pinned in place by silver clips with sapphires set in them, and his eyes were dark, rimmed in kohl to add that little extra polish of mystery. 

His companion was half again as big as anyone else in the vicinity, with a great bushy beard, hair barely tamed in a pair of braids, eyes fierce and nose prominent. He bore the gilt and red enamel headdress of an accomplished military leader, battered and scuffed from use, but Jaalen’s first instinct was that this must be someone else. Zensa Arai had a reputation for caution and meticulous attention to detail; Jaalen had always pictured him small, thin, wrinkles coming in around perpetually-pursed lips. 

This man was a giant. A savage, a warrior, virility baking off of him. He was a decade younger than Jaalen had pictured him, too, somewhere in his early forties, the first few scatterings of gray in his hair. 

“Turtanu Arai?” He tried to keep the incredulity from his voice, but a part of him was still waiting for everyone to laugh and admit this was a joke. 

Not bothering to answer, the man came forward to shake his hand; it went without saying that he had a handshake like a metal clamp. 

“You read the letter.”

The turtanu grunted. It was a moment before he growled, “I’m waiting for a Premier, and he sends me a foreigner.” Jaalen made to respond, but Turtanu Arai’s eyes had snapped onto the man at his side. “Rasasiva’s sayim. You’re on this Marusepha’s side, then, not your master’s daughter’s?”

He had expected that Dabiba would explain the extenuating circumstances, but all he said was, “Yes.”

“There’ll be those who wonder why you think you have a right to choose.”

“Right back at you.”

This elicited another thunderous grunt. “So?”

“Personal loyalty. Same as you.”

Jaalen would have thought Turtanu Arai would challenge this characterization; had he known Dabiba meant to put it to him so baldly, he would have asked him to be slightly more circumspect. The man only looked at him, though, eyes narrowed thoughtfully. A baleful expression, but he didn’t seem to intend to be intimidating, it was simply built into the shape of him. “Not surprised you turned against him. He never did get, if you want your soldiers to commit to you with everything they have, at a certain point you have to do the same. The kind of people you need on your side if you want to be a leader, they’re too proud and too clear on their own worth to hand over their souls for anything less than reciprocity.”

“I didn’t turn against him—”

“Were you there when he died, guarding his life with yours like you swore?”

Dabiba looked at him, and if his gaze was angry, he didn’t argue the point again. 

Turtanu Arai seemed to feel as if the subject was uninteresting and had already abandoned it. “Why the monk? What’s he have that these girls don’t?”

Jaalen hadn’t seen the shrouded figure move – he certainly hadn’t made a sound – but the warleader glanced at him as if he knew the man had thoughts to share with him. Their eyes met, and a message was conveyed: when the man turned back to face them, his eyes were on Jaalen. “You’re with the witch, the witch is the one wants the monk.” The man’s attention shifted onto him, forceful as a weight. “Thought you were Catthaw’s buddy?”

Jaalen sucked in a deeper breath, struggling against an unaccustomed sense of impotence. He couldn’t recall that he had ever been in the presence of someone who so totally took charge of the situation, not a situation Jaalen was part of, so there was nothing left for the rest of them but to chase on his heels, speaking when spoken to. Waiting to learn what he would decide to do with them. Not since his aunt, maybe. Queen Serpent commanded the very fabric of reality, but it wasn’t a power she particularly wanted, and that restraint affected how she dealt with everything, including conversations. 

“Maru laid this out for you in his letter, if I’m not mistaken. Catthaw is—There isn’t a better word, I’m going with evil. He controls Chubarshan, if not Kwarje as a whole. As we speak, he’s ferrying a foreign army into Dhashere.” 

“The Guur in the palace claimed to be acting on his orders,” the shrouded priest commented, speaking for the first time. “Although perhaps ‘commandments’ is the better word. ‘The pathfinder,’ it called him. He sees farther along the path.” 

There was a silence, while all of them struggled to come to terms with the creepiness of this. Jaalen found his eyes lingering on the shrouded figure that had drawn to the fore the disturbing truth that Catthaw had mutated from a wastrel into a titanic villain followed by a people in the narrow timespan while the rest of them had forgotten he existed. He brought it up, but it didn’t seem to frighten him; his voice was composed. 

It had to be Shanshi Gorish, although Jaalen had never laid eyes on him and couldn’t have identified him even could he see his face. Of all of Maru’s brothers, this one would be closest to him in age. He had run away from home at the age of sixteen to join the priesthood of Tiarr, if Jaalen remembered rightly, and later attached himself to a military unit in the hinterlands. Trying to escape his half-brothers, which would have been obvious from the first, had not Jaalen been taking Catthaw’s word for everything. He wondered idly what the odds were Shanshi had made himself indispensable to the only man in all Dhashere who need never fear either of them by pure happenstance. His mother was a courtesan: he would have understood, from a young age, how important it was to have a patron if you hadn’t been born with power of your own. 

Although he wasn’t sure what Guur they were referring to, he gave the man a nod. “Our information hints at Guur involvement, too.”

He had meant to go on, but Turtanu Arai interrupted him. “Information?”

“Maru, Dabiba, and I have all been attacked by them. The one we met,” he indicated the man at his side, “was as big as you and two of us put together, these are bad creatures to have as enemies.”

A grunt was his only response. 

“He also has some spooky power we can only explain in terms of what we know it’s not: magic. We’re here in search of knowledge. We need to get into the city: we can’t possibly hope to kill him until we figure out what he’s done to himself.”

Turtanu Arai still seemed annoyed that Maru hadn’t come to set him free from his vigil, but in the end, he consented to help them carry out their plan. They didn’t just require his permission to cross his lines: they needed his help to get word into the city. The problem was, one person standing guard on a door didn’t stop someone else from standing guard on it as well, there were two sides to them. The turtanu wasn’t letting people into the city without his leave and neither was Ravasere. Getting past the legion on the plains gained them all of forty yards; they needed a means past the gates. Jaalen had come up with what he thought was a pretty clever solution to this dilemma.  


A pair of sizable trunks rest upon the floor in a lavish indoor space.

It was just past dawn when someone shook him awake, dozing on the floor of the command tent under the table with its map. Dabiba was with him, and Jaalen’s eyes were on him as they sat up and rubbed the sleep out of their eyes. “My lamb…”

“You’re not about to suggest I wait out here?” the man said waspishly. “Even for you, that’s stupid.”

“You understand what I mean to do.”

There was no mistaking his fear, but his chin came up and he met Jaalen’s eyes squarely. “How do you mean to introduce me?” 

Puzzled, he made an inquisitive noise. 

“It’s a simple question: what will you say? This is Dabiba, my…?”

He wasn’t certain how he wanted to respond, but Dabiba seemed satisfied with his confusion and turned away without asking again. There was very little preparation on their end, since they couldn’t take anything. They put on their boots, then brushed their teeth standing just outside the tent. Their things, they would be leaving here, along with their horses, where they would hopefully reclaim them in a day or two. The object the Puridi gave him, he had left with Maru just in case this all went wrong, and they wound up dangling by their necks from the walls. 

From there, they followed their escort to an open square amidst the tents, where two large wooden trunks draped in dark red velvet and scarlet cord stood waiting. Jaalen moved forward, but he was watching Dabiba from the corners of his eyes, waiting for his resolve to break. Whether he was hoping for it wasn’t clear to him. When the man turned toward him suddenly, he felt a flash of mingled disappointment and relief. 

Dabiba didn’t make his excuses, though. Didn’t admit this was too much to ask of him, even though it was. He unsnapped the sheath of the sword hanging at his left hip, detaching it from his belt, and tried to pass it over. When Jaalen didn’t take it, he said, “Go on. I’m fine with one. A knife doesn’t cut it, don’t make a pun.”

“I have magic.”

“You may decide you shouldn’t use it, you may not be able to. Only a fool goes into danger unprepared to defend himself.”

He had a point, so Jaalen took the sword. Then he seized him by his upper arms and kissed him in front of the crowd of people waiting on them. He could sense Dabiba’s embarrassment and chose to ignore it, drinking him in while the man yearned into him trustingly. When he released him, he didn’t pull back, saying quietly, “This is Dabiba, the best thing about me.”

He let him go and took a step to the rear. The former assassin was watching him with his eyes very wide, but when he spoke, his voice was wry. “You have your moments, I’ll give you that.”

There was no more talking as they moved away from each other, each of them going to a trunk. Jaalen gave a nod to the fellow standing to the fore, who seemed to be in charge, the morning light catching at his blond curls. The insignia on his left upper arm named him a captain, and the traditional cloth mask he wore across the upper half of his face was stiff in order that it not hamper his vision. “My prince,” the man said simply. 

Jaalen’s eyes were on the trunk, and he was thinking how little liking he had for his plan now he was poised on the brink. Delay wouldn’t make the trunk less small or the risk less grave, and he climbed inside. He set the sword on the floor, forced to place it crosswise and at an angle to make it fit. He went to his knees. Bent forward. Held his breath as the lid was closed, pressing uncomfortably against his back. Then he forced himself to let his pent breath go. This wasn’t going to be over in a matter of seconds, he couldn’t let it wind him up so easily. 

The world lurched as the trunk he was in was lifted, and he stifled a groan. They had laid a blanket on the wooden floor, but it was scant comfort to his knees. His ankles already ached, and he told himself again to relax. How much worse must this be for Dabiba? Jaalen was uncomfortable, and as afraid of getting caught as any reasonable person would be, but at least he wasn’t frightened of small spaces. Dabiba would be struggling every step along the way against a panic that threatened to become ungovernable, and unlike the episode in the cave, Jaalen wasn’t at his side to hold his hand and talk to him. 

He felt the jarring impact as his trunk was settled into the wagon’s bed that was waiting for it. Jostling motion was accompanied by loud scraping as the trunk was repositioned. He could hear, less clearly, similar wooden sounds nearby, which would be Dabiba’s conveyance being placed beside his. A short interlude while their guards sorted themselves out, then he swayed forward and back as the wagon rolled into motion. 

Turtanu Arai had pitched his tents in the very shadow of the walls, and Jaalen had seen how brief the distance was last night. He must remind himself of this over and over again as time dragged on interminably, and he just kept being cramped and trapped and not having enough air. By the time the cart stopped, it felt as if they must have traveled several miles. 

He strained his ears to overhear the conversation taking place outside, but he couldn’t make out more than a word or two. All he could perceive was the frustration of a woman speaking Sheraic, arguing with a man whose consonants had the same lisping edges, but whose intonation was more singsong, like Rausheen. A foreigner, who spoke the language fluently but hadn’t rid himself of his accent. All the while, Jaalen held his breath and didn’t attempt to tell himself not to be afraid: this was the moment of truth, when his ruse would succeed or fail. 

Movement closer-to, and he almost cursed aloud when he felt his trunk dragged across the wagon’s bed. They shouldn’t open the trunks, it was against the law, but laws only had the power people allowed them to. In a time of great stress, many civilized niceties came to be regarded as luxuries. 

He both heard and felt a rasping rush as something slid along the wooden wall at his left side. He frowned as the same sensation was repeated on the right, unable to place it. He stifled a sigh when he rose into the air with such suddenness he left his stomach behind. Of course. Wagons and beasts of burden weren’t welcome within the city; poles had been slid into the metal bands on the sides of the chest that were present for this very reason: in order that bearers might carry it. He bit his lip as he began to move, praying that his gambit had succeeded, that some cunning soul wasn’t simply pretending to acquiesce until he was trapped inside the city. 

The next interlude was absolutely interminable, and as his fear waned, his discomfort mounted. He was sweating freely, every joint aching, his knees numb from being pressed against the hardwood floor of this hateful box. Every bump and shift pulled painfully at the injured muscles in his abdomen, salt setting fire to the lips of the wound. Often, too much of his weight was resting on the crown of his head or his toes as the bearers negotiated Ebillashalla’s many ramps and stairs. His breath came in gasps, and the motion was beginning to make him seasick, not that he’d ever been sick whilst cradled on the actual ocean. 

This didn’t just feel as if it took forever: he was pretty sure it must have been an hour before the bearers halted. Outside, he heard conversation, but it was brief, cursory, decidedly military, orders conveyed and acknowledged. The language itself was harsh, suited to the conversation, nothing like languid, sensual Sheraic. To the high-pitched squeak of hinges swinging, they were moving forward again. 

This time, they took a few steps, no more. He was set down on a floor, on a rug: he could feel the way it cushioned him, the lack of noise. Thanks were expressed, coin tendered, and he realized they must have hired locals as their bearers. Footsteps retreated, the soft padding of unshod feet, and a door closed with the solid thump of hardwood. He was indoors, somewhere with money. The lid was thrown back, and he sat up as swiftly as he could manage with his back cramping. 

When his vision cleared, a woman was regarding him, a woman a handful of years his senior, skin so pale it was startling to him after all these years in Dhashere. Gray eyes, golden hair, a floor-sweeping skirt of green satin and a loose gray shirt. His eyes went to her stomach, and he couldn’t tell if the bulge was more pronounced or just appeared that way because he knew to look for it. 

She had her fists on her hips, and when their eyes met, she said, “Jaalen Raushida, you promised me a fruit basket!”

“I brought something better.” Grasping the lip of the wooden box where he had been imprisoned, he pushed himself to his feet, gesturing to the man climbing unsteadily out of the second trunk a few feet away. “Nimi, this is Dabiba Sopal, my apprentice, slash boyfriend. Dabiba, this is my sister Nimishera, the Raushalan ambassador.”


A great serpent with feathered plume hangs in the air above a miniscule human figure that cowers away from it.

Ajathame had eaten up a full week of her running-down clock when a day dawned brightly sunny. After she consumed her morning meal, she decided to go for a walk out of doors. She skirted the building along two sides in order to head north, a direction she had never walked before. The land rose sharply from the building’s rear to the height of the highest story, so that she couldn’t see what lay beyond this hill. Today, she meant to find out. Perhaps the view would inspire her. 

The slope was steep, the rock frequently exposed and covered in moss, what greenery there was slippery from last night’s rain. She was panting by the time she reached the summit and paused with a hand pressed to the stitch in her side. The view was worth stopping: the land fell away just as suddenly, leveling out briefly about halfway to the depth of the house’s foundation in a tiny lake, perfectly lozenge-shaped and black beneath the sun. Just beyond its northern lip, the land vanished, as if there was a vast and terrifying cliff. 

A figure stood upon that narrow slip of land, a human man whose presence gave perspective to the setting, making it obvious just how slender was the final margin where he stood. Beneath the intense alpine sun, his head glowed like a rose in fullest bloom; there was no mistaking the Serpent Queen’s younger brother for anyone else. She wasn’t sure she wanted to talk to him, but she had come this far and she wanted to see the lake. Find out how close she dared to get to that cliff. 

By the time she made it to the bottom of the slope, her companion had become aware of her. He was coming to join her, walking along the tiny ledge so casually her heart was in her throat just watching him. “Hello, Oh Enigmatic One,” he called as he approached. “Come to admire the view?”

“I wanted to know what was here,” she admitted. “You can’t see from anywhere in the house.”

He was holding a hand out as if he expected her to join him, but she stopped at the edge of the pool. “You’re not afraid you’ll fall?”

Eccabi cocked an impatient brow, as if she were being obtuse. “I can fly. If I fall, I’ll just,” he made a lifting motion. 

She looked at him and absolutely could not tell if he was joking. 

He clapped the hand he had extended, slapping the fingers against the heel. “Come along. Rest assured, I won’t let you plummet to your death.”

She took a step forward, then another one, easing around the pointed end of the small lake. Eccabi took her hand when she drew close, and she was very glad he did: the second she got a view of the drop, cold sweat broke out across her skin, and her vision seemed to bend as if the view were dilating. The mountains spread out around them in glorious panorama, but down was the only direction she could look. 

“If the depth bothers you, you ought to sit. It will help.”

His voice seemed to echo in her ears, and her breakfast was contemplating climbing up her throat. She fell onto her butt the moment she bent her knees, but it turned out he had been right: now that she was sitting on the ground, it didn’t seem to be swaying gently underneath her anymore. She was still perched at the edge of a drop that had to be a thousand feet in depth, but no longer felt as if she was about to fall over it. 

“I might almost think that was what brought you here,” Eccabi mused as he settled at her side. “Wanderlust, a desire to know. But you want something from us, it seems to me. Something more significant than proof that we’re here.”

She had no idea why it suddenly felt easier. Why she should find herself able to speak to this man, who had never been anything but rude to her. An afterthought to a great person, who couldn’t have done much of anything with his own eternity, or he would have appeared in his sister’s legends. She didn’t know why she should finally find her voice at this time, staring at that terrifying drop with the wind howling in her ears. 

“You can tell I was a magician.”

His brows went up, and she could guess that he was wondering at the past tense: from the perspective of someone who wasn’t Dhashereen, it wouldn’t be a condition that came and went. 

“Halfway through our studies, there’s a ritual. The masters put us in a trance, so we can walk the future of our role within the order.”

His head jerked back as if he had been slapped. “Oh that’s just never a good idea.”

Ajathame nodded unhappily. “In my vision, I was at the academy where I studied, and everyone was dead. Not just the masters, the students and servants.” She left out the baby serpent, because it felt weird to allude to the reverence magicians felt for the Serpent Queen while in her home, talking to her kin. “They kicked me out because I never saw myself, they think I may be spared. I want to stop it if I can.”

“You think the future you witnessed indicated a single event?”

“They weren’t lined up in a crypt or something, I don’t know, symbolic of death: they were dead on the floor. Lying about the halls of the academy, like they were interrupted at their chores. Like something catastrophic happened suddenly.”

The man beside her drew a deep breath, eyes fixed on the mountains ahead, before turning on her a more serious look than she had ever imagined he might wear. “That’s a shitty story, girl, and I am sorry for it, but Yaniata isn’t going to help you save your friends.” 

She looked at him. 

A nervous spasm spread across his face like a ripple in a quiet pool, and he turned away from her. “You have to understand, in some ways, the world is a smaller place than it was when we were young. There isn’t room for something like us anymore.”

“There will always be room for heroes.”

He shot her a sardonic sidelong look, and for a moment, his resemblance to his sister was more pronounced. “My point was, you need to find something to ask my sister for that doesn’t require she get involved herself.”

She understood what he was getting at, and if anyone knew the woman, it must be Eccabi; she would do well to take his advice. It was a minute before she mused, eyes on the view, “The reason I had the idea to come here in the first place was to ask for information. Not about the massacre, about the man who’s going to be responsible.”

She had managed to startle him. “You know?”

“The moment I laid eyes on him. He studied here.”

Keen interest washed away his unaccustomed solemnity. “Do tell.” 

“Do you remember a man named Jaalen Raushida?”

His brows twitched, but he didn’t remind her that she could see for herself how few their students were. “You think Jaalen is going to murder several dozen people in an orgiastic killing spree? I find that hard to believe.”

“I saw what I saw. Anyway, I thought, if anyone could tell me what his weaknesses are, it would be the person who trained him.”

He braced both hands upon the stony soil, leaning out over the precipice in a way she found alarming, although he didn’t seem to realize he was doing it. “Well, Yaniata is the one you’re looking for.” 

Ajathame held silent while the party on that first night fell into a new pattern in her memory. She hadn’t wondered at the time why the Serpent Queen asked them each to explain themselves before handing them off quite casually to whoever volunteered. It hadn’t crossed her mind that their master had first pick and would stake a claim on anyone particularly interesting. 

“We don’t often have children around, but he was a joy to have in the house,” Eccabi continued, eyes distant. “He came to us from a sheltered upbringing, passing through trauma along the way, and he was shy of us at first. I was startled Yaniata took such a shine to him, she’s repelled by timidity. It was only when the boy had been here for a period, older and surer of himself, that I understood what my sister saw at once: he had been locked in a cage that bent him out of shape, but he was a serpent’s son all along. All he required was freedom.” 

His face was bright with warm reminiscence, but then the smile fell away, and he turned a serious look on her. “He isn’t a murderer.”

Keeping her voice civil through force of will, she asked, “In your experience, does prophecy ever not come true?”

“If you don’t believe we have the power to change our fate, why are you here?” Thankfully, he didn’t seem to require a response to this unanswerable question. He was pushing himself to his feet, holding a hand down to her. “We need to bring this to my sister.”

After the way he had been arguing, she had expected him to refuse to help. She wanted to express her gratitude, but he made to brush past her as she rose to her feet, and it caused her to lurch toward the cliff with a scream. “Oh, for the—” Eccabi gave her an impatient glower. “You know what? Next time someone tells you they can fly, maybe you’ll take them seriously.”

So saying, he turned away and flung himself over the edge. 

She was too shocked to shriek as he disappeared from view. She had only just edged forward, macabrely compelled to watch him plummet to his death, when she was stumbling back, until she tripped and sat down in the gelid water of the pool. A thing was erupting up the cliff endlessly right in front of her. A long, slim shape moving at incredible speed.  

Once it had been fully revealed, it slowed in order to coil in leisurely fashion upon the air as if showing off to her. It was a serpent so long that her mind rejected its size, its scales the color of chocolate with ghost-white shadows limning them, and at first, she thought it had a hood. But no: it had a mane, a plume of feathers surrounding its face, a sultry crimson hue that reminded her instantly of someone she knew. 

Then it was gone, speeding on toward the house. It disappeared from sight at the top of the hill, swimming through the air with the liquid and unsettling grace of a water snake. Ajathame turned to watch it go, mouth agape. Then she scrambled to her feet and followed it, her fear of the drop forgotten. 

It took her a while to reach her destination, shaking with shock and the frigid water she had fallen in. By the time she got back to the front of the house, Eccabi had returned to the guise of a mostly-ordinary man, arms crossed impatiently, a shuttered expression on his face. His sister was at his side, both of them standing upon the stoop, and Ajathame froze when the woman’s eyes found hers, stopping so suddenly she swayed. 

She had noted, from the moment she arrived, that the people who knew the house’s master called the Serpent Queen by a slightly different name. Only now did she understand why. ‘The serpent queen’ suggested a mundane woman whose sagacity and mastery of magic set her above her peers, but it wasn’t actually her title. She was Queen Serpent: the serpent who was in command. 

“Well?” The older woman beckoned. “Come along, girl. If my pupil is party to the fate you’ve seen, it falls to me to do something.”


Amidst a city made a tents, a brawl of fantastical scope, soldiers trading blows with robed and aging clerics.

Once they parted ways with Jaalen and his assassin, Maru’s party turned their faces west. He wasn’t certain how many times he had traversed this patch of highway, nothing in sight and flat to every horizon. One time would have sufficed, and he had long since lost his patience with the entire situation. 

Along the busy thoroughfare, other travelers stared at them, squinting as they tried to figure out what they were looking at. Their party was exceedingly strange, a warband composed of noncombatants, soldiers who were over the hill and hadn’t set foot on a battlefield themselves in years, a few other odds and ends. The whole of the Segura Utsa had accompanied them, but you couldn’t sit on the senate, by law, if you still held a command. These people had lifetimes of experience between them but had lost the strength and pliancy that made them warriors. Each of them was accompanied by a score of soldiers who had resigned from the Indomitable in order to take up duties as household guards to the men and women who had been their officers. 

They weren’t the only spears that Maru had, just the most capable. He wasn’t accompanied exclusively by the military senate, but also those magical and priestly; nearly every member of the landholders’ senate had sent a family member. Magicians weren’t permitted to employ guards and the priests didn’t find it necessary, but the landholders hadn’t come themselves because they were afraid that their positions had put targets on them. Their loved ones weren’t in danger of being assassinated but would make fantastic hostages, so each of them had an entourage. A score of guards in addition to the servants who cared for their stuff, of which there was far too much: people had packed all their finest clothes and favorite jewels for the journey to Sakurel Hyat, wanting to make a splash at the royal wake where so many notables would be present.

They were making for the first city Maru had the privilege to visit. He hadn’t had the chance to enjoy that visit thanks to his brothers, but it felt trivial to be upset about that now. The city itself was in terrible danger and needed his assistance. It was hard for him to conceptualize how something so vast and filled with people could be damaged, but he had seen what Catthaw did to that village. The age and grandeur of the buildings wasn’t going to protect the people living in them. The wealth of history invested in that place could just as easily be wiped away; culture didn’t rise above and supersede the people who belonged to it, and all you had to do was kill them. Catthaw had already proved he had no problem doing so. It seemed like people were nothing to him but resources or obstacles.

To say they were traveling as fast as possible wasn’t to say they were actually getting anywhere. Not with any haste. Their pace was agonizing, and Maru wondered which would come first: they arrived at their destination or he ground down his teeth to the gumline. He couldn’t prove anyone in his company was deliberately digging in their heels because they were afraid to get where they were going, with all that arrival entailed, but it was difficult not to regard them with suspicion. 

This negative attitude wore away at his nerves almost as much as the slow pace, but he had lost sight of the fact that this was dangerous for other reasons. When they stopped that evening, he felt as if they’d barely made it past the place where he found Jaalen; at this rate, his brother could have taken the entire west before Maru got to Lida. He wanted to scream and couldn’t stop calculating what might now be different, had he insisted on attending to this crisis at any given point in time before Catthaw arrived on their doorstep, instead of allowing them to balk him with their thousand-and-one petty caveats. He couldn’t help but wonder how many more lives would be lost because he had been walking in circles for a period of weeks.

His hand was on the flaps that were the entrance to his tent when he heard shouting. He took off running in that direction, but he hadn’t gone so far as to think he could contribute. It was something to do other than ruminate endlessly about how upset he was, at a time when the only alternative was to worry about his friend. Jaalen would be okay if anyone could be, but Maru had insisted that he go ahead with the reckless plan to sneak into Ebillashalla under Ravasere’s very nose. If anything went wrong, it was his fault.

The vast tent city was still going up, everyone gone still at their tasks to peer in the direction of the brouhaha. As he went past, a few people called out queries to him, but he just flapped a hand to indicate that he was dealing with it. Fifty magicians sat on Segura Moscal, forty turtanai on Segura Utsa. There were a full three hundred priests belonging to the Seguru Zhil and eighty landholders to Seguru Bopasida. Add to those figures the people’s many hangers-on, and it took a while to pass through the sizeable town that was their encampment. Maru’s breath was coming heavy in his chest by the time he skidded around a final tent and found himself in the middle of a brawl.

The people in armor were more conspicuous because of the noise their accoutrements made, the stunning way the lingering sunlight caught at them. It took him a moment to look past the presence of the armor and notice details: none of these people wore the colors of Dhashere, the yellow and gold of the Citrine Throne. There looked to be three factions, one dressed in equipage of dark red, one blue with silver details, the last beige and crimson. These were household guards, dressed up in their employers’ heraldry. 

“Stop!” he shouted, but this accomplished nothing. He wasn’t sure they even heard him. He tried again, louder: “We can’t do Catthaw’s work for him!”

Maru wasn’t the only person who had come running, but he only understood what was happening when he saw how they reacted. The people at his shoulders glanced at him, taking note of his presence and his message. Then they charged forward, too, the soldiers drawing swords. An elderly priestess brandished her cane, and he saw magicians dropping to their haunches as they pulled styluses out of pockets. The disorder was too illogical, too all-encompassing, and he gasped when he realized it probably wasn’t natural. He had thought he was getting better at controlling this.

“Stop!” he cried again, but this time, he didn’t attempt to persuade with his voice alone. He made himself contemplate how glad he was that he had all these people at his side to aid him in the fight. At the end of the day, it didn’t really matter that their motives weren’t as pure as he might have liked; they were here. They were doing what was right, however the situation had developed, and it was foolish in these dire circumstances to focus on the negative when he was lucky to have allies of any kind. He was just some random kid, important only because of parentage that was meaningless to him, and people had treated him from the first with more respect than he could possibly deserve.

These thoughts, he tried to share with them, willing them out of his body and onto what had spiraled into a wrestling match involving nearly a hundred people.

He still had no idea how this really worked but knew that it was working: the violence trickled to a stop almost at once. The only motion now was people who had been locked in combat – not all of them combatants – as they pulled apart. Hands let go of necks, fists unclenched. People down on the ground began to right themselves. He saw magicians rising to their feet, slipping their implements away and looking shaken. It was a fortunate thing they had arrived late to the scene because the damage they might have done was catastrophic, had they had a minute to collect their wits.

People who had gotten no further than the periphery slipped away surreptitiously as if keen to distance themselves from the incident. It made Maru all the guiltier, as the person actually responsible. He hated how many of the combatants who were actually his victims felt the need to come to him, bowing and apologizing as if they were accountable for Maru’s temper. If it hadn’t occurred to them to blame him, he knew he shouldn’t give
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