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Dedication

For Ayesha, Irfan, and Kashif

with so much love it’s inconceivable …

(and that does mean what we think it means).

Siblings, best friends, and accomplices

in miracles, shenanigans, and crimes.
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SEVEN. EIGHT. SIX.

Arian traced the numbers in the sand. She was crouched behind a dusty ridge, surveying the land ahead. The wide, flat plains extended in every direction, broken in places by sparse shrubs, the faintest traces of greenery and life. She passed her field glasses to the coal-skinned woman perched to her right.

“Do you see it?”

“Yes. Four Talisman. Two at the front, two at the back. And a boy who takes the tally.”

“Yes.” Arian’s voice was thoughtful. “They beat him nearly as much as they beat the women.”

The other woman stretched to her full height. She summoned the horses with a low whistle.

“It doesn’t seem to have taught him any kindness. His whip is as swift and furious as theirs. What is your judgment, Arian?”

Arian was the older of the two women, also the more seasoned. She carried the senior rank. Companion. First Oralist.

“We do what we always do with slave-chains—we break them. Get ready to ride, Sinnia.”

Through the eerie quiet and the dust, the khamsa mares approached. Both women mounted, cloaks thrown back, arms bared to reveal the gold circlets they wore.

Arian spurred her black horse to the left, her green cloak stirring in the wind. She nodded to the slavers below. “Let’s not give them warning. Let’s fly.”

They descended down the ridge, the khamsa sure-footed, hungry for speed. The thunder of their hooves was swallowed by the sand, little whorls of dust rising into the sun.

Soon they were spotted by guards at the rear of the slave-chain. The guards turned, braced themselves in a synchronized movement, bringing up their swords. Sinnia let loose two arrows, aiming for the neck.

The guards fell. A startled cry rose from the long line of women, robed in the sorrowful blue of dusk, their pale eyes tasting light for the first time that day. The women were chained together in pairs, and now Arian and Sinnia parted at the rear to outpace the column on either side. The tally-taking boy with the whip sprang into Arian’s path, his crop glancing off the flanks of the black horse.

“Take him,” Sinnia shouted, but Arian left the boy. The man at the head of the slave-chain was a more formidable target. Clearly battle-tested, he had gained the saddle of his war horse at the first sound of unrest. He used his shield, parrying the thrust of Arian’s quick, silver daggers. He was too big for her to match in direct combat so she feinted beneath the outthrust of his sword to slice through the girth on the flanks of his horse. When the saddle slipped, the horse stumbled under its rider’s weight. The slave handler went down, his foot caught in the stirrup as the horse bolted. Sinnia’s arrow took him in the distance.

That left one, apart from the boy.

The man was on his knees before Sinnia. She lashed the man’s hands behind his back with a thick fold of softened leather. Then she spooled out the strips of leather and staked them in the hard, cold ground. The boy rallied to his master, brandishing the only weapon at his disposal, but a flick of Arian’s wrist sent his crop into the dust. She held up a hand to motion him to stillness, and as she did, the sun glinted off the gold circlet on her upper arm. A murmur of astonishment whispered through the slave-chain at the sight of it.

The boy, scrawny and dirty in his tattered rags, fell back from his master, his blue eyes bright in a wind-reddened face.

With slow, considered movements, Arian slipped to the ground while Sinnia unhooked the ring of keys from the belt tied at the slave master’s waist. One by one, she unlocked the iron rings that had bound the long row of women to the slave-chain and each other. As Sinnia moved up and down the ranks of the women, she saw scarred wrists, broken fingers, bruised arms, and shadowed, weary faces emptied of expectation.

She touched each woman with a soft word and a kind gesture, and as she passed down the line, she ripped the dust-blue netting from each face, freeing the women’s skin and eyes to the brush of wind and sun. Muted cries followed in her wake.

“This is the legend,” the women whispered back and forth. “It cannot be real.”

Arian pushed back her hood, her dark hair falling loose about her shoulders. The familiar gasp of surprise followed her action as she came to stand before the slave master.

He turned his bearded, sunburned face up to hers, his eyes narrowed against the sight of skin and hair uncovered, the gold circlets closed about Arian’s upper arms with leather ties, in the manner of the Companions of Hira.

She had done this many times before, but Arian still took a breath to fortify her courage before she spoke.

“Do you know who I am, slave master?”

He seemed stunned by the sight of her, straight-backed with confidence, unfettered. He struggled to speak.

“How have I offended, Companion? Why did you kill my men?”

He spoke the Common Tongue with the guttural accent of his native dialect.

“Why have you chained these women?” she asked by way of answer. “Where were you taking them?”

The man looked angry. Arian felt the tension of the boy who stood poised behind her, his mouth agape at the sight of Arian’s hair. She felt a twinge of empathy. The boy was unloved, abandoned, enslaved. He would be used until broken, then discarded, no fate for a child to face. Pursuing the slave-chains was Arian’s means of disrupting that fate.

The man on his knees studied her. “Do you not know the laws of this country? These women have no guardians, no homes. They pollute the public square with their hands held out for alms.”

“Because you killed their men and their children,” Arian concluded.

The slave master tried to struggle to his feet. With a gesture she sketched with her hand, Arian sent him to his knees again. 

“Instead of feeding them, you enslaved them, and you take them elsewhere, far from their homes, for some deadlier purpose. What purpose, slave master? I wish to know it.”

The man’s face darkened. As with all the men she had dealt with before this one, Arian could read his anger in the rigidity of his limbs, just as she could feel his urge to strike and strike hard.

Arian pitied him his anger.

“I do not answer to you, Companion. I serve the Immolan.”

Arian rubbed her forehead, then turned to her friend. “Have you finished, Sinnia?”

“I have.”

The blue-robed women gathered in little clusters behind Sinnia.

“What do you want to do with this one?” Sinnia prodded the boy.

Arian’s eyes found the boy, read something in his face, then glanced at the women.

“I do not think this man will prove to be any different than the others.” She motioned to the pack horses that accompanied the slave-chain. “My sisters, take what you wish from these horses, and flee from here as quickly as you can. Find your families, but do not head east. These men have taken the eastern road and everything that lies beyond it.”

The women scattered at her words, the slave master watching the dismantling of his supplies with impotent rage.

“Haramzadah!” He shouted the filthy epithet at the boy. “Is this how you serve me? I should flay you alive!”

The threat touched something inside Arian.

“You think I would let you?” she asked, her voice cool. “Do you think I would leave you alive to visit any more pain on this boy? Sinnia.”

Before the boy could speak, his master’s blood was on the sand, startling a bewildered sob from the boy’s throat. Gently, Arian touched the boy’s shoulder, forgetting for a moment that he would flinch. Fluid leaked from his eyes and nose. He rubbed it aside with his dirty hands.

“He kept you, so you were grateful,” she told him. “But this was not kindness to you. When you had served your short life of labor, he would have killed you in the street.” She motioned at the women who’d fled in all directions. “Nor was that kindness, to wreak violence upon the helpless. Take your freedom,” she told him. “Find what happiness you can with it.”

He stared back at her. Perhaps he had heard of the Companions, heard of their magic, and waited to see if she would use it against him. But there had been no call to use the Claim, no point in trying to persuade the guards or the boy with the magic she’d been blessed with, no sense in reworking their understanding of the Tradition. It was lost now, all of it. When the lands of the Far Range had been devastated by war, all of it had been lost. The most that she and Sinnia could hope for was this continued disruption of the slave-chains.

She had killed many men in this effort.

And did not regret it.

But she would leave the boy with blue eyes. The boy had raised his crop and his voice, he’d shown no more mercy than he’d been shown, and if left to himself, he would resort to cruelty again. Yet she could sense the innocence of the boy, the bewilderment of his blind obedience, his hunger for something else.

Arian hungered for it, too. Because unlike the boy, she had felt it once. Not now. Not in the lands she had once roamed freely, where cruelty and violence were all there was.

We live in the age of secrets and fear.

We live in the Age of Ignorance.

She searched for one item in the slave master’s pack, her hands careful and thorough. The boy did not leave. He watched her helplessly, sobs shaking his slight frame, until her search uncovered the Talisman flag, the only flag flown in these lands.

Sketched on the field of the flag was a book, opened to two facing pages.

It was far from a symbol of literacy.

The book’s blank pages were marked with blood.

And the Talisman fist had set its message on fire.

Arian suited symbol to action. She burned the flag, planting it in the ground beside the body of the slave master. She felt no contempt for the dead, but the pity she afforded them was of a lesser shade than her feeling for their victims.

The boy had stopped crying, yet remained. As she and Sinnia drew their cloaks close around their naked arms, he raised a dirty fist at them.

“You’ll know blood and loss before this day ends.”

“Boy,” she said softly. “There is more to life than blood and loss. May you find peace in their stead.”

He wouldn’t, she knew. Who in these lost lands of Khorasan knew peace anymore? Who knew safety or truth, or the innermost kindling of joy?

These were the days of the Talisman fist.

The fist that crushed everything to dust.
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ARIAN LOOKED UP AT THE SOUND OF A CRY ON THE WIND. SINNIA RAISED her left arm, clothed at the wrist in a gauntlet. In a moment, a falcon had descended to alight on Sinnia’s wrist.

Sinnia read the message gripped in its talons with a grim look. She spoke the name Arian had anticipated at the falcon’s first cry, a name Arian never heard without a sense of foreboding.

“Ilea. The High Companion has summoned us to Hira.”

Arian’s heart misgave her. Ilea’s Summons meant censure and disparagement. Rarely had the Council offered her encouragement.

She did not want to go.

She could not disobey.

She scanned the dull hills of the surrounding countryside. The blue-robed women were specks in the distance, fleeing from the ruins that were Arian’s destination.

Sinnia slowed her mare. “Do you not intend to heed the Summons?”

“I came here for the Cloak. I will not leave without it.”

“We will not have as easy a time of it inside the walls of Candour,” Sinnia cautioned. “The slave-chains in the city are guarded by whole companies. They will be heavily armed. Swords, maces, fire lances.”

But Arian knew that none of these could stand against the power of the Claim, the power that sustained her campaign against the Talisman. Sinnia had been at Arian’s side for months now. She was a trusted friend who obeyed Arian’s orders with diligence and resolution, if not without question. And Arian had learned to welcome her questions. They spoke of a mind unconstrained by fear. Yet, it wasn’t the exchange of equals. Sinnia knew nothing of the forbidden knowledge Arian carried inside her head because knowledge, like love, was a weapon. It was too dangerous a burden to share. If that made her seem remote in lieu of a greater closeness, it was something Arian could accept.

“The Talisman have taken Candour,” Sinnia continued. “Is that not a fight best abandoned?”

“I will not surrender the women of Candour. We will move on to Hira once we have the Cloak.”

“What of its guardians? The Ancient Dead?”

“None that I know of survive. No, the Sacred Cloak is under Talisman guard, nothing more. And they dare not touch it or bring it to light. They fear its power even as they use it to strengthen their legitimacy.”

“Then how can you hope to retrieve it from their stronghold?”

“The Blue Shrine isn’t a Talisman stronghold. It will yield its secrets to us.”

Sinnia was unconvinced. Sinnia was at best a minor Oralist, with scant knowledge of the Claim or its powers. She had been selected as Arian’s adjutant by Ilea, the highest member of their Order. She could not know the things known to Ilea and Arian, the deeper traditions buried beneath the High Tongue, the sacred language known only to the Oralists, nor the magic and power of its rites.

Arian couldn’t reassure her friend, much as she wished to. She could only show her.

She nudged her horse, Safanad, the steadiest mare of the khamsa, on a straight course to the ruined city’s gates.

“Keep your arms covered but your head bare,” she reminded Sinnia.

There was no idle decoration about either woman. That they were mounted would be cause enough for disturbance—women didn’t ride in Talisman territory. They covered their heads, their faces, their bodies. Their voices were silenced, oftimes by a Talisman dagger, while others who survived were shackled and sent away. And though Arian had been raiding the trains for months, the destination of the slave-chains was still unknown to her. She hoped coming here would bring her closer to the truth.

A crowd had gathered about the old gates. These gates had possessed other names once, names rich in beauty. Gate of the Pomegranate. Gate of the Apricot. Gate of the Poppies. Now they were in disrepair, ravaged like the city by centuries of war. The Talisman were the last in a long line of despoilers, the victims the same in every era:

Women.

Children.

Joy.

She brushed the thought of the boy aside—the chin that trembled, the blue eyes that had questioned her actions. The spies of the Talisman would reach their masters quickly, and if the boy chose not to seize his freedom, he would soon find a new master, whose fist would bludgeon just as well, whose crop would rise over his shoulders a thousand times a day. He would drink when his master had finished drinking and would be fed from the remnants of his master’s plate.

If at all.

In the Age of Ignorance, the Talisman held a monopoly on food supplies. The rest of Khorasan was gripped by a famine created by the Talisman, rugged and fierce warriors whose code determined who would live, who would die, who would eat, who would starve, while the banner of their bloodlust flew before their hordes, each orchard, each fig tree guarded by the sword of a petty and joyless tyrant.

Sinnia was tense beside her as they rode down the main thoroughfare of the ancient capital, so long ago festooned with fruit trees. Everything about the city was brown or gray—the streets, the worn shopfronts, the derelict houses, each flying a Talisman flag. A crowd composed of wild-eyed boys and belligerent young men followed the course of their horses.

As the road climbed to meet the horizon, the blue dome of the shrine spread a marbled glow across the lower half of the sky. More men gathered, their faces shadowed beneath their turbans.

Sinnia’s dark skin was glowing with beads of sweat. The young Oralist was afraid, a thought that awakened Arian’s compassion. She was so bent on her own purposes that she seldom stopped to consider the cost to Sinnia.

“You need not fear. The Oralists have never traveled a land without friends.”

But Sinnia was pointing to the burned-out shell of a building behind the shrine.

“They’ve destroyed it,” she said. “The Library of Candour.”

That was only the first of our losses.

Arian didn’t say as much aloud. Sinnia had come to her in recent months. In the decade that had passed before, Arian had traveled with great difficulty through towns and villages that had fallen to the Talisman, while further west, the Empty Quarter had been seized by the Rising Nineteen. Sinnia didn’t know that from the mountains to the east, there was nothing other than silence. Sinnia came from the lands of the Negus in the south, well beyond the Empty Quarter.

She had been summoned from those lands by the High Companion herself, to be presented to Arian as an ally of consequence. Impulsive, sardonic, brave beyond measure, she possessed the kind of strength that was as beautiful to Arian as it was indispensable in the country held by the Talisman.

The destruction of the Library of Candour had been the first act of the Talisman, the white flag raised as a desolation above its storied arches. The bloodstained page on the Talisman flag spoke to a limitless capacity for ignorance. A thing to be pitied, a loss to be grieved. Something of that feeling was in Arian’s voice when she turned in her saddle to face the mob. She pronounced a phrase in the High Tongue.

They wouldn’t know its meaning, nor even how to form the words themselves, but the Claim held an abiding power, deep in the bones of the people of Khorasan. The men fell back from the khamsa, their faces reflecting a mixture of awe and terror.

Yes, Arian thought. These words have been the terror of an age.

She halted the progress of her mare before a tavern with a broken door.

“What are we doing here?” Sinnia whispered fiercely. “The Talisman have forbidden all means of intoxication.”

Arian pointed a slender finger upward. The Talisman flag was nailed above the door.

“Except for the members of their command, who do as they please. We’re not here to drink, though. I have a friend here. He will help us gain access to the Cloak.”

A disquieting sense of hope beat against her thoughts, the lie fluttering in her chest.

She wouldn’t describe the man she was searching for as a friend.

He was a beautiful, dark mystery.

And his absence from her life was a ceaseless bereavement.

Sinnia slipped into the squalid room behind Arian. Inside, a handful of men were gathered at a table, drinking from hammered metal cups. Their heads turned at the sight of two unveiled women, the tallest man in their midst rising to his feet at once. He was dressed in the loose-fitting garb of the Talisman, a thick wool pagri settled on his skull, his pointed beard reaching to just above his chest. A sharp array of knives hung from the belt at his waist. His shrewd eyes were set deep in a narrow, tapered face.

Before he could speak, Arian grasped Sinnia’s hand and led her to the bar, disarranging her cloak as she passed. The gold circlets on the women’s arms shone in the firelight. The man’s companions whispered together until the man with the pagri slammed down his fist on the table. Watching the women, he came no closer.

At the bar, the man who tended the needs of the Talisman didn’t look up. He passed a grimy cloth over a grimier surface, darkened by soot and ash. Sinnia braced her arms on the bar and waited.

“You shouldn’t be here,” the man with the cloth said. “What do you want?”

He was dressed in clean riding clothes. His head was bare, his dark hair loose around his skull, his beard shorn close to his jaw. In every swipe of the cloth over the bar there was anger and intimidation.

Arian drew a nervous breath before speaking. “I’ve come for the Cloak.”

“Have you, indeed?” A silver flash of the man’s eyes moved from Arian to Sinnia to the hostile group of Talisman gathered at the table. A rumble of noise from the street battered the tavern’s door. “Veil yourselves, you fools, and get out of here before you cost me the little custom I have.”

“They won’t touch us,” Arian said with more certainty than she felt. Her heart was thrumming inside her, the words dry in her mouth. The man at the bar was still here, whole and unharmed. Until this moment, she hadn’t known what that would mean to her.

“Things have changed since you were last here.” He looked at Sinnia, who gasped. The man’s eyes were a bright, glancing silver in a face so strikingly beautiful, the squalor of his surroundings couldn’t diminish it. “Tell your friend she’s risking your life by bringing you in here.”

Sinnia grinned in response. “She risks my life every moment of every day. She said you were a friend. I was hoping the odds might have changed.”

A cold smile settled on the man’s lips.

“For your sake, I’m sorry they haven’t. The color of your skin won’t protect you here. They take every kind of woman for the slave-chains.”

It was a new thought for Sinnia. She had seen no black-skinned women in Khorasan, and she had freed none.

Arian intervened.

“Tell me how to get the key to the box that contains the Cloak, then we’ll go. I won’t ask for more of your help than this.”

He turned his back to them both.

“The man at the table is the Immolan. He became the ruler of Candour after the Talisman proclaimed the Assimilate. He also runs their prisons. If you don’t leave now, you’ll end up in one of them.”

The words were meant to frighten Arian, to send her and Sinnia from Candour without the Cloak because, by any consideration, the pursuit of the Cloak was a reckoning waiting for the dead. Particularly when the Talisman’s proclamation had been forcibly memorized by every citizen of Khorasan, young and old, rich and poor, male and female.

There is no one but the One. And so the One commands.

The proclamation of the law known as the Assimilate burned every corner of the earth the Talisman had reached. Those who differed in thought or practice met a swift, unmerciful fate. Save for the Companions of Hira, well able to defend themselves. “How do I get the key? There must be a way, Daniyar.”

Behind them, the Immolan had reached a decision. He and his men made for the door.

“Do you still ride the khamsa?” the man named Daniyar asked, swinging back around.

Arian nodded. There had been a time when she, like Sinnia, had been vulnerable to beauty, astonished by its existence in the midst of ever-present darkness, the lost time, before the rise of the Talisman. Now she could look at Daniyar, read the rage that colored his every gesture, and want no more from him than the information that would see her through this day.

His warmth is not for me, she told herself. I no longer wish for it.

But when he looked at her, she could only think of him. It was an effort to remember the Shrine of the Sacred Cloak. And it was more difficult than she had expected to force her thoughts back to her mission.

No woman had ever beheld the Cloak or touched its soft folds. Arian would be the first, and in that action, she would break everything the Talisman had wrought in a war-ravaged decade. The Assimilate would fall, the slave trade would die, and the Talisman’s prisons would burn to the ground.

If Daniyar would help her now.

He faced her squarely, without compassion.

“If you’re planning to go to your death, don’t look to me for rescue.”

The words hurt as they were meant to. But there would be another time to think on why. She touched her hand to one of the circlets, a reaction to his indifference.

“Your tahweez won’t work on me,” he said coldly.

“I wasn’t going to—”

“The key is held by the Akhundzada,” he interrupted.

“I thought none of that line survived.”

The noise in the street had doubled and redoubled. It was more than the shouts of the mob. It was the sound of glass breaking, the rumble of wheelbarrows in the street, the hungry lick of flame. Smoke seeped in through gaps in the tavern door.

Daniyar reached down behind the bar for his sword, its blade formed from black steel, its short handle undecorated. Arian recognized it as a salawar, common to these parts. It wasn’t the sword she knew from the past, the sword with a history and legend of its own. She also knew in his hand, any weapon would be deadly.

“I’ve given you what you want, now go. Call the khamsa, leave from the back.”

“Where do I find the descendant of the Ancient Dead?”

A fiery bottle smashed through the tavern’s window. Daniyar glanced at Arian. She felt the heat rise in her limbs.

“He allied himself with the Talisman as a means of self-protection. He’s the Immolan’s right-hand man.” He threw down the planks he’d gathered to shore up the window and door. “This place is lost now.” His anger was evident as he turned back to Arian. “Tell me what you want with the Cloak.”

Arian’s reply was swift.

“The Talisman have made it the symbol of their authority. If I can reclaim it for Hira, perhaps the people will begin to doubt the Talisman’s legitimacy.”

The crowd was pressing against the door. Daniyar led them through a series of cramped passageways, each riddled with tiny sinkholes that stank of rot and filth. As they passed through a crowded storeroom with a ceiling that sloped to the ground, he grabbed two rounds of bread from the shelves. At the tavern’s blackened exit, he handed them to Sinnia.

With sympathy he said, “For the road.” But his words to Arian were filled with contempt. “No one submits to the Talisman out of choice. The Cloak will make no difference. If you won’t think of your own life, you should trouble to think of your friend’s.”

He didn’t wait for them. He kicked the door open and disappeared down a mud alley, the sword belted at his waist.

“You think of me, too,” Sinnia called after him, but her jest didn’t lighten Arian’s spirits.

He despises me. He thought I would use the Claim against him.

But I could never raise my voice against him.

As they took their own path and remounted the khamsa, the tavern exploded into flame. The fire roared on, rapacious in its greed.

“What else in this city is left to burn?” she muttered to Sinnia.

She had her answer, as the alleyway curved between rows of houses that shrunk away from the noise and flame. The Immolan was sending her a message. On the doorstep of the once-renowned Library of Candour, a mob of men had gathered the last few remnants of the library’s manuscripts. The Immolan was poised on a platform above the smoldering layers of Khorasan’s history, beauty burned to ash at his command. The written word had long been banned under the Assimilate.

There is no one but the One. And so the One commands.

The Immolan’s scaffold was suspended over the blaze by four cables. Behind the swaying platform, two tall and slender men dressed in Talisman garb waited to receive the Immolan onto the dais that had once been the entrance into the Library of Candour.

An age without candor, without hope.

She stared at the other two men. Which one was the Akhundzada?

“Sinnia.”

Sinnia’s bow was at the ready, her steel-tipped arrows launched. She aimed for the cables at the front, catching them at the juncture. The wooden platform tilted amid sounds of chaos. A flicker of blue behind the rubble of the library danced for a moment in Arian’s vision. The Shrine of the Sacred Cloak, isolated on a dreary plain, shimmering like a jewel.

The Immolan lost his balance as the platform tipped forward. With a cry of fury, he fell onto the burning mound. Behind him, Arian caught a fleeting gesture before the Talisman guard checked himself. The green-eyed man to the left had raised his hand to tip the platform. His hennaed beard was unmistakable.

“That one,” she called to Sinnia. “He won’t stay there. His last duty is to the Cloak.”
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A WOMAN WITH GOLD HAIR COILED IN A LOOSE ROPE SAT BEFORE A twelve-sided table with a ceramic decoration as its tabletop. The outer ring of the ceramic was a turquoise frieze. The inner ring was patterned around a lapis lazuli medallion in the center of a stark white background. Marquetry inlays paneled the table’s twelve sides.

A manuscript was placed in the dim light of a candle, its parchment so delicate that the pattern on the table could be seen through the page like a tracery. The woman’s head was bent over the parchment, her eyes reading the ancient script.

“You would see better with a lantern,” a voice drawled in her ear.

The woman looked up, a pair of exquisite amber-gold eyes lancing over the intruder. He tangled his hands in her coil of hair, his fingers brushing her throat.

“What are you doing here, Rukh?”

The woman’s voice was neither cordial nor unwelcoming. She was a woman who weighed her words, choosing each one with care. The man’s dark eyes glimmered in response. He read the manuscript over the woman’s shoulder.

“You are late convening the Council, Ilea. If I am to wait for the First Oralist at Hira, I require something to occupy my time. What wisdom do you seek in the scriptorium?”

The High Companion rose from her seat. Rukh’s presence was a disturbance she couldn’t afford, but the Prince of West Khorasan was a man she couldn’t ignore—nor did she necessarily want to. She entwined her hands with his, shielding his view of the manuscript with her body.

“You won’t distract me,” he said mildly. “I came for what you promised me. I won’t leave Hira without it.”

“I’ve told you. The Companions of Hira will have to be heard on the matter. You will need to speak before the Council.”

She didn’t trouble to plead or sound forlorn. Rukh knew the full extent of her authority, he wouldn’t be deceived by a pretense of helplessness. He was the one man Ilea counted as an equal. He preferred her in full command of her powers.

Their black and gold heads drew close, the language between them effortless and familiar. After a time, the man named Rukh pulled away.

“What of the First Oralist?” he asked. “Does she come?”

It took Ilea a fraction of a second longer to recover her composure, her lips faintly swollen, her gold eyes languid.

“She comes with your treasure—you needn’t fear. What she makes of you will be another matter.”

“You sound as though you fear her.”

Ilea glanced back at the manuscript on the ornamental table.

“The First Oralist is not as easy to manipulate as the others. She works her own agenda at the Council. She has the confidence to do so.”

“But she brings you the Cloak.” Rukh grasped Ilea’s chin, searching the gold eyes. “Do not think to make a fool of me.”

Ilea shrugged off his touch with a hint of anger.

“You’ve never known me to forswear my word. You will have the good wishes of the Council, as I promised.”

“That is not what I came for. It is not a trifle I trade with you.”

Ilea said nothing, assessing the power in the Prince of Khorasan’s face. He was a man used to the dominion of an empire, but he had no dominion at Hira. Men like Rukh would come and go. The Council would rule to a time without end.

“Just as I warn you not to trifle with me … or the First Oralist. She is not what you think her. She follows her conscience more than she heeds any counsel of mine.”

“You have ways of bringing the Companions to heel. You can’t afford to have the First Oralist defy you before the Council. There are rumblings of discontent at Hira.”

“And there are Talisman at your gates in Ashfall,” she snapped back. “Do not question my influence, you will witness it for yourself. Worry about the First Oralist. Her actions are unpredictable.”

“But you scout her course ahead nonetheless.”

He would have gleaned as much from the manuscript on the table. Like Arian, Rukh was a piece to be played in a greater game. No matter his attraction for her, she trusted him not at all.

“She will not refuse the Audacy,” Ilea said. “If I send her, she will go. She believes she can change our fortunes in this war—I have only to offer hope of the same.”

“A fool’s hope,” Rukh observed. “You say she is not easily deceived.”

Ilea’s eyes skittered over Rukh’s face, stopping at the symbol at his throat.

The black rook carved of onyx and silver was the symbol of an empire that swept from Hira to the west, as far as the Sea of the Transcasp. She couldn’t afford that empire as an enemy, when there were enemies gathered on other fronts.

“She thinks she’s been fighting a war, but she doesn’t know the war has yet to begin. She believes the Cloak will delegitimize the Talisman, bringing the One-Eyed Preacher to heel. She knows nothing of the deeper forces at play.”

“But you do.”

“Yes, I do.” Ilea’s eyes sparked at Rukh. “And your knowledge is greater still, so you will honor your word and make the trade. Then we will see.”

“What will we see, High Companion?”

Ilea’s smile was bitter, even as she linked her arms around his neck.

“Whose fortunes will be the ones to prevail.”

When Rukh left the scriptorium, Ilea found herself considering his words. If Rukh had heard the rumors at Hira, it meant her grip on the Council was weakening. It was why she’d made changes at Hira—changes in the guard, changes in the rituals—changes in her plans for the First Oralist.

She was playing a dangerous game, sending Arian down this road, setting her in the Prince of Khorasan’s path. She knew she couldn’t control him, and she didn’t know if she still commanded the First Oralist.

But she knew more about the Sacred Cloak than either of the others. It was more than a holy relic, more than a stamp of authority. In the right hands, the Cloak would be a weapon of war. It would hold off the Talisman offensive, giving her the time she needed.

Arian, Sinnia, Rukh—each had a part to play in her design.

“I am coming for you, Preacher.”

She sketched a complex incantation with her hand.

The silence of the scriptorium closed round her again.
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ARIAN AND SINNIA TOOK THE ROAD OVER THE PLAIN, THE HOOVES OF the khamsa pounding against the tracks. The Shrine of the Sacred Cloak was built on a slight incline. At one time, it had been reached through a complex of buildings, each dedicated to a worthier purpose. Now the shrine’s gilded archways had fallen into disrepair, just as the mirrored tiles and green marble that had decorated its exterior had long since been looted by the Talisman’s militias.

What was left of such beauty was a single turquoise dome presiding over half-fallen arches. The khamsa cantered into the interior of the courtyard, and there the Companions left them. As fabled as they were, the mares could not enter a holy space.

The attention of the mob was still on the rescue of their leader from the flames, but Arian was well aware that whatever time was granted to them would be brief. The shouts of the mob were close by. The rising smoke had singed the shrine’s pillars.

They reached the silver doors without incident. Here Arian took a moment to contemplate the beauty of what she beheld. The Talisman had removed the faience above and around the arch that framed the doors, erasing the written word wherever possible. But they could not erase the flourishes on the doors themselves without breaching the shrine’s security.

Beyond these doors, beneath the turquoise dome, was a relic that appeared insignificant at first glance: a dusty, ancient garment. Yet it was something that few deemed themselves worthy to gaze upon. Its power lay in its history. For any man who laid claim to the mantle of the Cloak, laid claim to the inheritance of the One. And the legend of the Cloak favored only men. No woman had breached the Shrine before this day.

Overwhelmed by a sense of history, Arian paused to kiss the inscription. Beside her, there were tears in Sinnia’s eyes.

When she murmured the coda known only to the Oralists, the doors gave way.

Deep in its secluded interior, a window set at a great height allowed shafts of sunlight to pierce the gloom. Here the room’s beauty was intact. The lower half of the great walls were paneled in the green marble of Helm. A cool spray of lapis lazuli tiles lined the upper gallery, their floral motifs entwined in a forest of blues and greens. Upon a plain marble stand in the center of the room, a simple wooden box reposed.

Behind the stand, the Immolan’s guard stood waiting.

There were tears in the eyes that echoed the color of the marble. The hand that held his sword was trembling.

“You cannot be here,” he whispered through shaking lips, the tears seeping into his beard. “This is a sacred place. You must not be here.”

Now Arian and Sinnia raised their hoods over their hair, until all they revealed of themselves were their faces.

“I come from Hira as an enemy of the Talisman.”

The Talisman guard shook his head from side to side.

“You must leave,” he begged them. “I do not wish to harm you.”

In a gesture of the deepest respect, Arian brought her arms together before her chest. She bowed as she did so.

“Akhundzada. Your work here is done. You have been the Cloak’s guardian for many long years, bearing this burden alone. It is no longer yours to bear.”

The sword wavered in the man’s hand.

“How do you know me?” he whispered. “How can you release me?”

“Your people are known to the Sahabah. You have upheld the law, you have not transgressed it. You shall know neither fear nor grief.”

The words were a formula Arian knew the man would recognize.

His sword clanged down to the marble floor. He sank to his knees.

“How—”

Arian waited no longer. “I need the key.”

Without further hesitation, the last descendant of the guardians of the Cloak took the small silver key from the lace he had tied around his neck. As he pressed it into Arian’s hand, it still held the warmth of his skin.

With a ragged breath, Arian fitted the key into the lock.

The catch gave way with a groaning sound. Arian pried the wooden lid loose with her fingers. She beheld for the first time what no one else had seen in centuries, not even the Akhundzada. The soft brown folds of the Cloak.

It smelled of honey.

These centuries later, the scent of honey still clings to its folds.

The dark cloth was coarse and heavy, yet in Arian’s fingers it felt like silk.

Nothing in the years of Talisman rule had broken her, but at this moment Arian wept. And Sinnia and the Akhundzada wept with her.

A sharp object struck her shoulder with force. The box fell from her hands, its contents spilling forth. With a cry of horror, the Akhundzada leapt forward, just catching the Cloak before it tumbled to the ground. The sound of his dismay filled the small chamber.

Arian spun around, the reflexes of her body readying themselves for combat, even as her mind shied away from the thought of bloodshed in this place.

A boy confronted her.

The blue-eyed boy from the morning’s slave-chain.

His face wet, he howled like a wolf as he leapt at Arian, his scarred hands empty of weapons as he sprang. Before he could reach her, a flick of the whip Sinnia carried at her waist coiled around his ankles, bringing him down. He landed on his elbows with jarring force.

“This time shall I kill him?” Sinnia asked.

“No! Blood cannot be spilled inside the shrine!”

The Akhundzada spoke in a tortured voice. He rose to his feet with infinite care, the Cloak cradled in his arms, a look of disbelief on his battle-scarred features. He spoke to the boy.

“This is the Sacred Cloak. Have you lost your wits? You cannot kill in its presence.”

Arian watched the boy’s face. And when awareness came, she saw the nature of his tears transform from rage into awe, and from awe to the wonder of ignorance. He reached out a dirty hand toward the Cloak. With a shout of consternation, the Akhundzada kicked his hand away.

“I accept the Sahabah as witnesses from Hira, but you are a filthy mongrel.”

The boy’s hand fell, his chest heaving with silent sobs. In a surreptitious gesture, he tried to rub it clean against his tattered tunic, his head lowered in shame.

Arian knelt before the boy. She loosed the laces on the waterskin she carried to pour water over his unresisting hands. His head came up in surprise when she took his hands within her own and dried them with her cloak. She used the same damp corner of her cloak to wipe the dirt and humiliation from his face. Her hands gentle, she raised him to his feet, feeling the deep trembling of his bones beneath her touch.

This boy had never been touched except in anger, and certainly not by a woman.

She turned to the Akhundzada, and in that moment, everything she kept disguised as a hunter on the trail of Talisman slave-chains appeared in the dignity of her carriage, and in the clarity of her eyes. Her cloak fell away from her arms. The radiance of her circlets illuminated the chamber.

She took the Sacred Cloak from the Akhundzada’s hands, and despite the guardian’s gasp of protest, pressed its folds to the boy’s scarred brow.

“We are none of us impure before the One.”

And to the boy she said, “You are not filthy. You are not a mongrel. You are not of the Talisman; you are not unworthy.”

She slipped the Sacred Cloak over the boy’s shaking frame.

“This Cloak belongs to the orphans of this world. It exists for their protection.”

It was too much. The boy couldn’t bear kindness when he had never known any. He returned the cloak to the Akhundzada with hands that shook with fright. Then he worked his ankles free from the grip of Sinnia’s whip. He fled backward from the small chamber, his face white beneath its windburn.

“You may place it in the box.”

There was too much to teach here, Arian realized. It was the work of decades, not moments.

Arian bowed to the guardian again. The box, at least, would make the journey to Hira.

“Companion,” the man murmured. “The Talisman are at the outer gates, let me hide the box.”

“Would that I could, Akhundzada, but the time for secrets is over. Your life may be spared, however, if you return to the Immolan’s side. Go now with haste.”

“They’ve come for us,” Sinnia said grimly.

“We’ll make our stand at the top of the hill.”

Arian worried not for herself but for Sinnia. This was the first time she had exposed her friend to such danger. For a fleeting moment, she considered whether she had been reckless in her pursuit of the Cloak. She opened her mouth to apologize, but Sinnia spoke first.

“I wish you wouldn’t worry about me.” Her voice caught in her throat. “What you dare, what you attempt—the least I can do is stand fast by your side.” A corner of her mouth tipped up. “And perfect the aim of my arrows.”

Arian squeezed Sinnia’s hand.

The mob followed at the heels of the Immolan. No longer subdued by the presence of messengers from Hira, the Immolan rode at the head of a column of fighters, his face and beard blackened by smoke. Though the mob around him called for blood, his face betrayed no emotion save for a certain brittle calculation.

They met at the top of the overlook, the pillaged grasslands of Candour spread vast and wide below them.

“What do you want, Companion? What do you seek in the lands of the Talisman?”

She had underestimated the Immolan. The leader of the Talisman spoke in the accents of an educated man. His book-burning purges could not be attributed to a veneration of ignorance.

Arian passed the box that held the Sacred Cloak to Sinnia. This gave her the freedom to uncover her hair, and to bare the insignia of the Companions—the two gold tahweez tied to her upper arms.

“By the last reckoning of the Council at Hira, Candour does not belong to the Talisman. It belongs to the people of Candour. To all the free people of Khorasan.”

The Immolan smiled. It was not a smile to encourage a feeling of safety.

Arian grasped that he was comfortable. He believed he had nothing to fear from the power of the Claim. As little as he knew of it, perhaps he disbelieved it entirely.

“You are a woman, but I permitted you to speak in public. I permitted you to wander at will through the streets of Candour as a mark of respect to the Council, but you possess no authority in this city. I suggest you and your lackey retreat to Hira, while you still may be sure of a welcome. After you have given me the box.”

She met his gaze calmly, motioning to Sinnia for the box. With smooth, practiced movements, she withdrew the cloak from its resting place and held it up to the bracing light of day. The cries of the mob dwindled into silence.

And then the sky was riven.

To a murmur of hushed awe, Arian slipped the Cloak over her own shoulders.

It was a challenge to everything the Talisman had taught the mob. That women were dirty, despoiled, defiling everything they touched. That they were to be kept locked up, chained away from sunlight and gardens and fresh air, serving the men of Khorasan in whatever way the Immolan deemed fit.

There is no one but the Talisman. And so the Talisman command.

Arian understood the mob for what it was. A hungry and war-ravaged people, destitute in knowledge, impoverished by ignorance, victims of the Talisman as much as the slave caravans herded to the north, stealing away the women who had lost the protection of their families.

Years of Talisman warfare had hardened these people. When she looked into their faces, trying to read something other than ugliness, Arian wondered if it had destroyed them.

Then she heard the whispers.

“She is bound by the tahweez.”

“She wears the Sacred Cloak.”

“It must be the legend.”

She raised her voice without effort.

“The Talisman have no authority over you. If the Immolan were your legitimate representative, he would be wearing the Sacred Cloak, not I.”

Her pale eyes searched their faces, Sinnia tense at her side. She had drawn none of her weapons, but the moment couldn’t last.

“What is their talisman?” she challenged them. “A bloodstained page? Whose blood? What page? Do you know even so little as this? They have robbed you of your history, your memories. Now you have burned to ash the final traces of your heritage. Are they right to keep you in darkness? Do you prefer the Age of Ignorance?”

A restless murmur passed through the crowd. Arian’s faultless vision caught sight of the boy at the edge of it. She wished him well away from the violence about to ensue, but it was too late to see to his safety now. She pressed on.

“Do you prefer a life of cruelty and coldness to the warmth and companionship of your women? What right do the Talisman have to enslave those whom you love?”

“They take only the women who do not obey the law,” a man shouted. “The women no one wants, the widows and the orphaned.”

Arian straightened her back in the saddle. This was almost the moment. The reverence for the Cloak was transforming into something else. Anger, wretched and cold.

“The widowed and orphaned are your most sacred charge,” she said gravely. “If they are cast off, is it not because the Talisman have killed their protectors?”

Had Daniyar been right? Did the people of Candour follow the Talisman because they had no other choice? Or had they adopted the Talisman doctrines as law because they found comfort in the Talisman’s narrowness of vision?

“You have the right to knowledge,” Arian told them. “You have the right to all of your traditions. You have the right to the history of your forebears.”

The mob was wavering on the edge now. Arian had donned the Sacred Cloak without setting herself aflame. She wore the golden circlets they had venerated since the dawn of their settlement in these valleys, circlets inscribed with the written word. And if she was a Companion of the Order at Hira, that meant she was also an Oralist. There was no rank more honored among the people of Khorasan.

“The written word is corrupt,” another man called out from the back of a Talisman war horse. “It sows corruption in the land; it leads us astray. We have cleansed the earth of it.”

“You have burned the libraries of the south,” Arian answered wearily. “And condemned yourselves to darkness. That is all you’ve done.”

She took a long, controlled breath. Holding up both her palms to the sky, she brought forth the power of the magic. This was the gift of the Oralist, these golden tones that rose and fell in perfectly measured rhythms, this lost language of the Claim, recognized by all upon utterance, known by only a few.

“If all the trees on earth were made into pens, and the ocean supplied the ink, augmented by seven more oceans, still the words of the One would not run out.”

The men on the war horses covered their ears with a synchronous cry. The group of followers at their heels stayed motionless, held by the power of the words, the magic of the incantation. They swayed at its rhythm, staring up at Arian as if they’d never seen a woman.

And they hadn’t. Not a woman with her long hair loose and free, her face unveiled, her bare arms gilded with sacred inscriptions.

The Immolan leaned forward in his saddle to grab Arian by the throat, choking off the sound of her words.

“Harlot,” he rasped at her. “You will give me the Cloak, then I will find a use for you.”

An arrow whistled through the air catching the man at his jugular vein. As a bright stream of blood erupted from his neck, pandemonium set in among the Talisman riders. The spell of the Claim shattered against the sight of blood.

“Ride!” a man’s voice shouted from the rear. It was Daniyar. “Ride like the khamsin wind!”

He’d said he wouldn’t help her, yet here he was at the moment of utmost need.

He’d killed a widely feared leader of the Talisman just for putting a hand to her throat. A swell of joy, quickly tamped down, surged in her veins.

He had come for her.

Would he come with her?

As she and Sinnia spurred the khamsa forward, she spared a thought for the boy.

With Sinnia’s aid, she had freed many of Khorasan’s women from the slave-chains. She had convinced the last descendant of a long line of guardians to part with the Sacred Cloak on the basis of no more than the circlets bound about her arms.

And she had won a sign of loyalty from the man who had yielded her nothing in her long war against the Talisman, the man who had buried the memory of their days among the manuscripts of Candour, turning his talents to the needs of the Talisman leadership.

She had loved him, cursed him, and forgotten him.

He had sent her to find the treasure under the blue dome on her own, consigning her to a death unmourned. But he’d saved her from the Immolan in the end.

It isn’t as I feared, then. I haven’t destroyed all there was between us.

With everything she had gained, she was riding from Candour victorious.

But the memory of the Akhundzada’s tears, and her last sight of the boy abandoned to the vagaries of a Talisman mob, reminded her—if she had forgotten—that her victories came at a price. When she turned to look back from a greater distance, expecting Daniyar to be riding at her heels, Sinnia echoed her thoughts.

“No,” the Companion from the Negus said. “The beautiful one did not follow.”

A price she had now paid twice.
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“WHY DOES HE LEAVE YOU ALONE AND FORSAKEN ON THIS ROAD?” SINNIA asked, some time later. “I do not mistake his desertion for disinterest.”

Arian glanced over at Sinnia, who had fastened the box that held the Sacred Cloak to her back with a set of ropes, not daring to uncover it or wear it, an honor she seemed to believe was reserved for the First Oralist.

“He does what he thinks is right. I regret that doesn’t mean he trusts me.”

“How could he not trust you? Doesn’t he know who you are? You said he was a friend.”

The words held an undercurrent of outrage. To Sinnia, Arian epitomized all that was best about the Council of Hira. Through the months they had ridden together, Arian had been strong, firm, determined—and unfailingly kind. That anyone who knew her could doubt her was something Sinnia took as a personal affront.

“Not all friendships are like ours.”

And her history with Daniyar was too painful for Arian to share.

He won’t come for me again, I do not wish it.

He’s put away the things that made him who he is—the book, the silver sword.

She tried to focus on the journey ahead. Their escape from Candour was a temporary reprieve. The road to Hira was plagued by hazards. Talisman patrols lurked in the hills. No one dared traverse the open road. It was how the Talisman maintained control of the south, shutting up the villages, choking off the transmission of knowledge through the trade routes.

Silence and isolation were the legacy of the wars of the Far Range, the countryside despoiled and dangerous, outsiders viewed with suspicion and distrust. Women caught in the open were sold to slave-chains. Men were conscripted to the Talisman cause.

And so the vast, wild country of Khorasan had shrunk into these pockets of ignorance and fear.

Most often, Arian and Sinnia had found themselves alone. And when they’d encountered Talisman, Arian had put all of her training to use.

Daniyar’s training, she thought. And once more, her mind couldn’t escape him.

She thought of the first time he’d tested her, the memory warm in her mind. She hadn’t been able to lift the sword he’d placed in her hands.

He asked her to step back but as soon as she did, the sword crashed to the ground. His smile was softly indulgent.

“I forget that you have but half my strength.”

Arian struggled to raise the sword. His smile broadened when it crashed down again.

“Half the strength but twice the heart,” he amended, striding to the armory to find a blade better suited to her ability.

He stood behind her, showing her how to hold the blade, how to lunge and block, how to parry a blow. The firmness of him against her back, the feel of his arm alongside hers stole her concentration. It took all of her willpower to focus on the lesson at hand.

When he raised his sword before her, she forgot to bring up her own.

“If you stand there so still, I think the enemy will be most obliged.” The smile lingered in his voice.

Color rushed into her face.

“You will think me a most inapt pupil, my lord, but I cannot recall your instruction.”

“No matter,” he answered. “We have time.”

He moved behind her again, positioning her arm, teaching her how to strike and parry. She moved better, fitting her body to his, learning the rhythm of his steps.

“Much better,” he said. His praise was all the incentive she needed to improve.

This time when he came round, she was ready.

Back and forth they pressed, sparks striking as swords crossed, then fell away.

He circled her and she mimicked the movement, the shield arm up to block, the sword arm waiting for an opening. He quickened his pace.

She matched it.

Over and under her blade dashed, a little slower each time, blocking the advance. She was giving ground, falling back to a corner. She lunged for his shield arm, reversing their positions.

“Very good,” he commended her. She realized he hadn’t even quickened his breath, while she was all but spent. His sword came down and she blocked him, then quicker than her eye could follow, he fell back and lunged again. This time she was too slow to pivot. His sword struck her hard on the shoulder. Her own sword clanged to the floor.

“Truce,” she said, reaching for her blade, surprised to find herself caught in Daniyar’s arms, his hands searching for the wound.

“Forgive me, that was clumsy of me. I should have seen you were losing ground. Did I cause you injury?”

How blind he is, she thought. There is only the injury to my senses whenever he touches me.

His hand was massaging her shoulder and though nothing had ever felt so good to Arian, she stepped back from him, a smile sketched on her lips.

She was a Companion of Hira. She could never forget that, no matter the attractions of her partner.

“How else am I to learn, my lord? I shall doubtless fall many times before I prove myself worthy of your guidance.”

His hand stroked over the soft strands of her hair. Then thinking better of their intimacy, he moved away.

“A gallant spirit is all that I can ask. Shall we try again?”

“I am at your service, my lord.”

She didn’t sleep that night for thinking on the warmth in his eyes.

“As long as I haven’t winged you, Arian.”

It was the first time Daniyar had spoken her name instead of using her title.

Arian?”

Sinnia’s gentle voice called Arian back to herself.

“Drink,” she said. She passed Arian her waterskin, her fingers warm and steady. She wanted to reassure Arian, repay some of the kindness her friend had so often
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