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      After the events of The Imposter King, Ahsan-Sin has entered King Meshki-Angasher’s household to work as luxury buyer, procuring fine goods for the regent. Yet as he returns from Kish, he learns that the biannual, roving monster hunt has come to Sippar. And worse, that an approaching army is making its way to the city—an army the despot king tasks him with infiltrating.

      Reluctant to do so, yet moved to protect his home and escape the swarm of hunters, Ahsan relents. With the alias ‘Badiya,’ he takes up the familiar role of traveling merchant to slip among their ranks and embeds himself in the caravan of Dasig, Susuda-Ken, Tamdanu, and the newlyweds Wajad and Amtia. Seeing the six-pointed star Ahsan wears around his neck, they welcome him into their fold, and there he learns what he can of their group. They call themselves the Rihut, hail from all across the land, worship Ishtar—though the most ardent worship Ahsan sees is to Nanshe, a minor goddess—and contest the king’s claim to the throne. Instead, they support the line of Jushur, the dynasty they claim ruled before Meshki-Angasher’s forefathers usurped the crown. Having brought their implements of war, they plan to march upon Sippar. Just as eager to see the city conquered is the turbulent Bazi, who’s determined to find the man responsible for his cousin Nasha’s death.

      To Ahsan’s horror, the priestess Nirah-Ishtar tracks Ahsan to the Rihut encampment. Now with more than his own neck at risk, he urges them to leave—when Bazi corners them, questioning Ahsan and Nirah and exposing them for the frauds they are. Taken captive and turned over to Bazi’s grand uncle, the Rihut Elder Ribatum, Ahsan is told the group bears no hatred towards Sippar. That they cherish it, in fact, and hope to free it from Angasher whom they believe draws on dark powers to keep his grip over the land. In bondage, convinced they will never return to the city they call their own, Ahsan and Nirah exchange a single, desperate kiss. However, when the Elder Ribatum descends upon Ahsan to punish him for his subterfuge, he does so wielding a harrowing magic the likes of which Ahsan has never seen.

      As late winter floods inundate the Rihut camp, Ahsan and Nirah escape, but not without being attacked by mushmahu. Using all the strength at his disposal, Ahsan is forced to draw on the monster within his skin to save their lives—and reveals his secret to Nirah in the process. Aghast, she’s horrified by what he is, what he’s kept from her. As they return to Sippar, she leaves his side.

      Though distraught at the shattering of their nascent romance, Ahsan delivers his information to the king. None too soon, either, as the Rihut launches its attack on the city. Flaming arrows and jars of burning pitch scorch Sippar and its people, clay bombs of asps and scorpions crash into the city, and as a dam holding back the stored-up floodwaters breaks, Ahsan is swept away. Zimri-Lim, former monster hunter turned Gate Master, leaps to his aid, slaughtering mushmahu and riding the waves to rescue Ahsan and others caught in the torrent. Water-logged but alive, Ahsan watches as the city repels the Rihut’s next attack—with devastating results. Many of the Rihut are burned alive, left vulnerable by Ahsan’s destruction of their vinegar-treated hides. The remaining members flee with only their lives.

      After risking his life and losing the affections of the woman he loves, Ahsan expects commendation for his service as the king summons him to the palace. What he receives is anything but. The king attacks him—just as Bazi, the mage Namir, and Susuda appear. Bazi lops off the king’s arm. Ahsan’s horror hardly has time to settle in before the king devours the Gal Mesdi Belshun’s arm like a snake, revealing himself to be a monster even worse than those roaming the lands. From the arm Bazi cut off, a new one grows in its place. They race from the palace with the king in pursuit. Namir brings down palace columns in a bid to buy time, and they crush the king’s lower half, yet still he chases after. Drawn by the commotion, Prince Shalmanesser arrives only to be swallowed up by the king. Angasher’s ruined form knits back into shape. Ahsan, Bazi, Namir, and Susuda head towards the entrance, and the king lunges for them. In his haste and terror, Ahsan knocks Bazi down the stairs and they both narrowly avoid the king’s jaws. The king’s chase flags, and they make their escape into the city.

      As the city celebrates its victory over its attackers, Ahsan hides until he can make contact with Nirah. After revealing what the king has done, he pleads for her to flee the city with him. To his surprise, she accepts.

      Yet now, as they travel under the thumb of their enemies, Bazi has discovered Ahsan to be the man who worked for the king, who is responsible for his brethren’s disastrous attack on Sippar, and who slew his cousin Nasha.

      And he is determined to bring Ahsan to justice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “A grave lay open for one speaking my defense.

        The one uttering slander against me was promoted.

        The one speaking calumny against me, a god was his helper.

      
        For the one who cried ‘mercy!’, death was hastened.”

        THE LAMENTATION OF THE RIGHTEOUS SUFFERER
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      Ahsan flicked through the delicate seeds in his palm, groaning. He glanced over his shoulder as he did so, pulse picking up as a retinue of city guards marched by. The points of their bronze helmets gleamed, spear tips high in the air. Yet they took no notice of him, carrying on down the streets bustling with the Akitu crowd. Ahsan returned his attention to the vendor before him. Her demands bordered on gouging, but given the holiday and that he’d spent an hour in line to get to this point, Ahsan wanted only to take his flatbreads and go. Her stand was located just off the parade’s processional route, so at least the food would stay hot long enough for him to find a viewing spot. Provided he and his group of fugitives continued to escape the city guards’ notice.

      He handed the woman the rest of his pale cucumber seeds. A smile peeked out from beneath her wrinkles, two of her teeth missing, before she pinched off and rolled out two pieces of dough. As she plopped them onto her griddle, up spat grease bubbles seasoned with cumin, suhutinnu, and flakes of salt, crusted bits of minced lamb and leek clinging to the dough.

      Ahsan sat back on his heels as she worked, surveying the same city street he’d been looking at for the past hour. Neither the king nor his Mesdi would be here, but still he kept an eye out. These two weeks since fleeing Sippar had not quelled his fears of pursuit. Rather, he felt like a hulking bull was stamping its feet, preparing to charge after him. Slow to start, but inevitable.

      Even through his apprehension, Ahsan tried to enjoy Kutha’s bustle, the city alive with all sorts: devotees to Ereshkigal and Nergal, goddess of the dead and her consort; goat herders and distant village folk visiting to witness the pomp and majesty of a mighty city’s Akitu celebration; city residents wearing their boldest regalia and bearing their finest offerings. It was for that very reason his errand was taking frustratingly long. With Kutha’s walls overflowing, every merchant in the area had come to sell or buy, some resorting to fistfights as they jockeyed for prime selling locations. Ahsan couldn’t blame them. Many times, he’d scrapped for choice corners just the same.

      Eyeing the booths and carts packed into the square, Ahsan sighed at the reminder of how far he had fallen. His entire livelihood was now in the wind. His green agate seal, the copper ingots and fine spiral shells he’d amassed, the overflowing jars of barley and seeds, all of it was within the walls of the very palace from which he’d fled. He couldn’t sign off on any transactions beyond simple roadside haggling, purchase bulk wares to restart his business, register to sell at market stalls, nothing. Even so, he tried to earn what he could. Before arriving in Kutha, he had sold a batch of inscribed clay pendants he’d fashioned on the road. It had taken him a good two hours to make the exchange, but it got him some broken shells, which he’d traded for cucumber seeds. He would have preferred grain, but he didn’t have the luxury of being picky. He’d half considered making a fake seal, one not registered with the temples, but that would only put him and Nirah at greater risk than they already were. Falsifying one’s identity with a misleading seal was punishable by death. He didn’t need any new ways to put his head on the king’s chopping block.

      At his shoulder, Ahsan’s minder shifted from foot to foot. As towering as he was broad, Susuda-Ken had stuck to Ahsan’s side like sap from the moment they entered the city. Ahsan did not appreciate the constant scrutiny, but Susuda was at least a head taller than him and could see above the crowds where Ahsan could not. It was harder to get past the odious glances he shot his way.

      “We’re grabbing fish after this,” Susuda said. “Badiya.”

      Ahsan withheld his grimace at the fake name. It would have been more efficient had they waited in their lines separately, but ever since Sippar, Bazi had given his men strict orders that Ahsan never be let out of sight. Ahsan had no illusions about his position. He was Bazi’s captive. He should count himself lucky the man was taking him alive instead of simply delivering his head to the Rihut Elders. If Bazi himself didn’t watch Ahsan, he sent Namir or Susuda to do it. To the group’s credit, they had little interest in holding Nirah.

      That was Ahsan’s mistake, in believing he would be anything other than a captive when he asked her to flee Sippar with him. It had been an impulsive request, and one he sorely regretted, no matter how he enjoyed her company. Nephew of the Elder Ribatum, Bazi had sworn to take Ahsan before the Rihut, both to answer for killing Nasha and for spying on their enemy’s behalf. Ahsan had a defense, but it was paltry. He had not wanted to spy for the king, but the dynast of Sippar, the One Who Washes His Sword in Both Seas, was not easily refused. How was he to have known what the king truly was?

      His sentence at the Rihut’s hands may not be certain death, but it would be little better. In recent nights, he lay awake consumed with the thought of ending up disfigured or disabled, unable to support himself or Nirah. Nirah, who had left behind her rising priestesshood at his plea. Most nights, the weight of it threatened to topple him. In the first few days of living under Bazi’s grip, when his anxiety at their rapidly shrinking future piled up, he had tried to flee with her. He made it all of fifteen paces before Susuda overtook him. Despite his size, the man was fast, and left the side of Ahsan’s jaw and neck bruised black. Nirah would get the brunt of it the next time he tried to run, Susuda warned. She’d paled at that, but withheld her weeping until the cold, late hours of the night when she thought none could hear. The sound left Ahsan riddled with guilt even now.

      The flatbreads would be worth the hour-long wait and even the absurd cost, if it meant he could give her something. His chest warmed at the thought of handing her the onion bread slathered in crushed mustard seeds, seeing her face light up.

      The vendor handed Ahsan his steaming breads wrapped in a halved palm frond, and Susuda hauled him over to grab a skewer of fish from a neighboring cart. Ahsan twisted his face away from the smoke as best he could. Flatbreads and onions were one thing, cooking flesh another. After Sippar, it had taken him at least a week before he could tolerate the evening campfire again, crackling flames still a roar in his ears. The smell of the Rihut men’s charred bodies remained stuck in his nostrils. Still he could hear their cries.

      “Nicely blackened,” Susuda commented.

      Ahsan felt queasy.

      His minder twirled two skewered filets of carp, inspecting the glisten of their murky emerald scales, and Ahsan swallowed down whatever had worked its way up his throat. Susuda nodded Ahsan onwards, and he pushed his way through the crowd. Ahsan wished Susuda would use his mass to shoulder out a path for them, but no matter how often he tried to talk with him nor how many meals they ate together, Susuda never turned his back to him for so much as a moment. As if he thought Ahsan may strike him at any time. The feeling was mutual.

      Ahsan elbowed between the press of bodies and wriggled nearer to the Processional Way. If the Akitu parades he’d seen before were any indication, the gods and their fanfare would soon loop around the city before venturing beyond its walls to the Akitu House, a small temple wherein they would spend three days. A seven-day celebration, today marked the middle of the festivities. The first day saw the cleansing of the temples and the retelling of the creation epic by the city’s High Priest. On the second, the king was to scrape before the gods and sacrifice a white bull. In recent decades, however, the royal house had only done the sacrificial portion. On the third, there was a battle reenactment of the chief gods overthrowing Tiamat’s primordial chaos, and on the fourth—today—the holiday reached its first of two climaxes.

      The day of the gods’ departure was far more jubilant than those that followed. On the next, the masses would lament their gods’ absence—a thing Ahsan understood quite well, regardless of whether it was the fifth day of Akitu. The sixth was for the purification of the city in anticipation of the gods’ return. On the seventh, the gods would return to thunderous cheers, drumbeats, and song, war spoils and offerings piled high. Ahsan hoped they’d make it to the next city over in time for Nirah to see the final day’s festivities, but dared not ask Bazi. Most days, he hardly risked eye contact with him.

      Ahsan surveyed the crowded thoroughfare. Though he couldn’t grab anything bordering the processional route—people camped out for those spots or sent a slave to secure them—this was a good vantage point. Cut in half by a wide canal branching off the Euphrates, Kutha sprawled on either side of the river and was hemmed in by squat, ancient walls. Palms climbed towards the heavens along the sparkling watercourse. Grabbing the edges of the wrapped flatbreads with his teeth, Ahsan then hoisted himself upon a low brick wall, ignoring Susuda’s yelp. Once the man saw there was no roof he could swing onto for possible escape, his panic subsided. Ahsan wished there’d been a roof. From beneath their tarps, those fortunate enough to live near the main route watched the spectacles go by from the top level of their homes. As it was now, he was only a few heads above those on the street. Running perpendicular to the gushing green canal was the city’s main avenue, and alongside it, the Processional Way. It wouldn’t be long now until the city’s High Priests and High Priestesses would bid the gods’ images down this way, three streets from where he sat on the hill.

      Despite their proximity to Sippar, Nirah had so wanted to witness the Akitu proceedings of another city. Making that happen was the least Ahsan could do. It would be hard for anything to beat the pomp of the city they’d left, but every place celebrated the holiday differently—though not as differently as they once had. In some places, Akitu had been celebrated not at the beginning of spring, the new year, but rather during the autumn harvest. Such a thing felt strange to Ahsan, and the king’s forefathers must have felt the same. In all the lands they conquered, they brought the religious calendars into alignment with Sippar’s.

      “Here will do,” Ahsan said. The corners of the half-wall upon which he stood had been rounded smooth with time, the mudbrick slab just long enough to accommodate another two people. He sat and carefully stretched his legs across the top—balancing a flatbread in each hand—to hold the space.

      “How will they see us?” Susuda asked.

      “They’ll see you, you tree.” Susuda grimaced at him, to which Ahsan scooted his feet in a bit and added, “Climb up, if you’re so concerned. They’d have to be blind to miss you.”

      Susuda stared at him for a moment, trying to uncover some trap. Upon their first meeting, Susuda had been immediately genial with him. He’d taught him basic fighting stances and treated him as a fellow Rihut member. The realization that Ahsan was a fraud, one working for their enemy, no less, shattered whatever illusory rapport they’d had. Though Susuda had been among those who rescued him from the king, it was only by fortuitous accident. Ever since learning who Ahsan was, that it had been him who’d killed Bazi’s cousin Nasha, he looked at him with constant suspicion—and shame at having been fooled. No matter how Ahsan tried, there would be no rekindled trust between them.

      Clear as a whistling bird, Nirah’s voice called out to him. He snapped his head in her direction and waved as he came to his feet, scanning the masses for her face until—there. His heart unclenched the moment he saw her. By her flank was the mage Namir. Stout and hairy as a goat, he was curly headed and with skin like iron-rich clay. The rucksacks he carried were fatter than when they’d left, full of replenished rations. Ahsan’s smile dropped into a frown as the man returned his wave. In contrast to Susuda, the mage’s persistent over-friendliness only stoked Ahsan’s irritation—his friendliness with Nirah most of all.

      In the first few days since leaving Sippar, Ahsan had worried for her safety around so many unfamiliar men, but even if she made for useful leverage over him, they didn’t seem to hold her accountable for what had happened to their Rihut brethren. She had not weaseled information to the king. Had not destroyed their only means of fire protection. With Ishtar as the Rihut’s chief goddess, being a priestess may also have earned her a fiber of their trust. Even so, Bazi would not be above using her to make him fall in line. Should it ever come down to it, Ahsan would sooner have her run to the wilds than suffer on his account. Namir, at least, seemed their closest thing to an ally. Ahsan knew he should have been grateful for that, but instinctively bristled. Every time he turned around, Namir was at Nirah’s side, explaining some detail of a spell he’d wrought or an amulet he’d charged.

      Grumbling, Ahsan slid his eyes back to Nirah. Tucked under her arm was a fluffy bundle of washed wool roving. On the road, her industrious nature had multiplied tenfold. One of the first things Nirah had done after fleeing Sippar was find the nearest trash heap, pick through its shards of discarded pottery, and turn her find into a spinning whorl. Armed with that, a dowel, and some wool she’d traded for, she’d been spinning ever since. Between that and a working midwifery knowledge from her time in the temple, she had put food in their mouths more reliably than Ahsan had been able to.

      Nirah hauled herself up onto the low wall.

      “For me?” she asked as Ahsan handed her the bread. Before he could nod, she ripped into it with both hands. The scent of caramelized onions wafted his way.

      Looking down at Namir, Ahsan asked, “Where’s Bazi gone to?”

      Namir set his pack between his ankles, keeping it just off the dusty ground. “Making an offering.”

      Nirah cut an eye towards Namir before shaking her head at him.

      Ahsan looked at them. “Well?”

      Namir exchanged a look with Susuda, hesitating a beat before looking away. “He’ll get back here in time.”

      Ahsan knew what the mage’s reticence meant. They were in Kutha, after all. Patron goddess and consort of the city, Ereshkigal’s and Nergal’s most splendid temples stood side by side in the northwestern corner, where devotees supplicated the pair to grant mercy to their departed loved ones. If Bazi was there, surely that was his errand. Temples were not places of public worship, but the gods’ earthly palaces. Visitors arrived either needy or bearing offerings. Ahsan tried not to linger on what prayers Bazi offered when presenting tribute to the goddess of the dead, whether they were appeals for relief of Nasha’s soul or curses condemning Ahsan to an early grave. Sweat prickled at the back of his neck. He nibbled on his bread, trying to distract himself with its pungent, smoky flavor.

      For his own part, Ahsan hadn’t visited any of Kutha’s temples. He had never found use in supplicating the gods. Offerings or not, heart-wrenching pleas or not, misfortune and disaster came for everyone. Sometimes the worst of it befell the most devout, the most righteous. Nirah had knocked such arguments aside, warning him that if he stopped thinking about the gods, they would stop thinking of him. When Ahsan insisted they never seemed to think much of him in the first place, she rebutted that only the mouths which spoke got fed. If his predicament were to improve, he’d first need to repledge himself to a personal god. It was strange. A pious Nirah was a distinct transformation from the woman he’d met over a year ago, the priestess who had little faith the gods listened and who sought out the temple instead for the harbor it offered. Might it be because she missed her temple sisters, the life she’d made for herself before he’d foolishly asked her to leave it all behind? Or because it helped her access the magic lent by her goddess?

      He’d relented in the end, taking Ishtar as his personal deity. Alongside the necklace his mother had given him, he now wore a pendant bearing the goddess’ eight-pointed star. Finished with his bread, Ahsan worried at it, rubbing the coarse clay grit between his fingers.

      “You’re sure of that?” Susuda asked. He jerked his chin at the crowd surrounding them. “Bazi’ll never find us in all this.”

      “Fine,” Namir grumbled. He brought his pack up and flung it into Susuda’s burly arms. “But I’m not living like a donkey any more than I have to. I’ll be back soon.”

      Susuda gave a tight nod. Ahsan felt discomfort radiate from him at being outnumbered, surveying Ahsan and Nirah from the corner of his eye as they chatted about what they’d seen since splitting up earlier that day. Ahsan ignored him. Nothing he could say would put the man at ease.

      A distant roar echoed as the parade began, the spectacle down the main thoroughfare and still out of sight. The people’s voices, however, carried like a drum. Ahsan’s anticipation mounted. Nirah’s eyes glittered as she squinted in the distance, her leg bouncing with excitement. She accidentally kicked one of the many pressing into the street. Ahsan snorted as a mortified Nirah tipped forward to apologize to the woman. Hand on her shoulder, he steadied her to ensure she didn’t fall—then the laughter stuck in his throat. A band of monster hunters pushed through the crowd. Dried mushmahu fingers and durahzu teeth jangled from their necklaces, silver-tipped spears gleaming, but their postures were relaxed, the men there to enjoy the revelry like everyone else. His eyes flicked to a group sporting conical felted red caps, marking them as gate guards of the city. He shifted from side to side, but there was no reason to. There was nothing to mark his group as unusual amongst the parade hubbub, and the men looked only at the processional route ahead, eyes as eager as children’s.

      Noting how he’d stilled, Nirah followed his gaze then nodded. She put a hand against his back, and despite everything around him, the world seemed a little more sure.

      Namir returned a few minutes later with Bazi in tow, the beardless man’s face sour in the afternoon light. The tension wound back into Ahsan’s shoulders. It wasn’t often that he could get out from under Bazi’s heavy presence, so he appreciated what chances he got. There were days he regretted ever having laid eyes on the man at all—yet if he had not fled into the wilderness with him, he would already be a rotting corpse.

      It had been two weeks since that night. Two weeks since the king had tried to slaughter Ahsan. Two weeks since Bazi, Namir, and Susuda learned Ahsan had spied on their confederates for that very same king. Two weeks since Bazi and the others infiltrated the palace and lopped the king’s arm from his body.

      Meshki-Angasher should have died then and there, or at least been mortally wounded. The memories telling him otherwise haunted him even now. The king, his jaw becoming like a snake’s, his teeth and lurching movements like something hauled up from the black ocean as he bit off his guard’s arm. The king, his lower half crushed like a mouse beneath a wagon wheel. The king, devouring his only son before continuing his rampage, restitching and remaking himself like clay on the potter’s wheel. Ahsan fought down the bile that rose in his throat. Those were the things of folk legend. Of nightmares. That was where they should have stayed.

      The roar grew closer, drums deepening and horns brightening. Ahsan roused himself from his thoughts. Lingering on such horrors would only threaten to drown him. Rounding a corner, the head of the parade came into view. Ahsan looked at it for only a moment, then turned to see what truly made his heart glad: Nirah, joy shining on her face, eyes gleaming and mouth ajar. Concentrating, she craned her neck for an extra finger of height. She made his throat tight and his head fuzzy, better than any beer. Part of him almost thought to kiss her. He hadn’t since their flight from the Rihut’s encampment. Soon, he worried she would regret having left with him.

      But in that moment, happiness radiating from her, he almost believed she could be—was—happy with him. It was not a kiss, but it was something.

      The procession of cult statues grew larger as they approached. The white robes of the temples’ High Priests and High Priestesses set them apart as they walked alongside their gods, but far from looking austere, they dripped with riches. From the Entus’ ears dangled ivory carved into the shape of palm fronds, and from their shoulders swung woven garlands laced through with blossoms. Draped atop their hair piled high were finely embroidered veils sparkling gold and silver. The Ens wore such heavily tasseled, gilded sashes that it was a wonder they could stand. Bracing their wrists were stones set in bands of electrum. With the roaring crowd came ringing voices, a chorus of those singing the pantheon’s hymns and beating tabors. Flanking the Ens and Entus were their select acolytes, swinging bronze censers of smoking myrrh and sandalwood, turning the air heady. Even through the din, Ahsan could make out the line of kalu priests who specialized in ritual chants. Each contingent sang the hymns of the god they encircled, making it a cacophony of praises to Ea, Ishtar, Shamash, Sin, and more.

      “The whole of mankind bows to you, Utu. The universe longs for your light!”

      “The universe longs for your light!” the chorus repeated with a resounding boom of the bull-hide drum. The thing was so massive it had to be carted about on a wheeled base.

      The gods’ graven images proceeded in a column, each fastened atop their litters and borne by no fewer than twelve temple hands. Today they were swathed in riotously embroidered crimson-gold linens, spangled with gilt appliques. Beaded girdles cinched some of them at the waist, where others like Nergal carried instead a belt of daggers and a mace. Ishtar—or Inanna, as they still used the gods’ ancient names here—carried both a sash and a double-headed battle ax. Strings of pearls and gemstones glittered at her breast. The whites of the gods’ eyes were ivory, their irises garnet, lapis, or jasper. Fragrant cedar garlands and sprays of palm swayed around them, and above, stretched, painted linen formed a canopy. On the gods’ palanquins were arranged small, round yellow cakes, sheep’s blood spattered across them from the day’s earlier sacrifices.

      Acrobats flipped and spun into a series of traveling kneels and tumbles, following the gods’ course through the city. Sewn into the wraps at their hips were rows of shining metal discs and cowry shells. They jangled as they performed. Ahsan commented on the frenetic dances to Nirah, and she excitedly explained they were anything but random. Certain schools of dance had their own artistic renditions to accompany the bards’ songs, interpreting the stories’ events through movement.

      Jugglers spun lit torches, flipping them up into the air as the High Priest and Priestesshood conjured a sprinkle of rain, prismatic in the golden afternoon.

      Nirah watched with rapt attention as Ishtar’s statue drew near. There, behind Ereshkigal and Nergal, was her image. She stood nearly as tall as the men carrying her. Nirah tapped Ahsan’s arm, then, as if thinking better of it, withdrew her hand—until Ahsan snatched it up in his. It was small and warm as a finch. Meeting her eyes, he smiled. For a moment she looked dazed, then gave him both a broad grin and a gentle shove.

      From below came the bitter hiss of Bazi’s voice. “And there it is.”

      Ahsan looked to see what had had the misfortune of crossing his path, but, face dark, Bazi only looked ahead at the parade. Ahsan’s brow creased. He followed his gaze.

      In the middle of the heavenly column, held aloft was the statue of the king, ruler of Sippar and all dependencies beneath its heel. Years ago, in another change to the high holiday of Akitu, Angasher had made the temples incorporate his own statue into the procession. Ahsan had never given it much thought. The king was the gods’ appointed earthly agent, the justification was. Yet for the scientists and astronomers and priests who weighed such things, it had remained a controversial decree. Discovery of the king’s true nature would make it outright sacrilege.

      Nirah’s lips pursed at the sight. He did not know if this was the first time she had done so, but her opinion would be sealed now that she knew the truth. Susuda looked away, and Namir shook his head.

      Bazi scoffed and muttered a curse. “What a farce.”

      “My brother.” Namir sidled up to Bazi with a nervous sheen of sweat dappling his forehead. His eyes shifted around them, voice low. “Let’s not say such things so publicly.”

      “The royal bastard deserves no better.”

      Not one, but two clusters of men—the first middle-tier bureaucrats, the second city guards—scowled in their direction. Ahsan diverted his gaze, hoping they would do the same. The first did. The second did not. Sights trained on Bazi and the rest of them, they murmured to one another. Ahsan’s heart pounded in his ears. The guardsmen looked to be mere spectators for the day, there to enjoy the festivities more than enforce order, but it was not a premise worth testing. A few gestured in their direction, one nodding as if he were going to make an approach.

      Nirah’s eyes flicked to them. She swallowed. Then, plopping down to street level and drawing back, she smacked Bazi across his sunburnt shoulder. Beneath her faux indignation, Ahsan detected a hint of satisfaction.

      Bazi looked at her wide-eyed, but before he could speak she tore into him. “You will show respect to your king!”

      “I will do—ack!”

      Susuda yanked Bazi’s earlobe. “Today of all days, be respectful.”

      Bazi looked between the two like they’d thrown worms on him. Susuda only gave him a slight shake of the head, so minute Ahsan almost missed it. After a moment, Bazi pursed his lips, crossed his corded arms, but said nothing. Satisfied with her and Susuda’s intervention, the guards nodded. They returned their attention to the parade. Still, Ahsan’s shoulders did not relax. He had seen how their hands had drifted to the clubs at their belts. How their expressions had darkened at Bazi’s insolence.

      “We should leave,” Susuda said as soon as their eyes were off them, rolling one of the carved beads in his beard between his forefingers.

      “Out of all the days, Bazi,” Namir hissed.

      Bazi looked at his fellow Rihut members and had enough sense to look sheepish for a half second before his face returned to unreadable stone.

      “I don’t regret my words,” he said, voice low.

      “Of course you wouldn’t,” Nirah quipped.

      The corner of his mouth screwed into a knot and warped the birthmark on his left cheek. Saying nothing, Bazi turned away from the procession until the column of gods—and the king—passed with the last of the twirling acrobats. The drums and bells continued, the roar of the crowd traveling down the main thoroughfare. Left in its wake, people began to dance, some drinking ale out of small jugs or flasks, others tearing off pieces of date-sweetened bread for their children. It was a scene of peace. Levity. But, not one they were a part of.

      “Let’s be off.” Susuda’s voice was unnaturally calm, like one trying to placate a growling dog.

      Bazi spat to the side, drawing disapproving glances from some of the revelers, but strode ahead. “Fine. The air here is making me sick.”
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      “I can’t believe him,” Nirah said through gritted teeth. As soon as their group passed outside of Kutha’s walls and the gate guards’ earshot, Nirah had unleashed an exasperated sigh, sounding more snake than woman. Several paces behind, she stared daggers at Bazi’s back as he led them away from the city. “Has he no sense?”

      “None that he’s revealed to us,” Ahsan grumbled.

      He glanced over his shoulder to where Susuda and Namir brought up the rear, the latter’s face troubled as he watched Bazi. Whatever they thought of Angasher, at least they had the good judgement not to publicly flaunt their disregard.

      Bazi cast a withering look Nirah’s way. “Is there a problem?”

      “What in the gods’ names is wrong with you?”

      “I curse blasphemy, and the priestess objects?”

      “The priestess objects to you acting a fool.”

      “Nirah,” Ahsan warned under his breath. She had not yet incurred Bazi’s wrath, but the man was not sparing with it. Baiting him was ill-advised. Ahsan wanted to rail at him, too, to yell at him for ruining the one thing he’d wanted to show Nirah. But he bit his tongue.

      Bazi flapped a hand dismissively in her direction. Nirah cut her eyes at him and opened her mouth, but after flicking her gaze towards Ahsan, closed it once more. He released a tense breath. A week and a half ago, Namir advised Ahsan and Nirah not to let Bazi trouble them. Ahsan didn’t see how such a thing was possible. His very neck was in Bazi’s clenched hands. The man had behaved strangely after Ahsan pushed him out of the devouring king’s path, even if the shift was mostly short-lived. The caustic glares and snarling words returned soon after, and it was all Ahsan could do to not let them send him into a spiral, worrying that at last Bazi would finally snap and kill him.

      They walked several cables toward the darkening purple horizon, and about a half hour later stopped to set up camp. As Susuda built the fire, Ahsan helped Nirah prepare a bowl of rehydrated groats and ash-cooked bread. Ahsan’s irritation must have been as plain as Nirah’s, for Namir offered them both some of the clotted cheese he’d gotten from Kutha’s market earlier that day. Ahsan couldn’t make himself like the man—not in small part because of how eagerly he instructed Nirah in magic—but took some of the cheese anyway. It added a savory creaminess to the coarse grains, the hint of flavor and fatty mouthfeel something Ahsan had sorely missed. Such things were a rarity on the road, or even in the city, for that matter. One usually had to own livestock for dairy this fresh. Though she was in too sour a mood to thank Namir, Nirah’s shoulders dropped as she scooped a clod of the cheese into her mouth.

      Done eating, each pulled off to their own parcel of the hillside. Susuda raised the tent pole and canvas under which two of the Rihut’s three would spend the night, the other remaining outside to keep an eye on Ahsan. His and Nirah’s accommodations were far less private, but, despite everything, he’d come to enjoy the arrangement. He pulled his dark blue robe from his sack and spread it beneath the emerging stars. One of the few niceties he still had from his former life, he couldn’t bring himself to sell it. Not yet, at least. He could if their bellies ever grew too empty, but right now it was the most precious thing he owned, for it was where Nirah laid her head every night. She folded herself against the ground, crown at the center of the robe and glossy plait stretched across it. Within minutes, she began to lightly snore.

      Most nights they stared up at the stars together, his feet pointing west and Nirah’s east, their heads meeting at the middle of the robe. Never did they fall asleep next to one another, though—not intentionally. They slept in shifts, even if they occasionally dozed off. Despite Bazi’s word that he would bring Ahsan before the Rihut, neither Ahsan nor Nirah trusted that he might not lose patience and kill Ahsan in his sleep. Though going without a full night’s rest ground Ahsan down, he carved out some enjoyment from moments in the midnight silence. Moments when one of them would stir and the other laid down their head, whispering childhood fables or memories from their first meeting until the other returned to slumber.

      Nirah’s brows knitted together, face hard as she began to toss and turn. As Ahsan brushed a curl back from her temple, she leaned towards his touch and the set of her jaw softened. Soon after, she dropped back into deep sleep. Ahsan lay near her. If he turned his head any more to the right, his nose would bump against the shell of her ear. It was as close as he dared to draw near her—more for restraint’s sake than anything else. Before, he had felt her lips on his, tasted her breath and smelled the musk of her hair. He knew its intoxication. Sleeping side by side felt too intimate, yet being more than an arm’s length away knotted his stomach. Judging by the panic on her face whenever she awoke in the night and took more than a second to find him, he suspected she felt the same. Even if she would not readily admit it.

      He listened to the steady rhythm of her breathing. It would put him to sleep if he was not careful, so he stared at the sky until it turned black as bitumen, the stars slowly spinning overhead. He tracked a few of the lesser-known constellations Nirah had pointed out to him alongside the major ones. The Hitched Yoke spun overhead, and beneath it rose the Bull of Heaven, its powerful body emerging from a storm cloud, followed soon after by the warrior gods and defenders of doorways, Lugalirra and Meslamta-Ea.

      It was as the next figure, Enki’s Turtle, began to show itself that Ahsan felt an ache in his canines. A restlessness in his hands and legs. The moon was swollen like a lopsided melon, close to full. While it did not always empower the thing lurking in his flesh, the yirgal inevitably became antsier as the gibbous moon approached. He cursed.

      Ahsan got up to release his burgeoning agitation. He didn’t need to wake Nirah with his fidgeting back and forth, the clenching and unclenching of his fists. Susuda sat up as Ahsan rose, and Ahsan lifted a hand. The man gave a tight nod. Ahsan had struggled with sleeplessness for at least a week after everything that transpired in Sippar. All of them had, in their own way. Without being able to leave the Rihut’s watch under pain of death, he’d quickly learned pacing the camp’s perimeter was his only option. Susuda allowed it so long as he remained within sight and no more than a few paces away, as did Namir. Bazi never did.

      For years, Ahsan had not needed the leather strap his mother fashioned to help him endure his episodes. As a growing youth it served him well, but traveling on his own had allowed him to deal with his Turns as he saw fit. No longer did he have that luxury. The strap would have helped him within the camp perimeter, but leather was no cheap commodity—and he was not so desperate as to chew on just any desiccated hide.

      He thought of his mother as he paced. Had she returned home by now? His father claimed ignorance of where she’d gone, accusing Ahsan of secreting her away. Perhaps she had finally tired of his father’s tone, or his absent integrity, or his hygiene, and simply left. If she had, where might she have gone? Ishtar’s temple? Usually after the dissolution of a marriage, a woman returned to the home of her father, but Ahsan realized with a pang that he had no idea where his maternal grandfather was from. When and if she did return, he prayed the king let her be. All he could hope was for the king to decide that, since Ahsan’s parents had once been willing to let his life be reaped as punishment for his father’s crime, they would not make for satisfying recompense.

      In the quiet night air, Bazi’s severe voice drifted to Ahsan as he looped around the far side of the camp. He looked at the tent where Bazi and Namir were supposed to be sleeping.

      “How can you be so casual with these people? Share your food with them?” There was a desperate edge in Bazi’s voice. Ahsan could not see his face—did not want to risk trying—but he could picture it now: the man’s twisting scowl, dark eyes flashing with rage. What must Namir have done or said to rile Bazi so at this hour of night? “He served the king. He murdered Nasha!”

      “And I mourn him every day! But Bazi, how would he have known?”

      “Nasha’s father killed himself for what happened to his son. His sister miscarried in her mourning.” His tone went flat. “And you speak in his defense?”

      Ahsan felt sick. He knew what had become of Nasha’s family after what Ahsan had done—facts Bazi hurled at him many a time—but it made him ill to hear it again. Ahsan shook his head as if to dislodge the words from his ears. If only his mother had never adorned him with that six-pointed star. Mistaking it for a symbol of their own, it was the only reason the Rihut had allowed him in. If he’d simply been refused, never would he have known how terribly he’d erred. Perhaps that would have been better. Less painful than the truth.

      “Nasha himself⁠—”

      There was a strangled noise from within the tent, before Bazi ground out, “Don’t.”

      “He would want you to use this opportunity. Not throw it away.”

      “Do you know how many are dead because of that man out there? Do you know why so many of our men burned alive outside Sippar?”

      There was only silence. Ahsan could picture Namir squirm, look away. He himself did.

      “That’s what I thought. Fleeing wasn’t enough for the bastard. He condemned scores of us to death. No. He will face the Rihut for what he’s done.”

      Searing shame doused over Ahsan, followed by nausea. Along with their war provisions, the Rihut had brought a jarred vinegary solution capable of transforming animal hides into fire-resistant cloaks with a deep soak. As he’d fled back to Sippar, Ahsan had stopped to smash every vessel of the stuff. No one who cared for his home would have done any different. With outlandish claims, these Rihut had come to wage war on his city.

      Now he knew the horrible truth—and had no allies left. No one whom he had not alienated either by working for the king or against him.

      Ahsan forced his feet onward and resumed his lap around the campsite. His heartbeat was frantic in his ears, yet instead of stoking the yirgal within him, a millstone weighed in his gut. He walked the perimeter twice more before his nerves bested him, and after he returned to where Nirah lay and switched out with her, he dreamed that night of fire.
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        * * *

      

      “He’s taking forever,” Susuda groused, arms crossed.

      Ahsan nibbled on a few dried chips of carrot and beet as he watched him pace.

      “Give him some time.” Namir reclined on his reed mat, eyes shut against the climbing sun. At some point in the night he’d left the tent and moved out here. Except his mat, the rest of his belongings were packed and ready to go. All of theirs were—save for one of them.

      Susuda ripped the canvas from its tent pole and riggings. “You observing the holiday?”

      Bazi groaned, a slow-moving lump beneath it. Ahsan withheld his snicker and exchanged looks with Nirah. Susuda yanked the tarp the rest of the way free, then folded it and stowed it in his sack with his other provisions. Biggest and tallest of them all, he carried the heaviest load.

      Bazi blinked against the light like a newborn. One hand rubbing his eyes, he pushed himself up with the other. Snorted and spat to the side. His veneer of machismo did not, however, conceal the bags starting to form beneath his eyes. Namir gestured to the remaining bread by the morning’s smoldering fire, and though Bazi did not look his way, he grabbed it, jamming it between his teeth as he rolled up his woven mat. It was all he had unpacked.

      Less than two minutes later and without a word, Bazi set off. The rest of them followed after.

      Nirah busied herself as she walked, one hand holding aloft a bundle of wool roving, the other flitting between drafting the fiber and spinning it into thread. Beneath, the spindle whirled like a top. Her pottery-shard-turned-whorl went around and around, rough edges disappearing as it blurred. Ahsan had seen nomadic women spin while following their herds, but never considered the utility of it. There was certainly nothing productive he could do while walking.

      “You’re prodigious,” Ahsan said.

      Nirah didn’t take her eyes off her hands, pulling the thread at eye level with delicate coaxing motions, but smirked. “So the bards say.”

      It was a skill of hers he hadn’t known of before fleeing Sippar, but apparently her mother had taught her when she was young. It reminded her of her blood sisters and temple sisters both.

      Nirah snatched up the whorl and the thread wrapped on the cop above it. Finished with her first bundle for the morning, she wriggled her hand into Namir’s pack for more.

      “You should rest,” Namir chided.

      “I rest when I sleep.”

      Ahsan’s eyes connected with hers for not but a second. Half joking, half grim, those were the same words they’d spoken when agreeing to sleep in shifts lest Bazi kill them in the night.

      “You and everyone else,” Namir said, but his smile didn’t waver.

      A muscle twitched in Ahsan’s jaw. He tried to be above it. Truly, he did, but Namir’s nagging friendliness towards Nirah heated his veins. That it was better than hostility soothed Ahsan none. Nirah’s chosen demeanor was often a prickly one, but with Namir it was absent. At least they only ever spoke about magic. Nirah may no longer be at Ishtar’s temple, and may have various means by which to secure her own future, but she was determined to progress in her studies.

      Closing his ears to their conversation, Ahsan set his gaze ahead and tried to ignore the pack’s thin straps cutting into his shoulders. What he would have given to find himself in a tavern. He was used to the hardships of travel, to setting tents and managing rations and the other mundanities wandering merchants faced. What he was not used to was a life with only the rarest sips of beer. A life wherein he was forced to walk leagues longer and harder than he’d have liked, in shoes he could not trade to have repaired. Worst of all, he could scarcely afford a proper bath. The one nicety he had was kohl, praise the gods, for without it the sun’s glare would have already blinded him. After selling her red, fringed temple dress, Nirah had bought them a narrow pot of it to share.

      Ahsan had never thought of himself as a layabout, but his road fitness had clearly softened under Angasher’s employ. What little fat Ahsan once had disappeared within the first hard week’s walk. Though they were more expedient, Bazi would not permit them to use the rivers until they absolutely had to, saying it was what Angasher would have expected. Ahsan supposed he was right. Once, after such a day’s labor, Ahsan always had the comfort of warm bread and a mug of beer between two walls. Seasoned meat, if he was lucky. He would kill for a single bite of what he’d once had. Now, it was only Nirah’s ash-cooked bread that kept him sane.

      Shielding his eyes from the sun’s climb, Ahsan studied its position. He turned to Nirah and Namir beside him. “Where precisely are we headed?”

      “South,” Susuda projected from the rear.

      Ahsan chewed his tongue.

      Sensing the unspoken retort, Bazi threw a scowl over his shoulder. The longer he walked, the more he behaved like a cat itching to swat at the nearest passerby. “We make for Kish. We have Rihut business there.”

      A chill skittered up Ahsan’s neck despite the heat. He did his best not to think about it, but it proved difficult to do much else. Were the Rihut based near Kish? From the way these three spoke over campfires, it had sounded like the Rihut had its roots in no one place. Those he met when spying claimed to have come from Shuruppak, others from Larak. Would there be surviving Rihut members in Kish, too, awaiting others with whom they could regroup?

      He dragged a forearm above his brows to wipe away the sweat dripping there. Heat curled the fine hairs at his temples. Though the north’s craggier terrain smoothed to sloping hills the farther they went south, still there was the occasional rock outcropping to overcome. He hadn’t adjusted to cutting paths yet unmarked. As a merchant, he’d usually opted for the established roads. He rarely had to haul himself over rocky ledges such as he tried now. It was not so high that he needed a boost, but just high and jagged enough that getting over it would cost his dignity.

      “I’ve seen bleeding women walk faster than you,” Bazi snickered in Ahsan’s direction. It was one of the few times he’d seen him smile. Bazi jutted his chin towards Nirah. “You, it’s unfair of me to say either way.”

      “Now, now, comparing him to Amtia’s no fair,” Susuda said over his shoulder.

      “Either of them,” Namir said.

      The name sounded vaguely familiar, but before Ahsan could ask further, Susuda pointed to a cluster of squat brown homes on the horizon. “Mother Nanshe blesses us.”

      Ahsan squinted. The buildings sat on an irrigated hillside awash with green, a rare sight since venturing off the river’s course. Murky ribbons cut down and across, saturating the landscape with life. A spring must be nearby. From the nomads and animals congregated around the narrow channel funneling towards the fields, the water seemed free for the taking.

      Ahsan drank down the rest of his waterskin and grabbed Nirah’s out of his pack. The roughspun sack was a far cry from the lined leather roll he’d once carried his wares in, and it sat more itchily against his back, but he’d become fond of it. Nirah and Namir had made it from cuts of cloth they’d salvaged from a midden.

      They approached. Milling along the banks were scattered nomads as well as some of their goats, fat-tailed sheep, and a few yapping dogs.

      “Holiest of holidays to you, brothers.” Susuda waved at them, and the men returned his gesture.

      “Ho! The gods have left us, and the bright times have been wiped away by shadow,” a gap-toothed man responded.

      The proclamation startled Ahsan before he remembered it was Akitu’s day of lamentation. Yet unlike most who gave the standard holiday greeting, this man’s brow was set hard as if genuinely upset.

      “We hope your fortunes have not soured,” Susuda said tentatively.

      The rest of the group caught up with Ahsan and dipped their skins into the rushing water. A few of the nomads came closer as their meandering livestock nibbled the grass along the banks. Whining, a needy young hound limped behind them.

      A bald man with a bushy beard spat to the side, but gave a nod of acknowledgement in their direction. He scratched between the dog’s shoulders. “Damned urgula snatched up four of our flock early this morning. Any of you men hunters?”

      They shook their heads, only Susuda shrugging.

      “Could be, for the grain.”

      The man shook his head. “Doesn’t matter anyway, ‘suppose. Farther away we get, the better off our flock will be. Better we’ll all be.”

      “Where are you coming from?”

      The men chuckled darkly, punctuated by long-suffering sighs. “The north. And your kin?”

      Susuda hesitated for only a moment, his lie swift. “West. Do you carry any tidings?”

      A nomad dragged a hand across his face. Another cursed. “We were outside Sippar when the floods hit ‘bout a month ago. Barely seemed safer inside the walls than out.”

      “What do you mean?” Ahsan asked.

      The man opened his mouth before closing it. Face darkening, he rubbed his jaw. A woman came to his side and touched his arm. “We ran from them floods only to be met with another. A dam broke in the city. Swept a third of our sheep away, and another few got eaten by mushmahu.”

      A younger man with the nomad’s same face shape chimed in, excitement getting the better of him. “There was a man with a bow who slew a whole lot of them, though. He was amazing! Got one straight through the eye!”

      Ahsan remembered it keenly—all of it. The force of the water as it had slammed into him, pulled him under and nearly drowned him. Between the wreckage sweeping through the city and the monsters darting through the surge in their frenzy, Ahsan had been sure he was going to die. It was not until the one-eyed, aged Gate Master swooped in that Ahsan had any hope of surviving. In the few hours before fleeing Sippar, he’d heard a few bards working on odes to his prowess. Others apparently had, too.

      The nomad’s wife shook her head, hammered tin discs on her headscarf jingling. “The monsters nor the floods were the worst of it. The whole city was under attack. We’ve endured savage waters before, but never anything like the fire and arrows in Sippar.”

      Susuda shifted uncomfortably. Ahsan was hyper-aware of Namir and Bazi’s conversation going silent behind him.

      “It’s not a city I’d stop in any time soon,” her husband said. “Dangerous place, and not just for common folk. Even the king’s son was killed by them invaders.”

      Susuda looked at Bazi with forehead wrinkled, his bafflement mirroring Ahsan’s own.

      “By the invaders, you say?” Namir asked.

      Several of the nomads nodded.

      “That’s not what I heard,” the gap-toothed map said. “I heard it was one of the king’s own who did it!”

      “If you’d pulled your head outta your beer jar long enough to listen to the whole thing,  you’d have heard the alewife say the king’s man was a turncoat. That, or those Hiruti planted him there long ago.”

      His stomach went queasy. Even with the name scrambled, he knew they meant the Rihut. How fast had word spread after their flight from the palace? A month ago, it was a name Ahsan had never even heard. Now, all of Sippar and beyond were hearing it on the tongues of bards and travelers. The palace would not hesitate to endorse such a turn of events, and the public would believe a hundred other things before the truth: that the king had devoured his son whole.

      A few of them muttered about the sullying of the good name of nomads, but all else was overshadowed by the ringing in Ahsan’s ears. The water he’d drunk threatened to come back up.

      “I’m sorry—to hear that.” Ahsan did not even realize he spoke until he felt his voice about to break. Behind him, Bazi, Susuda, and Namir were silent, but he could feel the weight of their unspoken words.

      Nirah swooped in, hand on his shoulder. “You all have endured quite the⁠—”

      Something rammed into Ahsan’s backside, blunt horns first. He almost avoided the irrigation ditch, but at the last moment tripped over his feet and tumbled face first into the cool water. It swallowed him up, almost refreshing if not for the weeds jammed between his teeth. He spat them out and turned to see a twitchy-tailed billy goat strutting along the channel’s edge.

      “Sorry about him!” The wife swatted the goat across its rump as it sauntered off. “He’s a menace.”

      Susuda snorted, and suddenly Ahsan felt very tired. He pushed himself up, water streaming from his hair and tunic as he scraped silt from his hands and knees. His pack was wet against his back, but hadn’t been fully submerged.

      After refilling their waterskins once more, Bazi had them wait in the blue shade of a few nearby homes until the day’s peak heat passed. Doing so usually meant they could walk an hour or two longer before they tired enough to set up camp. The spot was pleasantly cool, and after a time, Ahsan had mostly dried off save the last few drops clinging to the ends of his hair. He wiped the side of his face against his shoulder. Susuda and Bazi sat with their backs pressed to the mudbrick, saying little to nothing. To Ahsan’s left, Nirah spun and discussed magic with Namir.

      “So not everything ritual is magic, and not everything magic is ritual,” Nirah repeated slowly, eyes lost somewhere in the distance even as she flicked the whorl.

      “For most everyone else, the distinction doesn’t matter. Especially since magic’s largely practiced in and from temples. But for the study of magic, it matters.”

      She chewed on that for a while. Her thread snapped as she drafted another bit of wool, and she cursed, grabbing a different section to reintegrate. “But ritual is what makes magic work.”

      “Is it?” He sucked in a breath through his teeth. “I’m not so sure.”

      “You’re saying it’s not?”

      “Is it the ritual surrounding how one asks to borrow a god’s power, or is it the request itself?”

      That got her to sit up straight, tearing her focus from her spinning. “Now that’s a ridiculous suggestion. No god would lend to a man for free. Ivory, frankincense, honey, grain—those are the
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