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In the name of God, the Most Merciful, the Most Compassionate. Blessings upon His honored Prophet Muhammad, his family, and his followers. Praise be to God, who in His glory created the earth and its diversity of lands and languages, peoples and tongues. In tales of these long-ago places, of the rise and fall of cities and empires, despots and just rulers, revolutions and anarchy, is there not wisdom to be gleaned? Lessons and warnings to be gathered and reflected upon so that our own people may be rightly guided?

But of course, history outside of our noble book is notably fallible. Or rather malleable—by those who tell it, what sources they choose, and the audience for whom it is crafted. I know this well, for what am I if not a scribe and storyteller, accustomed to plucking strands that will resonate with my audience and weaving them into the tapestry of an account, while other threads are excluded from the loom?

Ah, I can see a few of you shifting about for you did not come for an exegesis on the nature of history … You want more tales of the nakhudha Amina al-Sirafi, her witty crew, and the magical Transgressions they were tasked with retrieving! But it was Amina herself who taught me to look for hidden voices, for the people whom history forgets; those who are oppressed, those who are crushed by the struggle to survive, those with little means to share their story. The sailors and serving girls, midwives and slaves, porters and field hands. Their accounts are no less important; indeed, very often they highlight truths those with power would prefer to be kept hidden.

Amina would offer her own lesson on concealing truths—she did, after all, insist upon telling her own tale and for a reason. So let us speak of hidden histories, of haunted places and the lost souls who walked their paths. The lost souls who savored rich lives and met sorrowful ends. Those who witnessed the collapse of their worlds, never imagining how ours would build over their ruins.

Now—and may God guide and protect us—there is blood in these accounts. The kind of blood and pain that lingers, that scars. That festers over the centuries into raw, gaping wounds that refuse to heal, instead infecting all that they touch; misery and suffering that mar succeeding generations. Accordingly, this is not an easy tale. However, I swore to share it, to write it down as it was experienced though it nearly tore apart a friendship I believed unbreakable. Know that, then, so you may better understand that bond, I will begin with an earlier adventure, one that occurred before everything fell apart.
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Chapter 1

Hand to God, we never meant to lose the ancient city of Muziris. If anything, I blame the peris. And more particularly, a certain one.

Because Khayzur certainly did not tell me about the fucking automatons when he instructed me to go after the second Transgression.

—Oh, stop sighing, Jamal. Your ancestors got us locked in a cave with a lunatic lunar spirit. You are not permitted to judge. Recall that it was you who asked to come fishing with me this morning so that I could recount to you another adventure, eh? And don’t get excited. I see the scholar’s gleam in your eye, but should warn you in advance: this tale results in the destruction of several dozen, no doubt priceless, historical artifacts.

So let me tell you, then, about our ill-fated mission to retrieve the Mortar of Mithridates.

Now, I am certain you know more than I did about Mithridates. I was aware he’d been a king of antiquity, Greek or Persian—somewhere in the north; recalling faintly, as well, that he was said to be an enemy of the Romans, though what independent-minded ruler back then wasn’t? But what I had heard about in far greater and more fabulous depth was Mithridates’s legend as the Poison King. As a man so paranoid about assassination that he’d meticulously self-dosed with minuscule amounts of every toxin available since boyhood in hopes of making himself immune to all—succeeding so well that in a cruel irony he’d required a blade to kill himself when his kingdom finally did fall and vengeful Romans were breaking down his gates. A scholar king who built a wondrous library and workshop, Mithridates supposedly ran experiments so advanced that even today’s greatest minds cannot reproduce them, including having invented his own preventative, a capsule of top-secret ingredients said to combat any poison known to man.

Khayzur had seemed well acquainted with the long-dead Poison King’s brilliance when we last spoke. “I will not deny Mithridates’s talents at pharmacology,” he’d admitted. “Though he was a brutal man in other matters. But the king may have had a slight advantage.”

“Which was?” I had inquired.

“His mortar had magical roots. My people are not certain of its exact origins—it might have been a Nahid healer’s misplaced tool or slipped into his workshop by a mischievous ifrit. Either way, it took quite a liking to him.”

Khayzur had started to confound me at whatever in the hells a “Nahid healer” was and finished the task by claiming that a mortar was capable of developing emotions. “A fondness?” I’d repeated, flabbergasted. “We are talking about a mortar like the tool, yes?” I’d asked, grinding my fist against my palm. “The mortar developed a fondness?”

“Indeed,” Khayzur had chirped sadly. “It’s a common affliction among supernatural items. Humans are just so novel, fragile, and clever! They make our tools want to be on their best behavior. Suffice to say the mortar took on some rather alarming properties under Mithridates’s hands, vanished after his death, and has been a cause of concern ever since.” He’d smiled brightly, handing over one of his lime-green feathers. “Once you find it, use this to summon me.”

The feather had shivered at my touch. “How?”

“A bit of your blood on the barbs. To my people, it is a siren’s call. Once used, I will be able to return to your side.” He had paused. “But only when you have the Transgression. Remember that I cannot help you, nor save you—not according to my people’s laws.”

The warning was a bitter reminder. Despite Khayzur’s kindness, his people saw me only as a tool. A pawn to be retrieved or cut loose as needed. “Understood,” I’d replied grimly.

Khayzur had tried to cheer me back up. “It should not be too dire of a quest. Indeed, we have a number of clues that make me hopeful this Transgression shall prove a successful hunt.”

The peri wasn’t wrong—at first. If anything, puzzling out the Mortar of Mithridates’s final location seemed a task designed specifically for my companions and me. Khayzur’s clues indicated the mortar was likely taken to Muziris by victorious Romans after the king’s death, and ruins of the famed city—now centuries past its heyday—were said to be half buried in the jungles and rivers along the Malabar Coast. Tinbu was a native son of the region, Majed was talented at geographic mysteries, and Dalila was a skilled poisoner herself in case we had trouble identifying the dead king’s tools. So it was easy to feel a bit of confidence as we paddled a canoe along a murky overgrown creek, easily spotting the moldy brick columns and crumbling stupas of what had once been an expansive harbor and well-planned city. I was beginning to even fear that my own skills—chiefly seeing things no human should be able to see and then smashing them with a strength no human should enjoy—would be wasted.

Oh, Amina … you never learn.

We were examining the remnants of a villa, flakes of red gold still clinging to the walls, mosaics of sea creatures and divine dancers lying in shards beneath our feet, when Dalila stilled, clucking her tongue and pointing to a comparatively plain corner of the mosaic floor where the fanciful figures gave way to a floral border. Upon the shattered façade of stylized leaves, tiny wrens chased bugs, and bulbous flowers bloomed in saffron hues.

“There,” Dalila declared, sweeping the ribbons of her headdress away from her glistening brow—the jungle’s humidity had us all sweating. “That is where we search.”

“The bush?” Tinbu asked, sounding skeptical.

Dalila tsked. “That ‘bush’ is alkekengi, and can treat everything from childbirth fever to liver maladies.” She nodded at what appeared to be an identical plant in the adjoining mosaic. “That bush will empty your bowels in both directions and kill you in a week.”

Tinbu blanched. “How do you tell the difference?”

“You study under a poison master for years.” She began tapping upon the stone flower heads with her staff in a pattern that made sense only to her. “I suspect if I … Ah.” With a decisive grunt, she pressed her heel into a junction of the mosaic and swiftly stepped back.

As though a puzzle box had been sprung, the mosaic gave a great shudder and splintered into four parts. The section depicting Dalila’s alkekengi bush fell away, dirt flying and roots snapping, to reveal a black, forbidding maw in the ground.

Majed spoke first. “Oh, good. A grave.”

I took a closer look. The hole was just big enough for a person to slip through, with rusty iron links that might have once supported wooden rungs vanishing into the darkness. “It appears to be a tunnel.”

“Oh, forgive me. A tunnel of uncertain stability beneath a ruined city marked by a riddle only a poison expert could solve,” Majed replied. “So: a grave. Namely, ours.”

Dalila seemed to agree, looking upon her revelation with trepidation. “In my experience, anyone going to the effort to devise such a trick rarely leaves it at one. In Egypt, there is said to be an entire branch of the Banu Sasan who specialize in building similar contraptions outside ancient tombs. They use them to tempt and rob would-be treasure seekers.”

“Then how fortunate that we count a member of such illustrious criminal lineage as one of our own.” I stepped in front of her, putting myself between the tunnel and my companion as I kicked a piece of tile into the hole.

We listened to it fall, the distance not sounding dangerously deep. When nothing monstrous popped out, I drew closer, peering into the shadowy depths. Beyond the ring of disturbed soil and broken mosaic tiles, there was nothing but yawning darkness.

Five Transgressions. The memory of the peri court whispered in my head. One—the Moon of Saba—retrieved and four to go. The only way to be free of this burden was to move forward. I lowered myself into the murky entrance, landing with unnatural grace on an uneven stone floor that would have broken both my legs last year. Even so, my bad knee twinged when I straightened up, warning me it could misbehave, supernatural strength be damned.

Tinbu called down, “Amina?”

“I am fine, God be praised,” I shouted back. “But the three of you will need a rope. And lamps,” I added, trying and failing to discern anything beyond the gloom. “It is darker than a midnight sea.”

“Do not go ahead without us,” Majed warned as I went to do precisely that. “All your magical brawn is going to be for nothing if you fall into one of the traps Dalila said might be waiting.”

With a grunt, I obeyed. As my eyes adjusted to the lack of light, I realized that the tunnel walls were shored up with chunks of plastered coral, shot through with grasping tree roots long enough to catch my turban. The fetid air was heavy with the smell of wet soil and rotting plants, and I could have sworn I heard moving water, perhaps an underground stream. The space did call to mind a grave, and as I drew my cloak tighter, it was difficult not to imagine it a shroud. After being trapped in the cave in Socotra, forced to duel a deluded Frankish sorcerer and a deranged lunar aspect, I would’ve preferred to avoid underground spaces for the rest of my life.

Even so, I closed my eyes. Taking a deep breath, I attempted to reach out in a way that still felt disquieting, to see if I could detect anything magical, anything resonating in al-Ghayb, the unseen realm of the supernatural of which I had reluctantly become a part.

There was nothing. Well, no … that wasn’t correct. There was a hint of warmth, a spark of sensation that couldn’t be described by any mortal senses, flickering somewhere in the distance. Could it be the Mortar of Mithridates?

No, that seemed too easy. And easy and I were not typically companions. More likely it was some sort of enchanted menace with claws and a nasty disposition. Either way, I drew my celestial blade, the strange dagger given to me by a lovesick Egyptian pirate who claimed the weapon had been crafted from a meteor in ancient times, prized by the pagan sun kings who once ruled his land. God alone knew the veracity of such a fabulous tale, but there was no denying how the depths of the blade glimmered when I held it, nor the way I’d once used it to sever magical bonds.

With curses and wayward limbs, my companions climbed down to join me. Dalila and Majed lit lamps and as the light flickered madly along the tunnel, I gave the walls another apprehensive look. If this tunnel truly did date to the early centuries of Indian trade with Rome, it was astonishing that it still held up.

God willing it would continue to hold up while we explored. “We proceed?” I asked.

“With great caution and me in the lead.” Dalila slipped in front. “Should something require smashing, I’ll let you know.”

Scowling, I nonetheless relented and with aching precision, we ventured forth. Dalila swept the air with her staff, lightly tapping the floor, walls, and ceiling with it before each step.

“Stop!” Dalila threw her arms out as we turned a corner, nearly whacking me in the face. “The pits in the floor … do you see them?” She gestured to the dirt path, but I could discern little among the leafy debris and scattered rocks.

Tinbu had more luck, peering at a dark patch. “Could they be snake holes?”

“I suspect these contain a different sort of snake,” she replied. “Stand back.”

The three of us obeyed. Dalila knelt carefully on the ground, brushing a section of the floor with her sleeve and bringing her lamp close to reveal a bizarre grouping of stones. Each was carved with various body parts, as though spilled from the pages of an antique text of human anatomy.

Dalila grinned. “Oh, clever. A bit of humoral humor. Well, let us balance them.” Following up the explanation only she understood, she began rearranging the stones as though laying out gaming chips. She had no sooner placed down the last one, then two bronze pipes, sculpted into the semblance of snakes, darted up from the holes, a hissing shriek coming from their gleaming metal fangs. They spun to face off across the path and with a gush of steam, let out twin fiery bursts that would have roasted any unfortunate soul who happened to be passing between them.

My mouth fell open. Majed choked, and Tinbu raised his crossbow.

The Mistress of Poisons, however, looked only amused. She tilted her head in a gesture of respect, as though she were saluting an opponent over a well-placed chess move. “Just like the manuals claim,” she murmured. “So it can be done.”

“You were expecting that?” I asked in disbelief.

“Something like it,” she said calmly, sweeping past the snakes without hesitation. “I’ve read of such tricks, though not with the medical riddle; there seems to be a theme at play here.” She made a beckoning motion. “Come along. The snakes supposedly only have one good burst of fire.”

“Madness,” Majed muttered, the three of us moving as spryly as possible past the steaming serpents. “Utter madness.”

It wasn’t long before the sound of running water grew louder. The tunnel bent to the left and then ended at the bank of a canal. An extraordinary glass boat drifted in the rushing black water, held in place by golden chains.

Majed whispered a prayer of astonishment. “And you say you sense no magic?”

“Not here.” I breathed, taking in the wondrous spectacle. “This is all human ingenuity.”

“The people who designed this place were geniuses,” Dalila said, her voice uncharacteristically enraptured. “I wonder why the city was abandoned.”

“By the looks of it, the sea shifted away. Though I doubt the inhabitants went far.” I nudged Tinbu. “Some of your ancestors likely dwelled here, no? You must have inherited their talents.”

Tinbu blushed. “I doubt I could construct a vessel such as this.” He pulled the boat’s chain closer and knocked on the sturdy hull. “I have never seen glass this thick and yet it is so clear. The sort of workmanship that must have been involved …”

“Do you think it shall hold us?”

“There’s only one way to find out.” With the boat still tethered, Tinbu carefully climbed aboard. It swayed only slightly, barely dipping with his weight.

“The current is strong,” Majed warned. “And there are no paddles, no way to steer. We may be taken where we do not wish to go.”

I joined Tinbu. Warmth chased down my hand the moment my fingers touched the boat’s curved prow.

“I have a feeling this is the way,” I whispered, hating the words as they left my lips. They made me sound like one of the haughty supernatural entities I had faced off against, and I wanted no commonality with such creatures. But I did have a feeling, as though my heart had been hooked, a voice in another realm urging me onward.

“Oh, good, a feeling,” Majed muttered. “A feeling and a series of lethal riddles. By all means …” But he climbed aboard the glass boat anyway, offering a hand to Dalila.

We had no sooner released the golden chains than the tumultuous water carried us away in a mad dash of speed. Seizing Dalila’s staff, I had to shove off the brick banks more than once to prevent us from being dashed. Bone-white snakes with flashing ruby eyes twined around the roots hanging over the canal while translucent fish jumped to snap up the silver water bugs dancing along the surface. Finally the water gentled and the canal widened, delivering us to a perfectly round lagoon.

No, not a lagoon, I realized, rather a sinkhole. Amber light spilled in from an oval of dusky sky impossibly high above our heads.

“We are in the very belly of the earth,” I remarked, looking up and wondering if there was any possible way to escape through there. Save sprouting wings, I did not imagine so.

Tinbu whistled. “Then the belly of the earth is rich as sin.”

“Why do you say … Oh.” I followed his gaze. “Oh, God is Most Compassionate.”

Curved around the sinkhole’s edge like a slender crescent moon was a pale pink beach so crowded with treasure that it was almost obscene. Finely etched glass lamps, delicate porcelain vases, sculpted ivory figures, and ceramic casks of resins. Enormous mother-of-pearl trunks filled with gold coins and silver ingots. There was an entire chariot constructed out of brass and precious metals, studded with gems and attended by horses sculpted of red marble, their eyes flashing onyxes. Smaller riches sat upon expertly worked teak furniture, gorgeous tables of banded chalcedony and glittering amethyst that might have hosted royal feasts and stools worked with intricate enamel designs.

The boat bumped gently upon the sand, and I jumped out, dragging it through the chilly water so my companions could disembark.

Dalila frowned at the other end of the beach. “Are those statues?”

I tore my gaze from the treasure hoard only to behold a new wonder: over a dozen life-size figures, captured in a variety of courtly scenes. Musicians strumming gilded instruments, cavorting dancers frozen in mid-step. Others held copper casks and votive offerings, fans of long-rotted feathers and strands of mummified flowers. There were even more statues—armed ones—surrounding a raised marble dais half hidden behind the tattered remnants of silk canopies. A shaft of light fell upon one warrior’s face, reflecting a molded metal cheek.

A metal cheek? But Majed was already coming to the same conclusion.

“Those are not statues,” he whispered. “Look at the joints, the gears in their hands. They are automatons.”

“Automatons?” Tinbu repeated. “I thought those only existed in stories!”

“The more fanciful versions do, but I saw one once as a boy. A gift from the caliph in Baghdad to the ruler of Kilwa. The automaton was in the shape of a maiden and played a flute when placed in a stream.” Majed’s expression grew nostalgic. “I thought it magical.”

Dalila cut through our dreamy visions. “Everyone knows this is a trap, yes? A couple of you lose your minds when it comes to riches.”

Tinbu and I had the grace not to glance at each other.

“Trap or not, I’m fairly certain that Mithridates’s mortar is near.” My sense of magic had only increased, set against this otherwise incredible spectacle of human ingenuity. It pulled hard in the direction of the marble dais and I took a step in its direction, almost without meaning to. “Follow me, but do not touch anything.”

We made our way toward the platform surrounded by the eerily still automaton guards. Snaking a path through the piles of treasure, I could not help but gaze hungrily upon my surroundings. There was just so much wealth on display, abandoned and ripe for plundering, that each piece seemed to insist on being admired. An intricate mandala not of colored sand but emeralds, rubies, opals, and sapphires. Finely blown glassware in the shape of paradisical flowers, and tiger-headed jade cups set upon carved rosewood tables with ivory peacocks as legs. Before a fine table set for a feast, an automaton perched on each stool, a pair in the act of raising a glass to their painted brass lips, others turned as though chatting with their neighbor. A rather disconcerting number of the figures bore carving knives and wickedly sharp utensils. Their garments and features were astonishingly lifelike, the metal worked so skillfully that all their faces were unique.

“Oh, what I would give to take one of these things apart and see how it works,” Tinbu said longingly, reaching out as though to touch the gears in the back of a musician. “It must sound like quite the party.”

“It is not a party they are attending.” A good deal taller than my friends, I spotted what the armed statues were guarding. Or rather, who. “It’s a funeral.”

Lying upon the dais was a corpse. Though her skin was now shriveled leather, she had clearly been embalmed and set to rights with care. Gold circled her wrists and ankles, silver rings on each finger, and clusters of carnelian, lapis, and pearl ornaments hung from her ears. An elaborate headdress with winged panels and a rising sun was set upon her head, tangled with grimy remnants of intricate braids. What had likely once been an unfathomably expensive multilayered silk gown of green and saffron draped her wizened form, slowly turning to dust. Quicksilver covered her eyes, offering an eerie mirror of the sinkhole’s roof.

And because I am cursed, because nothing about the magical world can ever be easy, a marble mortar rested in her dead hands. Hovering over it, clearly guarding both the Mortar of Mithridates and the dead woman, were two automatons. Both were enormous, one carrying a glistening bronze scimitar, the other bearing an unreasonably large, spiked club.

I grimaced. “What are the odds I’m able to successfully pluck the mortar from her hands?”

“Slim to none.” Dalila pointed to a sandstone plinth behind the woman. “Look there. Is that an engraving?”

“Perhaps a tomb marker.” I moved closer, studying the large expanse of yellow sandstone. A message had been inscribed in four different languages: ancestral variants of Malayalam, Persian, Greek, and Tamil, judging from the vague familiarity of the alphabets. Deciphering them was beyond me, but the message must have been important to be repeated in multiple tongues.

—Ay, do not pester me, Jamal. Yes, yes, I know. Had I invited you along, you would have been able to read the warning. You don’t have to get snippy about it.

—Because I wished to protect you! How often must we clash over this subject? You were barely more than a child at the time. And I thought you desired me to recount events as they unfolded, mmm? Without “scholarly interference”? Then let me continue.

Dalila drew nearer; if a people had written a book of poisons, she had learned to read their tongues, and both Persian and Greek were among the many in her head. “The language is archaic, but if I piece together some of the familiar words …” She squinted. “Her name was Nilani. She was a physician here when a great pestilence struck. A Roman trade delegate in the port offered her this mortar, saying it had belonged to one of their enemies, a man reputed to have used it to create cures for any ailment. She was able to work up a remedy and save her people, but the mortar carried a cost they didn’t realize …” Her voice softened. “The life of the one who would use it.”

“Magic always has a price.” I glanced around the silent treasure-laden sinkhole with its uncanny automaton attendants. “Is this a memorial? Were these goods meant to accompany her to their afterlife?”

Dalila shook her head. “I am not certain. The following phrases are more difficult to translate, but it seems this chamber is meant as a … gift? A lure? Her followers wished to attract divinities and future persons who might be able to revive her.”

“She must have been greatly loved,” Tinbu said quietly.

“Indeed.” I murmured a prayer for the martyred woman before me. “Though I fear she is long past revival. Does the marker say anything about the mortar?”

“Yes, it warns that it is the only item off-limits,” Dalila replied. “Visitors are welcome to any valuables they desire as long as they attempt to help the physician or carry her story onwards. But death awaits those who touch the mortar.”

“Because the mortar kills those who use it or because those things will?” I asked, gesturing to the automatons.

“It does not specify.”

Of course not. I glanced around the beach, hoping to see a lance or something of similar length that we could use to knock the mortar from her hands, but as though the physician’s followers had anticipated this method of grave robbing, there was nothing longer than Dalila’s staff, and that would put us closer to the metal warriors than seemed wise.

The beach abruptly dimmed, the setting sun slipping past the sinkhole’s distant entrance. We still had to find a way to escape this place and not desiring to try our luck after nightfall, I made a decision.

“All right.” I considered the distance and height of the dais. “The rest of you stand back. God willing, if I sprint fast enough—”

Dalila grabbed my arm. “Do not be ridiculous. By the Most High, Amina, it’s as though you actively seek out the most dangerous option.” She glanced at Tinbu, nodding at his crossbow. “You’ve been looking for an opportunity to play with Yusuf’s present. Do you believe you could knock the mortar from her hands?”

Tinbu toyed with his mustache. “The crossbow packs a powerful punch, but the mortar looks heavy. I would have to be close and get the angle just right.”

“Too close,” I said, with an adamant shake of my head. “Not with your leg. If you need to lunge back …”

But Tinbu was already loading a bolt. “I am well aware of my limitations, thank you,” he said, with a pointed stare at my bad knee. “But you cannot always be the one to put yourself at risk, and I am from this land. If any of us are to disturb her, it should be me.” He positioned himself at the edge of the dais. Then, whispering a prayer to his gods, Tinbu aimed his crossbow. “Forgive me, my lady.”

He took the shot.

God be praised, the bolt hit the mortar with just enough force to tip it from the dead physician’s hands. It wobbled, rocking back and forth, then tumbled off her withered chest and rolled to the floor.

And not a heartbeat after the mortar left her fingers, the automatons attacked.

The one bearing the scimitar dashed his weapon over the corpse, missing the body by a hair as his fellow with the club smashed down in rhythm with the scimitar strikes. Had an actual person been standing there, having just plucked away the Mortar of Mithridates, they’d have been sliced and pulverized more thoroughly than mincemeat before they could scream.

Majed swallowed loudly. “I’m starting to regret my promise to accompany you on these quests.”

I snorted in disbelief. “Brother, please. You would partake in even more dangerous misadventures than this to improve the navigational sciences.” With Dalila’s staff, I dragged the mortar closer. Making sure not to touch it with my bare hands, I wrapped the Transgression in a thick roll of leather before placing it in a saddlebag. “Let us go.”

“There is still the treasure,” Tinbu pointed out, hope in his voice. “Surely we have a few moments to—”

Dalila interrupted. “Do you hear that grinding?”

And then every fucking automaton turned to face us.

The ground rumbled with movement, the piles of riches beginning to shiver and collapse. Gold coins rained down alongside dirt and rocks from the sinkhole’s quaking walls, and the marble dais suddenly opened to swallow the long-dead healer. Several of the seated statues stood up in jerky motions, raising their carving knives.

“No time for treasure!” I shouted, urging my companions to the glass boat. “Run!”

But the ground was shaking so badly that Majed stumbled, sprawling to the sand as an automaton swooped in his direction. He threw up his hands to protect himself and I rushed between them. I smashed my sword into the automaton’s brass chest, gasping at the mechanical figure’s heft. Had I been a normal human, it would have crushed me as easily as a gnat.

However, I had not been normal in quite some time. With another blow, I knocked the automaton away from Majed.

“Go!” I cried, yanking my navigator to his feet and then swinging around to topple another looming machine. The automatons appeared to be rolling along tracks concealed beneath the sand—limited but hidden paths we could not predict. I bashed and smashed the automatons away from my companions, narrowly avoiding getting run over by a mechanical horse as we raced for the boat. Metal birds were screeching, the song more piercing than any whistle. I resisted the instinct to cover my ears, instead throwing my friends bodily into the vessel and then pushing it into the water.

“We don’t have any paddles!” Tinbu shouted.

“Dalila, give me your staff!” I pulled myself into the boat, dripping with the sinkhole’s muck.

She handed over the staff but before I could attempt to pole us away, a thunderous crack broke the air. The brick walls of the chamber splintered and gave way, a great rush of water bursting from behind them.

In an instant, the entire beach memorial was gone, engulfed by the deluge. In another heartbeat, the turbulent water had risen so high that the canal we originally traveled through was blocked.

Majed gasped. “What now?”

The boat was spinning like a potter’s wheel in the wild churn, ascending as the floodwaters rose higher and higher still, as though a bottle being filled. The sinkhole’s distant opening was no longer so distant.

My heart skipped. “I believe we’re making a skyward exit—hold on!” I gave my companions little choice, shoving their heads down, ducking my own, and gripping the sides of the narrow glass boat, trying to keep them pinned to the bottom.

We burst out of the overflowing sinkhole like a fishing bobber. But the floodwaters did not cease, washing over the land and swallowing what remained of mighty Muziris as the earth continued to quake and buried the rest. A wave, the grace of God, and the frighteningly remarkable engineering of the solid glass boat carried us through the drowning jungle, as trees and ancient ruins groaned and crashed around us, the only sounds louder than our screams. As if determined to be well and truly rid of the upstart modern folks who’d disturbed its rest, the wave dumped us in the ocean, a new floodplain all that was left of one of the grandest ports of history.

No one spoke or even peeked up for a very long time, our winded breaths set against the distant sound of collapsing trees until I finally sat up, my heart racing, to survey the destruction we had narrowly escaped.

“Dalila …” I exhaled. “I think you lost part of that warning in translation.”

She was too busy throwing up over the side to argue.

Tinbu had his fingers clasped against his mouth, staring at what had once been Muziris with mortification. “No one tell my family about this.”

Majed was gripping the sides of his head as though to stop the world from spinning. “I would be happy to entirely forget this night. Please tell me you kept the mortar?”

I hefted the saddlebag. “One more Transgression retrieved.”

Relief creased his face. “God be praised.”

“I, ah, also did not leave empty-handed,” Tinbu confessed, drawing a pearl necklace out of his pocket.

Dalila turned around to reveal a jade wine cup stuffed in her belt. “Did you one better,” she wheezed, still green.

I shook my head in exasperation. “The two of you accuse me of risking my life and yet here you are, grabbing treasure when you should’ve been running—”

Majed coughed. Then—with a coy, victorious expression—he withdrew the enormous gem-encrusted golden collar the statue that attacked him had been wearing. The ornament was hefty enough to be a weapon itself; the gold of visibly superb quality, the flawless emeralds, opals, beryls, and diamonds all perfectly cut.

He let it fall heavily to his chest. “I believe I’ve won this round.”

Dalila snorted. “Still full of surprises, old man.”

He smiled, a bit more bashfully. “I figured we could sell it and share the profits among the crew … with perhaps a diamond or two left for my wife.”

“You have earned yourself several more years of me calling you a pirate,” I chided, but I wasn’t going to begrudge treasure in our hands. “However, yes: diamonds for Nasteho and the Marawati for us. Now, let’s go home.”
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Chapter 2

In that earlier time, home was still a refuge for me, one which I was so relieved to return to that its increasing tension often slipped my eye. Though rescuing “Dunya” had not brought riches, I’d invested what money remained more wisely than when I had initially retired. Between those investments and my active involvement with the Marawati, my family’s income had finally steadied. And though such stability did little to assuage my guilt over the secrets I was keeping from them, I have witnessed enough suffering in this life that knowing my family had a roof, food, and enough coin to hire a physician brought great relief to my soul.

Even if our arguments remained the same.

I was grilling the fish I’d caught that morning, alongside onions from the garden, sprinkling both with salt and coriander seeds. “Oh, Jana, be careful,” I warned as my daughter sponged out dough a little too carelessly on the scorching-hot griddle. I shooed her away. “Let me finish the bread. Go bring your grandmother and Auntie Hala some water.”

“Her grandmother would rather her granddaughter complete a task without her mother’s interference.” My own mother didn’t glance up from the porridge she was mixing in a small clay cup. “I was making bread, grinding my own grain, and preparing for marriage at Marjana’s age, Amina, and the Almighty knows you were doing much worse. Let me have the baby, Mustafa,” she insisted, holding out a hand for my one-year-old niece, currently dawdling on my brother’s knee. “I will feed her.”

My brother obliged, then rose to help me, taking over the fish as I finished the bread. “She told Hala the other day that when she was Bubu’s age, she had half the Quran memorized,” he whispered.

I glanced at my four-year-old nephew, who currently had more banana on his face than he’d likely consumed. “I believe it. I can imagine Amma being a determined child.”

We piled the still-steaming bread and fish onto a wide platter. I set aside another portion of food in a covered stone dish while my brother laid the platter on a mat before the rest of our family.

“So our supposed guest is skipping dinner?” my mother asked. “Again?”

I settled besides Marjana. “Her work can be dangerous to interrupt.”

“Then by all means, let it be done under our noses.” My mother sucked her teeth in displeasure. “Sharing a meal while a guest starves in the cellar … for shame.”

“I shall be sure to pass on your concern,” I promised.

She relented and we dug into our meal, thanking God for the food and then settling into the evening with familiar ease. Marjana worked at her ground loom while Hala spun wool and spoke of town gossip, my niece asleep in a sling on her back. Mustafa tooled a belt, as my mother lectured him on God-only-knew-what and spooned porridge into Bubu’s mouth. In the swiftly darkening twilight, there was a heavy peace in the air. A cool breeze had lifted the humidity, carrying the gentle night-song of insects and offering welcome relief from the day’s heat. I took a sip of my sugarcane juice, setting aside the net I’d been mending to watch my daughter work.

She is quite a talent at that, I thought, not for the first time. The colors and patterns on the cloth that Marjana was weaving sparkled in the dusk light, shimmering and capturing the eye, the graceful forms of swooping swallows emerging from the indigo warp. I’d never had much talent, nor patience, with textiles. I could spin thread well enough, as virtually all girls were taught—but whatever mental acuity let me read the stars and chart out sailing courses had never extended to memorizing the patterns of a loom. But even I could recognize uncommon skill, and while I wasn’t sure what Marjana’s future would look like, it was reassuring to know she’d have a trade.

That’s a future drawing closer with every day. Sitting at the loom, her henna-dyed fingers darting from task to task with practiced ease—running the shaft of yarn through the taut vertical threads, yanking them down with her gazelle-horned tool, bringing down the wooden bar—Marjana could have been a bride weaving a rug for her marital home, and it made my heart ache. When did she get so old? It felt only just yesterday she’d been a babe in my arms, her warm weight upon my chest.

The memory made me soft and nostalgic. Drowsy—the day’s labor catching up to me as I contentedly watched my daughter work. The soft twitter of birdsong lulling me to sleep as thoroughly as a lullaby …

There are no songbirds awake at this hour, you fool. I shook myself awake with a grunt. “It is so late that my ears are deceiving me. Let me check on our guest and bring her some food. Mustafa, you are back to Salalah early morrow?”

“I … Yes.” My brother tried and failed to exchange a glance with his wife and our mother that didn’t appear guilty. “But I had hoped to speak with you before departing.”

As if this was prearranged—and it certainly had been; my blood family is as terrible at deceit as my found ones are gifted—Hala rose to her feet. “I shall get the children to sleep.”

Bubu immediately caught Marjana’s hand. “I want Jana to tell me a story! Last time she did, she made all the shadows fly!”

Marjana covered his mouth. “Silly, you were already dreaming by then.”

As Hala took the children downstairs, I pinned Mustafa with a gaze, knowing him to be an easier mark than our mother. “What have you been plotting?”

“No one has been plotting,” my mother replied, exasperated. “Amina, stop glaring at your brother like he owes you stolen cargo. You have been with your sea criminals too long to be acting thus.”

Mustafa flushed. God, maybe I did need to spend more time at home if my own kin couldn’t hold a bluff—how did this man deal with customers? “She’s not entirely wrong, Ma. We have been plotting … at least, I have been.”

“Out with it,” I insisted.

He wrung his hands. “The meeting I have tomorrow is not about work. Or rather not just work. One of my elderly clients is moving to Mecca in hope of spending his remaining years in the holy city, should God allow. He wishes to sell his home and asked if I would be interested. The location is excellent: close to the market, ample space for a workshop with an existing forge that I could convert for my glasswork. The building is not so large as this one, of course, but there are rooms aplenty and a lovely courtyard with mature fruit trees. Both the masjid and the sea are a short walk, as are Hala’s parents—”

I cut him off. “You wish to buy a home in Salalah? You and Hala are moving?”

He hesitated, his gaze darting to our mother.

She cleared her throat. “Not just Mustafa and Hala are moving, Amina. All of us are.”

Taken aback, I straightened up like a cord pulled taut. “It is not safe. We discussed this when we returned to Oman—”

“Yes. A decade ago. When you retired and it seemed we had little choice.” My mother paused, and I could tell she was choosing her next words with care. “But you have returned to sea, daughter. Multiple times—even if under more … lawful circumstances.” She didn’t say the word lawful with much conviction. “If you believe it safe enough to do such, we believe it safe enough to move to town.”

I was already shaking my head. “There are still people who would harm us—I only recently had Sayyida Salima track me down!”

“If circumstances were as dangerous as you claim, you would not be back on the Marawati,” my mother argued. “You forget that I kept Mustafa and myself secure during your most infamous years; you forget that I was married to a pirate, with an even more notorious scoundrel for a father-in-law. I know how to stay anonymous. We came to this falling-down place for you, and now you are gone half the time.”

It was an accusation, even if gently delivered, and one that twisted my gut; the vision of my family in this lonely, isolated location while I was out having adventures.

Mustafa must have noticed my expression. “The move could be a blessing,” he added, enthusiasm bubbling in his voice. “Salalah is lovely. The children will have access to more family and more opportunities. We can hire them a tutor, they can make friends—”

“No.”

My flat rebuke, delivered more harshly than I had intended, shuttered his face. “Amina …”

“There is no argument to be had,” I insisted, rising to my feet. “It is not safe, not for any of you.”

“That is not your decision to make!” This time when I glared, Mustafa didn’t back down. “My sister, I love you. I understand my life, my education, my wedding—everything I have—came from your years as the Marawati’s nakhudha. But I am not a fatherless ten-year-old anymore. I, too, have responsibilities to our family. And our children, your child …”

“My child is what?” I snapped when he trailed off, seeming to swallow his words. “What do you know of my daughter that I, her own mother, do not?”

It was my mother who answered. “Marjana is suffocating, and everyone can see it but you.” I could not halt the enraged flash of my eyes, but she pressed on. “She is not a baby, not a jewel you can lock away in a chest—she is a young woman of your blood. Your spirit. How would you feel growing up in a place like this? She needs more than a handful of people to talk to. We all do! You cannot sashay through every port on the Indian Ocean and expect us to hide behind these walls. You are many things, Amina, but not often a hypocrite.”

I opened and closed my mouth, but I had no response. Because that was just it: I had no response, no idea how to handle what Marjana’s future might look like, an adulthood that beckoned closer with each passing year. There was nothing outwardly magical about Marjana, no hint of Raksh I could discern.

And yet, and yet …

My mother clasped my wrist. Her touch was warm. “You fear too much for her, my beloved. I understand, I do—God knows the things you have done to my heart. But Marjana is not traipsing around the ocean, risking her life. We just want her to live, to breathe, like normal people. Even nobles who cloister their girls make sure their doors are open to other women. You are not some evil djinn out of a tale to lock away children.”

No, I was merely a supernaturally blessed treasure hunter who could see the magical world, was indebted to a bunch of bird people, and had a daughter with a chaos spirit. “Evil djinn” sounded simpler. Bet they wouldn’t have suffered this much guilt and indecision either.

And the hope in Mustafa’s face … I was unable to thwart it. “I need to feed our guest,” I grunted. “Go … go see this man tomorrow and get his price, yes? Then we shall discuss. Discuss,” I repeated firmly when my brother blinked in pleased surprise.

Mustafa grinned and despite his insistence otherwise, it was hard not to see the shadow of youth in his face, even if a few early sprinkles of silver speckled his beard. He would always be the little brother for whom I had worked to protect and provide. “I am sure we can come to some sort of compromise.” He winked. “Believe it or not, I am a businessman.”

You are a soul naïve of the worst violence humanity can deliver. But I forced a small smile as I retrieved the stone dish. “Then, safe travels.”
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Though we’d made a home in those hills overlooking the sea, there was no denying that the crumbling fort we’d chosen to settle in was … unique. A uniqueness that became more apparent as you descended from the pleasant roof with its salty breezes and the light-filled upper bedchambers into the murky reception room with its constantly leaking ceiling and the inner courtyard whose weeds not even my mother could tame. A courtyard that smelled constantly of roses, though we not only did not grow them, we couldn’t after numerous attempts, as though the ghosts of flower bushes past would not allow it.

The cellar, however, made haunted roses sound quaint. Consisting of a crude cavity hacked into the hillside and lined with ancient bricks, the cellar had likely been built before the rise of my own civilization, if the scrawled graffiti—with symbols resembling those found on Sabaean ruins—was any indication. When the cellar’s heavy wooden door was shut and one managed to descend the crumbling steps without breaking their neck, no lamp was adequate to fight the darkness; indeed, the cellar’s shadows seemed to grasp at the light, hungry and consuming. The damp, fetid air was smothering, the quiet so heavy it felt like the held breath of a hidden thief in the dark.

All this meant, of course, was that my “guest” had taken to the cursed, cramped, almost certainly haunted cellar like a fish to water.

“Dalila,” I complained, holding her dinner under one arm and an oil lamp in the other hand. “You are driving me mad.”

She didn’t glance up from the heavy table she’d made me drag down here. “To be fair, that is an easy task. You’re a very temperamental woman.”

I dropped the stone dish on the table, rattling her instruments and scattering her scavenged ingredients. “Dinner. I estimate you have two more skipped meals before my mother insists on eating down here so you have company. Considering how you’ve pilfered her cookware to establish this godforsaken laboratory, that might be a fate best avoided.”

Dalila stirred a simmering concoction in a stolen iron cauldron with a stolen wooden spoon. Though she’d built her cookfire near the cellar’s entrance to take advantage of what little ventilation there was, the air was still smoky, the light from her candles hazy. “The risks one must take for science,” she replied archly.

Coughing, I took a seat on the dirt floor. “When I invited you to stay with my family for the season, I imagined you would spend time with us, rather than breathing foul smoke in an underground chamber.”

She set aside the spoon for her writing board, carefully inscribing God only knew what on a crowded sheaf of parchment. “Your mother hates me. And I scare your sister-in-law.”

“Only because they do not know you,” I persisted.

Dalila glanced up with a skeptical look. “Not even you are a good enough liar to sell that tale.”

“At least eat while the food is still warm,” I grumbled, rubbing away a stiff spot in my knee.

“If it will cease your nagging …” Dalila put down her notes, giving her meal a cautious sniff.

“Woman, it has been two decades since we met. It is not poisoned.”

“If you make a task a habit, it is harder to accidentally slip.”

“You have never slipped in your life.”

Dalila scowled but dug into the food. I leaned back. The brick wall was oddly warm against my dress. Considering the cellar’s unsettling past, it was probably the nearness of demons, but it did provide a pleasant shield against the night’s chill.

“I doubt the house in Salalah has a haunted cellar,” I muttered.

Dalila spit a fish bone into her hand. “What house in Salalah?”

I waved a dismissive hand. “Eh, my brother and mother wish to move to town. Say it is too remote and lonely out here.”

Dalila extracted another fish bone from her mouth, laying it next to the one on her table. “Hard to argue with that. This feels like the sort of place a fugitive warlord would wait out plague.”

“That is why I favor it!” I replied. “Am I not still a fugitive? Rival bandits, warlords I’ve robbed, the pirate princes of Kish—even a former husband or two would not surprise.”

“You and all your enemies …” Dalila rolled her eyes. “You are far too paranoid to be shrinking from shadows everywhere you go.”

I stared at her. “I’m paranoid? You’ve not gone north of Basrah in twenty years, convinced the Banu Sasan are still after your blood!”

“We are not hunted by remotely the same class of people,” she pointed out. “The Banu Sasan do not forgive those who break their oaths, though it may be fifty years since. They cannot, it is how they terrorize their members into loyalty. Your enemies? Rival pirates and petty smugglers? You all backstab and ally in such dizzying fashion it is a wonder if one can keep it all in their mind. Half are likely too drunk to plot revenge.”

“Lady Salima certainly believed I still had enemies willing to hunt me down,” I argued, my cheeks growing a bit hot. Did I think too highly of my infamous reputation?

“She was also planning to offer a hefty bounty.” Dalila made a face. “The bread is burned. You must have baked it.”

“Ay, then why don’t you leave this dungeon and come cook if you wish to be so critical? And what are you doing with those fish bones?” I asked, perplexed as she set aside a fifth one.

“Making up for a lack of ingredients. There is only so much I can pilfer from your pantry, and these bones have quite expansive uses once ground and mixed with alum.”

I wasn’t certain how to respond to that; I’d accepted long ago that Dalila’s “science” was beyond my comprehension. Truthfully, between her ability to pick up languages and her capabilities as an apothecary, it seemed a shame she had not been born a wealthy, connected man. Her fate might have led her to Baghdad’s grand academies rather than the streets of the Banu Sasan.

Still, I persisted. “What are you working on?”

“It will only make you mad and for nothing. I am not having much success.”

“That only intrigues me further, and you know it.” I nodded at her parchment. “Whatever it is must be lucrative enough to tempt you into taking notes. I thought you didn’t like to reveal your formulas.”

Dalila scowled. “Such discretion is the luxury of youth. As much as I hate to admit it, my memory is not as sharp as it once was and to err now might prove dangerous. Your mother will hate me even more if I fill her home with poisonous fumes.”

“Now you must tell me.”

She finished her meal, wiping her mouth. “I am trying to re-create Mithridates’s preventative.”

That rather shocking claim—and its implications—took a few minutes to untangle in my mind; Dalila wasn’t the only one dealing with the mental fog of middle age. Besides, a few years ago, such a statement wouldn’t have surprised me. After all, re-creating Mithridates’s preventative was as common a goal of pharmacists as turning copper into gold was of alchemists … with similar rates of success.

But Dalila had a much, much closer source.

I had risen to my feet before I realized it, my head grazing the cellar’s low ceiling. “You did something with the mortar before I gave it to Khayzur,” I accused. “Have you lost your mind? It is cursed to kill the one who uses it!”

“Which is why I only took a scraping from the mortar’s interior,” Dalila replied, as though that made everything better. “I couldn’t use it now even if I wished. You said Khayzur destroyed it.”

“And you’re willing to risk your life on such a gamble? What if we translated the warning incorrectly?” I looked at her table with new eyes, and anger rushed through me. “What if my daughter or nephew wandered down here?”

“I would never put your family at risk. I lock up every time I step out. And what I took is hardly worth this panic. It was a few crumbs to see if I could isolate what might have been in a mortar a millennium ago. It was more an act of prayer than anything.”

“I doubt the peris would see the difference. I was warned not to use the Transgressions, Dalila. Threatened. Those creatures attempted to throw me to my death merely for washing up upon their shores. You do not wish to come to their attention.”

“Says the woman wearing a supposedly celestial blade. You do not think that will come to their attention?” Dalila pointed out, gesturing to the strange Egyptian dagger sheathed at my waist.

With a sigh, I sat back down. “My friend, I speak only from concern.”

Dalila seemed to retreat as well, an uncharacteristically yearning expression softening her face. “You’re not the only one who still dreams of being a legend. Who desires a bit of immortality as the years race by.” She kicked my sandal. “Did helping Jamal not make it clear? You cannot cloister those you care for behind the highest walls in hopes of keeping them safe—not without also becoming their jailer.”

I flinched. “I do not know another way. How does one endure the kind of life we have, witnessing the violence we do, and not live in a constant state of panic, fearing that it is only a matter of time until such devastation visits us?”

Dalila was silent for a long moment before finally speaking. “Do not ask me. The devastation visited long ago and all it taught me was to avoid such attachments.”

Her reply pierced me like an arrow—my words had been careless. “I’m sorry,” I said softly, then hesitated. Dalila had always been firm in her refusal to discuss the past, but I could not help but try. “But that’s no way to live. And God willing, you have plenty of years left. Surely—”

“This is the only legacy I desire,” Dalila insisted, nodding at her experiments. “Though as my dearest attachment, Amina—”

“Friend, Dalila. That is the term people use.”

“As my friend, then,” she said, exaggerating the word. “May I offer some advice?” When I nodded, there was no missing the flash of pain in her face. “Heed your family’s pleas. If God forbid the worst happens … you will not want to remember being a source of their misery.”
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Chapter 3

Troubled by the conversations with my family and Dalila, I slept poorly, unable to get the image of the children, penned up and miserable, out of my mind. When I woke in the latter part of the night, dawn still hours away, I took it as a sign and rose from my bed. Performing my ablutions as silently as possible and whispering my intentions, I laid out my cloak for tahajjud.

The night prayer has always held a special place in my heart; that quiet, blessed time alone with the Most High is a special comfort for those who are heavy with sin and in desperate need of forgiveness, as it is for those who are lost and begging for guidance. And especially for those who are both, such as myself. And so I fell into the rhythms easily, lulled into the drowsy daze that sleepiness and opening one’s heart to God invites.

At first, there was no noise other than the distant crashing of waves on the beach below. Indeed, I was so lost in worship that it took some time for the low, sad song of a bird to catch my ear, to pull my attention. An owl, perhaps, or some other nocturnal fellow, calling softly.

Calling insistently. I paused to listen and almost doubled over at a tightening in my chest. There was that hook, that tug in my heart from the world beyond mortal sight.

One of its creatures was in my home.

I swiftly finished my prayer, not wanting to leave the Almighty in a lurch should I abruptly need Him. The low coo came again as I crept from the courtyard, my bare feet silent upon the cool stone. The sound set every hair on the back of my neck on end. I drew the meteor blade from my waist, listening carefully to discern where the creature was.

It sang another note, a tune more akin to a funeral ululation than the happy chirping of birds, but long enough for me to realize that the sound was coming from the roof. The rest of the house was silent save for Mustafa’s loud snoring. I crept toward the roof, making sure the doors to the rooms where my family members lay sleeping were all closed. Then, clutching the dagger, I climbed the steps.

The night sky was glorious, not a single cloud marring the rich expanse of glittering stars. Indeed, only one form did; perched upon my roof, the feathers of his impressive wings were a brilliant lime in the silver moonlight.

“Khayzur.” I exhaled in relief, immediately tucking my dagger away.

“Amina al-Sirafi.” The peri’s voice was a cool warble. “The Maker’s blessings upon you.”

There was none of his usual warmth in the greeting, and my heart skipped. “Salaam to you, as well.” It was too dark to observe Khayzur properly, but I got the sense the peri was staring at me, waiting. Though for what, I couldn’t
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