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            Part One

         
         Hello!

         
         Come in.

         
         Sit down.

         
         Don’t be scared. This is a very important story, after all, and you shouldn’t be afraid to hear it. It’s from a very long
            time ago. A thousand years! In those days, they used to begin their stories like this: There was one, there was no one. So that’s how I’ll begin, too.
         

         
         There was one. A girl. Ziva bat Leah, the daughter of a judge and the sister of a prophet.

         
         There was no one. No one to believe that Ziva could do the things she set out to do—like find a cure for her brother’s illness,
            or master a demon, or sway the Angel of Death, whom she called malach ha-mavet.
         

         
         Ziva did two of those things, dear listener.

         
         Which two?

         
         Well.

         
         There was one, there was no one. And on the shores of Bahr ul-Khazar, which you call the Caspian Sea, Ziva bat Leah, who didn’t
            know yet about a cure or a demon or malach ha-mavet, woke up on her twelfth birthday in the city of Atil, and her first thought was—
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One

         
         I have to cut off Pesah’s finger today.

         
         Ziva lay on the floor of her twin brother’s room, staring at the ceiling. She listened to the wet, thick breaths of Pesah
            in his bed above her, letting out her own quiet sigh of relief at the sound of his breathing. Even if his breathing did sound
            terrible, and had sounded that way for weeks. She didn’t want to get up, but she needed to do so before anyone went to her
            room to check on her.
         

         
         So she got up as quietly as she could so she didn’t wake him, folding up the thin sheet and shoving it under Pesah’s bed along
            with the thin straw mattress, and thought about things. About turning twelve years old. That meant she was responsible for
            herself. No longer were her parents accountable if Ziva broke a law or infracted a rule.
         

         
         Like the rule against sleeping in Pesah’s room with him. Baba’s brother, Uncle Sabriel, was a doctor in Samkarsh, and when Pesah had gotten sick, Uncle Sabriel started to make the trip to Atil every few months to see him. The previous spring, he had recommended that Pesah be moved out of the room he shared with Ziva and into private quarters. Pesah’s illness could spread, Uncle Sabriel said. But Ziva and Pesah had been in the same room for two years while Pesah had been sick, and Ziva hadn’t developed any of the lesions or white patches that covered Pesah’s body. Even though she pointed this out to everyone, they moved Pesah into the room next to hers. They were apart, but they still slept against the same wall, and would tap back and forth to one another as they fell asleep. 

         
         Then this spring, Uncle Sabriel had said Pesah should be moved to his own separate building. So, one of the gardens was replanted
            elsewhere and the land was used for a new building for Pesah to live in. That had been too much. Too far away. No matter how
            much Ziva tapped on the wall, Pesah wouldn’t be able to tap back. So she started sneaking to his house after dark, setting
            up a bed on the floor.
         

         
         If she got caught now, even though she was certain she was immune to whatever was making Pesah ill, would she get in even
            more trouble?
         

         
         Well, she was also responsible for unwrapping all his careful bandages and looking at how his disease was slowly eating him
            away. And she was accountable for amputating his fingers and toes as they succumbed to his illness. There were servants who
            should have been caring for him, but they didn’t do it right. So Ziva did it. That deserved some kind of concession. Right?
         

         
         Before she left, Ziva grabbed her favorite brooch from the table beside Pesah’s bed, where she’d put it the night before.
            Her mother had gotten it for her, even though Ziva was sure it had just been because her mother thought it was pretty, and
            not because she recognized its greater significance. It was an iron date palm tree with four purple gems clustered where the
            dates would grow on a real tree. Since the moment she’d gotten it, the brooch hadn’t left Ziva’s immediate area.
         

         
         Palm brooch in one hand, Ziva opened Pesah’s door and peered out into the gray morning garden, watching for anyone to catch
            her exiting Pesah’s house. No one was around, so she slipped out and hurried to the main house, back to her room. Inside,
            she observed the messed-up bedsheets she’d arranged the night before, then made the bed haphazardly. A bat mitzvah was responsible
            for making her own bed, right?
         

         
         Yes. There’d be a list of new responsibilities for her once her parents found her. Worst of all, now she’d be expected to
            entertain courting from boys in the city, like Reuven ben Kohen. She stuck her tongue out at the wrinkled sheets atop her
            bed. Yuck.

         
         Pesah still had another year. Even though he was twelve, too. It took boys extra time to grow up, Ziva supposed.

         
         The door opened and she whirled toward it. Setareh, her mother’s maid, poked her head into the room and sang softly, “Tavalodet mobarak!”

         
         Setareh was from Persia, south of the Khazar Sea, and Ziva knew enough Persian to know what Setareh was saying: Happy birthday!

         
         “Thank you, Setareh.” Ziva said, heart thumping. If she’d returned five minutes later, Setareh would have caught her sneaking
            back in.
         

         
         “Hurry and get dressed,” Setareh said. “Your mother has a wonderful gift prepared for you.”

         
         Ziva hesitated. Her mother. “Does she have a wonderful gift prepared for Pesah, too?”

         
         Setareh sighed through her nose at Ziva, and that was answer enough.

         
         Setareh left, and Ziva hurried to her wardrobe. She swapped her nightdress for her favorite red-and-cream kaftan with bronze
            buttons carved like flowers, pinning her palm brooch to the chest. She combed out and braided her long, dark hair, fastening
            it at the end with a red ribbon. Her mother had bought her the latest hair baubles from Byzantium—combs with jewels and carved
            ivory figurines affixed to the top—but Ziva had put them in a drawer and never worn them. She wasn’t a Byzantine girl. She
            was a Khazar, and in Khazaria, girls didn’t put fancy combs into their hair.
         

         
         As she checked herself over, she reflected that in Khazaria, girls also didn’t cut off their brothers’ fingers.

         
         Well, she wouldn’t for much longer, because she and Pesah were going to find a cure soon. Her brilliant brother would come
            up with a remedy for his disease, cure himself, and then cure everyone else with it, too. She could feel it in her bones.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         On her way to Pesah’s house, Ziva did a lap around the front courtyard, looking for any pebbles that would make good skipping
            stones. Before Pesah’s illness had taken the use of his hands, they’d spent hours skipping stones on the river. They would
            again, Ziva knew, and she was going to be prepared for that day.
         

         
         There! She snatched one up, inspecting its smooth, flat surface. It was perfect. She brushed some dust off it before dropping
            it in her pocket, and as it settled against her leg, someone walked into the courtyard. A messenger, from the look of him.
            He was road-weary and dirty, and when he saw Ziva, he let out a sigh of relief and approached her.
         

         
         He bowed. “Good morning. Are you a lady of this house?”

         
         Ziva returned his bow and hesitated a moment. “I am.”

         
         He opened the satchel at his side and handed her a scroll. “A letter from Samkarsh.”

         
         She brightened. Uncle Sabriel was the only person she knew who lived in Samkarsh, and she grinned as she took the letter from the messenger. He’d probably written to send birthday wishes to Ziva and Pesah, and to announce his yearly holiday visit. She unrolled it before she thought to pay the messenger, even, and was about to look up from the scroll and apologize when her eyes touched upon a sentence that shocked the smile off her face: 

         
         —best course of action is to move Pesah out of Atil and to Samkarsh immediately—

         
         Ziva gaped at that fragment of words, too shocked to even read the next line, until the messenger cleared his throat. She
            looked up at him, mouth hanging open with surprise, and then realized.
         

         
         “Oh.” She rummaged in her pockets for any money to give him. Uncle Sabriel would have paid him the bulk of the delivery cost,
            but it was expected to give him something for getting the letter to them safely. She found a little bit and handed it to him.
            “Sorry. Here. Thank you.”
         

         
         The messenger took the money, thanked her, and left. Ziva stood alone in the courtyard with the opened scroll clutched in
            her fingers.
         

         
         Move Pesah out of Atil.

         
         Move Pesah out of Atil?

         
         To Samkarsh, all the way on the other side of the khaganate.

         
         She opened the scroll again. 

         
         She read the rest of the sentence:

         
         In light of our previous conversations about Pesah’s worsening health, I now believe the best course of action is to move Pesah out of Atil and to Samkarsh immediately, a transition I can accomplish myself when I come for Rosh Hashanah.

         
         Ziva let her arms drop, the scroll half-rolled in her hands. They wanted to take Pesah away from her because he was getting
            sicker. But then, why weren’t they working harder to find a cure for him?
         

         
         She shook her head as she rolled the scroll up tightly. No. They wouldn’t take Pesah. She wouldn’t let them. She’d find a
            cure by then, and everyone would see that Pesah was fine, and he would stay in Atil with Ziva. Ziva darted inside the house
            and handed the newly rolled-up scroll to the first servant she came across, and then walked as fast as she could to Pesah’s
            house.
         

         
         Pesah had gotten up while Ziva was gone and was sitting at his window. When he saw Ziva, he brightened and waved. She waved
            back, deciding not to tell him about the letter, and when she got into his house she stooped to hug him in his chair and said,
            “Happy, happy birthday.”
         

         
         “Happy birthday, birthday,” he said back to her, doing his best to wrap his arms around her. His voice, muffled by the bandages
            that wrapped around his face, sounded wet. He coughed as he pulled away from Ziva. The cough was wet, too.
         

         
         He’d had that cough for way too long.

         
         Ziva kept her frown to herself. “Look what I found.” She showed him the pebble.

         
         “That’s a good one,” Pesah said.

         
         Ziva crossed to his biggest bookshelf and set the stone in an empty spot. The shelves were littered with stones between books
            and journals and other bookshelf things. “For when you’re better.” She patted the shelf.
         

         
         Pesah smiled at her. “You’re going to run out of shelf space soon.”

         
         Ziva shrugged. “We’ve got a lot of stone skipping to make up for, you know. Close the window so I can look at your skin.”

         
         Pesah said, “I’m fine, Ziva.” He said that every time, but this time he added, “Plus, Irbis just left. He put new bandages
            on.”
         

         
         Ziva frowned as she pulled the gauzy curtains over the windows, obscuring Pesah from anyone who might be near his house, but
            leaving enough light to see by. “Which bandages?”
         

         
         “My arms,” Pesah said, lifting them up to demonstrate.

         
         “It would make me feel better to check myself,” Ziva said, knowing Irbis did what her parents told him to do, but there was
            no way he could take care of Pesah better than Ziva could.
         

         
         Pesah laughed. “Yes, Doctor.”

         
         Ziva pretend-scowled at him. “You know I don’t want to be a doctor. That’s what you’re going to do.”
         

         
         “Well, a judge wouldn’t dress someone’s wounds,” Pesah said. “So I can’t say, ‘Yes, Your Honor.’”

         
         Ziva shrugged. “I mean. You can.”
         

         
         Pesah laughed, and Ziva went to the makeshift laboratory that she and Pesah had put together in the spring. They were working
            on salves that might help Pesah’s illness, but two weeks ago Ziva hadn’t been paying attention and Pesah had burned his finger.
            He hadn’t even felt it. Irbis had changed Pesah’s bandages, sure, but he didn’t know about the burn. He didn’t know that when
            Pesah got any kind of wound, it was only a matter of time before it turned dark.
         

         
         At the laboratory, Ziva reached for a smallish bucket. Inside were a pair of very sharp, shining shears. They were from Uncle
            Sabriel, who had shown Baba how to use them to amputate Pesah’s infected fingers and toes. Ziva had watched, too, lingering
            in the doorway. And now that Uncle Sabriel had gone back to Samkarsh, and Baba couldn’t stomach the blood, and Ziva’s mother
            acted like Pesah was already a ghost, the responsibility of Pesah’s amputations fell to Ziva.
         

         
         The linen cabinet was filled with stacks of clean gauze, and Ziva fetched enough of those to cover Pesah’s arms, legs, and
            face. She had just done his chest yesterday, and his chest was never as bad as the rest of him.
         

         
         Ziva pulled a stool in front of Pesah and started with his feet and legs. The disease twisted his bones, bending his ankles and swelling his feet so he couldn’t hold his own weight anymore. When Uncle Sabriel found out, he brought a wicker chair with wheels on the bottom so Pesah could be pushed around with ease. It allowed Ziva to take Pesah around the property and through the gardens, even though he always said he was fine in his room. 

         
         Pesah didn’t look at what Ziva was doing. A medical pamphlet from Byzantium—a gift from Uncle Sabriel—sat on his lap, and
            he read it while Ziva inspected him. She glanced at the pamphlet once and snorted. It was in Greek, and even though Ziva could
            write her name out in Greek, she couldn’t make sense of the language. Pesah could, plus Latin. And he was good at mathematics,
            able to do big equations in his head. He had memorized every book in the house. When he could still use his hands, he’d drawn
            schematics for fabulous but silly inventions, like a lever on a wagon that could stop the wheels from turning, or a machine
            that spun clothes around to dry them after they were washed. They were still in his room, tucked away on some bookshelf somewhere.
            It worried her that he never pulled the books down to look at his old sketches, even when Ziva offered to do it for him. She
            thought she knew why. Even the sage, level-tempered Pesah got sad when he was reminded of the things he couldn’t do anymore.
         

         
         That would change when they figured out a cure. She knew it. He’d be sketching new, ridiculous inventions in no time.

         
         Ziva discarded the old gauze in the bucket and inspected the lesions on his feet and legs. His skin was discolored by darker patches that surrounded raised flesh-colored or whitish lumps. She used a gauze-wrapped finger to poke one firmly. 

         
         Pesah didn’t act like he’d felt her touch him at all.

         
         “Pesah,” Ziva said.

         
         He looked down at her. “Hm?”

         
         “Does that hurt?”

         
         “Does what hurt?” Then he looked at where she pressed on one of the lumps, blinked, and said, “I don’t feel anything.”

         
         “That’s good, I guess,” Ziva said softly. He had these same lumps on his face, hands, and feet, even worse than they were
            on his arms, legs, and chest. They looked terrible, but at least they didn’t hurt.
         

         
         That day, mercifully, his feet and legs looked no worse. No new lumps, darker discoloration, or infection that Ziva could
            see. She wrapped Pesah’s legs and feet back up in fresh gauze.
         

         
         “Listen to this, Ziva,” Pesah said, nodding at the pamphlet on his lap. “Alchemists in the north have developed a salve that’s
            supposed to keep wounds from darkening.”
         

         
         Ziva perked, her mind jumping to Uncle Sabriel’s letter. “A cure?”

         
         Pesah shrugged. “Maybe? There’s a recipe here, but the notes say—”

         
         His words were eaten by a wet, racking cough. He turned his head away from Ziva as his entire body coughed, pushing out whatever was inside his lungs. Ziva stood, rubbing him softly on the back, wishing she could do something—anything—for him. 

         
         He coughed out one final, choking sound, gasping in wet and rasping breaths, then said, “Sorry.” He cleared the wetness from
            his throat and said, “Um, the notes say it’s imperfect. But it’s a start!”
         

         
         Ziva returned to her stool. “Yeah,” she said. “It’s a start.”

         
         She unwrapped his arms and hands.

         
         His arms were much like his legs: splotchy, discolored, covered with lumps and bumps. His hands made Ziva want to scream with
            frustration. Four of his fingers were already gone, collected by infection, and a fifth, the middle finger of his left hand,
            was swollen and shiny, and the wicked red color it had been was turning dark, like a bruise.
         

         
         It smelled like the other fingers had. Uncle Sabriel said when a wound smelled like that, and started to turn black, there
            was only one thing to do. Something Irbis and the other servants wouldn’t do. So Ziva had to.
         

         
         “What’s the recipe call for?” Ziva asked as she picked up the shears. She had to keep talking, had to keep thinking about
            something other than what she was about to do. This would be the third of his fingers that she’d cut off—Uncle Sabriel had
            done the first two—but her hands would still tremble if she thought too much about it.
         

         
         Pesah went back to reading his pamphlet. “The recipe calls for . . . spear-leek, which, I’m not sure what that is. And crop-leek.
            I don’t know what that is either. Two kinds of leeks. We can ask at the market.”
         

         
         Ziva held his infected finger out straight, away from his other fingers, and slipped the shears’ blades a tiny way down from where the blackness ended, like Uncle Sabriel had instructed. She didn’t want to cut his finger off and leave some of the infection by accident. He’d lose this finger just above the second knuckle, which wasn’t as bad as one of the others. That one had been cut all the way down to the webbing between fingers. 

         
         She felt eyes on her, and when she looked up, Pesah’s blue gaze was fixed on her. Did he look worried? Frightened? Apprehensive?

         
         The bandages on his face shifted up and his eyes crinkled around the edges. He was smiling.

         
         Of course he was smiling. Pesah knew what needed to be done. Someone with less knowledge about infection would beg to keep
            their fingers, but Pesah understood better than Ziva did what it would mean to leave the finger there.
         

         
         “Don’t worry, Ziva,” he said, and his reassurance gave her the strength she needed to pull the handles of the shears together
            swiftly, smoothly. The infected finger dropped into the bucket and was lost in the gauze there. Pesah didn’t so much as flinch.
            “We’ll figure something out.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         Ziva wrapped Pesah’s amputated finger in linen to stop the bleeding, then applied protective gauze over his arms and hands.

         
         As Ziva got him dressed, Pesah continued to read the pamphlet from Byzantium. “Wine. Yep. Bull’s gall. I bet we can get some
            from the butcher. It has to be left in a brass bowl for nine days. Do we have a brass bowl?”
         

         
         “Mother has one,” Ziva said.

         
         “Can we use it?” Pesah asked.

         
         “We can if she doesn’t notice it’s missing,” Ziva said.

         
         Pesah laughed under the bandages over his face. “She’ll be so mad.”

         
         Ziva looked at the finger in the bucket, wondering if the salve would help Pesah grow back all the things that she’d cut off
            him.
         

         
         She looked up at him, needing to take her eyes away from the dead finger in the bucket. Pesah noticed and met her gaze. His face was bandaged so much, all she could make out were his blue eyes, untouched by the disease so far. The bandages were there to keep the lesions across his cheeks and chin clean, and to cover up his missing nose, his scarred skin, his scourged lips. Pesah’s nervous habit was to chew on his lips, and when he could still feel them, it had been a gentle nibbling. But when the disease numbed his face along with his hands and feet, he’d started to bite too hard. He couldn’t feel when he chewed his lip to pulp. 

         
         “Whatever she’s using the bowl for isn’t as important as finding a cure for you,” Ziva said.

         
         Pesah laughed and said, “I guess.”

         
         Ziva got him dressed in a celestial kaftan that made his blue eyes blaze. The kaftan was embroidered with red, a patterned
            border of birds in flight. His trousers hung loose because boots hurt his feet, and Ziva hadn’t yet figured out how to tuck
            trousers into soft slippers. She affixed his kippah to his thick brown hair; the kippah was red, like her brow band and braid
            ribbon were red, to mark their ancestral lineage from the steppe.
         

         
         When Pesah was distracted by choosing a book to bring outside, Ziva reached into the bucket and plucked the amputated finger
            out. She wrapped it up in gauze and tucked it into her pocket.
         

         
         She pushed Pesah in his chair outside, toward the orchard with all the apple trees in it. It was still early enough that it wasn’t boiling hot, like it would be later that day, but Ziva still parked Pesah in the deep shade of a large apple tree to keep the heat away. 

         
         She sat on the ground next to him, kicking her legs out from under her kaftan. She inspected a couple of pebbles for skipping
            suitability and added one to her pocket, then let herself flop back onto the grass, knowing her mother would tut endlessly
            at her if she was caught.
         

         
         “I’ll go to the market later,” Ziva said. “For spear-leek and . . . what’s the other thing?”

         
         “Crop-leek,” Pesah said, voice soft. He coughed again, but it wasn’t as bad this time. “And bull’s gall.”

         
         “Is bull’s gall kosher?” Ziva asked, staring at the sky through the apple tree’s leafy canopy.

         
         Pesah shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s a recipe from the north. The Geats? I don’t think they keep kosher. It might not be.”

         
         Ziva caught herself chewing on her bottom lip and stopped. If Pesah couldn’t do it, she wouldn’t either. “Bulls are kosher
            animals. As long as the slaughter is kosher, taking its gall should be fine.” She hesitated. “Right?”
         

         
         He didn’t answer. The two of them sat in their separate thoughts for a while. Ziva mostly felt that awareness of the severed finger in her pocket, and she thought about going out to the family burial plot, putting it in the secret hole she’d dug with the other four she’d cut off him. She glanced at her brother. He stared at the garden wall, the gate, the sky beyond. His kaftan, celestial blue, like his eyes, like the sky—but then Ziva imagined him all in white, what was left of him, interred in the earth, missing so many pieces. Her beautiful brother. Taken. 

         
         No.

         
         She wasn’t going to let that happen.

         
         She’d get what he needed from the market and they could start working on the salve from Geatland that day.

         
         A pair of servants crossed the orchard from the other side, cutting through as they went from one side of the property to
            the other. Ziva saw them. Pesah saw them. Then they saw Pesah. And they stopped, lingered a moment, and hurried in a different
            direction.
         

         
         Ziva got to her feet, ready to yell for them to come back so she could chastise them. She’d barely gathered the breath she
            needed to yell when Pesah’s soft voice stopped her.
         

         
         “It’s Rosh Chodesh Elul,” he said.

         
         She held her anger in check when she said, “I know.”

         
         “So . . .” Pesah glanced at the fleeing servants. “How can we be kinder people in the next year than we were this year?”

         
         She blew out her anger and hurt in a long, slow, exasperated breath. “Not yell at servants.”

         
         “That’s a good start.”

         
         Ziva pointed a stiff finger at them. “They’re being disrespectful.”

         
         “It’s okay,” Pesah said, wincing a little. He rubbed his forehead with a finger. “I understand why they went away.”

         
         Ziva understood, but she still didn’t like it. She jammed her fists onto her hips and said simply, “Hmph.”

         
         “Let’s go inside,” Pesah mumbled. “I have a headache. The sun is making it worse.”

         
         She glanced after the fleeing servants, then back to Pesah. “Okay.”

         
         Ziva took him back. The medical pamphlet was limp in his fingers. Some of the brightness was gone from his eyes. In the private
            coolness of his house, he said, “I’m kind of tired today. I’m going to rest.”
         

         
         Ziva nodded, helping him into bed as she said, “I’ll go to the market to get some leeks, and . . .”

         
         “Bull’s gall,” Pesah said with a smile.

         
         “Bull’s gall,” Ziva whispered to herself so she’d remember. “Yeah. And we’ll start making the salve when I get back.”

         
         “You don’t have to do that today,” Pesah said. “It’s our birthday. Mama’s probably got something planned. You should enjoy
            it.”
         

         
         “I don’t care about birthdays, or whatever she’s got planned,” Ziva said. “I care about you, Pesah.”
         

         
         He laughed softly. “One day isn’t going to make a difference.”

         
         “What if it does?” Ziva pressed, thinking of how close Rosh Hashanah really was, and Pesah sighed.

         
         “Okay,” he said, and as Ziva left, she resolved to not let Pesah touch any of the instruments that could hurt him.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Four

         
         Before she could go to the market, Ziva had to bury Pesah’s finger.

         
         Her family estate had a small burial plot on it. Ziva’s father, Mänäs, was a judge on the highest court of Atil, as his father
            had been before him, and his father, and so on. Her family had owned this land for five generations. Before that, they’d lived
            on the steppe. Now they lived in Atil, the capital, away from their ancestral grazing lands. But Ziva was fine with living
            in the city, and fine only having a passing familiarity with horses and caravans and archery. Pesah never would have survived
            on the steppe.
         

         
         The burial plot held the simple graves of Ziva’s forebears, with simple stone markers bearing their names. She walked past Benyamin and Aharon, her grandfather and great uncle. Khatun, Benyamin’s wife. Khatir and Parsbit, their father and mother. Mänäs, her great-grandfather, for whom her father was named. And Rivka, Mänäs’s mother, the family’s first landowner. 

         
         Behind Rivka’s marker, Ziva disturbed the bare spot in the grass. She dug there often. Four fingers were under the dirt in
            varying stages of decay, all wrapped in linen. She didn’t inspect them, just placed the newest finger alongside the others
            and smoothed the dirt back over them.
         

         
         Ziva stood and surveyed the graves. How long before Pesah joined them? Where would his grave be? How much of him would there
            be left to bury?
         

         
         The last thought made Ziva’s lip tremble, and she stiffened it.

         
         No.

         
         Pesah wasn’t going to die.

         
         He could figure out the cure somehow, and she’d be there to help him. If he lost all his fingers in the process, she’d work
            until she lost her own.
         

         
         “Ziva!”

         
         Her mother’s singsong voice chirped through the graveyard. Ziva shut her eyes and sighed.

         
         “Yes, Mother?” she said.

         
         Ziva’s mother didn’t wear kaftans. She’d been taken with Byzantine fashion, so when she swept past the graves it was in a
            long red dress with a pink shawl draped across her shoulders. Both the dress and the shawl were patterned with repeating circles
            of blue and green. The colors were so garish they made Ziva wince.
         

         
         Setareh trailed behind her, dressed in a kaftan like a proper Khazar.

         
         Ziva’s mother plucked at her kaftan, brushing something off the shoulder. “Happy birthday, my sweet girl.”

         
         “Thank you,” Ziva said softly.

         
         “Twelve years old!” Ziva’s mother sighed wistfully. “I remember when I turned twelve years old. My parents threw me a marvelous
            party! I met your father that night. He was too shy to speak to me. Isn’t that funny?”
         

         
         Ziva didn’t think so. Her father was very soft-spoken and didn’t enjoy big parties. He was more interested in working: defining
            and defending the laws of the empire.
         

         
         Ziva’s mother continued on: “Of course, he didn’t ask me to marry him that night. How silly that would have been! But our
            parents began to speak, and a few years later . . .” She shrugged and smiled brightly, then smoothed down Ziva’s hair. “I
            have a surprise for your birthday, Ziva!”
         

         
         Ziva thought she knew what it was, but she mustered up a scrap of hope and said, “I can spend the day in the law books with
            Baba?”
         

         
         “Of course not, silly!” Ziva’s mother said. “It’s a big party tonight! With all your friends! And maybe you’ll meet your destiny
            just like I did.” She winked at Ziva, like they shared a secret.
         

         
         Ziva smiled, but it felt like a grimace. She didn’t want to have a party. She didn’t have time to waste on finding her destiny, her soul mate. She needed to get to the market and find the things Pesah needed, and now she had to do all that and get back before Pesah was too busy at the party to . . . 

         
         Pesah. At the party.

         
         Ziva blurted out, “Does Pesah get a birthday party?”

         
         Setareh cleared her throat, but Ziva ignored her. Ziva’s mother’s face lost some of its radiance.

         
         “Of course he does,” she said. “But that will be just the family. He doesn’t like crowds.”

         
         Normally, Ziva would have held her tongue. But today, maybe because she was twelve now and responsible, she instead let her
            words come rushing out. “Yes he does. He does like crowds. He likes them way more than I do. I hate parties and crowds and
            I don’t have any friends.”
         

         
         “Ziva,” her mother said, face red. She sounded breathless and alarmed. “Of course you have friends.”

         
         “No, I don’t,” Ziva said. “And I don’t care. I can have friends later. When Pesah isn’t sick anymore.”

         
         “Ziva—”

         
         “Pesah loves parties and it would probably make him feel a lot better if you let him go to some,” Ziva said. “But you won’t.
            You don’t let him see any people because he’s ugly now.”
         

         
         “Ziva!” her mother gasped. “What a terrible thing to say!”

         
         “It’s the truth!” Ziva replied.

         
         Her mother didn’t say anything else. She just gaped at Ziva with her hand at her throat, eyes sparkling with tears. Setareh looked profoundly disappointed behind her. Ziva knew she should feel ashamed or sorry for her outburst, but she didn’t. It felt good to yell at someone about how unfairly Pesah was treated. Even if that someone was her own mother. 

         
         “I have to get to the market before it closes,” Ziva said, and she ran out of the burial yard before her mother or Setareh
            could say anything to stop her.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Five

         
         It was summer, so the city’s Khazar neighborhoods were mostly empty, the houses shut against the season’s heat. A few months
            prior, when the warming days melted the snow off rooftops and stone streets, the Khazars had packed up their wagons and families.
            They’d taken their flocks and herds that had wintered on the sea’s shores and returned to the steppe. When the Khazars had
            all been nomads, they had called themselves by colors based on where their livestock grazed.
         

         
         They still did, in a way.

         
         Ziva’s family lived halfway up the hill that made up the central fortress of the city of Atil, and as she let the hill pull her down toward the Volga River where the market was, she took note of the people who had returned from the steppe early. The wagons were always painted with their ancestral colors: bright reds, deep blacks, glaring whites. Ziva’s family had an old red wagon they didn’t use anymore, and her red brow band marked her as a Red Khazar, at home on the southern steppe. The White Khazars grazed to the west, by the white fortress Sarkel, but not as far as Kyiv. The Black Khazars were northerners, bordering the Bulghars of the Volga. East, the Celestial Khazars. The Blue ones, the ones who still called themselves Asena. The ones who, fireside stories said, could change into wolves. 

         
         In the spring and at the end of the summer, there were never wagons painted blue. The Celestial Khazars stayed on the steppe.

         
         As Ziva approached the market, even though it was half as large as it would be in the autumn when the Khazar wagons returned,
            the mixing and the openness of Atil became more and more apparent. People of every nation, selling and buying. Ships and rafts
            swarmed on the river, thick as flies on cattle, vying for a dock to tie to. Flags bearing symbols of foreign kings, the delicious
            smells of exotic foods, the chatter of languages as far away as seas to the east or the west.
         

         
         Before Pesah’s disease had taken his ability to walk, he and Ziva had come to the market. He loved the chaos of the market
            and all the different people he could talk to about a thousand different things. He practiced Greek and Latin here, and had
            learned greetings in a dozen other languages. But as his disease got worse, he’d stopped talking to people. And then he’d
            stopped going.
         

         
         Ziva plunged into the crowd, shaking away her sadness. Pesah would come here again one day. She just needed to figure out what spear-leek and crop-leek were. 

         
         The market was organized, but only if someone understood the laws of kashrut. One side of the market was kosher; the other
            side was not. The Muslim inhabitants of the city grasped this organizational system faster than the Christians. The Tengrists
            thought kashrut was odd, but they didn’t complain. The Zoroastrians liked it, because even though they didn’t follow kashrut
            exactly, they required their animals to be killed mercifully, and they trusted the kosher butchers to do that. They also knew
            that the kosher butchers knew exactly which animal the meat had came from. The Zoroastrians didn’t eat cattle.
         

         
         Ziva headed to the kosher side. She was more familiar with the merchants over there. She wandered between the produce booths,
            inspecting the merchandise for anything she didn’t recognize that could be her two types of leek. She asked the merchants
            about spear-leek and crop-leek, but none of them knew what they were. She bought regular leek, just in case, and some onions.
            Because their stems sort of looked like spears, didn’t they?
         

         
         Bull’s gall now. Ziva was headed toward where the butchers would be, to go to the one Baba liked best and see how much he’d
            charge for bull’s gall, when someone said her name from behind her.
         

         
         She recognized that voice.

         
         She thought about not turning around, about ignoring the person, but she knew he’d just follow her around the market. So she turned. Reuven ben Kohen was approaching from up the street, waving. His kaftan and kippah were black, like his father’s always were. He wasn’t alone. His younger brother Shmuel and his friend Yitzhak were with him. When the trio drew closer to Ziva, all three boys put their hands on their chests and bowed a little as a greeting. Then Shmuel and Yitzhak lingered behind Reuven. 

         
         “Good afternoon, Ziva bat Leah,” Reuven said. He smiled wide. He was a Black Khazar, and a lot of Black Khazars had aquamarine
            eyes and red hair—even though, in Ziva’s opinion, it made more sense for the Red Khazars to have red hair. Obviously. Reuven’s
            hair was only tinted red when the sun hit it just right, and brown otherwise, but he had gotten the aquamarine eyes of the
            Black Khazars. He was handsome, Ziva supposed, if she was supposed to notice that kind of thing now.
         

         
         But she still didn’t like him.

         
         “Hello, Reuven,” Ziva said with as little enthusiasm as possible. Reuven was a year older than Ziva, and was their rabbi’s
            son, so she saw him way more often than she would have liked. He had once played with Pesah in the synagogue’s garden after
            services, but now he wouldn’t even acknowledge Pesah’s existence.
         

         
         Reuven fidgeted, then glanced up at the sky. “Nice day.”

         
         “Mm-hm.” Ziva was done wasting her time. She turned toward the butcher and started walking again.

         
         “Wait!” Reuven darted to her side. “I just, um . . . I never get to talk to you, that’s all.”

         
         “You know where I live,” Ziva said.

         
         He paused for a long time. “I do.”

         
         Ziva didn’t say anything else. She just seethed under her skin. She knew why Reuven didn’t come visit their home. Pesah. It
            was
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