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          ARAXA

        

      

    

    
      “We are here.”

      Shuffling feet paused before an iron-bound door. A single torch cast a pool of wavering light on rough stone walls stained black with mildew. The torch had been soaked in an aromatic resin called galbanum which, when first lit, would give off a bitter and peculiar scent. After it burned for a few minutes, however, the resin mellowed to something reminiscent of green apples or evergreens. But even the sweet smoke failed to mask the air in the tunnel, which had a dank, unpleasant quality, as though it had absorbed the darkness pressing in from all sides.

      The Numerator holding the torch raised it to examine the door more closely, then gave a satisfied nod. His face was all hard planes and angles, yet none of them seemed to fit quite right, like the walls of a shoddily built house. Thinning brown hair swept back from a high, pale forehead.

      “Are you certain?” asked the second man. “This section has been bricked up for decades.”

      “I am certain.” An elegant finger traced the hinges. “See? There are no signs of rust. Check the map yourself, Hierarch. This is the place.”

      The honeycomb of tunnels beneath the temple district of Karnopolis had been used for many things over the last thousand years. When invaders came to loot and burn, as they often did in the city's early days, the magi would hide there until it was safe to come out. Later, the tunnels had served as wine cellars, smugglers' dens and, naturally, dungeons.

      But peace had now reigned for more than two centuries. Most of the tunnels had fallen into disuse, and few remembered they even existed. Only one prisoner remained. He had been there a very long time. In fact, he should have died decades ago and no one knew for certain why he hadn't, although they had their suspicions. The prisoner was both feared and pitied, a relic from the war left to quietly gather dust in the darkness. When they thought of him at all, it was mainly to wonder when he would die and spare them the indignity of his upkeep.

      The two Numerators who stood outside his cell were the first people other than his jailers to come see him in recent memory. Food and water arrived twice a day through a slot in the heavy oak door, and a bucket of waste was removed, but the prisoner had not spoken in a generation except to request certain harmless items, such as pens and vellum, which no one objected to. Until recently, only the King and a handful of magi knew he still lived. He had been one of them once, so they refrained from killing him outright. That might be considered a sin in the eyes of the Holy Father. The prisoner also had certain arcane knowledge he refused to share, so it was only prudent to keep him around in case they needed it someday.

      That day had now arrived.

      “Is this truly necessary?” the older Numerator demanded. He was the head of their order and a hard man, but the thought of seeing the prisoner made his voice quaver.

      “If we are to take charge of him, it would be wise to assess his condition first,” replied the much younger man, whose name was Araxa.

      “I know that,” snapped the Hierarch. “But do you not find it strange he still lives?” He made the sign of the flame, touching forehead, lips and heart. “There is some dark magic at work here.”

      “It must be related to the cuff he wears,” Araxa said. “They have assured me it keeps him docile. If he could have broken free, he would have done it years ago. I do not deny he is dangerous. That is why we must take him from the magi before their incompetence causes yet another disaster.”

      The Hierarch nodded his grey head. “It is a blessing that the King has charged us with purging the magi of traitors. They've probably been infested for years.”

      The Numerators of Karnopolis despised the magi, and vice versa. As the Hierarch's spymaster, Araxa had been given the task of leading this purge. One of his first acts was to demand the transfer of the prisoner to the Numerators' custody. He had been shocked to discover the old man still lived, both because it shouldn't be possible and because Araxa traded in secrets. He had informants in the magi, but none had ever breathed a hint of this. It was only after two of their own Purified had brazenly stolen the holy fire that the King revealed the truth. The Prophet Zarathustra had been—quite literally—under their noses for the last two hundred years.

      “By the time I am finished, the magi will be grateful if we allow them to crawl back to their flyspeck villages,” Araxa said. “Their power will be broken, and the Numerators will be given full control over the daēvas as well. Then we can dispose of them as we see fit.”

      The Hierarch frowned a little at this. “But we need the daēvas to fight for us.”

      “Only to defeat the Druj once and for all. Let them serve their purpose and return to hell, where they belong.” He gave a sly, reptilian smile. “They may heal quickly, but they are not immune to a knife in the heart. Or fire.”

      “Perhaps.” The Hierarch waved a blue-veined hand. “Are there no guards?”

      “Not in a hundred years. They say he has never attempted to escape. No one even remembers these tunnels exist, Your Excellency. And a man could stumble around in the dark for weeks without finding a way out.”

      “It is still a foolish risk.”

      “As you say. In any event, it will soon be a moot point. I agree he cannot be left down here. Not with devil-worshipping heretics running loose, and traitors amongst those who are supposed to be his keepers.”

      The Hierarch cleared his throat with a wet harrumph. “Let's get this over with. Open it.”

      Araxa produced a crude bronze key and turned it in the lock. He thrust his lantern through the door first, expecting darkness, but the chamber beyond was filled with candlelight.  A straw mattress had been pushed against one stone wall. The Hierarch wrinkled his nose at the smell wafting through the doorway, stale and waxy and animal. He clutched his pristine white robes and peered over Araxa's shoulder with morbid curiosity. What state would the prisoner be in after two hundred years in a windowless cell? He had been offered chances to repent, to return to the fold. But Zarathustra was a stubborn man. And apparently a mad one.

      Araxa drew in a sharp breath at the scene before him.

      “It's a wonder he hasn't burned to death,” he said. “The magi truly are fools to have indulged him so.”

      Stacks of vellum towered from floor to vaulted ceiling, many of them mere inches away from wavering candles. One wall appeared to be devoted to charts of the heavens, drawn from memory. Another was covered with incomprehensible diagrams, while the stretch nearest the door consisted of sketches of goats, some with disturbingly human eyes. There was no rhyme or reason to it that Araxa could discern. It was the cell of a lunatic.

      He knew the old man had been considered a genius in his time, an inventor and alchemist. Ironically enough, he had even designed the gold cuff trapping him in this place.

      “I've run out of ink,” a tremulous voice said. “You promised me ink two months ago. Have you brought it?”

      The Numerators exchanged a look. “I'll see that it's done,” Araxa said soothingly, with no intention of doing so.

      The Prophet Zarathustra, believed by all the world to be dead, sucked his rotten teeth and turned back to the vellum between his knees. One filthy, ragged fingernail scraped its surface as he traced intricate symbols on it, long grey hair hanging in cobwebs across his face. Within moments, he seemed to have forgotten anyone else was there.

      “You see?” Araxa said. “He'll give us no trouble.”

      “Make the arrangements,” the Hierarch said. “And burn these papers once he's gone. They're nonsense, but they could lead to questions we don't wish answered. How many know of his existence?”

      “The High Magus of Karnopolis, of course. The King and his closest advisors. A handful of magi who see to his daily needs.”

      “Put the last ones on your list to be questioned,” the Hierarch said. “I wouldn't be surprised if they had ties to the so-called Followers.”

      “They are already on it,” Araxa said. “At the top.”

      “Good.” The Hierarch took a last look at the prisoner, shook his head in disgust, and exited the cell, Araxa at his heels. The iron-bound door was once again locked. Araxa lifted the torch and they retraced their steps through the darkness. Altogether, the spymaster was pleased with the situation. He had worried the Hierarch was too old and weak-minded to do what needed to be done, but that no longer mattered, since he had ceded authority over the entire affair to Araxa.

      “Would you join me for a cup of wine in my study?” the Hierarch asked as they reached the final passage leading out of the labyrinth. “It does ease my gout.”

      Araxa smiled. Thoughts of poison danced in his head, but the time was not yet right.

      “I'd be delighted to, Your Excellency,” he said.
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          NAZAFAREEN

        

      

    

    
      I used to think the stars were angels. A great army waiting for the last battle against the Undead Druj. The light shone from their swords, which were made of silver and inlaid with precious stones. When the time came to return to Earth and pass judgment on the wicked, this celestial horde would be led by the Holy Father himself, riding a stallion that breathed cold blue fire.

      Really, it made perfect sense.

      Then my daēva, Darius, told me the stars were actually suns, only very far away. That they were, in fact, flaming orbs of vast magnitude. This flew in the face of all reason. Next he would claim the Earth was a sphere as well.

      But as I lay on my back, listening to waves lap at the ship's hull and staring up at the dome of the night sky, I knew he was right. I could sense their ferocious energy myself now. It made me uneasy. I dreamt of fire often these days. The dreams always ended with my daēva dead, his blood boiled in his veins, and me untouched.

      “What's wrong?” Darius asked. He sensed my discomfort thanks to the bond that joined us, although not what caused it. He couldn't read my mind—a fact for which I was eternally grateful.

      “Nothing. Tell me more about Karnopolis.”

      He sighed. “I've already told you everything I know, Nazafareen.”

      “Tell me again.”

      I glanced over at Darius's profile, the beaky nose and short-cropped hair. I had only kissed him once but I wanted to again. Desperately. Yet the walls between us had fallen back into place. It wasn't so long ago I was his mistress, and he little more than a slave. It didn't help matters that I was also bonded to his father, Victor, whom he hated, and that we were going back to his childhood home, a place with terrible memories for him. Either way, Darius was in a fragile state of mind. Outwardly he seemed calm. But I knew he felt afraid. I did too.

      “It is the greatest city in the empire,” Darius said. “Ten times older than Persepolae, at least. Its architects had a love of symmetry, so Karnopolis forms an enormous square, precisely fourteen leagues on each side and boasting two hundred and fifty watchtowers along the walls. I know the temple district best, where they keep the daēvas. It's usually full of pilgrims, so we should be able to blend in.”

      I snorted. “Yes, a girl with only one hand and a boy with a withered arm. No one will notice we happen to match the description of the most wanted pair in the empire, I'm sure.”

      “Such things can be disguised,” Darius said. “Are you having second thoughts?”

      “No,” I said. “Those came days ago. More like eleventh or twelfth.”

      “You did volunteer for this.”

      “Oh, I'm not complaining. Just stating the obvious. If the Prophet even lives, they will have him in some hole so deep and dark he could not be found in two years, let alone two weeks.” I propped myself up on one elbow. The sky in the east was beginning to lighten. I could see a series of rugged islands in the distance, their little white and blue houses clinging like barnacles to the cliffs. “But we have to try. And if I get to kill some Numerators, so much the better.”

      Darius smiled. “How bloodthirsty you are, Nazafareen.”

      “Only for the daēva-hunters. And the magi.” I thought for a moment. “The King, of course. We may as well throw in all the satraps while we're at it.”

      “Yes, it's a short list you've got.” He paused. “Speaking of killing, have you been practicing?”

      I knew he meant with the power. I shouldn't even be able to touch it. Manipulating the three workable elements—water, air and earth—was a daēva talent and I was human.

      “Yes,” I grumbled. “It's like trying to bail out a boat with a leaky bucket. Plenty of frenzied activity, but you still end up at the bottom of the ocean.”

      “Give it time.”

      “That's what you always say. And it's the one thing we haven't got.”

      “We did fine before,” Darius pointed out. “You can still fight with a sword. I'm strong enough in the power for both of us.”

      He could be tactful and even kind when he chose to, so Darius didn't even glance at my missing hand. Yes, I could still hold a blade with my left—which luckily was my strongest. But it was ridiculous to pretend my skill was the same.

      “I can't shake the feeling we're skipping into a pit of quicksand,” I said. “Let's just get that cursed old man as fast as we can and be on our way.”

      “Don't speak ill of the Prophet.” Darius frowned. Unlike me, he was still devout. “He didn't mean for any of this to happen.”

      “How do you know? Because Victor says so?”

      Darius's blue eyes glittered dangerously at the mention of his father. “Zarathustra was…is a good man. His intentions were distorted.”

      “That's one way of putting it. It's thanks to him the daēvas were enslaved.” I blew out a long breath. “Let's not argue. What he is makes no difference to me. He just needs to live long enough to convince the Immortals in Persepolae to throw down their swords before Alexander burns the city to the ground. After that, I don't give a fig what happens to him.”

      We watched the sun rise in brittle silence. I didn't understand why Darius still clung to the Way of the Flame after all that had been done to him. His left arm was a withered husk because of the bonding process. The cuff had maimed him—another thing the magi had lied about. They claimed the daēvas' infirmities were their Druj curse. But they weren't Druj. Not even close. Frankly, I had no idea what they were, or where they came from. Darius didn't either, which was part of his problem. He couldn't face giving up all he believed when he had nothing to take its place.

      “Quarreling again?” Tijah flopped down beside me, joined moments later by her own daēva, Myrri. They could have been sisters, both tall and slender, with tilted eyes and pretty skin the color of strong tea. Tijah wore her hair in dozens of small braids, while Myrri's hung in springy curls to her shoulders. The bond had taken Myrri's tongue, so they used a system of hand gestures to communicate. Myrri's fingers flashed and Tijah laughed.

      “Not in the least,” I said. “We were just admiring the view.”

      “Well, take a look on the port side,” Tijah said with a grin. She was from the desert lands of Al Miraj and had never seen a pool of water much larger than she could hop across. She found the ocean fascinating, and had spent much of our journey from the Bosporus cajoling the crew into teaching her their seafaring lingo, which she liked to show off at any opportunity.

      I raised my eyebrows at her pleased expression.

      “Land ho,” she said.

      Darius and I jumped to our feet and ran to the opposite rail, where the ancient city of Karnopolis crouched in the morning sun.

      “Holy Father,” I breathed, forgetting for a moment I was supposed to be a heretic.

      Until I was thirteen, I had never set foot inside a house. My people were nomads. We lived in goat-skin tents and drove our herds over the mountains twice a year. When I left my clan to join the King's Water Dogs, I had lived in Tel Khalujah, which seemed a bustling metropolis. And when I first saw the summer capital of Persepolae, I'd realized Tel Khalujah was just a backwater.

      But Karnopolis…It was fifty times larger than Persepolae. As we sailed into the harbor, past fishing boats and cargo ships and the sleek triremes of the King's Navy, I gawked at the famous wall surrounding the city. It curved down to the Middle Sea like a sheer cliff, casting sharp-edged shadows on the white stone buildings within. Odd-looking trees with large fronds and no lower branches swayed in the breeze along the waterfront.

      “My father—may the gods cause his manhood to wither and fall off—said they race chariots atop the wall,” Tijah observed. “I'd like to see that sometime.”

      “Karnopolis has every amusement, despite the best efforts of the magi to suppress sinfulness,” Darius said dryly. “Unless I'm mistaken, the address we're going to is deep in the belly of the pleasure district.”

      Tijah grinned. “Why does it not surprise me the smuggler has unsavory friends? Well, we are less likely to be scrutinized there, I suppose.”

      “Do they have special daēva gates, like in Persepolae?” I asked. It had only just occurred to me, but if they used the fire test for people entering the city, we had a problem.

      “Not here,” Darius replied. “There are not enough of us to make it worth the trouble, I think.”

      As the ship dropped anchor, we went below and collected our belongings. In my case, that was a sword wrapped in a length of cloth and a small leather sack with a change of clothing and a few toiletries. It felt odd to wear a dress instead of trousers. I kept tripping over the skirts and hoped we didn't get in a fight before I had a chance to change.

      “Here, give it to me,” Tijah said as I fumbled one-handed with the hooks on my veil. She stepped back and studied me. “Stop scowling under there, Nazafareen. Try to look meek. Eyes downcast.”

      I made a rude noise and Tijah laughed. “Just pretend you're wearing a qarha. It feels more or less the same. Unless you'd prefer to be arrested at the gates?”

      “No, I'm quite happy with the veil,” I said, blowing out a hot breath through my mouth. The thin linen flapped up, then settled back down like an albatross coming in to roost.

      “Good. You can thank me later.” Feet pounded on the deck overhead, accompanied by thumps and shouts as the sails were lowered. “Ready?”

      I looked at Myrri, also veiled, who raised an eyebrow. “Ready,” I said.

      Our ship had once been called the Amestris. Two weeks before, she had rescued us from a village on the Midnight Sea and brought us all the way to the Hellespont, where King Alexander's army was camped. As a result, the Amestris was a blacklisted ship, so her owner—the smuggler, Kayan Zaaykar—had changed her nameplate to the Photina. But her captain was the same man as before, and we bid him a warm farewell as the crew prepared a longboat to carry us to shore.

      “Are you sure I shouldn't wait for you?” he asked, rubbing the dark stubble on his jaw.

      “When we leave, it will be over land,” I replied. “The sea route to Persepolae would take three times as long. And it's not safe. Someone could recognize the ship.”

      He nodded. It wasn't the first time we'd had this debate. “I'll tell Kayan Zaaykar you landed safely,” he said. “Be well.”

      “And you.”

      The four of us got into the longboat and sailors lowered it to the water. In a few minutes, they had rowed us to a beach where fishing boats were pulled up. I had hoped never to set foot inside the borders of the empire again, and here I was, heading straight into the dragon's den. I glanced at Darius. His expression gave nothing away, but I knew he felt it too, even more than I did. Dread.

      “Which way?” Tijah asked, as the sailors rowed back to the Photina.

      The veil concealed everything but her brown eyes, which were cool and intelligent. Tijah didn't ruffle easily, nor did her daēva. Once she committed to something, she didn't look back. I wish I had her confidence.

      Darius pointed to a fish market at the edge of the harbor.

      “We can take a shortcut through there,” he said.

      The people of Karnopolis were mostly dark of hair and skin, although Darius said the city was a melting pot, drawing merchants and mercenaries and pilgrims from all corners of the empire. The babble of a dozen foreign tongues surrounded us as we pushed our way through the bustling marketplace. Persepolae, the summer capital, was quiet and stately, full of gleaming white marble and strict geometrical designs, but this city hummed with boisterous life. The people were louder, their hand gestures bigger and clothing gaudier. Sleek cats wove between the stalls, hunting for scraps of fish. The tables were shaded by awnings of brightly dyed cloth, forming a maze of light and shadow that echoed with the sounds of full-throated haggling. As we approached the nearest gate into the city, Myrri touched my arm. I felt Darius stiffen.

      A body was nailed to the top of the wall with iron spikes, its arms and legs splayed wide. The face had been pecked at by birds and was barely recognizable as human, but the robes were unmistakable. A magus. I had no great love for the priesthood, but judging by the wisps of white hair clinging to his scalp, the poor man had been old enough to be my grandfather. The sight was made even more macabre by the beauty of the massive wooden gate, framed by blue-glazed brick with a mosaic of galloping horses and a border of blue and white flowers.

      A few people stared, but most acted as if they didn't even see the corpse, dangling like a broken puppet. From the condition of the parts I could see, I guessed it had been there for at least a week.

      “Is that how they punish law-breakers here?” Tijah asked in a low voice. “Gods, I only hope he was dead before they strung him up.”

      Darius shook his head, troubled. “The satrap of Karnopolis is not known to be lenient, but I've never seen such a thing before.”

      “It's a message,” I said. “That's the only reason you'd do something like that. To scare people.”

      We moved away from the crowds to a relatively quiet patch of ground where we could observe the gate. Although the guards seemed mostly lazy and disinterested, I noticed with a sinking heart that not everyone was permitted to pass without question. Every ninth or tenth person was pulled aside as the guards inspected their palms.

      “They're checking tattoos,” Darius said. He clenched his right hand into a fist. “They must have been warned about us. If they see the triangle…”

      He didn't have to finish the thought. The single triangle with a slash through it marked him as daēva. Tijah and I both had two triangles on our palms, one nested inside the other—proof we were human. The tattoos had been inked with the power. Nothing could alter or remove them.

      “The magus at Tel Khalujah used to say a messenger could travel the Royal Road from Persepolae to Karnopolis in three days by relay,” I said. Our quiet lessons in his study on history and geography seemed like another lifetime to me now, but perhaps they would prove useful after all.

      “We have to assume one already has.” Darius eyed the four guards, with their spears and wicker shields. “At least they aren't daēvas. Then they wouldn’t even need to see my hand to know what I am.”

      “What next then?” Tijah asked.

      “Let's try another gate,” he suggested.

      We followed the curve of the great wall along the waterfront, but it was the same at the next gate, and the one after that. The guards did not check everyone, but they did seem to be singling out dark-haired young men of a certain age. Young men who looked like Darius.

      “This is bad,” Tijah said, exchanging a look with Myrri. “Perhaps just the three of us should go through for now. Veiled women won't have a problem.” She turned to Darius. “You stay here, and we'll find a way to sneak you in later.”

      “I don't like that so much,” I said. “He's the only one who knows the city. And there's nowhere to hide out here. The Photina will be gone by now. Her captain is as wanted as we are, he wouldn’t risk staying in port, not even to take on supplies.”

      “I suppose we could toss the dice,” Tijah said dubiously. “We might manage to slip inside.”

      “I don't like that either,” I said, blowing on my veil. I felt sweaty and frustrated. “Darius, what do you say?”

      “I have an idea.” He smiled, a devilish glint in his eye. “Just wait.”

      So we stood and watched people and animals and carts go in and out, raising clouds of fine, gritty sand. At least there was no faceless corpse nailed over this particular gate. In the heat, the other one had given off the faintly sweet rot I remembered from Gorgon-e Gaz, turning my stomach to a sour mess.

      The sun sat at its peak in the sky when I sensed Darius grow more alert, like a hunting hound scenting a boar.

      “Are you going to use the power?” I asked warily. “I hope you remember what happened in Karon Komai. It was as good as lighting a signal fire for the Immortals.”

      “I remember. And I won't use much. Just a trickle.”

      I almost objected. If they were close enough, other daēvas could sense the power being used. But I couldn't see any choice. And if we were going to gamble, I'd put my wager on Darius.

      A moment later, a cart loaded with huge cedar timbers rolled up the gate. Darius's mind stilled. I knew he had gone to the nexus, the place where he became one with the elements. The cuff warmed against my skin. One of the guards was just raising his hand to wave the cart through when there was a snapping sound and the ropes holding the timbers broke. Yells erupted as ten-foot logs rolled in every direction, smashing into the wheels of other carts and sending the lines of people running for cover. The guards cursed at the driver, who was tearing at his hair and in turn cursing the evil spirits that had brought bad luck and ruin down upon an honest laborer. Two of the guards rushed to the side of a wealthy merchant who was gesticulating in fury at his own ruined cart. The last two looked at each other and shrugged, then began to help the driver retrieve his runaway wares.

      “Now,” Darius hissed.

      Moving fast (but not too fast), we joined the handful of people who had been about to pass through the gate before the “accident” occurred. Most had stopped to gawk at the mayhem, and paid us no attention as we slipped into the shadow of the massive wall. Up close, the pitted and weathered mortar looked a thousand years old. Like it had broken the teeth of invaders no one even remembered anymore. Like it had stood there forever and would still be standing when the rest of the world was swallowed up by the desert sands.

      As I stepped through the rectangular cut of the gate, I had the sensation of entering the jaws of some great beast and couldn't help but wonder if we would all come out again.

      “Let's split up,” Darius said the moment we were through. “Follow, but don't let it appear we're all together.”

      Tijah nodded, and she and Myrri slowed their steps until I could no longer see them. I drew a deep breath, my nose filling with strange perfumes and spices and the dry, dusty odor of sun-baked mud.  Mules and oxcarts filled the narrow streets with no regard whatsoever for anyone on foot, or anything coming from the opposite direction. Within a few blocks, I had witnessed two violent arguments over right-of-way, although no one but the combatants paid them any mind. To my relief, the city was crowded enough that four more souls were just a drop in the ocean of humanity. Of course, it also meant finding the Prophet would be like identifying a single grain of sand in the Sayhad desert.

      The address we wanted wasn't far from the docks in a seedy area of wine sinks, gambling dens and brothels popular with sailors. I kept my head down and my stump tucked inside my sleeve as we passed a pair of uniformed men with swords and cudgels, City Watch by the looks of them. I no longer wore the scarlet tunic of the Water Dogs, but only two weeks ago I had been a resident of the King's dungeons in Persepolae. And I still wore the pair of gold cuffs marking me as bonded—one linking me to Victor, the other to Darius. Tijah and Myrri wore them too, concealed under long sleeves. A single glimpse of the cuffs by someone who knew what they were and we'd all be in cells.

      I held my breath, but the guards strolled by without showing any special interest in us. We could kill them if we had to, but more would come. Too many to fight. For now, we just had to stay out of trouble long enough to find Kayan Zaaykar's contact and pray he didn't turn us in.

      The dirty, narrow streets twisted and tangled together like the branches of a thorn bush, and even Darius, who was the best tracker I had ever met, had to stop and ask for directions. Finally, we came to a four-story building that was larger and somewhat grander than its neighbors. A teenaged boy with painted eyes lounged against the wall outside, just under a sign depicting a large—and frankly phallic—shaft piercing a wine cup. His gaze lingered on Darius, then turned to Tijah, Myrri and myself with open curiosity. I guessed not many women turned up on the doorstep of Marduk's Spear, not unless they were hunting wayward husbands.

      “We're looking for the owner of this fine establishment,” Darius said with a friendly smile.

      “Who's asking?” the kid demanded.

      “Friends of Kayan Zaaykar,” Darius said, dropping his voice.

      The boy gave us an unreadable look. He couldn't have been more than fourteen, but his dark, knowing eyes looked closer to forty. “Come inside,” he said at last, stepping through the doorway into the cool, dim interior.

      Marduk's Spear was nominally a tavern, with tables and couches occupying the ground floor, although the boys serving wine to the sparse morning clientele were all exceptionally pretty. A pear-shaped tanbur sat propped in the corner, its strings silent at this early hour. Arched doors on the far side of the room opened onto a courtyard filled with flowerbeds and more of those strange limbless trees I had seen at the harbor. The boy indicated we should follow and led us into the garden to the shade of a date tree.

      It was still early in the day, but the temperature had already grown too warm for my taste. Karnopolis was sticky, damp and vaguely smelly, like the fists of an infant, and I felt a fleeting but sharp longing for the mountains of my childhood. Karnopolis's temperate climate had earned the city its status as the winter capital. The King and his entire court would be here now if not for the barbarian army at his western border—an army I had sworn allegiance to, for whatever that was worth. I somehow doubted I would live long enough for Alexander to collect his due.

      “Wait here,” the kid said. He darted off, past a few chickens pecking half-heartedly in the dirt and up a flight of stairs, bare feet slapping on the tiles.

      “Are you sure this man is a Follower of the Prophet?” Tijah whispered. “He doesn't seem exactly…devout.”

      “Unless there's another Marduk's Spear, we've come to the right place,” Darius said. “Let's just be careful how much we say until we're sure of him.” He glanced at me. “I'll take the lead, if you don't mind.”

      I knew he thought I was a hothead who couldn't hold her tongue, which was true, but I didn't appreciate being reminded of that fact.

      “Fine.” I wiped a sheen of sweat from my forehead with the sleeve of my turquoise gown. “You do the talking.”

      A moment later, an enormous man in a leather vest descended the stairs. His arms looked like they were stuffed with rocks, and he wore a scowl on his scarred face.

      “Who's asking for Arshad Nabu-zar-adan?” he growled.

      “Kayan Zaaykar sent us,” I blurted.

      Darius sighed.

      “Sorry,” I mouthed, clamping my lips shut.

      It would have been so much easier if Kayan had just come along, but the smuggler had stayed behind at Alexander's camp. He claimed to be too well known in Karnopolis to risk coming here. But he had insisted the owner of Marduk's Spear was a man we could trust.

      “And who's us?” the giant demanded.

      “Friends,” Darius said shortly. “And our message is for your boss, not you.”

      I wondered how Darius knew the giant was not, in fact, Arshad Nabu-zar-adan, but he was obviously correct in this assumption, because the man crossed his arms—the better to display his bulging biceps—and lowered an impressively ridged brow. It was the sort of head that cracked other heads like eggs. I knew the type.

      “Then you're shit out of⁠—”

      “It's alright. Bring them to my chambers.”

      We all looked up at the balcony above. The person attached to the cultured voice had already withdrawn, but it was as if the Holy Father himself had appeared in the clouds, for the giant's demeanor immediately changed to that of a palace courtier.

      “Right this way then,” he said, baring a handful of teeth in a sweet smile.
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      Four leagues due north of the ninety-sixth gate of Karnopolis was a small pond surrounded by trees. No bullfrogs croaked at its reedy edges. No insects skated across its glassy surface. The level of its dark waters never changed, not in the hottest, driest months of summer, nor after the heavy spring rains. It was a lifeless place, because it was not really a pond but a gate, similar to the one leading into the city, except that this gate connected two worlds.

      The glen lay deep in the woods, and only a passing fox saw the necromancer named Balthazar ride his horse out of the pond. He emerged perfectly dry and stopped for a moment at the edge, dark hair lifting in the wind. The fox did not like the smell of either the man or his beast. They reeked of unpleasant magic. Heart thieves, the fox thought to herself, as she hurried silently back to her pups.

      Balthazar took a deep breath, tasting the forest air. Leaving the Dominion always left him with a profound feeling of relief. The shadowlands stole a piece from him, an intangible but important piece, and he was grateful to have it back. It had thudded into him as he crossed the shivery border at the surface of the pond—his magic, what there was of it.

      This was the first reason Balthazar was glad to be back in the mundane world. The second was that things moved in the Dominion between the gates, things that hunted his kind, and although Balthazar trafficked in death, he did not relish the thought of his own. He had been lucky this time. None had caught his scent, partly thanks to the talisman of Traveling he carried in his pocket. The journey from Bactria was the longest he had ever spent in the shadowlands, nearly a full day. But it had saved him two weeks of hard riding, and his instincts told him time was running short.

      The horse was glad to be out too. It whickered softly, nosing the grass at the edge of the pond. The day was a pleasant one, and the necromancer was in high spirits as he rode out of the woods and found the road to the city. The closer he came to the wall, the thicker the traffic on the road became, but no one gave him a second glance, except to ask for a quick blessing. Balthazar complied with a fatherly smile. He wore the white robes of a magus and knew their nonsense by heart.

      Karnopolis had changed little since he was last there, although a full two centuries had passed. It was one of the oldest cities in the known world and exuded the lazy arrogance of a sun-warmed cat. The only major new additions Balthazar could detect were the austere Hall of the Numerators and the much smaller Tomb of the Prophet. Both were near the Temple of the Magi, which was his destination.

      Balthazar paused when he reached the enormous marble building and spent a moment looking up at the broad steps and the feckless priests who hurried to and fro. He had decided to come alone for a number of reasons, chiefly because the more of his brethren were in the city, the greater the chance of discovery. They called his kind necromancers because they commanded the Undead, but he disliked the term. Antimagi was a far more accurate title. The powers he served were the exact opposite of the elemental magic of the daēvas and their masters. They took living matter and drained it dry of whatever life force it possessed, swelling the Antimagus with stolen vitality. When Balthazar was chained to his slaves, his strength equaled four men. It was a heady sensation. He could hardly drag his human chattel through the streets of Karnopolis, but he did have the chains and collars in his saddlebag. As he watched the magi scurrying about, Balthazar thought he would not have a great deal of trouble finding new ones, should the need arise.

      Queen Neblis had been reluctant to see him go alone, but she had faith in Balthazar's abilities. He had failed her only once, when the daēva called Victor had escaped on the plain, and he felt he had more than made up for it by bringing her the holy fire. Now they needed the Prophet to teach them how to use it.

      Balthazar dismounted and led his horse to the stables behind the temple, where he gave a coin to the boy there, tousled his hair, and asked him to take good care of his mount, which was a beautiful black Ferghana. The other horses whinnied uneasily at its presence, but the boy hushed them, grateful for the copper. Balthazar entered the temple through a rear door and went straight to the fire altar. They would give him shelter if he asked for it, and he planned to. It was the ideal place from which to conduct the search. He would be just another magus from the provinces, come to make his annual pilgrimage to the Prophet's Tomb.

      It had been a very long time indeed since he had knelt before the brazier. It sat in the center of an otherwise empty room, and the fire within burned eternally, a symbol of the Holy Father and the purification of sin. As Balthazar stared into the flames, listening to the droning prayers of the other magi, he had a sudden, vivid memory of himself as a much younger man. He had worn a short beard then, and the cuff of the warrior magi encircled his left wrist. They had stripped him of it just days before the Druj hordes surrounded the city. He remembered looking out the narrow window of his cell and seeing the endless lines of revenants beyond the wall, their iron swords and fearsome mounts. He remembered the black shadows of the liches, weaving back and forth like snakes, the sound they made. Balthazar had nearly soiled himself watching them.

      Now, they obeyed his command.

      The magi had called him a heretic and worse for his dabblings. Cast him out. But Neblis had picked him up. And now those magi were all dead, and he was still here.

      Balthazar no longer prayed to the Holy Father, but he knew the sign of the flame. Forehead, lips, heart. Good thoughts, good words, good deeds. It came as easily to his fingers as if he had just performed it yesterday. He scanned the faces of the other magi at the altar, but recognized none. Back in his day, many of them—all those with the gift, at least—had worn the cuffs. They were at war, and the magi, along with the Immortals, were the first and last lines of defense. But that seemed to have gone out of fashion, or perhaps fewer had the gift. He was glad to see it, because it meant all the magi here would be too young to remember him. The infamous Balthazar. He lowered his head to cover a smile. If anyone knew where the Prophet was, it would be one of these fools.

      Balthazar rose and made his way to the guest quarters. The elderly magus there was happy to accommodate a pilgrim from Qaddah. He asked a number of questions, but Balthazar was a fluent liar, and he knew the correct responses. Once he had shaken the man off, he prowled the corridors until he found one of the hidden doors leading down to the tunnels. He could search them himself, but that would take weeks. A better course would be to at least confirm the Prophet was down there first. In the meantime, he could put the labyrinth to other purposes.

      Balthazar looked both ways to ensure he was not observed, then slid the knife hidden in his robes into the crack and worked it open. Dust rained down, a good sign. This part of the tunnels had not been used in a long while. His darkly handsome face cracked into a grin.

      That was about to change.
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      We followed the giant up two flights of stairs and down a series of low, arched hallways. The building extended far back from the street, enclosing the square courtyard, and turned out to be much larger than it seemed from the outside. Finally, he threw open a door and stood aside. The room beyond was decorated in shades of purple and gold, and smelled strongly of Lily of the Valley. I knew right away that Arshad Nabu-zar-adan was an educated man, because he had a pile of scrolls on a cedar pedestal. Seeing them reminded me that I couldn't read myself, and I took an instant, irrational disliking to him.

      A couch had been placed near the window to catch the humid breeze. The man who reclined on it was middle-aged but still slender, with neatly combed silver hair kept at shoulder length. He wore rings on his fingers and a fancy embroidered tunic. I guessed business was good at Marduk's Spear.

      “Please sit,” he said, signaling the boy at his feet to pour cups of wine. We waited in silence until the boy had departed, discreetly shutting the door behind him. Tijah and I unhooked our veils and took two finely carved chairs. Myrri ignored the wine, hands tucked into the folds of her gown. I wondered how many knives she had hidden away under there.

      “To your health,” Arshad Nabu-zar-adan said, lifting his cup.

      “And yours,” Darius murmured.

      We raised our cups and sipped. I was used to the dicey vintage they served watered down in the barracks of Tel Khalujah, but this wine was smooth and mellow. Expensive, like everything else in the room. Warmth bloomed in my belly as I studied Arshad Nabu-zar-adan over the rim of my cup. He had a prominent nose and small, almost prim mouth that was just beginning to sag at the corners. The eyes squinting at us with open suspicion were framed by dark brows that came to little peaks, as though he were continuously surprised at the dregs of humanity that washed up on the shore of Marduk's Spear.

      “How is Kayan Zaaykar?” our host asked. “I haven't seen him in years.”

      I exchanged a glance with Darius. Kayan claimed he'd received a message from the brothel owner no more than a month ago, saying he wholly supported the barbarian invasion.

      “He is in Sestos,” Darius said carefully. “With the Macydonian King.”

      “A traitor then? That is unfortunate news indeed.” Arshad Nabu-zar-adan's black eyes grew even colder. “I think it best you leave. I am an honest businessman and loyal subject of King Artaxeros the Second, the Father bless his name.”

      “He told us to say he still owes you fifty siglos for that bet last year.” Darius held out a purse. “Here it is, with interest.”

      The brothel owner didn't even glance at the money. “I'm sorry you've wasted your time, but I have no information about this man or his acquaintances. As I said, I haven't seen him in a long time.”

      “We're not asking for information—” Tijah began.

      “Now, please.” He tapped a walking stick twice on the floor and the door flew open. The giant stood there, looking at us with the bored expression of someone who ejected people from Marduk's Spear on a regular basis. “Escort our visitors to the street.”

      “Listen,” Darius began, a bit desperately.

      “No, you listen.” His gaze bored into us, one by one, starting with Tijah. “A girl with the cadence of Al Miraj on her tongue. Another who speaks not at all. A young man with blue eyes and a grey hand. A young woman with the look of the northern clans. I know exactly who you are, and where you come from. It is my business to know such things. Do you think to entrap me simply by repeating a name? I have no interest in aiding fugitives and traitors. If you will not leave, I will summon the City Watch and let them deal with you.”

      My temper, stoked by the wine and heat, grew darker with every word he spoke. Darius shot me a warning look but it was too late.

      “If you know who we are, you should know enough not to threaten,” I snapped. “Unless you want this fine establishment to be pulled down around your ears!”

      Darius started to rise, and the giant took a step into the room. He had knives in his boots, I noticed, and a nasty-looking cudgel at his waist, which one meaty hand was already groping for. Myrri moved in front of Tijah, her own knives materializing out of thin air. From the look of intense concentration on her face, Myrri was gathering the power. When it came to Tijah, she was pitiless as a mother bear protecting her cub.

      I threw myself across the carpet, lunging for Arshad Nabu-zar-adan's throat. As I reached him, my sleeve fell back, revealing the stump and the two gold cuffs worked with snarling lions that encircled my forearm.

      “Wait!” he choked out, eyes fixed on the cuffs. “Stop!”

      This last was directed at the giant, whose cudgel was poised to brain anyone foolish enough to come within reach. Darius had stepped back to give himself room to draw his sword. He looked aggravated.

      “Don't,” he growled at Myrri. “You'll bring them down on us.”

      I grabbed a fistful of Arshad's fancy tunic. My skirts had gotten hopelessly twisted around my legs, leaving no option but to tumble with all the grace of a hamstrung ox onto the couch next to him.

      “Are you a daēva?” Arshad managed.

      I shook my head and jerked my chin toward Darius. “He is.”

      Arshad Nabu-zar-adan stared at Darius, then at me. Confusion and fear flickered across his face. The giant frowned, waiting for his master's instructions.

      “The proclamation said nothing of daēvas,” Arshad muttered. “Only that murderers had escaped the dungeons at Persepolae. They say you killed two Purified.”

      “Lies,” Tijah growled.

      Myrri made the knives disappear and laid a pacifying hand on Tijah's arm. As fierce as she could be, Myrri was actually the more level-headed of the two of them.

      “We were Water Dogs,” I said. “From the satrapy of Tel Khalujah. Now we are traitors who seek the Prophet. Are you still going to turn us in?” I smiled, although my heart was thumping hard. The prospect of violence was not unappealing. “If you say yes, you'll be dead in less time than it takes to speak the word.”

      Arshad Nabu-zar-adan didn't answer for an excruciating moment. Then he signaled the giant to leave the room.

      “What happened to your hand?” he asked.

      “My own captain cut it off in the dungeons,” I said. “To break the bond with my daēva.” I glanced at Darius. “One of the Purified you speak of was murdered in those cells, but not by us. It was the King's own men. Kayan Zaaykar let us hide at his manor house after we escaped. The Immortals found us, but we made it to the Amestris, and then to Alexander's camp. Kayan is there now. It was too dangerous for him to come with us.”

      Arshad Nabu-zar-adan let out a breath from his thin nose. “I'm sorry for doubting you, but I had to be sure. The King issued a proclamation a fortnight ago. There's a reward on your heads, a large one. The King also said he had discovered the existence of a heretical sect seeking the overthrow of the empire and the enslavement of its people. He vowed to root them out by any means necessary.”

      “The Followers of the Prophet,” Darius said quietly.

      “Yes. There have already been six public executions of magi.” He lowered his voice to a near whisper. “Five were perfectly innocent, but one knew of our cause and sympathized with it. Holy Father bless him, he must have kept my name to himself, or soldiers would have been at my door days ago. But I fear it's only a matter of time.” He toyed with his rings, spinning them with stubby fingers that looked like they belonged on another body entirely. “The proclamation has unleashed a reign of terror. Anyone with a grudge against his neighbors can accuse them of being Followers and they will be subject to the question. These are dark times indeed, and growing darker each day.”

      “We saw a corpse on the wall,” Tijah said. “A magus.”

      “Yes. The bodies of the so-called traitors are being displayed. Karnopolis has ninety-nine gates, and I fear each will have its own corpse by the time this inquisition is done.” He sighed. “But first I would hear your tale in full. It seems you know more than I about what has transpired in Persepolae. Rumors have reached us, but each is more far-fetched than the last.”

      Arshad Nabu-zar-adan called for food and we told him in turns all that had happened since the day our company of Water Dogs was sent from Tel Khalujah to bring back six daēvas who had escaped from the prison at Gorgon-e Gaz. How we met necromancers on the Great Salt Plain who were chasing the same daēvas. How one of them turned out to be Darius's own father. How after many further misadventures, Kayan Zaaykar's ship had brought us to the tent of the young Macydonian King with mismatched eyes and boundless ambitions.

      “So he plans to burn Persepolae?” Arshad Nabu-zar-adan asked in disbelief.

      “Unless we can find a way to turn the Immortals, yes,” Darius said. “Alexander knows he cannot beat them in battle. He has free daēvas, but not nearly enough, and the Immortals number five thousand daēvas alone. If we can find the Prophet and take him to Persepolae, his words might convince them to surrender. If not, he might be able to break the cuffs himself.”

      “And what would happen then?”

      Darius shrugged. Unfortunately, he explained, no one knew what would happen then. But at least King Artaxeros couldn't force the daēva Immortals to fight for him.

      “When does Alexander intend to march on the city?”

      “In less than three weeks' time,” Darius replied.

      “Holy Father.” Arshad made the sign of the flame, touching his fingers to forehead, lips and heart. “We must move quickly. Now I will tell you the news I had for Kayan. It is both good and bad.” He poured another cup of wine and downed half
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