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My name is Cassian.

At least, that’s the name I was given when I came to Mazura.

For twelve years—most of my life—I lived a lie. In time, the lie began to feel like the truth.

Sometimes I wasn't sure which part of me was real. Had it not been for my dark skin—a constant reminder in every guarded glance—I might have forgotten I was ever an outsider.

I couldn’t remember why my family sent me away. I was only five when it happened. I no longer even remembered their names or faces. Everything from my childhood in the East had been lost to the mists of time.

Sometimes, I’d dream of sand soaked in blood and towers crumbling to dust. I’d wake with the taste of ash in my mouth and no idea why.

Whenever doubt crept in, I would look at the shard of pottery. I would turn it between my fingers, feel the weight of that little piece of clay. It was my only proof that my former life wasn’t just a dream.

For twelve years, I had served in the palace—first as a stable boy, then in the kitchens, and finally as a servant. I watched Mazura grow into a mighty empire of marble and rot. I saw it slowly crumble from the inside. And I was there on the day the emperor was killed.

I helped make it happen.

I was on my way to the kitchen to announce that the fresh lamb for the evening meal had arrived when the alarm bells rang. Suddenly, everything was a blur of fleeing servants and armed guards.

In the chaos, I spotted the woman. I’d never seen her before. I couldn’t say exactly which land she came from. There are many countries, especially to the north, that hate Keronos and his realm. But I knew instantly what she had come to do.

Before I realized what I was doing, I had grabbed her by the arm. I glanced around and whispered, “Keronos is in his war chamber. It’s underground. You can get in through a small entrance from the east wing. A staircase runs down from the Blue Hall.”

Her eyes were big with surprise.

“Cassian!”

It was Dramo’s voice. I let go of the woman and turned. “Coming!”

Dramo ran up and slapped the back of my neck. “What are you standing around for? Don’t you know what the bells mean? Come on—we have to get to the shelter.”

When I turned back, the woman was gone. Dramo and I ran toward the nearest stairwell, where a crush of people were pushing and shoving their way down. My blood pounded through my veins.

Dramo glanced back. “Who was that you were talking to? I’ve never seen her before.”

“I … didn’t catch her name,” I muttered. “She’s new.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I could feel Dramo watching me. For a moment, I was sure he’d figured it out. That I had helped the ones who came to kill Keronos. That I was a traitor. Dramo had been born and raised in Mazura. He was a product of the empire—and loyal to it in a way I never was. Not to the palace. Not to the power. And certainly not to the man who held it.

“You wolf!” he said, shoving me. “The palace is under attack, and you’re still thinking about women. Did you manage to set up a meeting with her in the chamber later?”

I laughed with relief. “No, she—” Then it suddenly hit me. “The shard!”

“What?”

“I have to get something from the chamber.”

Dramo grabbed my sleeve as I tried to turn around. “Are you insane? The palace is under siege. They could be here any moment.”

“It’s important.”

“You can get it after the attack, once we’ve driven the enemy back.”

“But what if we lose?”

Dramo snorted. “Even if they had the war god himself, they’d never get anywhere near the emperor.”

I wasn’t so sure. In fact, I was convinced that if I didn’t get that shard now, I’d never see it again. So I broke free and turned down a side stairwell.

“Cassian! By gods, have you lost your mind?”

Over my shoulder I shouted, “Save me a spot in the shelter!”

Then Dramo disappeared into the crowd, and I was struck by a strange certainty that I’d just seen my friend for the last time.

I ran up through the levels as fast as I could, pushing against the flow of guards and servants heading the other way. More than once someone grabbed my tunic and shouted after me, but I pressed on.

My chamber was one of an endless row of cramped rooms at the top of the south wing. The hallway was empty, except for clothes and belongings scattered across the floor, and every door hung open.

I rushed inside, yanked my cot away from the wall, and revealed a small cavity where a stone had been removed. I grabbed the shard and stuffed it in my pocket. Then I stood and looked at the shelf with the rest of my belongings—a shaving blade, a copper bracelet, a few books. Nothing I couldn’t live without.

I turned to leave when I caught my reflection in the little silver mirror above Dramo’s cot. The young man staring back at me didn’t look nearly as frightened and confused as I felt. His dark eyes were calm.

“Why?” I whispered to myself. “Why did I do it?”

Over the years, I had come to hate the emperor. He abused his power and mistreated his people. When he was in a foul mood, he would accuse random servants of treason and have them thrown in the dungeons—or executed.

I was constantly in danger of being accused. Constantly afraid that someone would say something that would get me killed. Easterners were no longer welcome in the empire once known for its openness and diversity. It was only a matter of time before someone questioned the color of my skin.

“Where’s that Cassian fellow from anyway?”

A question like that would be all it took. The slightest suspicion could get me—

Suddenly the silence struck me. The bells had stopped. That didn’t mean the attack was over—more likely, whoever had been ringing them had fled. Or died.

I tore my gaze away from the mirror and ran down the corridor. I could hear screams and crashes below me. I stuck to the smaller stairwells and avoided the fights I came across. Bodies of soldiers lay scattered in places—some dressed in blue, but many more in the emperor’s red. There were so many pools of blood I could hardly avoid stepping in them, and my sandals began to stick to the floor.

When I reached the balcony overlooking the entrance hall, I froze at the sight below. The blue-clad warriors were flooding through the gates like water through a shattered dam. There was no way through. I was cut off from the shelter.

Instead, I spun around, darted down another corridor, squeezed past two women screaming in terror, and turned into a doorway that led to a narrow staircase. I descended into the dark, greeted by the usual pleasant smells of dried meat, wine, and spices. I grabbed an oil lamp and ran quickly through the cellar, weaving my way through endless shelves of food.

I reached the heavy iron gate and slid it open with effort. As I passed into the southern end of the cellar, the smells changed abruptly. Now it was blood, sweat, and piss that filled my nostrils. The lighting was poor, and moisture dripped from the ceiling. I passed cell after cell, most of them empty. In a few, I caught glimpses of shapes in the shadows and heard faint murmurs. There were no guards.

When I reached the outer wall, I dropped to my knees and set the lamp aside. A drainage channel ran through the floor, vanishing into a small opening blocked by rusted bars. I held my breath and tested the bars one by one. The third gave way.

I didn’t know how many others in the palace knew about this ancient escape route, but it couldn’t be many. I had overheard it by chance when I was once assigned to bring midnight snacks to the guards. One of them—a large, chatty man who drank too much wine—told me one night that his grandfather had discovered this exit many years ago.

“Help.”

The voice made me jump.

From the nearest cell, I saw a face staring out at me. The man was naked and badly beaten, but he could still stand. He must’ve been accused of spying. He clung to the bars. “Help me,” he said. “I have a daughter.”

His accent was Rigan, his beard fair. What I’d taken for a dark bruise on his temple was really a mole shaped like a crescent moon. He looked too strong to have been in that cell for long—maybe one of the scouts they’d captured near the border.

“I don’t have a key,” I told him. “I can’t help you.”

A hollow boom shook the cellar, and dust rained from the ceiling. More screams from above.

The man’s expression didn’t change. Even if the unthinkable happened and the emperor died and the palace fell, he would be left here to die of thirst.

I looked down at myself. I didn’t even have a coin. Then I had an idea. I slipped off one sandal and tossed it to him. He caught it clumsily.

“The buckle,” I said.

He’d already figured it out and pried off the small brass piece. He could pick the lock with that.

I knelt and crawled through the bars. I had to move on knees and elbows, and the air was so thick and foul that it felt even more cramped. The murky water soaked through my clothes, and rats squealed and scattered from the oil lamp’s glow.

It felt like I’d been crawling through the tunnel forever when I finally sensed fresh air. The drain ended in another set of bars, and I tugged at them. Panic gripped me for a moment—none of them were loose. I couldn’t turn around, so if I couldn’t get through, I’d have to crawl backwards all the way back to the dungeons.

Then one gave way—just like the guard had said—and I forced myself through the opening. I ended up in a much larger tunnel where I could almost stand. Cleaner water reached my knees, and above me I heard the rumble of carts over cobblestones. Light filtered down through grates. I could climb up through one, but I knew Kazana well, and I guessed I was near the square—still too close to the palace. I followed the current a while and soon heard running water above me.

I pried loose a grate and pulled myself up into the steamy, soapy air of the bathhouse. No one was there, and the tubs had been abandoned in a hurry—jars of oil overturned, clothes still hanging on hooks. I stood on tiptoe and peered through one of the narrow ventilation slits.

The street was chaos. Civilians fled, some clutching belongings, others in blind panic. Soldiers and carts surged past in the opposite direction—headed for the palace. The emperor’s forces had the numbers. It was only a matter of time before they took it back.

Suddenly the door burst open.

I froze. I couldn’t see the door from where I stood, but I heard it close again.

Someone was inside.

I could hear quick breathing. Carefully, I stepped forward and peeked over the half-wall.

Kneeling by the door was a bloodied, armed soldier. He held his sword ready, as if expecting someone to burst in at any moment. His tunic was blue.

I held my breath. As I turned to sneak behind a curtain, my sandal slid on the smooth stone floor, producing a faint squeal.

I froze.

The soldier’s breathing stopped. He was listening.

I leapt back just as he rounded the half-wall with his sword raised.

“I’m unarmed!” I shouted, holding up empty hands. “No weapons!”

I don’t know if he understood me. But he didn’t stop. His eyes were clouded yet focused; they saw only the color of my tunic. Blood streaked up his arms, and a shallow cut at his hip had torn his fabric and gave him a limp. He had clearly been fighting for a long time.

And now he stood face to face with one of the emperor’s personal servants—someone who had fled the palace. Not just an enemy, but a coward. Unarmed. An easy kill.

I couldn’t explain to him that I’d helped his people find Keronos. He would never believe me if I said I wasn’t on either side of this war. I was dressed in red, and that was all that mattered to him.

All this flashed through my mind as I backed away and he limped toward me.

My back hit the bathhouse wall, and I pressed against the cold tiles. I wanted to run for my life, but my body froze. I just stood there, staring at my executioner as he advanced to plunge his blade into me.

At the last second, I regained control and reacted.

In one swift move, I ducked and lunged forward. I pushed off the wall for extra force. Overhead, I heard the sword scrape against the tiles, and the soldier grunted in surprise. He fell with me, grabbed at me, but missed, and I managed to get to my feet. Unfortunately, he was closer to the door and could cut off my escape.

He still had his sword. He glared at me with even more hatred than before.

But this time, he was more cautious. Now he knew I’d fight. He shifted his sword from hand to hand.

Something made me look down.

I was wearing only one sandal. It felt slick and unstable. But my bare foot had much better grip. I bent quickly, unbuckled the sandal, yanked it off, and tossed it aside.

The soldier watched but didn’t seem to understand what I was doing. Or he didn’t care.

I had never been trained in combat, with or without a sword, but I was agile and had good reflexes. And though the soldier was bigger and stronger, he was also exhausted.

Then he attacked.

This time, he tried to surprise me. He lunged and swung low, then high. The first blow grazed my shin, but I dodged the second. I didn’t feel pain, only the warm blood trickling down from the gash.

I sprang away and made for the door. He turned to follow, but his sandals slipped on the slick floor, and he went down—this time dropping his sword.

It had gone exactly as I hoped, and for a moment I thought I might escape the bathhouse alive.

Then he grabbed my ankle.

He yanked my leg out from under me. I crashed to the floor. Instantly he climbed over me. I tried to kick him off, but lying on my stomach made it hard. Instead, I saw the sword by the wall and tried to crawl toward it. But he held me down with his weight. His fingers dug into my sides as he pulled himself further up. I twisted desperately, couldn’t break free, but managed to roll onto my side. He was half-lying, half-straddling me now, and he began to punch.

He struck with both hands. His movements were slow, but the blows landed on my shoulder, my chest, grazed my jaw. They were heavy, and I knew if one connected cleanly, I’d be out cold. Most of them hit the floor, but he didn’t even seem to feel the pain, though his knuckles quickly turned bloody.

His left hand struck my temple, and for a moment, everything went black. I blinked desperately to get my vision back. Meanwhile, he sat fully astride my chest, pinning my arms beneath his legs. He fumbled at his belt for his knife.

“No!” I screamed, arching my back in a bridge.

He pitched forward, and for a moment, I nearly threw him off. I pushed and kicked and thrashed, but he was too heavy and too skillful. He regained control and caught one of my wrists. My other hand flailed wildly. Suddenly, I touched metal. We’d rolled close enough to the sword—I could reach it.

Just as he raised the knife and brought it down, I lifted the sword and wedged it between us.

I shut my eyes—I never saw the impact.

But I felt the warm blood spill over my face in a cascade. I wasn’t sure whether it was him or me who’d been cut. I felt no pain. In that moment, I felt nothing.

Then came his scream. It was short, sharp, and final.

He crumpled against me, dead weight pressing me to the tiles. For a second, I couldn’t move—couldn’t even breathe. The sword had plunged right through him.

Then I pushed him off and crawled away, gasping, my hands slick with blood that wasn’t mine.

For whatever reason, I thought of the woman I’d helped. She had known what she came to do. But me? I had no plan, no cause, no country. Only blood on my hands.

The soldier groaned and gasped for a moment longer. Then he died. The silence that followed was deafening.

Outside, the capital still rang with flames, uproar, and screams.


2


For the first time in twelve years, I did not sleep at the palace. Instead, I curled up beneath a cluster of small cypress bushes between two wealthy homes on the southern edge of Kazana.

I had scrubbed myself thoroughly in the bathhouse and put on one of the gray tunics hanging on the wall. I only wanted to escape the stench of death, but I waited until nightfall. Then I wandered the streets until I was ready to collapse. The city was in chaos. People were panicking, riots broke out everywhere. I focused only on getting out.

But I kept hearing the soldier’s screams in my head. Even after washing my mouth with soap, I could still taste his blood. I was sure I’d have nightmares about him.

I didn’t. My dream took me much further back in time.

***

I sit in a wardrobe, peeking through the crack in the door. I can see a slice of a large, bright room, all marble. On the floor between two beds, bathed in orange afternoon light, a boy and a girl sit playing with glass marbles. Their skin is dark, their hair a mess of black curls. The marbles click like birdsong as they roll across the floor and collide. One strays from the others and rolls toward the wardrobe where I’m hiding.

I tense my legs, ready to spring.

The boy gets up and pads barefoot toward me. As he bends down to pick up the marble, I slip my arm through the crack and grab his leg.

He screams and flails, stumbles, crashes to the ground. He scuttles backward, eyes wide with fright.

I can’t hold back my laughter—it bubbles up from my throat as I push the wardrobe door wide open.

The boy’s expression shifts instantly when he sees me. He wrinkles his nose and bares his teeth like a dog. “Cowardly mutt! You’ll regret that!”

The words are in Eastern tongue—crackling consonants and throat-born sounds.

“And who’s going to make me regret it?” I ask.

“Me!” he shouts.

“You?” I laugh. “I’d like to see you try!”

My brother launches at me and lets his fists fly. His hands are small but hard. I shove him off, still laughing, and he lands on his rear. He jumps up again, about to charge, but Ismat stops him with a firm grip.

She’s older than both of us—already a woman at fifteen—and her voice is sharp as she scolds us. “Enough! You’re brothers. Brothers don’t fight …”

I make peace with Haytam, and they let me join the game. My brother has already forgotten the scare and grins at me when he wins three of my marbles.

I smile back. But when I see my sister’s face, she looks worried. Even though she plays, talks, and laughs, she keeps glancing toward the window or the door, ears pricked like she’s listening for something.

I rise and walk to the window. The view is breathtaking. Our home sits on a hill, and from here we can see the sea, glistening like olive oil in the setting sun.

I let my gaze wander across the room. Our home is a safe place. But something threatens it. I feel it like a shadow in the corner of my mind. My sister senses it more clearly—she’s older.

Father is not home. He travels often. He’s the leader of our tribe, and we’re often at war with rival tribes. But I don’t worry when he’s gone. Our tribe is the strongest. I’ve heard Father say it many times.

Lately, the wars have worsened. Father even came home with a cut recently. He just grumbled that it was nothing when Mother fussed. But I could tell he was angrier than usual.

My brother lets out an impatient sound. I see it’s my turn. But I don’t get to roll my marble—because just then, a loud crack echoes through the house, followed by the shatter of pottery. Silence falls, sharp and absolute.

My siblings and I exchange looks. Something has fallen. Or been smashed deliberately.

Then a woman’s voice calls out.

We hurry from the room and toward the stairs. I see now that this is not just a house—it’s a palace. Heavy chandeliers, grand columns, costly wall murals. House slaves are cleaning, and other children of various ages are already rushing down the steps.

When we gather in the hall around a long table, there are so many of us I can hardly believe we’re all siblings. But we are. All nine. Most are older than I am—some nearly grown.

No one speaks. All eyes are on the woman standing at the head of the table. She’s tall and slender, with striking cheekbones and black hair pinned in a bun. Her fingers glitter with precious rings as she lines up the broken pieces of pottery.

“There,” she says. “The nine largest shards.”

She looks around at us, letting her gaze rest on each one in turn. She smiles—and the smile is proud and sorrowful all at once. Her eyes are warm, and I feel that there’s more than enough of her love to go around.

“Your father has not yet returned,” she says. “If we wait any longer, it may be too late. So I’ve made a decision. The hardest one of my life.” She braces her hands on the table and takes a deep breath. “You must leave.”

My eldest brother utters a sound, and two of my sisters begin to cry.

“We all knew this moment might come,” Mother says, her voice surprisingly steady. “And now it has. We must do what’s necessary to survive.”

“We have to stand firm and stay together,” one of my brothers bursts out. “We can’t let them drive us from our home!”

“If you stay, you’ll die,” Mother replies.

“Then we’ll die!” he yells. His voice echoes through the hall.

Mother points at him. “Lower your voice when you speak to me.”

“Father will protect us!”

“This time your father cannot protect you.”

“But Father would never—”

“Your father is not here!”

“Then I’ll stay and wait for him!”

Mother crosses to him in three long strides and slaps him across the face. When he keeps staring at her defiantly, she slaps him again with the other hand.

“You’ll do as I say! I am your mother!” There’s a quiver in her voice now, but she blinks hard, keeping the tears at bay. She looks around and points. “You’ll all do as I say!” Regaining control, she returns to the table’s head. She runs her hand across the line of shards, as if presenting a meal. “This pot has been in our family for as long as anyone can remember. I shattered it so you each could take a piece. That way, you’ll never forget where you come from.” She looks to my eldest sister. “Ismat. My firstborn. You choose the first shard.”

Ismat’s chin trembles, but she steps forward and selects a piece. Mother embraces her, kisses her forehead.

“Mutazim,” she says, turning to the brother with flushed cheeks from the slaps. “My eldest son. You choose the next.”

Mutazim obeys, but his gaze is cold, and he does not return the hug.

One by one, she calls us forward. Then she looks at me. I listen closely as her red lips shape the name. It sounds like Rasajn. I step forward, aware of the others’ eyes on me.

“Choose your piece,” Mother says.

I’m just tall enough to see over the table. Two shards remain. I take mine.

Mother’s embrace feels both endless and far too short. I bury my face in her chest and breathe in her scent. Then she lets go and strokes my hair.

My little brother—the one I teased just moments ago—takes the last shard, fighting back tears. He fails, and sobs as she kisses him. I don’t understand why I’m not crying. Maybe because I don’t yet grasp the weight of it all. I can’t believe we’re really being sent away. I can’t imagine never seeing each other again.

“You are all my children,” she says solemnly. “And my love will always be with you. But now we must part. You’ll have to go alone. They …” Her voice falters, and she clears her throat. “They can’t catch you all. The more scattered you are, the better your chances. Do you understand?”

None of us answer. None of us nod. But my siblings’ terrified eyes show they understand all too well.

“You must leave the city,” Mother goes on. “Leave the country if you can. Don’t look back. But always carry your shard with you, and let it remind you that you have a home. Don’t return until the times have changed. I swear by all three gods—I will wait for you.”

We leave the house together, but separate as soon as we reach the road. Some head for the woods. Others toward the city. The rest wander in random directions.

I walk a while. I don’t really know where I’m going. Ahead of me, I see Munas and Nadya holding hands—then letting go and parting ways. Both are crying.

Then I’m alone. I stop in the middle of the street. I look back up at the great house on the hill, unable to believe what’s happened. That we’ve all been forced to leave our home. Our family is wealthy and powerful. Whatever threatens us—it must be serious.

In the evening light, I see Mother’s figure on the balcony facing the sunset. She stands tall, her robes fluttering in the breeze. I raise my hand and wave, but she doesn’t see me.
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In my sleep, I must have taken out the shard, because I was clutching it in my hand when I woke just before dawn.

I sat up and stared at the orange piece of pottery. I had carried it with me all these years without knowing where it came from or what it meant. And now it had all come back to me.

No—not all of it. The dream had left me with many unanswered questions. Where were my siblings? What danger had threatened our family? Were my mother and father still alive?

Now I knew enough to make a choice. I had feared it was my fault I’d been sent away. That I had somehow brought shame on my family, and they never wanted to see me again.

“I swear by all three gods—I will wait for you.”

The thought of my mother’s words put a lump in my throat. I could hardly believe it. I had a home. A family. It was all still waiting for me.

Or was it?

I remembered the sense of danger from the dream. I heard the fear in my mother’s voice and saw it in my sister’s eyes, and there was still one question that haunted me: if I ever made it home—what would I find? A ruin? Bones?

But the fear that something terrible had happened—that there might be nothing left to return to—was completely overshadowed by a feeling I had never known so powerfully before. Hope.

The place I had slept lay on a rise, and as I got up, the view of the city took my breath away. In the pale light of early morning, beneath a sky where stars still flickered, lay Kazana, the greatest city in the world, capital of the Grand Empire, in a state I had never imagined.

In several places, fires still burned, and thick columns of smoke rose into the air. Buildings had collapsed into rubble, and distant screams and crashes echoed through the dawn. The attack hadn’t caused all of this—I understood that now. The destruction came from the riots that had raged all night and were still going on.

It could only mean one thing: the emperor was dead.

I took a deep breath. Nothing would ever be the same—neither for me, nor for the world. Everything was shifting. And now, at last, I had to turn east and find the life that destiny once meant for me.

But before I left the country, I had to visit an old friend. I would need food and money for the journey, and I was sure Aurelius would help.

***

I traveled on foot. The outlying districts I passed through had also been hit by riots. I kept my distance from it all.

On the road, I met many travelers. Some carried heavy loads; all bore the same look of shock from the upheaval and dread for what the future might bring.

It wasn’t the first time in Mazura’s history that an emperor had been murdered. But this was different. This emperor had been the most powerful and tyrannical ruler the world had ever known. He had kept the empire in an iron grip and laid the world at his feet. It was hard to imagine anyone else taking his place.

I reached Aurelius’s farm shortly after sunset. In the paddock, a group of young llamas were grazing. They raised their heads and followed me with their eyes.

Aurelius must have seen me farther up the road, because he came out to meet me in the courtyard. His movements, as always, were deliberate, even though he leaned on a cane.

“By the gods, here you are, and in one piece,” he said and embraced me. His thin arms were surprisingly strong. He held my shoulders and looked me up and down. “I feared you’d ended up on a pike.”

“I escaped the palace in time.”

“And your friends?”

I lowered my gaze, thinking of Dramo and the many others. “I don’t know how many made it. There was no time for anything but flight.”

“Don’t look so guilty,” Aurelius said in his usual gruff tone. “The gods decided who lived and who didn’t. What were you going to do—stand against an army? Come on in. You must be starving.”

The meal Decima prepared for me was wonderful. Decima was Aurelius’s daughter, old enough to be my mother. She was quiet and reserved, but kind, and a good housekeeper for Aurelius.

“Bless you, Decima,” I said as she set the bowl down in front of me.

She mumbled a polite “you’re welcome” and lingered a moment.

“Thank you, my girl,” Aurelius said from across the table, puffing on his pipe. “Go on in and keep reading.”

She flashed a quick smile before hurrying into the next room, where the fire crackled in the hearth.

“I taught her the alphabet,” Aurelius said. “She can read on her own now. Helps her pass the time.”

I was busy shoveling corn mash into my mouth.

“I’m curious to hear your story,” Aurelius went on, leaning back. “Word reached us just before bedtime yesterday. I climbed onto the roof to see the glow of flames on the horizon. I never thought these old eyes would live to see the capital burn. But the more I think about it, the more I believe it was inevitable.”

I looked up, mouth full. “What do you mean?”

Aurelius let the smoke drift out of the corner of his mouth. “I think Mazura’s fate was sealed years ago, when Keronos took power. I’ve always said strong families make a strong empire. But the emperor broke that when he forced an entire generation of young men to serve in his army. It shattered families and bloodlines. Left people like me with no heirs.”

I sipped my wine and glanced at Aurelius. I knew both his sons had died in one of the countless sea battles the emperor had waged to conquer the western lands.

“There’s been unrest brewing for a long time,” he continued. “People are angry and afraid. The emeror’s death was just the spark everyone was waiting for. I tell you, it won’t be easy for his successor to regain control.”

I scraped the bowl clean and swallowed the last bite. “So you don’t think someone else will claim the throne?”

“Where there’s power, there are men who’ll reach for it. But the empire as we know it is beyond saving.”

“What will happen now?”

The old guy shrugged. “Things will rebalance. Wealth, power, trade, people—everything’s been drawn here. But now the weight is gone, and it’ll shift elsewhere.”

We sat in silence for a moment.

Aurelius was waiting for me to speak. I didn’t know how to begin, so I said it plainly. “I want to go home.”

“Home?”

“Barakia.”

“So you’ve come to say goodbye.”

“And because I want you to tell me about when I first came here.”

Aurelius raised his white eyebrows. “Suddenly interested in history? A young man like you should be looking ahead, not back.”

“I remember why I left my homeland,” I said. “I know my name isn’t Cassian. I think you were the one who gave it to me.”

The old man’s face came alive in a way I hadn’t seen before—his lips tightened and slackened, his eyes shifted. He grabbed the carafe, poured a cup of wine, and took a long drink. “As the years passed … the older you got, the more certain I was you’d left it all behind.”

“I had. But now I want to remember.” I swallowed. “Tell me my real name, Aurelius.”

Aurelius took his cane, stood, and fetched a piece of parchment and a charcoal pen. “I don’t know the eastern characters, but this is how it would be spelled with ours.”

Khasain, he wrote.

“How do you say it?” I asked.

“It’s been a long time since I spoke the language. I was still young when I traveled the world, you see.”

He cleared his throat. And when he pronounced the name, I got goosebumps. It sounded almost exactly like my mother had said it in my dream: Rasajn.

I tried to mimic him, but the rasping sound wouldn’t come. I tried again, deeper in my throat, and it sounded closer.

“Cassian was the closest name I could think of,” Aurelius said. “At least among the ones I know.”

“What about my family name?”

Another shrug. “You never told me.”

I stared at the word on the parchment, trying to recall the second part. When I had joined the palace staff, I introduced myself as Cassian Agamon, son of Cassius. That had been my name for all these years. And now it was gone—erased in a few strokes of charcoal.

“Why did you help me?” I asked. “An eastern boy, a refugee, no family, no money. You could have sold me as a slave. Most sailors would have.”

Something clicked into place as I spoke. I didn’t remember the encounter myself, but Aurelius had told me how he found me hiding in the cargo hold of the ship he was traveling on. Now that I remembered how I’d left my home, I realized I must have walked down to the docks and slipped aboard while no one was looking.

“You must leave the city. Leave the country if you can.”

What about my siblings? Had they obeyed our mother’s command too—had they found ships that carried them far away? And how many of them had found their way back?

“I wasn’t always a good father to my children,” Aurelius said, pulling me from my thoughts. He looked down into his wine and gave the cup a gentle swirl. “And the gods know I’m a terrible husband—none of my women could stand me. But even men like me can do good now and then, even if there’s nothing in it for us.”

“I owe you my life, Aurelius.”

“Nonsense!” he barked. “You owe no one your life. If you take anything from me, let it be that. Anyone who tries to convince you otherwise is just trying to control you. Besides …” He shifted uncomfortably. “Besides, I almost tossed you overboard when I found you. I was going to drag you up to the deck. But you bit me.”

“I bit you?”

Aurelius held out his wrinkled hand. I saw a jagged scar along the edge. “Deep enough to draw blood.”

“I must’ve been scared.”

“Scared?” Aurelius chuckled. “My boy, you were furious. I recognized enough of the language to know the curses you hurled at me—and what you’d do if I touched you again.”

I didn’t know what to say.

Aurelius smiled. “A temper like that—I couldn’t help but admire it. So I decided to let you stay in the hold until we reached port. And don’t look so surprised. That’s just how your people are. They say easterners have hotter blood than the rest of us. They call it desert blood.” He stuck his pipe back in his mouth. “But you’ve thankfully outgrown your nature. Now, tell me what happened at the palace.”

I told Aurelius how I’d escaped. I left out the part about the woman and how I’d helped her.

He nodded with satisfaction when I finished. “I should’ve trusted you’d find a way to safety.” When I didn’t reply, he asked, “What is it, Cassian? You seem distracted.”

“It’s probably just the thought of everything that’s changed.”

“Is that really all?” Aurelius gave me a long look. “I think I still know you well enough to see when you’re hiding something.”

I took a deep breath and told him about the woman. I ended carefully: “I told her the emperor was in the war chamber and how to get there.”

The old man studied me for a while. “Why?” he asked at last.

I spread my hands on the table. “I’ve asked myself that, too. I think I felt what you just said—that the country needed a new beginning.” He said nothing, so I went on. “Keronos wasn’t a just ruler. I saw him do horrible things to his own people, Aurelius.”

“It’s one thing to talk about who deserves to die,” Aurelius said slowly. “It’s another to help make it happen. Some of the emperor’s blood is on your hands.”

Our eyes locked. For a long time we just stared across the table. And then it hit me—Aurelius didn’t believe my explanation. He had always been able to tell when I was lying.

Then my old friend smiled. “I forgot you’re not a boy anymore. I’m off to bed—my back aches from a long day. Decima made up your room.” He stood with a groan.

“Goodnight,” I said as he passed me. He gave my shoulder a pat. I stayed seated and listened to his footsteps fade away.

I sat there with a strange feeling in my gut, turning over the question: what lie had Aurelius seen in my eyes?

Slowly, the truth emerged. I hadn’t helped the woman for justice, or for peace. Not even for my friends in the palace, or for my own safety.

No. The moment I saw her, one thought had filled my mind—hot, sharp, and undeniable.

I wanted the emperor dead.

I wanted him dead because I hated him.

And because I saw my chance to take back control—that I could topple the power that had always towered above me.

That was what Aurelius had seen.

I looked at my palms. No blood. But I could still feel the weight of it.
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Early the next morning, I was awakened by Decima pulling back the curtain and letting in the light of dawn.

“There’s breakfast in the sitting room,” she said, and hurried out of the room.

I got dressed and joined Aurelius, who was already working on a turkey egg. We ate in silence.

“I’m leaving today,” I said.

Aurelius nodded without looking up. “Decima’s preparing your food. You can take the red stallion.”

I tried, unsuccessfully, to read his tone. Aurelius had always been good at hiding the meaning behind his words. I thought back to the way we had looked each other in the eye yesterday. Was he angry with me? Disappointed? Or maybe … afraid of me?

It seemed ridiculous, but the thought wouldn’t let go of me, and I kept glancing at Aurelius throughout the meal, hoping he would look at me in a way that revealed something. But he kept his gaze to himself.

As we got up to head for the stables, Decima came rushing into the house with a bucket, breathless and wide-eyed. “Father, there are men coming. I saw them when I was out by the well.”

I craned my neck but could only see dust rising above the row of willows that lined the road.

“How many?” asked Aurelius.

“Three. They look like soldiers. Three soldiers, Father.”

A jolt of unease ran through me. My first thought was that someone at the palace knew I was a traitor, that I had helped bring about the emperor’s death. And now they had come to arrest me.

I couldn’t tell whether Aurelius had the same thought, but he looked unusually serious when he asked, “You’re sure no one knew where you were going?”

“Positive. You’re the first I’ve spoken to after leaving the palace.”

He nodded and wiped his mouth. “Then it probably has nothing to do with you. Let me handle it. Stay inside with Decima.”

He opened the door and stepped into the courtyard just as the three riders came into view. They were indeed soldiers—red uniforms, armed with spears. Two of them were young men about my age, but the leader was a little older, with a broad jaw badly in need of a shave. I moved to the edge of the window, where I could listen and watch without being seen.

The leader halted his horse and cast a searching look around.

“Good morning,” said Aurelius. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“Are you the owner of this farm?”

“This is my farm, yes. My name is Aurelius Galatin, son of Pauron.”

The soldier looked at him as if he’d just spat on his boots. “I didn’t ask for your name, old man. Who else lives here?”

“My daughter and my farmhand.”

“No one else? Just the three of you?”

Aurelius gestured with one hand. “I’m not sure how I can help you. May I ask the nature of your visit?”

“We’re envoys of the emperor,” said the leader. “And you can help by bringing your farmhand out here.”

“The emperor?” said Aurelius, ignoring the command. “I heard yesterday that the emperor sadly lost his life during an attack on the palace. I’ve been anxious to learn more.”

“There’s a new emperor now,” the soldier said flatly. “We’ve been ordered to find soldiers and servants who deserted during the attack and bring them back to the palace.”

My heart started to pound.

“Why on earth would you come here, then?” Aurelius asked. “And what does that have to do with my farmhand?”

The soldier seemed to lose patience. He jumped off his horse and stepped up to Aurelius, lowering his voice so I had to strain to catch the words. “We spoke with the other farms nearby. All of them said you live alone with your daughter, old man. You don’t have a farmhand. But your neighbor saw a young man arrive on foot last night. I think you’re hiding a deserter. So either you call him out, or we go in and find him ourselves.”

I held my breath. I knew Aurelius wouldn’t give me up. Not even if they beat him. I briefly considered stepping forward to protect him, but decided to wait. To see how the conversation unfolded.

“I’ve served the emperor loyally, as I did his predecessor,” said Aurelius. “My daughter and I raise llamas, which the palace buys. I have no interest in disobeying the emperor’s orders—doing so would cost me my livelihood. I will, at any time, allow his men to search my property without protest …”

The soldier turned and whistled, and the two others dismounted. The leader moved past Aurelius and made for the door. I was just about to leap to my feet when Aurelius spoke again.

“Wait! I don’t think you understood me.”

The soldier spun around. “I’ve heard enough from you, old man. You—”

“I said I would allow the emperor’s men to search my property,” Aurelius interrupted, still with his back to the soldier. “But you’re not the emperor’s men. You’ve got the uniforms, but those horses belong to my neighbor. I recognize them. You’ve robbed him—just like you robbed those uniforms off of dead soldiers.” Now Aurelius turned and pointed his cane at the man. “You’re bounty hunters. And if you don’t leave my land right now, I’ll see to it you’re hanged for fraud.”

The two younger men hesitated, glancing from Aurelius to their leader. The heavyset man slowly stepped closer to Aurelius, who still held the cane aimed at his chest.

“Let’s say you’re right. What’s to stop me from killing you and your daughter and finding the deserter myself?”

“You’re a coward, not a murderer,” said Aurelius. “If you meant to kill us, you wouldn’t have bothered lying first.”

“You’re mad, you old fool. It’s a miracle that mouth of yours hasn’t gotten you killed long ago.”

“Get off my land and I’ll let you go unreported,” said Aurelius. “That’s a better deal than you deserve.”

The man stared at Aurelius for a long time. Then he shoved him hard in the chest, and my friend toppled backward into the gravel. The thug bent down, grabbed the cane, and began beating Aurelius with it.

A scream rang out from Decima, who had been watching from another window and now ran for the door. I grabbed her and had to wrestle to hold her back.

“Wait, Decima, wait,” I whispered. “He’ll hurt you too if you go out there.”

Through the window, I saw the man kick Aurelius twice before snapping the cane over his knee and tossing the pieces aside. Then he laughed and swung back into the saddle as Aurelius wheezed. I let go of Decima, who rushed out to her father and fell to her knees.

“I’m all right, my girl,” Aurelius assured her, though I saw how he cradled his arm as she helped him up. “He hit my arm, that’s all.”

“It’s broken,” Decima sobbed.

The thugs rode out of the courtyard and vanished behind the willows. For a moment, I stood frozen, glancing between Aurelius and Decima and the dust from the riders. Then I turned and ran for the stairs. In the attic, I found the hatch that led to the roof. I opened it and craned my neck. I could see the city on the horizon, and at the end of the gravel road, I spotted the three riders. They turned left and headed east.

Decima’s weeping carried from the sitting room. I hurried back down.

Aurelius was hobbling inside, supported by his daughter. His arm was clearly broken, but he smiled, though his face was sweaty and covered in dust. “Saved both you and my coin purse, my friend.”

“You risked your life.”

“Who knows what else they’d have taken if I hadn’t stood my ground? You must never show fear to wolves.”

Decima rushed to a cabinet and rummaged inside. She came back and began undressing her father and setting his arm. She used two pieces of wood to splint it, and Aurelius gritted his teeth as she tightened the cloth.

“They rode toward the coast,” I said.

“They’ll probably sell their loot in Rivorno. Hand me the wine, my boy.”

I passed him the bottle, and he drank greedily.

“I should have helped you, Aurelius. I could have fought them off.”

He shook his head, a trickle of wine running down his chin. “You’d only have made it worse. They’d have knocked you out and taken you with them. You did the right thing by staying inside.”

I said nothing.

“You were about to leave, weren’t you?” said Aurelius. Before I could reply, he waved me off. “Don’t worry about me. I’ve endured worse than a broken arm. Decima will look after me.”

“What if they come back?”

“If they do, they’ll be looking for you. So better you’re not here.”

“Do you have any weapons?”

“Do I look like a warrior? Don’t waste your thoughts on us.”

“It’s for myself I meant.”

Aurelius paused. “What do you want a weapon for?”

“There are probably more thugs out there. You said yourself the country’s heading for unrest.”

The old man studied me for a moment, then shook his head. “I have no weapons.”

I fetched my pack. Thanked Decima for the food and shook Aurelius’s hand.

“Boy,” he called as I reached the door. He looked at me thoughtfully. His eyes were sharp, despite the wine. “Where do you plan to sail from?”

I shrugged. “Rivorno’s the nearest port.”

Aurelius waved Decima aside and got to his feet with a groan. He limped over and straightened up until we were almost eye to eye. “Let me give you one last piece of fatherly advice, Cassian. Forget them. Promise me that.”

I placed a hand on his shoulder. “Thank you for everything, Aurelius.”

With that, I left the farm.
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That same evening, I reached Rivorno.

The first thing I saw was a dead donkey lying by the roadside at the edge of town. A group of vultures was feasting on the carcass, and they didn’t even scatter as I rode past—they just glanced at me with wary eyes.

Rivorno was a medium-sized port town, populated mostly by fishermen and traders. Fights and riots had torn through the streets and buildings. Trash and destruction were everywhere, and I even saw dark smears on the walls of houses that could’ve been blood. The worst seemed to be over, though. A strange calm hung over the town, and only a few people moved about the streets.

I passed several small inns, the kind most travelers would stay at. But I kept going until I reached the harbor. Along the quay, the little popinas stood in a row. Lights glowed in their windows, and I could hear singing. From an alley, someone was throwing up. Somewhere else, a woman screamed—it could’ve been in pleasure or in fear. I knew it would be a place like this where I’d find the men who had visited Aurelius’s farm.

I rode slowly past the buildings, peering inside. When I reached a stable, I dismounted and walked to the gate, where two boys were sitting and chatting.

The smaller one jumped to his feet when he heard me. “Give us your name and two stemas, and your nag gets hay and water for the night.”

“How many horses have you got in there?” I asked.

“There’s plenty of space,” he promised, taking the reins. “Pay first, pick it up tomorrow morning. But come before noon or you pay for another night.”

I held back. “Let me see the other horses first. I’m looking for three of my friends, and I want to know if they’re stabled here.”

The boy hesitated, then told the other to open the gate.

I looked inside and saw four horses. I recognized one by its two-toned forelock. I handed my own horse over and paid.

“You don’t look like someone who usually comes around here,” the boy said after pocketing the coins.

“I’m from the capital.”

“Looking to sail out? You’ll have trouble finding a ship. We’ve seen loads of city folk trying to leave in the past few days. Loads! My uncle’s got space on his cargo ship. He sails at sunrise—to Keltan. Where’re you headed?”

“East.”

“Where in the East?” The boy didn’t wait for an answer. “If you’re smart, you’ll take my uncle’s ship to Keltan. From there it’s easy to go farther east. But finding another ship going that way from here might take you days.”

I considered it. The boy was probably exaggerating to drum up a passenger for his uncle, but I liked the idea of having a spot secured on a ship by sunrise. I might need to leave Rivorno in a hurry. He gave me the name of the vessel.

Then I stepped into the building. I’d rarely been outside the palace, and I had certainly never been anywhere like the popina I was now entering.

The air was thick with pipe smoke and roasting grease. There were only a few tables, and all of them were occupied by men gambling. Women with sallow skin and hair piled high flitted about or perched on men’s laps. A young man lay snoring on the floor with his mouth wide open, revealing he didn’t have many teeth left. The half-eaten plates suggested they served food here, but wine seemed to be the main draw—cups were everywhere, and a wall of barrels loomed behind the bar.

I didn’t see the thugs anywhere, but I did catch sight of a giggling woman dragging an old man upstairs. I guessed there must be rooms on the upper floor. I stepped around the snoring man and approached the bar.

A heavyset woman and a man were seated on the other side, laughing loudly and drinking from huge mugs. They looked at me with something close to annoyance.

“What do you want?” the man barked, and I realized he was cross-eyed.

“Can I rent a room for the night?”

“That depends, praise the gods, on whether you’ve got coin.”

“I can pay,” I said, stepping aside as a drunken man bumped into me and laughed.

“How much you got?” the man asked, rising to his feet. His eyes slid down my clothes, and he suddenly looked more interested. “Our rooms are real expensive for city types like you. Still, cheapest you’ll find in town, of course.”

“I’ve got twenty stemas,” I said without reaching for my purse.

The man clicked his tongue. “That’ll get you the blanket. If you want the floor down here, we can make it happen. But if you want a room with a bed, that’ll be a hundred stemas.”

I stared at his smug grin. I leaned in and lowered my voice, forcing him to do the same. “I’ll give you thirty stemas. That’s more than you’ll make all night from every drunk who usually books a room here. I won’t puke in the bed, and I’ll be gone before sunrise.”

He wasn’t smiling anymore; now he puckered his lips like a scolded boy.

“What’s he saying?” the woman asked. “He won’t pay?”

“He’s paying,” the man said over his shoulder. “Thirty stemas. Give him the room by the courtyard.”

“Thirty?” the woman shrieked, glaring at me. “Are you out of your mind, Travis? He’s got way more than thirty stemas—”

“Shut it,” Travis snapped, waving me on.

I paid, while the woman scowled at me. She led me—grudgingly—to the stairs but stopped at the bottom step and crossed her arms under her chest. “Room at the end of the hall. You can find it yourself. No key.”

I studied her for a moment, trying to figure out what she meant by that last part. Then I climbed the stairs and reached a narrow corridor. There were many doors, all closed, and sounds from a few of them made it clear that not many came here to sleep. I pressed my ear to each door in turn. I struck gold at the fourth.

“Bring that bottle over here,” grunted a man’s voice, followed by laughter. I had no doubt—it was the thug who had broken Aurelius’s arm.

Suddenly, I was hit by a wave of doubt and fear. A sense that I was about to make a grave mistake. What was I doing here? I wasn’t a warrior or a fighter. I’d never even been in a real fight—aside from the soldier in the bathhouse yesterday, of course. But that was self-defense.

I looked down at myself. What exactly had I planned to do? Kick the door in and attack the man? Without a weapon? That would be suicide.

I bit my lip and glanced back down the hall. I could still take Aurelius’s advice and forget about the thugs. All I had to do was leave the popina, find a decent inn, and get some rest.

I was just about to turn when I heard a woman’s laughter from inside the room. There were at least two of them. The thought of that thug enjoying wine and whores on money he’d stolen made my heart pound. Rage replaced fear. Doubt turned to cold resolve.

I couldn’t leave. Not if it meant that bastard walked away unpunished after what he’d done to Aurelius.

But I couldn’t act yet. So I stepped into the room next door and wedged a stool under the handle. I lay down on the cot and listened to the revelry through the wall while I waited.
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Imust have dozed off, because suddenly the building had fallen silent, and I sat up. Dawn couldn’t be far off. From the room next door came only deep snoring now.

I got up and went to the door. Just as I removed the stool, I heard someone stumble out in the hallway.

A woman’s voice hissed angrily, “You idiot, you’ll wake him!”

I hesitated, listening as at least three sets of footsteps passed by my door. When they had gone, I cracked it open and peeked out.

The woman who owned the popina was walking with an oil lamp, leading two men armed with clubs. My suspicion was confirmed when she stopped at the end of the hallway and signaled. One of the men stepped forward and carefully opened the door. Then they both rushed in, and the woman shut the door behind them and stood waiting with a look of gleeful anticipation.

The plan was obvious: beat me senseless, take the rest of my stemas, and toss me out into the street. The situation had shifted abruptly. I was suddenly in even greater danger. Two big men were looking for me. The smart move would be to abort the plan, crawl out the window, and vanish.

But rage flared in my chest, rushed to my head, and hijacked my thoughts. I stepped out into the hallway and said, “Looking for me?”

The woman snapped her head toward me. The triumphant smile wilted on her fleshy face, and she opened her mouth but said nothing. I grabbed the door to the thug’s room and, to my luck, found it unlocked.

“That’s … that’s him …” the woman stammered, finding her voice again. “Get out here, you fools! He tricked us!”

I shut the door behind me, grabbed a chair, and jammed it under the handle. Then I turned toward the bed.

The thug lay on his back, snoring, with a naked woman on each side. His skin looked bluish in the moonlight streaming through the window, and a trail of curly hair ran down his beer belly.

I walked over and slapped him hard across the cheek. He grunted and waved a hand, like I was a fly.

One of the women woke with a gasp at the sight of me. She pulled the blanket around herself and shook the man. “Wake up! Wake up!”

The man groaned and squinted. “No more, you whore. Let me sleep …” He spotted me then. His eyes sharpened, and he licked his cracked lips. “Who the hell are you? What’re you doing in here?”

“Get up,” I said, taking a step back.

Just then, the door handle rattled. “What are you doing in there?” the woman shouted. “That’s not your room!”

The thug pushed himself up on one elbow, staring from me to the door. “What in all the gods’ names is going on?”

“You need only worry about me,” I said. “I’m here because you broke the arm of someone very dear to me.”

The second woman had woken too and realized the danger. Both of them pulled up to the head of the bed.

The man swung his legs slowly over the side, never taking his eyes off me. “You mean that old fool?”

His gaze dropped to my hands, saw that I wasn’t armed. His clothes lay on the floor, out of reach—so if he had a knife in his belt, he couldn’t get to it. Just as I’d counted on.

The woman pounded furiously on the door.

The thug stood up, and I realized he was a head taller than me. A crooked smile spread across his face. “So you’ve come to avenge your old friend. What do you want? Money?”

I shook my head and said, “Aldêm ba-aldêm.” I had no idea where the words came from. It was almost like my mouth spoke them on its own.

He sneered. “What?”

“Blood for blood.”

The man burst out laughing. “So what—you gonna break my arm now?” He held it out mockingly. “Go on, boy. Give it your best shot.”

I didn’t move. The pounding on the door grated on my nerves. I knew the chair could give out any moment. But I kept my gaze fixed on his.

He lowered his arm and smiled at me, almost indulgently. “I’m afraid you made a mistake coming in here, boy. See, I’m not going to let you off with a broken arm.”

Then he lunged.

I ducked under his first swing and leaned back from the next. He lashed out so wildly he lost his balance for a moment. I used the chance to throw myself at him. It was like hitting a sweaty ox. I realized instantly I couldn’t win a wrestling match. But that wasn’t the plan. I just needed to get close enough to—

Massive hands clamped around my throat, crushing. He slammed me against the wall, shook me so my head cracked back and stars burst in my vision.

One thought rang clear in my mind: If I pass out, he’ll kill me.

His big face loomed in front of me. He was gritting his teeth, hissing something I didn’t catch, but I felt the wet heat of his breath. My airways were blocked. He squeezed even harder.

I reached up, fumbled over his shoulder, found the thick neck, and the warm skin. Then I gave a small push. It was enough. The razor blade I’d hidden between my fingers slid into the flesh. Blood immediately gushed over my hand—hot and sticky.

He didn’t realize what had happened at first. He just kept squeezing. Then one of the women screamed. He turned his head, saw the blood flowing over his shoulder.

“What the—”

His hands loosened, and I sucked in a gasp of air.

He clutched the gash, stared at his palm. Then at me. “You cut me. You little bastard …”

“You’d better stop the bleeding,” I rasped through a burning throat. “Time’s running out.”

When the reality hit him, he faltered. Hesitated, on the verge of lunging again. Then he stomped to the bed and began tearing a piece of the sheet.

The women sobbed, huddling in the corner, staring at the blood that still pumped from his neck. I didn’t blame them. The sight was horrifying. He’d lost a huge amount already. It covered my arm and tunic. A pool spread across the floor. Even the wall was splattered. The man himself looked as if he’d bathed in it. His face had turned ghostly pale in the moonlight. He pressed the cloth hard against the wound and slumped onto the bed.

Just then, the door burst open. The two men with clubs charged in—but stopped cold at the sight of the bloody room.

The thug didn’t seem to notice them. He mumbled something incoherent, head drooping. He was on the verge of passing out.

The woman pushed past her henchmen and was about to speak—then froze. She clapped a hand over her mouth.

“Help your guest,” I said, and walked out.
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The ship’s hold was packed with passengers.

I sat on the damp planks in the dark and listened to the waves slapping against the hull. Someone was throwing up into a bucket near the stern. I sat with my back against the mast and tried to ignore the sound—and the growing stench—of vomit.

A mild pain throbbed in my hand. I rubbed it gently. The razor blade had left a small cut between my fingers. It wasn’t serious. I hadn’t even noticed it until I stood on the pier, waiting to board. I wrapped a piece of cloth around it.

After the run-in with the thug, I’d left the popina calmly and without looking back. I had washed myself and my tunic in the harbor. Only now, with the rage gone, did I begin to feel how badly the experience had shaken me.

I hadn’t meant to kill the man. I only wanted to give him a scare he’d never forget.

“De-ahem fôak akura.”

I’d spoken the words out loud without realizing it. Someone moved behind me.

“Are you talking to me?”

I turned my head and saw the girl sitting on the other side of the mast. She had short, light hair and couldn’t have been more than fifteen. If not for the voice, I’d have taken her for a boy.

“No,” I muttered. “Just talking to myself.”

“What did you say?”

I took a deep breath. “Wits over strength.”

“Are you from the East?”

I turned to look at her. “You ask a lot of questions.”

She shrugged. “I’m bored. And we have to sit here all night. I can’t sleep on ships. Can you?”

“Not while you’re talking, no.”

She smiled and eyed me. “So who taught you that? ‘Wits over strength’?”

I cast a discreet glance around, but none of the other passengers seemed to care about our quiet conversation. The seasick one was still on his knees, retching up bile.

“My father,” I said.

I couldn’t explain how the words had suddenly surfaced. But I knew they were his expressions, ones I’d heard him repeat countless times. I had faint, fragmented memories of a large man with a black beard and a deep voice.

It was strange; I had never recalled even a glimpse of my past, but ever since the dream about the pot, it was as if a trapdoor had opened in my memory, and now fragments were slipping through.

The girl was quiet for a while. Then came a rustle, and she moved closer, sitting beside me, shoulder to shoulder. “What happened to your hand?”

“I got into a fight,” I muttered, tucking it into my tunic.

“With who?”

“A man.”

“Did you lose?”

“Wouldn’t say that.”

“What were you fighting about?”

I thought for a moment, then said, “A line that was crossed.”

She seemed to ponder it, then changed the subject. “Are you going back to the East?”

“Yes.” Before she could ask again, I decided it was easier just to explain. “I was born in the East, but I came here when I was very young. Now I’m going home to find my family.”

“Why did you come here?”

“I had to flee.”

“Flee from what?”

“I don’t remember.”

She was quiet for a bit. I watched her out of the corner of my eye. She was actually quite pretty, though her features were boyish.

“What about you?” I asked.

“I’m going to Keltan.”

“What for?”

“My uncle lives there. He’s a famous lizard-handler.”

She clearly expected me to be impressed, so I raised my eyebrows. “Really?”

She nodded. “He trains wing-lizards for the arenas. I went to a show in the capital once with my father. Have you ever seen one?”

I nodded. From the towers of the palace, I’d often watched the great beasts launch into the air with riders on their backs, circling above the arenas.

“My uncle flies them out over the sea so he won’t get hurt if one throws him off. That happens at first, he says, because they’re still wild. He catches them on the cliff islands north of Keltan.” She was getting quite animated now. There was something charming about how unselfconscious she was. “I want to be a lizard-handler too, when I grow up. My father wants me to be a good housewife—cook, sew, do hair—but that’s not for me.”

“What does your father do?”

“He’s a soldier in the emperor’s service. That’s why he couldn’t come. He has to stay in the capital and help restore order.”

“So you’re traveling alone?”

She gave me a firm look. “I’m not afraid. I can take care of myself.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I believe you.”

“My father will come as soon as he’s released from duty.”

“What’s your name?”

“Faustina. What’s yours?”

“Cassian.”

She yawned loudly without covering her mouth. “I think I can sleep a little now. Can I lean on you, Cassian? The mast is so hard, it hurts my neck.”

Before I could answer, she shifted closer and rested her head on my shoulder. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. Soon, she was snoring softly.

I leaned my head back and drifted off myself.
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Two days later, we docked in Asfas, the capital of Keltan.

Faustina and I had spent the days up on deck. Each morning, the sailors opened the hatch and let us climb up into the sunlight. To port was nothing but endless blue sea. On the other side, we followed the coast.

Faustina asked a lot of questions, but I kept my answers vague. Instead, she began talking about her own life—her work with a tailor in the capital, her family and friends whom she already missed, and of course the uncle she was going to live with until her father could join her. I learned he lived a day’s journey north of Asfas, in a cottage among the cliffs near the shore. He and his wife were supposed to meet Faustina at the harbor.

Shortly after midday, the city appeared on the horizon, and soon we were moored at the quay.

It felt good to have solid ground under my feet again. The man who’d been seasick the entire voyage staggered off the ship, supported by a fellow passenger. Poor man must have been deeply grateful the journey was over.

The harbor was a frenzy of activity. Fishers and dockworkers bustled about. Ships came and went, being loaded and unloaded, while people swarmed in all directions.

I barely had time to take it in before Faustina grabbed my hand. “Come on, Cassian, you have to meet my uncle.”

Once we’d gotten away from the crowd, she stopped and looked around in confusion.

“I don’t see him.” She turned in a circle. “Maybe they’re just late.” She smiled at me. “Anyway, it was nice meeting you. But you’re heading off, right?”

I had planned to leave Asfas immediately. But I was starving. “Shouldn’t we find something to eat first? I need more than stale bread.”

We wandered down a street in search of food. The houses were surprisingly small and in poor condition. The architecture was entirely different from what I was used to—roofs made not of tiles but of straw or thin sticks that looked ready to blow away in a storm. The walls were cracked, and the streets were paved with crooked cobblestones rather than the smooth granite blocks of Kazana.

The tavern we chose was another surprise. I’d hoped for fresh fruit, roasted meat, or warm bread. The only thing on offer was a sticky fish stew in which both fish and vegetables had been boiled into an unrecognizable sludge.

Even ordering was difficult—Keltan is a strange language. Before the islanders began trading with outsiders, they lived in near-complete isolation. Most still took great pride in their heritage, which meant they spoke only their native tongue. I did manage to order two bowls and pay what felt like an inflated price.

I picked at the stew while Faustina slurped eagerly, dipping dry bread that was somehow worse than what we’d gotten from the sailors.

Since I wasn’t eating much, I had time to study the locals. Keltan people were golden-brown, with copper-colored hair and a generally short, stocky build.

The tavern guests seemed just as interested in me. I caught several staring. But they all looked away the moment I noticed. Even the tavern keeper kept sneaking glances at us.

It began to wear on me. They could obviously tell I was from the East. Keltan had traditionally maintained good relations with the East, not just because they were neighbors by sea, but because both had preserved their own languages.

So why were they looking at me like I wasn’t welcome?

“Are you going to finish that?” Faustina asked, eyeing my half-full bowl.

I pushed it toward her and whispered, “Do you know why everyone’s staring?”

Faustina cast a quick look around and shrugged. “I guess they can tell we’re not from here.”

Maybe that was all it was. But I couldn’t help noticing how the eyes followed us all the way out the door.

“That was good,” Faustina sighed, holding her belly. “We should go back to the harbor. My uncle’s probably there now.”

***

But he wasn’t.

We waited all day, strolling among the piers, watching the workers, playing chalk games Faustina drew on the stone, dozing in the afternoon sun.

As evening fell, Faustina lost heart. “I don’t think he’s coming. I think he forgot me. Maybe the pigeon never got there. Maybe he doesn’t even know I’m coming.” She looked around. “I guess I’ll have to find my own way to his place.”

“I’ll come with you.”

Her face lit up. “Really? But … what about your family?”

“I haven’t seen them in years,” I said with a shrug. “A couple days more won’t make a difference.”

The truth was, I longed to continue toward home. But I’d grown fond of Faustina, and I couldn’t leave her alone in a strange land where she didn’t even speak the language.

***

By the time the sun reached the horizon, we’d reached the edge of the city.

I stopped and looked out across the rolling hills, where autumn had painted the grasses gold. The cobblestones gave way to two uneven wheel ruts. A harsh wind tugged at my tunic, and Faustina hugged herself for warmth.

“I think it’ll be cold tonight,” she said. “Maybe we should wait until morning to leave the city.”

I was thinking the same thing. Besides, I had no idea what kind of animals lived in the wild here. Off in the distance, I spotted a house with smoke rising from its chimney. It looked like a small farm with a stable and a pen for horses.

I pointed. “Let’s see if they’ll let us stay the night.”

It was impossible to forget we were on an island. The wind carried the scent of the sea, and the ground beneath our feet felt hard and rocky. The local plants were tough—heather, thistle, devil’s-bit—and the trees were thin and stunted. I doubted much could grow here.

The farm didn’t seem to have any fields. I knocked on the door, a patchwork of cracked wooden boards. It took a while before it creaked open.

A short, stocky woman stared at us. I immediately noticed the knife in her hand.

“Parak takka?” she barked.

“We’re looking for a place to sleep,” I tried. “We can pay.”

I showed her my coin pouch, and for a moment her eyes widened slightly. Then she narrowed them again. “Haras bala?”

“Sleep,” I said. “A bed. Shelter for the night.”

She studied us with suspicion. Then she pointed at Faustina and nodded. “Tampi puras ka raku.”

The girl looked up at me, uncertain. “What did she say?”

Before I could answer, the woman reached out and pulled her inside.

I moved to follow, but the woman stuck a finger in my face and waved it back and forth. “Nil patu, Istin.”

I understood that last word. She had said something like, “Not you, Easterner.”

“Cassian?” Faustina asked hesitantly. “Why won’t she let you in?”

“I don’t know,” I said, looking the woman in the eye. “She clearly doesn’t like easterners.”

She held out her hand in a clear gesture: she still expected me to pay for Faustina’s stay. Behind her, I saw a boy of about ten peeking out from a corner.

“Come on, Faustina. We’ll head back to town. Maybe we can find an inn.”

Faustina stepped back outside. The woman gave us one last glance, then snorted in disgust and slammed the door.

We trudged back toward the city in silence as darkness deepened around us.

Suddenly, I heard footsteps and spun around.

The boy stopped and looked from me to Faustina. He didn’t say anything but waved for us to follow.

We exchanged a hesitant glance, then followed him.

He didn’t go to the house but turned toward the stable. He opened the gate and pointed into the shadows. When he looked at Faustina, I noticed the shy smile on his face.

His mother doesn’t know he’s offering us shelter.

I pulled out a coin and gave it to him. Then Faustina and I entered the stable, where four large horses stood in their stalls. The boy closed the gate behind us. We found a corner with hay and lay down. The wind howled through the leaky roof, and we pressed our backs together to stay warm.

It was a long time before I fell asleep. I lay there wondering why the Keltans disliked Barakans—and what that woman might do if she found us here during the night.
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The next morning, I woke to soft sunlight falling through a crack in the wall, warming the back of my neck.

As I tried to turn, I realized Faustina had wrapped her arms around me from behind. Judging by her snores, she was still asleep, so I gently pried her hands loose and sat up.

One of the horses watched me from its stall. The animals were swishing their tails and seemed restless to get out.

Faustina grunted in her sleep. Hay clung to her cheek, and her mouth hung slightly open. I couldn’t resist the temptation—I grabbed a stalk of hay and tickled her nose.

She sniffled a few times. Then her face scrunched up, and she sneezed loudly before sitting bolt upright and looking around. “What was that? Where am I?”

“We’re in the stable outside Asfas,” I said, trying not to smile.

She rubbed her nose. “I dreamt I was home with my father again. But the city was completely different. Instead of streets, there were rivers, and when I looked out the window, I saw all the houses just floating around, and—”

Just then, a sound came from the gate, and we both jumped to our feet.

The boy peeked in, holding a tray. He was alone. He walked over and handed the tray to Faustina with a blushing smile. She accepted it and stared hungrily at the meal he’d prepared—two goose eggs, strips of salted bacon, a wedge of hard cheese, melon, berries, and a jug of milk.

“Thank you,” Faustina murmured. “It looks amazing.”

The boy beamed with pride and nodded.

We sat down in the hay and began to eat.

The boy started letting the horses out to graze. When he finished, he hesitated, casting one last look at Faustina before turning to go.

“Wait,” Faustina said, rising to her feet. “Thank you so much for helping us.” She wiped her mouth with her sleeve and planted a kiss on the boy’s cheek. He blushed furiously and didn’t seem to know where to look, so he simply turned and hurried out of the stable.

Without a word to me, Faustina sat back down and continued eating.

That’s when it hit me: I was attracted to her. The realization came in the form of a stab of irritation that she had kissed the boy. Of course, it was absurd. First, he was only about ten. Second, she clearly hadn’t meant to show him anything but gratitude. So, I let it go.

“We should probably get going once we’re done,” I said, popping the last piece of cheese in my mouth. “The boy’s mother won’t be thrilled if she finds us here.”

When the tray was empty, I walked over and peeked out the gate. The boy was mending a section of the fence. I whistled to get his attention, and he came over.

I showed him three coins and pointed at the nearest horse. “Trade?”

He seemed to consider it. Then he held up five fingers. I dug out two more coins, and he took them. He walked into the stable and grabbed one of the saddles from the wall. With practiced hands, he saddled the horse and led it out of the pen.

Standing before the large animal, I suddenly hesitated.

Faustina noticed. “You’ve never ridden before, have you?”

I shrugged. My life at the palace had rarely required me to travel farther than my legs could carry me.

“Let me,” she said, nudging me aside. Without effort, she climbed up and swung her leg over. Once seated, she took a moment to stroke the horse’s neck and whisper something in its ear. Then she nodded at me. “Come on, what are you waiting for?”

I climbed up as well, settling behind her on a saddle just big enough for the two of us.

“Hold on to my waist,” Faustina ordered over her shoulder. “And don’t lean to the sides.”

We waved to the boy, who stood watching us as we rode out along the road, heading north.

***

The road followed the coast; we could always hear the waves hitting the shore and see terns diving for fish. We passed a few small villages but didn’t stop. Breakfast had been solid enough to hold us over.

The farther north we rode, the more barren the land became, and the sparser the settlements. A few people had chosen to live out here, but for the most part, this area had been left to the wild.

“You said your uncle grew up in the capital with your father,” I said over Faustina’s shoulder. “So why did he move so far away?”

“To become a lizard-handler, obviously. There’s good money in it, if you’re skilled. And Keltan is the best place to raise wing-lizards.”

“So he doesn’t mind living all the way out here alone?”

“He’s not alone. He has a wife—Albiona, like I told you.”

“Still … don’t they feel isolated, living this far from everyone else?”

Faustina shrugged and began telling me about her uncle’s work with the giant beasts. I only half-listened. My gaze wandered across the desolate landscape, and I found myself thinking it must take a special kind of man to endure life out here—wife or no wife.

Suddenly Faustina stopped talking. She pulled the reins hard and pointed. “Look, Cassian!”

I followed her finger but couldn’t make anything out in the reed-covered hills. “What is it?”

“In the sky!” she exclaimed. “Can’t you see them?”

I looked up. What I’d thought were gulls were actually wing-lizards—juveniles, judging by their size. They played in the air, their long wings snapping as their distant cries carried on the wind. We watched in silence. Then I spotted a pair farther off—significantly larger.

“I think those are the parents,” I muttered. “We should keep moving.”

“Weren’t they beautiful?” Faustina said a little later. “I’d love to fly. Imagine soaring over hills and cities, seeing everything from above. It must be the most amazing feeling!”

“Maybe,” I said. The idea of sitting on a wing-lizard didn’t appeal to me at all.

The sun had started to sink when we reached the end of the road. It had grown harder to follow as the ground became rockier, until eventually it disappeared altogether. We stopped and looked around.

“Now what?” I asked.

“I think we just keep going,” said Faustina. “Father said my uncle built his house farther out—beyond where the road could reach.”

“Did he say which direction?”

“No. But it’s supposed to be in the cliffs.”

A ridge of gray stone snaked away from where we stood, stretching toward the horizon.

Then something caught my eye—a small glint of light in the cliffs. It vanished, then returned.

“Did you see that?”

“See what?”

“Sunlight reflecting off something. Glass or metal, I think.” I jumped down. The horse wouldn’t manage the climb with both of us on its back. “Follow me, Faustina.”

I kept my eyes on the spot where I’d seen the glint, while trying to find the most passable route through the rocks. The shadows were growing long, and it wasn’t always easy to see where I stepped. Faustina had no trouble guiding the horse.

The cliffs rose higher around us, and I lost my bearings. I was about to give up and turn back when I spotted something white at my feet. A small scrap of fabric—a handkerchief, most likely—lay on the ground. I pressed on and soon came across other signs: bits of firewood, a piece of rope, shards of a broken clay dish—things dropped and left behind over time.

Suddenly we emerged onto a wide, open plateau. There would have been a view of the sea, if not for the stone house in the center. Next to it stood a row of large wooden cages, sturdy and well built. They were all empty, but clearly used in the past.

“This must be it!” Faustina gasped, leaping down. “The house looks exactly like Father described it.”

She ran to the front door and knocked.

Atop the roof, a brass weather vane spun in the wind. It was shaped like a wing-lizard, and the metal flashed when the setting sun struck it. That must have been what I saw.

When no one answered, Faustina tried the door. I’d expected it to open—who even needed a lock this far out?—but it held fast. She ran to a window, but it was shuttered.

I became aware of a sound I’d first mistaken for the wind, but when the breeze died down for a moment, I realized it came from inside. It sounded like an animal growling.

I was about to say something when the door suddenly flew open. A large black dog burst out, and for a second I thought it would attack. But a thick rope held it back. Instead, it stopped and glared at us, growling deep in its throat, drooling from its wide jaws. Its ears were short and pointed, its body swollen with muscle. I’d seen the breed before—it was one of the great war hounds, bred for combat.

At the other end of the rope appeared a tall, gaunt man with scruffy hair and sideburns, holding a crossbow in one hand. The dog pulled so hard he had to struggle to hold it back. He shouted something in Keltan and aimed the weapon at me.

I raised my hands and backed up. “We’re not—”

“Uncle Sitio!” Faustina called out. “It’s so good to see you!”

The man stared at her and switched to our language. “Who are you?”

“I’m your niece! Faustina.”

“Faustina?” His expression said the name meant something to him. “By all the gods … are you Myros’ daughter?”

“Yes!” Faustina beamed. “Do you recognize me now?”

“Recognize you? Girl, you were a baby last time I saw you.” But he hadn’t let go of his suspicion. He aimed the crossbow at me again. “Who’s that?”

“He’s my friend. His name’s Cassian.”

“Cassian?” the man repeated, locking eyes with me. “Doesn’t look like a Cassian.”

“I grew up in the capital,” I told him.

“And how do you know my brother’s family?”

“I only know Faustina.”

“We met on the ship, Uncle,” Faustina explained. “He traveled with me so I wouldn’t have to come alone. Why didn’t you meet me at the harbor like Father said you would?”

Her uncle’s eyes flicked away. “What are you talking about, girl? I haven’t heard from your father in years. Last time we spoke was when you were baptized.”

“So the pigeon never made it,” Faustina said, glancing at me.

The dog growled again, and Sitio yanked on the rope. “Come on, Molossus.” The dog trotted inside, and he shut the door.

When he turned back, Faustina rushed over and threw her arms around him. He didn’t return the hug.

“Father wrote to say I needed to come live with you for a while, until he can join me,” she explained.

Sitio pulled free. “Why in the world would you come here?”

“Because it’s not safe in the capital, obviously. And we don’t have any other family, Uncle. It’s just until the new emperor restores order. Then we’ll go home.”

“The new emperor?” Sitio looked baffled. “Gods, there’s a lot I’ve missed. I need a glass of wine.” He seemed to be talking more to himself than us. “Well, come inside then. It’s not wise to be out after dark. The pumas prowl the cliffs and hunt at night. You’d best put your nag in one of the cages if you want to see it again.”

I led the horse to the nearest cage and shut it inside. Looking around, I realized how dark it had gotten. In the gloom, it was hard to tell stone from shadow, and I could easily imagine how one could get lost out here at night.

Suddenly, I understood why Sitio kept his door locked.
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“Let Molossus sniff your hands. Then he’ll know you’re not up to anything.”

With that, Sitio disappeared into the next room.

I showed my empty palms to the large dog and let him inspect them. Then it was Faustina’s turn. She didn’t seem particularly afraid of the beast, even though it reached her waist and had to weigh twice as much. The dog appeared to approve of us—he snorted and padded over to a corner, where he collapsed onto a tattered rug.

We followed Sitio and found him struggling to pry the lid off a barrel. I glanced around. It was nearly impossible to walk in here without stepping on or knocking something over. Junk, trash, and food scraps were scattered everywhere. Large cobwebs clung to the corners, and moths flitted under the ceiling. The stench was a sour mix of sweat, mildew, and wine. The place showed no sign that a woman lived here.

Faustina must’ve been thinking the same, because she asked, “Where’s Aunt Albiona?”

Sitio shot her a sharp look. Then he made a few quick hand gestures and muttered something that sounded like a prayer. “Your aunt isn’t here anymore. She died four years ago.”

“Oh,” Faustina said. “I’m so sorry, Uncle. I was looking forward to meeting her.”

“So do I,” he muttered, turning back to the barrel. “I look forward to it every day.”

“How … uh …” Faustina seemed to regret asking.

“She fell into the sea,” Sitio said flatly, finally managing to pry the lid open. He filled his cup, drained it, and filled it again. Then he shoved a pile of clothes off a chair and sank down with a sigh. He didn’t offer us a cup or a place to sit. Just stared into his wine.

“Do you have anything to eat?” Faustina asked with a tentative smile. “We haven’t eaten since morning.”

Sitio nodded toward the next room. “Check the pantry.”

She stood, picked her way across the floor, and disappeared through the doorway. I remained where I was, watching Sitio.

Suddenly, he looked up and stared at me. Even in the dim room, I could see the red in his eyes. “How’d you make it across the country in one piece? Did you wear a mask?”

“I got the sense that people of my background aren’t welcome. But I don’t know why. Maybe you can tell me?”

“People of your background,” Sitio sneered and let out an ugly laugh. “You don’t sound like an easterner, that’s for sure. More like someone raised among rich folks.”

“I’ve spent most of my life at the palace.”

“Well, well.” He flung out his arms, sloshing his cup. “Welcome to my palace. Apologies if it doesn’t quite live up to the standards His Grace is used to …”

“I’m grateful you’re offering us food and shelter.”

“Grateful? That’s a good one. If the girl weren’t my blood, I’d never …” he mumbled, the rest lost in a gulp of wine.

I heard Faustina rummaging in the adjoining room.

“What do the Keltans have against easterners?” I tried again.

Sitio belched. “The question isn’t what Keltans have against easterners. The question is what easterners have done to the Keltans.”

“And what’s the answer?”

“Silver,” Sitio said, drawing out the word with a hiss like a snake. He stood to refill his cup a third time.

I was beginning to lose patience.

That’s when Faustina screamed.

In four long strides, I was at the doorway. She stood in front of the open pantry, pale-faced with both hands over her mouth.

“What happened?”

She lowered her hands and took a breath. “It was … a cockroach! It crawled out when I opened the door. I hate those disgusting things.”

My heart settled back into place. “So you don’t mind wing-lizards, but a cockroach makes you scream?”

She gave an embarrassed shrug. Turning to the pantry, she said, “It doesn’t look like my uncle keeps much food in the house.”

I surveyed the pitiful shelves—moldy bread, crumbled crackers, dried-up meat, and shriveled olives. Judging by the state of it, Faustina should probably be thankful it was just a cockroach and not rats she’d run into. One of the only edible things left was a couple jars of preserved fruit.

“Dibs on the apricots,” Faustina said, handing me a jar of artichoke hearts.

We returned to the main room, where Sitio had lit a few oil lamps. He’d kicked off his sandals and now sat with his filthy feet on the corner of the table, leaning back in his chair. “Find anything to eat?”

“Almost nothing,” Faustina said, taking a seat on an upturned crate.

“Nah, I mostly live off bird eggs I find in the cliffs. Sometimes I go down to the sea to fish. And if I don’t have any luck …” He patted the barrel behind him. “I can always drink my fill.”

I found a bare spot on the floor by the wall and dropped down. My back ached from the long ride. I fished out an artichoke and bit into it. The taste wasn’t bad.

“Do you still raise wing-lizards?” Faustina asked.

“Haven’t bred anything in years,” came the curt reply—and I saw the disappointment in her face. “So, tell me what’s going on in Mazura. Doesn’t sound good if families are fleeing.”

Faustina told him how the emperor had been murdered. The new emperor had taken over, and his troops were still fighting to regain control of the capital, which had fallen into chaos and lawlessness.

“And your father’s one of the brave soldiers, I take it?” Sitio interjected.

“Yes,” Faustina nodded proudly. “He said, before he left, that things would be back to normal in a month or so. Maybe he won’t even have to come here. Maybe he’ll just send for me once it’s safe again.”

I thought of Aurelius’ words. My old friend hadn’t shared her father’s optimism about the throne’s future. Time would tell who was right.

Sitio nodded slowly. “Your father’s always been a brave man. Always the one who had to lead the way when we were kids. Sometimes a bit too eager to tell others what to do …” He took a long swig and swallowed audibly. “He wanted me to join the emperor’s army with him. I told him if I was going to die early, it sure as hell wouldn’t be for some fat man on a throne. To me, it was madness. To your father, it was honor.”

Faustina gave me a glance.

Sitio shook his head and continued. “Marching in line, wearing the same uniform as everyone else … that was never me. I wanted adventure. Wanted to see the world. And when I saw a wing-lizard show for the first time, I knew that’s where I’d find happiness. So I brought your aunt out here, built the house, taught myself to trap and raise the beasts. Everything went just like I dreamed. Until the sea took my Albiona …” His voice faltered, and he stared into his cup. It was as if he saw something in there. “I told her so many times the rocks are slick when it rains. I should’ve forbidden her from going out that morning …”

Silence fell over the house, broken only by the wind howling outside.

I heard the soft click of claws on stone. Molossus crept into the room. In the dim light, he looked even larger, his black coat shining in the lamp glow. He sat in front of his master and licked his lips. Sitio didn’t even notice.

“I think he’s thirsty,” Faustina said gently.

Sitio didn’t react. His eyes were shut and his breathing deep. The wine had made him drowsy.

“I saw a rain barrel by the cages,” Faustina whispered, getting to her feet. “I’ll go get him a bowl of water.”

“No, Faustina,” I said, rising. “You heard what he said about predators.”

“But the poor thing’s thirsty. Who knows when he last had water?”

I glanced at the dog, who seemed to follow our exchange. “Then let me do it.”

We found a wineskin that smelled faintly of alcohol, and grabbed the empty bowl beside the dog’s rug. I unlatched the door and stepped out into the wind. Circling the house, I found the rain barrel under the collector. I rinsed the wineskin as best I could, filled it with fresh water, and drank the whole thing. Then I filled it again along with the bowl and brought both inside.

Molossus met me just inside the door and began lapping eagerly before I’d even set the bowl down.

“See?” Faustina said, stroking the massive beast’s back. “He really was thirsty.”

I cast a glance toward the room where Sitio sat sleeping. His chin had fallen to his chest, and he snored loudly. I leaned close to Faustina’s ear and whispered, “Are you sure you want to stay here?”

She looked at me, confused. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“Your uncle … he doesn’t seem like the man you were expecting.”

“He’s still my uncle.”

“But how well do you really know him?”

A fine line creased her brow. “What are you trying to say, Cassian?”

“I just worry whether he can take proper care of you. He seems to struggle just feeding himself. Maybe we should find another place for you—somewhere safer.”

“Where would I be safer than with my own family?” She took my hand. “Look, Cassian, it’s sweet of you to worry about me. But I want to help Uncle Sitio get the house ready for my father’s arrival. He probably has money, so I can go buy food from the neighbors. I think he just needs some company.”

I watched her in the dim light, then nodded. “Alright. But I’d like to stay a day or two.”

“I’m sure he’ll let you stay until you’re ready to move on.”

Together, we helped Sitio down from his chair onto a blanket Faustina spread on the floor. The gaunt man was little more than skin and bones. He grunted in his sleep but didn’t wake.

I lit a fire in the hearth. Molossus took his place beside his sleeping master and watched me intently.

Faustina found a ladder leading up to a loft with a large pallet. We lay down shoulder to shoulder and listened to the wind skimming over the roof just above us.

“This would be perfect weather for flying a kite,” Faustina murmured. “My father once bought me a silk kite from the market. It’s shaped like a butterfly.” She turned her head and smiled in the dark. “I wanted a wing-lizard, but he wouldn’t buy one.”

I smiled back.

She looked up at the ceiling, took a deep breath, and closed her eyes. I watched her profile in the shadows—the soft waves of her brow, nose, lips, and chin—and felt an urge to lean over and kiss her.

Instead, I closed my eyes and drifted off to the sound of the wind.


11


Sitio must have gotten up before dawn, because when Faustina and I came downstairs the next morning, only Molossus was still lying on the rug. The big dog perked up its sharp ears at the sound of us.

“Do you think he went out to find something to eat?” Faustina asked when we couldn’t find Sitio anywhere else in the house.

“The bar’s been taken off the front door, so he definitely went out,” I said. “I just thought of something, Faustina. Shouldn’t we send a pigeon to your father, so he knows you made it safely?”

“I don’t think Uncle Sitio has any pigeons.” She had found a comb and a small mirror and was brushing her short hair. “But you can ask him when he gets back.”

I didn’t feel good about leaving until I was sure Faustina’s father knew where she was. If Sitio really didn’t have any carrier birds, I might go to the nearest neighbor and pay them to send one.

***

Shortly after, we heard the front door open. Sitio entered with a dripping net slung over his shoulder and a big grin on his face. His cheeks were red and there were beads of dew in his beard. “Who wants crab for breakfast?” he asked, tossing the net onto the floor. The little creatures writhed to escape.

“Wow,” Faustina exclaimed. “Did you catch those, Uncle?”

Sitio sniffed. “You bet I did, girl. And there’s plenty for all three of us.” He rubbed his hands and pointed toward the hearth. “Fire it up, Cassian. There should still be some coals from yesterday, so it won’t take much. And you can come outside with me and help clean them, Faustina. Has your father ever shown you how to prepare shore crabs?”

I stood and watched as they left the house. Instead of starting the fire, I went to the window and opened the shutters a crack. I saw them by the rain barrel. Sitio had found a couple of buckets and a knife, and he was showing Faustina how to kill and clean the crabs.

***

Later, as we sat down to steaming hot crab stew, Faustina said, “This tastes amazing!”

“It was one of Albiona’s recipes,” Sitio smiled. “Your aunt was a fantastic cook.”

I had to admit, the stew was truly excellent. Sweet and spicy in just the right balance—enough seasoning to warm the mouth, but not so much that you couldn’t taste the fresh crab meat.

Then Sitio asked, “So, Cassian, when do you think you’ll be moving on?” When I didn’t answer, he looked up. “I gathered from Faustina that you’re heading home to the East. Of course, you’re welcome to stay as long as you like.”

“I’d like to wait another day, maybe two. The horse could probably use a rest too.”

“Now that you mention it …” He licked his spoon clean and pointed it at me. “If I were you, I’d sail to Taffas and find a ship from there. It’ll save you at least two days’ travel.”

“How would I sail to Taffas?”

“You can take my boat. I never use it anyway. But I could use a horse.”

I glanced at Faustina, but she didn’t seem to be paying attention—just slurping her soup enthusiastically.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve never rowed before.”

“It’s a lot easier than riding. Taffas is straight across the bay—you just follow the coast. If you leave after sunrise, you’ll be there before midday.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“The offer stands.” He reached over and gave Faustina a nudge. “Now you can tell your father your uncle taught you how to clean crabs.”

She giggled and nudged him back.

We all ate heartily, and there was still plenty left over for Molossus.

***

Afterward, Faustina started cleaning up, and Sitio went outside to feed the horse. I stayed seated, turning the pottery shard between my fingers. It helped me think. I kept wondering about Sitio’s sudden change in demeanor. Was it an act? Or had he just been in a foul mood when we arrived last night?

I had the odd feeling someone was watching me. When I turned, I saw the big dog staring hungrily at my bowl. I handed him the last of my soup.

“You know him better than any of us,” I whispered to the dog. “So who’s the real Sitio?”

Molossus lifted his head, and for a moment I was sure he understood me. Then he licked his lips and went on finishing the soup.

***

By nightfall, we were gathered around the hearth. Faustina’s cleaning had already made a visible difference, though there was still plenty of work to do.

Around midday, Sitio had ridden to the neighbor’s and come back with a cart full of hay for the horse, firewood, oils, soap, and food for several days. I had a feeling he still had plenty of money left over from his time as a wing-lizard handler.

I spent the day resting and thinking about my home. No new memories had surfaced, but that was probably because I had new things to think about. I kept glancing at Sitio whenever he was near. I was still expecting him to shift back into the irritable, inhospitable man we’d met the night before.

But it didn’t happen. He was pleasant when he spoke to me, and he whistled while he worked—first stacking firewood, then replacing the horse’s shoes. It was clear he was good with his hands.

That evening, we roasted two large rabbits and corn cobs over the fire with butter.

“I want to visit the neighbor again tomorrow,” Sitio said, looking at me. “There were a few things I couldn’t carry today. Can you wait one more day before heading out?”

“I think I’ve made up my mind to sail,” I said, surprising even myself. “You can keep the horse.”

Sitio nodded. “I’ll show you the boat in the morning.”

“You’re leaving tomorrow?” Faustina asked, pausing with her corn cob halfway to her mouth.

I shrugged. “Unless there’s something you need help with first.”

“I could actually use a hand fixing the big cage out back,” Sitio said. “Two of the beams need replacing. I don’t think Faustina can lift something that heavy.”

“Yes I can,” she insisted. Then glanced at me. “I’m just not tall enough.”

I smiled. “Then I’ll wait one more day.”

***

After dinner, Faustina and I played a few rounds of dice. Sitio retreated to the adjacent room.

“Good thing we’re not playing for money,” I said after Faustina won for the third time in a row. “I think I’ve had enough.”

“Oh, come on, one more game,” she pleaded.

We played one last round. She won again.

“Uncle Sitio!” she called as I stood up to head to bed. “Will you play with me? Cassian’s a sore loser.”

No answer.

“Uncle Sitio?” Faustina stepped into the doorway. The next room was dim. He must have turned down the lamp. She gave me a worried glance, and I joined her.

Sitio sat by the wine barrel, cup in hand. His head swayed gently from side to side. Judging by the stains on his tunic and the floor beneath him, he’d already had several cups.

“Uncle Sitio?” Faustina stepped closer. “Is something wrong?”

“Of course something’s wrong!” he snapped, so suddenly she flinched. His teeth were dark with wine. “Everything’s wrong, you little fool.”

Faustina reached for me, and I took her hand.

“Why … why are you talking like that, Uncle?”

Sitio mumbled something incomprehensible.

“I think we should leave him be,” I whispered.

“Oh, you think so?” Sitio said without lifting his head. “The young Barakan thinks you should leave me be. Then why hasn’t he left already?”

I frowned. “I thought you said I was welcome.”

Sitio chuckled. “You’re too far from home to be welcome anywhere, Easterner. You think you’re clever. But I’ve seen you watching.”

“What’s he talking about?” Faustina whispered.

“He’s drunk,” I said, though my heart was beating faster. “He doesn’t know what he’s saying.”

Just then Sitio raised his head, winked at me, and gave a wide smile. I don’t think Faustina saw it, but I felt a chill run down my spine. I hurried her back to the main room.

We put out the lamps and climbed into the loft.

***

Later that night, I woke to the sound of the wind battering the roof. I needed to piss, and I didn’t want to use the chamber pot. So I crept down the ladder. The fire had nearly gone out, and Molossus lay by the dying embers.

I stepped out to the latrine. Sitio had built a seat with a hole that led into a runoff channel outside the house. When I returned, I peeked into the room with the wine barrel.

Sitio was no longer in the chair. He’d rolled onto the floor and wrapped himself in a blanket. He was snoring loudly.

I stood there in the dark, watching the sleeping man.

Suddenly, I wasn’t so sure I’d be leaving in the morning.
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“You can’t leave today, Cassian,” said Sitio as we sat at the breakfast table. “I’ll show you the boat if you want to see it, but there’s no sailing in this wind. You’d be smashed against the rocks.”

Sitio was devouring his egg with great appetite.

Faustina and I were less eager. Not because the eggs didn’t taste good—they were fresh as could be. Sitio had returned with a basketful just before dawn.

For the second morning in a row, we were greeted by a transformed Sitio when we came down from the sleeping loft. He had reverted to his cheerful, whistling self. He’d greeted us, asked Faustina to boil the eggs, and started chatting about his plans for the day.

“Uh … Uncle Sitio?” Faustina asked cautiously.

“Mmm? What is it, girl?”

Faustina glanced at me for help. I shrugged.

“Why … why did you say those things yesterday?”

“What things?”

“You know … those mean things.”

Sitio paused mid-bite and looked at her. “Did I say something mean?”

Faustina nodded. “You called me a little fool. And you told Cassian to get out.”

Sitio put his spoon down. “Are you sure you didn’t just dream that?”

“Cassian heard it too. It was after you went into …” She nodded toward the room with the wine barrel.

I studied Sitio’s face closely as his confusion shifted to understanding. He cleared his throat and scratched the back of his neck. “It’s probably best you don’t talk to me when I’ve had wine, Faustina. I might say things I don’t mean.”

“It wasn’t just what you said,” she insisted. “It was like you became a completely different person, Uncle.”

I braced for the irritable Sitio to lash out again. But he didn’t. He just looked down at his egg and nodded slowly. “I haven’t been myself since your aunt died.”

Silence fell over the table.

“I’m sorry if I hurt you, girl. And you too, Cassian.”

“It’s okay,” said Faustina with a smile. “If you weren’t yourself, then it’s not your fault. Right, Cassian?”

Sitio still hadn’t lifted his gaze, but I could sense he was waiting for my answer.

I didn’t agree with Faustina, but I didn’t want to say anything that might make him more suspicious of me. “We all have a dark side,” I said. “I think your uncle’s right—you should probably just leave him alone when he’s been drinking.”

That seemed to satisfy Faustina, who returned to her meal.

Sitio sat in silence a while longer before he resumed eating. Not much else was said during the rest of breakfast.

***

Over the following days, Faustina set about turning the place into a neat and tidy home. She scrubbed and scoured, washed clothes, and threw out the garbage. Albiona had left everything needed to keep a proper house—Sitio just hadn’t touched any of it since her death. Now, the soap, the broom, and the washbasin came back to life.

The storm showed no signs of letting up. Sitio explained that in autumn, it could go on for weeks. I wasn’t too concerned—I still didn’t feel right about leaving Faustina behind. The neighbor didn’t have any pigeons either, so we had no way of sending word to the capital.

Sitio’s mood had lifted. He was kinder now, treating Faustina as if they’d known each other forever. He praised her, made jokes, and gradually became more fatherly.

Only in the evenings, once darkness fell and the wine came out, did the dark Sitio return.

Faustina and I avoided speaking to him, but if we had to pass through the room, he would scowl or snap at us. Most nights, he drank himself to sleep. By morning, though, he was always the first one up—refreshed and cheerful again.

I couldn’t tell whether it was the wine or the night that brought out his darker side. Maybe he drank to hold onto the memory of his late wife. Or maybe to escape it.

***

One day I overheard him telling Faustina they might try catching a pair of wing-lizard hatchlings in the spring. He would show her how to tame them so she could ride them once they were old enough.

“You really want to teach me to be a wing-lizard handler, Uncle?” Faustina asked excitedly.

“I’ll need someone to take over when I’m too old,” he said with a smile.

I was in the next room and didn’t think he knew I was listening.

“It’s high time I got back to work,” he went on. “I’ve spent too long just waiting to die. But you brought me back to life, girl.”

***

That same evening, as we sat by the hearth with rain drumming on the roof, Sitio reached over and brushed Faustina’s hair. “Tell me, why did you cut it so short?”

“I don’t like it long,” she said shyly. “It’s hard to manage and always gets in my eyes.”

“That’s part of being a lady,” said Sitio. “You have long hair and clean nails, and you take care of your husband.”

“Maybe I don’t want a husband,” Faustina replied, her tone defiant. “Maybe I want to be a wing-lizard handler and see the world.”

“That was my dream too, when I was your age,” Sitio smiled. “But then I met your aunt. I still wanted to ride wing-lizards, but I also wanted a family.” He gazed into the fire. “I always hoped for a daughter.”

Faustina said nothing, but I saw the way she looked at him. There was deep sympathy in her eyes.

***

As the days passed, I grew less suspicious. Sitio truly seemed changed. He had become the man he once was—the man Faustina’s father knew and had told her about. I found myself feeling for him. The dark Sitio still returned at night, but as long as he stayed by his wine barrel and kept to himself, there was little to worry about.

Then, one day, something changed.

Sitio hadn’t gotten up when Faustina and I woke. We found him snoring on the rug, mouth open, reeking of wine. It was clear he’d drunk far more than usual the night before.

When he finally stirred, he wasn’t his usual cheerful self. He slinked around the house like a guilty man, avoiding eye contact and ignoring our attempts at conversation.

At last, Faustina grabbed his arm and asked, “What’s wrong, Uncle? Please, say something!”

Sitio stared blankly at her. “There’s a letter from the capital.”

Faustina gasped. “Really? Did my father write?”

“It’s from the army.”

“Why would the army write to you?”

“Better come sit down, girl.” Sitio trudged into the hearth room.

Faustina looked anxiously at me. I followed her inside.

Sitio sat in silence for a long time, as if gathering the strength to speak. Then he looked Faustina in the eye. “Your father isn’t coming, Faustina.”

“What do you mean? Does that mean it’s safe for me to go back?”

Sitio shook his head. “He’s not coming because … because he’s dead.”

The girl blinked, mouth open.

I stared at Sitio. “How?”

“They only wrote that he died during the unrest.”

“Dead?” Faustina repeated, as if the word made no sense.

“Where’s the letter?” I asked. “Let me see it.”

“Cassian, maybe this isn’t the time—”

“Let me see it, Sitio.”

He reached into his tunic and pulled out a rolled sheet of paper. I noticed his hand shaking as he handed it to me. I unrolled it and read. It was written in formal language and bore the imperial seal and the name of the new emperor. It stated that Sitio Pius was his brother’s only surviving relative, and that was why he had received the message.

“Who brought the letter?” I asked.

“There was a pigeon sitting on the roof this morning. It flew off the moment I took the letter from its leg.”

“No,” said Faustina, her voice rising. “He was supposed to come here … He’s probably already on his way … This has to be a mistake.” She tried to stand, but her legs gave out.

I caught her by the shoulders and pulled her into my arms.

“Cassian,” she whispered dreamily, staring at me. “Will I … will I never see my father again?”

I felt a lump in my throat. “It’ll be all right, Faustina.” It was a stupid thing to say, but it was all I could manage.

She buried her face in my tunic and wept bitterly.

Sitio got up and went into the wine room. He didn’t come out again that day.

***

That night, I dreamed someone came up into the sleeping loft, lifted Faustina in their arms, and carried her away. I groaned and tried to wake. But I couldn’t.

And when I finally came to, just before dawn, I was terrified to find the space beside me empty. I climbed down and searched the rooms, calling her name in a hoarse whisper.

I stopped short in the doorway to the wine room. Sitio lay snoring on the rug. Beside him was Faustina, arms wrapped around him. She was asleep, but her brow was furrowed, as if she were dreaming something unpleasant.

My first thought was that my dream had been real—that Sitio had crept upstairs and carried her down during the night.

When I asked him about it at breakfast, he said he didn’t remember going up to get her.

“Are you sure?”

Sitio nodded and poked at his egg.

Faustina wasn’t listening at all. She didn’t touch her breakfast.

“What about you, Faustina?” I asked. “Do you remember how you ended up in Sitio’s room last night?”

She looked up dully and shook her head.

“Maybe she was sleepwalking,” Sitio suggested.

“I sleepwalk a lot,” she mumbled. “I never remember it myself, but my father once told me …” Her words faded, and her face crumpled. She began to cry again, and I helped her back up to the sleeping loft, where she cried herself to sleep.

Afterward, I went downstairs and found Sitio clearing the table. His steps were heavy, and his shoulders slumped. I watched him for a while, saying nothing. Trying to decide whether he was putting on an act.

“If you were the one who carried her,” I said at last, “why not just admit it?”

He stopped and sighed. “I’m tired of your suspicious questions, Cassian. I’ve just lost my only brother.”

“I’m just trying to protect Faustina.”

He looked at me, and there was sudden anger in his eyes. “Protect her from what? From me? What do you think I’m planning?”

“I don’t know what you—”

“You think I made the whole thing up?” he snapped. “That her father isn’t dead at all? That I forged the letter from the capital? What would I even gain from that? Breaking my niece’s heart?”

I didn’t respond.

He pointed at me. “I opened my home to you, and this is how you repay me? With suspicion and accusations? You’re living up to your reputation, Easterner.”

He turned his back on me and stomped into the wine room.
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Faustina handled the news of her father’s death better than I had feared. The first few days, she did little but cry and sleep. After that, she began picking at her food and gave brief answers when we spoke to her.

As the days passed, she gradually returned to herself. But something had changed. I could see it in her eyes. It was as if she had aged five years overnight.

I understood her pain. In a way, I had experienced loss too—not just of my parents, but of my whole family, my home, my country. More memories from my childhood in the East had surfaced. My family were no longer just shadows: I remembered their faces and their names. My mother and my eight siblings. I could even recall the order we were born in. The only one who still hadn’t stepped out of the darkness of forgetfulness was my father.

Sitio was clearly affected by his brother’s death too. He did what he could to help with the cooking and cleaning. In the evenings, he retreated to his wine barrel earlier than usual. But he recovered faster than Faustina. After a few days, he began trying to lift her spirits by asking her to help with various chores. I could see he was genuinely making an effort. And I knew I owed him an apology.

But something held me back. There was a detail nagging at me. Something small. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but it had started the day we received the letter from the army.

Eventually I convinced myself it was just my own suspicion getting the better of me. So one day, while Faustina was out watering the horse, I caught Sitio on his way out the door.

“I’m sorry for what I said. I didn’t mean to accuse you of anything.”

Sitio studied me briefly, then nodded. “It’s all right. You’re just worried about the girl. So am I.” He clapped me on the shoulder and stepped outside.

“Sitio,” I said, and he turned back. “I think it’s time I leave. The wind’s died down. If you’ll show me the boat in the morning, I’ll be on my way.”

***

I said goodbye to Faustina early the next morning. She sniffled and hugged me tight, and I felt a lump in my throat.

“When you learn to fly one day, you can take a trip east and visit me,” I smiled.

“I will,” she said earnestly, wiping her eyes.

The question was on my lips. I wanted her to come with me. But I couldn’t expect her to abandon the last of her family for my sake—a stranger she hadn’t even known for a month—and follow me to a part of the world she’d never seen.

Sitio was waiting with a pair of walking sticks. The morning was misty, and swallows darted through the haze in search of insects.

I waved to Faustina as we set off. Molossus stayed behind with her.

We walked in silence down through the cliffs toward the sea. The sun had just risen. It cast its gentle light across the stones, making them steam.

Sitio was the first to speak. “Did I ever tell you what the conflict between Keltan and the East is really about?” he asked over his shoulder.

“You only said it was about silver.”

“Exactly. More precisely, silver mines.”

“I thought they were only found up north.”

“That’s what everyone thought. But a year ago, a major deposit was discovered on a small island in the waters between Keltan and the East.”

“So the conflict’s about who gets to dig up the silver?”

“The island’s closer to Keltan, so technically it should belong to the Keltans. But it was an easterner who found the mine. That’s why the eastern emirs are claiming exclusive rights to it. Keltan was willing to share, but the emirs wouldn’t negotiate. The dispute turned into several bloody naval battles before the Keltans withdrew. Their ships were no match for the East’s massive fleet.” Sitio gave me a look I couldn’t quite read. “You’re going home to a wealthy land, Cassian. Many believe your homeland is entering a new golden age.”

I now understood why the Keltans had eyed me with such suspicion. In their view, my people had stolen their shot at a better life.

Aurelius had taught me about the history of the old world, and I knew the East had once been the most powerful country on earth. That was before the division between the Northern and Southern peninsulas, back when it had been the largest empire in existence. The rare noba trees, whose resin was burned as incense, grew only on the eastern plains. Incense was in high demand worldwide. This gave rise to a trade route stretching from Heran in the Southeast, across the Golgarki Desert, all the way to the capital in the far west. Large camel caravans transported the precious incense and sold it to westerners.

But incense was only part of the reason the East had grown rich and powerful. The country also controlled the strait between the two peninsulas. This allowed the old sultans to tax every ship that passed through and to regulate how much spice and other goods could travel back and forth. And no one could stop them from plundering a ship if its cargo was valuable enough.

Unfortunately, their fortune didn’t last. Times changed. Demand for incense dropped. The western nations began trading more among themselves. At the same time, the East fell into a civil war: the Southern half wanted to keep the old nature gods, while the North followed the oracle who brought belief in a single almighty god.

Since the split, both North and South had been overtaken by the West, which had entered its own period of prosperity. But now, it seemed, the tide was turning again.

Suddenly Sitio stopped. I caught up beside him. The sun had burned away most of the mist, leaving the air clear and the view striking. Ahead of us was a short descent through the last of the rocks before we reached the sea. The water stretched out on both sides, smooth as silk and glowing blue in the morning sun. A flock of seabirds soared overhead, letting out their hoarse cries. Two large islands loomed on the horizon.

“Is that where you used to catch wing-lizards?” I asked.

When Sitio didn’t answer, I looked over and saw his eyes shining. He was staring down at the coast, where the waves rolled steadily against the rocks.

I placed a hand on his shoulder. “Must be hard coming here and reliving memories of your wife.”

Sitio blinked back to himself. “You’d think the pain gets less with time.” Then he took a deep breath, looked at me, and smiled. “Well, I’ve got Faustina now. Come on, Cassian. The boat’s just down here.”

We found it moored among the rocks and worked together to drag it into the water. Though the stones were flatter here, they were still treacherously slick with algae. Soon the boat was floating. Sitio helped me aboard, handed me the food sack Faustina had packed, and gave the boat a push to get me away from the rocks.

“When you reach Taffas, you’d be wise to find a ship right away,” he said. “I don’t think you want too many Keltan eyes on you.”

“Thanks for everything, Sitio,” I said.

“Safe journey. I hope you find your family.”

I began to row. The waves were small—the weather calm—but it still took me a while to adjust to the boat’s rocking motion. Sitio stood watching as I moved down the coast. Just before we lost sight of each other, he raised his arm. I waved back.

Then I was alone with the lap of the waves.
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My arms ached, and I had nearly emptied my water pouch, so I was relieved when I caught sight of the harbor town shortly after the sun reached its peak.

Even from a distance, I could see ships moving in and out of the bay. Many were fishing boats, but there were also larger cargo vessels. I was used to the view from the harbor in the capital, so Taffas seemed modest in comparison. And there was another difference: while the capital received trade ships from nearly every corner of the world, here in Taffas, almost all the flags were green and yellow—the colors of Keltan.

Based on what Sitio had told me, I knew it wouldn’t be easy to find a ship bound for the East. I had to be careful about whom I asked.

I followed the cliffs to the first pier. There I disembarked and stretched my back. A couple of old fishermen unloading their nets gave me a brief glance before returning to their work.

Faustina had given me a scarf, which I had wrapped around my head so only my eyes were visible. Hopefully, I just looked like someone trying to shield himself from the sun’s heat.

I couldn’t help breathing in the scent of the cloth, and it reminded me of the smell of Faustina’s hair, which I had grown used to during the time we had shared a sleeping mat. She wore one of Albiona’s old nightgowns, even though it was a bit too big for her, and the fabric was so thin that when we lay close together, I could feel the softness of her body.

I realized I’d let myself drift into memories—my heart was pounding, and my throat was dry. It was harder than I’d expected to leave Faustina behind, knowing I might never see her again. I had to focus on what lay ahead. My home. My family.

I tied the boat to a post, walked into the harbor, and looked around at the bustle. I would’ve liked something to eat. I’d already finished the food Faustina had packed for me, and the journey ahead would be long. But it was probably too risky to venture into the town to find a meal. I’d been lucky in Asfas. The gods rarely grant the same luck twice.

I walked down a couple of piers. At a well, people were gathered to drink. A fat man with a black beard sat on a stool under a shade and collected payment, while four skinny slaves toiled in the sun, turning the wheel that hauled buckets of water from the deep.

I walked over and handed the man a coin.

“Here,” he said in Salmeric without looking up, handing me a clay cup. “If you refill it, it’ll cost extra.”

I filled the cup at the well. A few fishermen, two women, and a small boy were also drinking.

“Porcius!” a deep voice exclaimed. I turned and saw a large man with a reddish beard approaching. “Is that really you, you old dog? What are you doing in these parts?”

The slave owner got to his feet and embraced his friend, muttering something about “taking work where you can get it.”

The two men began talking, and I took the opportunity to refill my cup. One of the women noticed me. I gave her a quick wink, and she hastily looked away.

I set the cup down and returned to the pier.

A large ship had just docked. It flew no flag, which struck me as odd. But then I noticed that everyone aboard had dark skin. A handful of them leapt ashore and lined up along the ship with spears or crossbows. The rest began unloading goods. I read the name on the prow: Dishâror. It was eastern, no doubt.

I stared at the guards in fascination. Their weapons and attire were nothing like what I was used to in the capital. The spears were long and adorned with colorful cords and feathers, and their tips were serrated. They wore neither helmets nor armor—just garments of leather and linen, light and easy to move in.

One of them suddenly noticed me and strode toward me.

I didn’t have time to back away before he grabbed my arm and growled something in my native tongue. I caught a phrase that meant, “Lost your mind?”

He started dragging me toward the ship.

“Let go of me,” I snapped, yanking myself free.

He narrowed his eyes at me.

“I’m not part of your crew,” I said and pulled off the scarf so he could see my face. It only seemed to confuse him more. He turned to the ship and whistled. Another man appeared on deck. The guard signaled for him to come over.

I glanced around and only now noticed the nearby dockworkers glaring at us and the ship with open hostility. It dawned on me that the guard had mistaken me for one of his own—he’d seen the color of my hands.

The man from the deck came over and exchanged a few words with the guard. Then he looked at me. “What … you do … Taffas?” He shook his head. “Dangerous. Very dangerous.”

“I know. I need to go East. Do you come from there?”

“Haswa Rhadna,” he said with a nod.

I didn’t recognize the words and shrugged.

“Southern peninsula,” he explained. “Biggest city.”

I didn’t know of any port by that name. I had to be sure he wasn’t trying to trick me, so I said, “I thought Dal Qorati was the biggest city on the Southern Peninsula. That’s where I’m headed.”

“Dal Qorati … now Haswa Rhadna,” he explained, then gestured for me to come aboard. “With us, or no?”

Apparently, the city had changed its name since I left. I glanced one last time at the Keltans on the pier, who had now stopped working altogether to listen in on our conversation. I could understand why the man I was speaking to was eager to get back on the ship. I nodded and followed him.

“Naquto?” I asked as we climbed the gangplank. I knew that word: money.

He glanced over his shoulder, shook his head, and said, “Alashra.”

Family. I didn’t need to pay—I was one of them. The thought made me smile.

The man resumed unloading the ship. I helped out.

“Do you trade with the Keltans?” I asked, handing him a sack filled with what I guessed was rice or bulgur. “I thought that wasn’t possible anymore.”

“Still good money,” the man said. “They need our …” He couldn’t find the word, so he said it in Barakan, “Moshrul.” Spices.

It was true—most of the cargo was spices. I smelled thyme, mint, parsley, sage, and saffron. The combination of aromas stirred deep emotions in me. Memories from childhood.

Once the hold was empty, I looked down at the pier and saw one of the guards accepting payment from two Keltan merchants. They’d arrived with a group of slaves who began loading the goods onto several large wagons. Even with the conflict between nations, there were always people who cared more about profit.

“They pay well,” said the man suddenly beside me. “We sail every day.” Then he turned and bowed. “Akram.”

I returned the gesture. “Khasain.”

“Come, Khasain. Eat.” He led me to the cabin door. The guards reboarded, and the sailors began raising the sails. Inside the cabin, a large table had been set, and two kitchen boys were laying out dishes. Through the window, I could see we were heading out to open water. The other sailors and guards trickled in as they finished casting off.

“Tell me,” Akram said. “Your story.”

I was about to begin when something outside caught my eye. I stood and walked to the window. Perched on the railing was a massive sea eagle. I’d never seen one so close. Its feathers gleamed in the sun as it gazed out majestically.

And then it struck me out of nowhere like a blow to the chest.

My heart froze.

The thing that had been bothering me ever since Sitio told us about the letter from the emperor.

The pigeon. By all the gods … he lied.

I don’t know how long I stood there staring at the eagle, but suddenly Akram placed a hand on my shoulder. “Something wrong?”

“I have to go back.”

He shook his head. “Too late.”

“I have to go back!” I ran out of the cabin, barely noticing the startled looks from the crew. As soon as I got on deck, I saw we were already far from shore.

Akram came up behind me. Before he could speak, I rushed to the railing and jumped.

I hit the cool water and started swimming immediately.

By the time I reached the pier, I dragged myself ashore, breathless, and jogged toward the spot where I had left Sitio’s boat. Thank the gods—it was still there. I climbed aboard and seized the oars.

Soon, I was alone with the cliffs again.

Now I understood why I had been so aware of the birds I’d seen all day. The swallows, the seabirds, and finally the eagle. My intuition had been trying to tell me something.

I stared up at the sun. It was already halfway to the horizon. I wouldn’t make it back before nightfall.

My thoughts began spinning. Could Sitio really be capable of what I dared not even imagine? Horrible images flashed through my mind. Faustina running through the house with Sitio chasing her—not the kind Sitio. The drunken one. The dark one.

He had fooled me. Every single night, he had sat by his wine barrel, mourning the loss of his wife. He had seemed like a man who cared about nothing. But now I realized he had known exactly what he was doing. He had been waiting. Thinking. Planning.

“No, no, no,” I whispered as I rowed faster. “How could I not have seen it? How could I not have seen it?!”

It wasn’t until the echo came bouncing off the cliffs that I realized the words were in Barakan.
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The return journey along the coast felt like one of those dreams where you run and run and never get anywhere. No matter how hard I pulled at the oars, the boat crept forward at a crawl. Every muscle in my upper body felt like stone.

The sun sank ahead of me, blinding me for a while, painting the waves red like blood, and finally disappearing beneath the sea. Stars began to appear overhead. The moon rose and cast its bluish light over the water. It helped me see, but I quickly realized I had no chance of recognizing the place where Sitio and I had parted. In the moonlight, the cliffs all looked the same, and there were no landmarks.

I’d have to guess.

Suddenly I heard something splash a ways off. It didn’t sound like something falling—it sounded like a tail striking the water. I’d heard rumors of sea serpents that sometimes attacked people, and I decided I’d rowed long enough.

I came ashore and dragged the boat up behind me. Then I climbed into the cliffs. Pain shot up through my legs and back with every step. I had never pushed my body this hard before.

Now it was fear that drove me. Fear for my own life. Shadows flitted between the rocks, and I kept hearing the scraping of sharp claws. Probably just small lizards—they fled as soon as they heard me. But how long before I ran into a puma?

I reached the top of the cliffs and paused to look around. Darkness in every direction. I couldn’t see smoke from the chimney either. Maybe I’d come ashore too soon. Maybe I was still half a night’s journey from Sitio’s house. Maybe I’d get lost in these rocks and never—

A scream cut through the silence.

It came from far away, but there was no mistaking it.

“Faustina,” I said, and started running.

I half-ran, half-climbed, struggling to find a path through the cliffs, listening for another cry. But none came. All I had was the direction I thought the sound had come from.

Then I saw it—the column of smoke rising into the night up ahead. I quickened my pace. At last, the house came into view.

I rushed to the front door, grabbed the handle, and shook it. It was locked. I pounded on the wood and stepped back.

After a moment, I heard something inside. Sitio’s voice said something in Keltan.

“It’s me, Sitio,” I said. “Cassian. I’ve come back.”

The door didn’t open. I held my breath.

“Why are you here?”

“I forgot something important. It has to be in the house.”

I was surprised at how steady my voice sounded.

“What is it?”

“My potsherd. It was a gift from my mother. I can’t go home without it.”

Silence.

“Won’t you let me in?” I tried. “I don’t feel safe out here after dark.”

“Are you alone?”

“Of course I’m alone. Who would be with me?”

I heard him remove the crossbar. The door cracked open. Sitio peeked out. His eyes were dark. I saw that he was holding the crossbow. Even at this distance I could smell the wine on him.

“I can’t let you in,” he said.

I spread my arms. “Why not?”

“Because Faustina mustn’t see you. She’s been upset all day since you left. It would only break her heart more to have you come and go again. The poor girl has already lost enough.” His voice was both eerily false and disturbingly convincing. “Tell me where you left the shard, and I’ll get it for you. But you have to wait here.”

“Fine, but at least let me come in out of the cold,” I said, stepping forward. “Faustina doesn’t have to know I was here.”

Sitio raised the weapon and pointed it at me. “Stop, Cassian. Don’t make me kill you.”

I froze.

He narrowed his eyes. “I don’t believe you forgot anything. You came to take her from me.”

I didn’t answer. No point lying anymore. We both understood what this was. All that remained was to try and surprise him.

“The army never uses pigeons for messages,” I said. “Only hawks. You lied about the letter. Faustina’s father isn’t dead.”

His dark eyes widened with shock. I used the moment to hurl myself toward the door—but Sitio was faster. He managed to slam the crossbar into place.

I hammered at the wood. “Faustina! Can you hear me? It’s me, Cassian! Faustina!”

I stopped and listened. No reply. But I sensed that Sitio was no longer behind the door.

I bolted around the house.

“Cassian! Up here!”

I looked up and saw Faustina peering through a pair of shutters. Her eyes were wide and afraid, and she had clearly been crying. Thank the gods, she looked unharmed.

“Faustina! I’m coming.”

I climbed up the beams of Sitio’s old lizard cage. When I reached the window, Faustina reached out and clung to me.

“Cassian, I’m so glad you came … he tried to … Uncle Sitio tried to …”

“It’s all right now, Faustina,” I whispered. “Come outside with me.”

Just as she stepped up to climb out the window, she was yanked back with a scream and disappeared from view.

“Faustina!”

“You’re not going anywhere,” snarled Sitio’s voice. “You belong here now! Don’t you understand? I’m your only family!”

I climbed in through the window. An oil lamp burned in the corner, lighting the room. Sitio had thrown Faustina into the far corner and now stood over her with the crossbow. When he sensed me behind him, he spun and took aim.

I raised my hands and stood still.

“You damn fool,” Sitio hissed. “You couldn’t just stay away, could you? Look what you’re forcing me to do.”

I saw the crossbow trembling. Sitio’s whole body was shaking.

“You don’t have to do anything,” I said. “Let’s talk.”

“Talk?” He let out a sound that was half laughter, half something else. “It’s far too late for talking, Easterner. Come closer so I don’t miss.”

I didn’t move.

“No, Uncle Sitio,” Faustina cried. “Don’t hurt Cassian. I’ll stay. I’ll do whatever you want.”

Only then did I notice her tunic had been torn at the shoulder. She had to hold the fabric up with one hand to keep herself covered. Something heavy dropped into my stomach. Something heavy and cold. A strange calm settled over me. The fear vanished. My breathing slowed. My vision sharpened. My heartbeat still pounded—but now it was ice that flowed through my veins.

Sitio glanced briefly at the girl. “Shut up, you little brat. If I let him live, it’s only a matter of time before you run off again.” He squinted with one eye, aiming at my chest. “But if I kill him now … you’ll have no reason to run from me.”

Faustina sobbed uncontrollably. Sitio tried to steady the weapon. I prepared to dive, though I knew I had little chance of dodging the bolt.

Then I heard heavy paws on the wooden floor. Molossus entered the room. The big dog stood between us, glancing uncertainly from side to side, as if only now registering the noise and trying to figure out what was going on.

“Molossus, move!” Sitio shouted. “Get out of the way, mutt!”

The dog stepped aside.

“Molossus,” I said suddenly, without knowing why. “To me.”

The dog stopped and perked up its ears.

Sitio stared at me like I was insane. “He’s my dog. He only obeys me. Molossus, come here!”

Something foreign had taken over my body and voice—just as it had back in the tavern. Again, I could only watch as someone else moved and spoke through me.

“Molossus,” I heard myself say, deep and calm. “To me.”

The dog looked from Sitio to me. It remained still.

“What are you waiting for, you stupid beast?” Sitio shrieked. “Come here when I say so!”

Molossus hesitated. Then it took a step toward me.

Sitio gaped. Faustina stopped crying.

“Your dog was bred by the army,” I said. “His instinct is to obey the general—because the general is the strongest man on the battlefield.”

The dog came closer. It stopped in front of me, turned toward Sitio, and sat on its haunches, ready to spring.

“You’re not the strongest man here!” Sitio hissed. “Who has the weapon, huh? You dumb animal!”

“Strength isn’t about weapons,” I said.

I stepped closer to Sitio, and the dog followed. Sitio backed up, unsure whether to aim at me or Molossus.

“If you still plan to shoot,” I said, “I’d suggest targeting the dog. Because if you shoot me, he’ll be in your throat before you can reload.”

Sitio’s face was a chaos of emotions. For a moment, it looked like he truly meant to fire. Then Molossus growled, deep in his throat.

Sitio let out a shaking breath, knelt, and laid the crossbow on the floor.

Faustina broke into sobs again—this time with relief.

Sitio remained on his knees, hiding his face in his hands.

The tension drained from the room. The danger had passed. But inside me, nothing was over. The rage still burned like an open flame. The stranger still held the reins.

I stepped forward and picked up the crossbow. Lifted my foot and kicked Sitio hard in the shoulder, knocking him flat with a cry. He stared up at me in terror as I took aim.

“Cassian … what … what are you doing?”

“I’ll let you say a final prayer if you want,” I said. My voice didn’t sound like mine.

Sitio started sobbing. He rambled about his dead wife. He was pathetic. In that moment, I didn’t see him as a man. He was nothing more than scum, and he deserved a swift, merciful death.

I pulled the trigger.

The bolt stayed on the string.

“Bloody piece of junk,” I growled, inspecting the weapon. Sitio hadn’t removed the safety catch. I flipped it aside and raised the weapon again.

“No, Cassian! Don’t!”

Faustina’s voice broke through. Suddenly she was standing in front of me, looking at me with frightened, tear-streaked eyes.

“He’s my uncle,” she whispered, gently touching my arm. “Cassian, listen to me. Let him live, I beg you.”

I clenched my teeth in fury. All I wanted was to pull the trigger and let the bolt skewer Sitio. But instead, I lowered the weapon, spat on him, and said to Faustina in near-perfect Barakan: “Cassian danhou mi-âhjet.”

Cassian is dead.

Then I yanked the bolt free, snapped it in half, and dropped the crossbow to the floor. I left the room, and Molossus trotted after me.
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The flames danced around the firewood, licking at the bark and drawing out beads of resin. I sat for a long time, staring into the fire as I stroked Molossus along the back.

I thought about what Aurelius had said about my people. The desert blood flowing through my veins. And I understood now who the stranger that had taken control of me really was. Now that I saw it, it was obvious.

Slowly, Khasain left my body. It was like a fever breaking: a relief. And yet it felt like losing something precious.

As I came back to myself, my body began to tremble. The icy calm Khasain had brought was gone, and fear and doubt returned. It gradually dawned on me what had happened: I had been a breath away from killing Sitio—and right in front of Faustina.

“Cassian?”

I turned my head. The girl stood hugging herself. She had changed tunics. Her face looked pale in the glow of the fire.

I reached out a hand. “You don’t have to be afraid. It’s over now.”

She stood still for a moment—then she let out a low sigh and took my hand. I gently pulled her close.

“Did he hurt you?” I asked.

“He … he tried … but I fought back.”

“You were very brave.”

Faustina whispered, “I had no idea he could … I thought he loved me like a niece … I must have made him think something else … maybe something I said … I never should have …”

I took her by the chin and caught her gaze. “It wasn’t your fault. Your uncle lied to you.”

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

“The letter from the emperor—it was a forgery.”

Her eyes widened. “You mean … my father …?”

“Your father’s alive,” said Sitio, who suddenly entered the room. He looked small and sunken. His hair was disheveled, and his eyes searched the floor. “As far as I know, at least.”

Faustina clapped her hands over her mouth. Then slowly lowered them again. “How could you lie to me, Uncle Sitio?”

He spread his arms, and his voice was barely a whisper. “I’m so lonely out here.”

I watched Faustina’s face and saw how pity slowly overtook revulsion. It surprised me. Despite the terrible things Sitio had done, she still had a desire to help him.

“You can’t stay,” I said quietly.

She looked at me. “I know. But I can’t go back to the capital either.”

“Go with Cassian,” said Sitio without looking up. Then he turned his back and disappeared into the adjoining room.

We sat in silence for a while, listening to the flames slowly eat their way through the wood. Faustina rested her head on my shoulder.

“You scared me,” she whispered suddenly. “When you spoke like a stranger.”

“It was just my native tongue.”

“It wasn’t just the language that sounded foreign.”

I took a deep breath but didn’t reply.

“I thought you couldn’t speak your native tongue anymore.”

“It only comes in fragments. And only when I …”

“When you what?”

“Nothing.”

“What are you writing?”

I realized my finger was drawing patterns on the armrest. “Numbers,” I said, surprised. “Eastern numbers. I didn’t know I still remembered them.”

“Will you show me?”

I started at one and traced the sequence upward. I remembered how Ismat had taught me to draw them in the sand. Faustina leaned against me and watched my finger. I think it soothed her.

“We should get some rest,” I said when I reached a hundred. “It’ll be sunrise soon.”

Faustina didn’t answer. I realized she was already asleep.

I carried her into the sleeping loft and lay down beside her. When I looked down, I saw Molossus lying at the foot of the ladder. I knew the dog wouldn’t let Sitio come up. So I closed my eyes and fell asleep.

***

Early the next morning, I woke and found Faustina gone.

A flash of panic shot through me as I jumped to my feet and hurried down the ladder. But I found her at the table with Sitio. They sat across from each other, eating in silence.

They both looked up when I entered the room.

“Good morning, Cassian,” Faustina said with a small smile. “There’s an egg for you too.”

I was ravenous, but I remained standing.

“Sitio is going to walk us down to the boat,” she went on. “Just to make sure we get off safely.”

Sitio gave me a quick glance before looking down at his egg again. There was nothing left of the dark Sitio in his face.

“I think we should go right away,” I said. “We’ve got a long journey ahead.”

Faustina looked up, puzzled. “Don’t you want to eat first?”

I hesitated a moment longer. Then I walked over and took a seat. I ate the egg quickly.

When the meal was done, Sitio helped carry Faustina’s bag to the door. She stepped outside first. I grabbed Sitio’s arm just as he was about to follow her.

“You’re staying here,” I whispered. “Tell her you’re not coming to the boat after all.”

Sitio looked at me. There was no anger in his eyes. No resistance. Only sorrow and regret. He nodded.

When we stepped outside, he made up some excuse about needing to bring in firewood since it looked like rain. He stood facing Faustina, clearly unsure how to say goodbye. Then she held out her hand. Sitio smiled and shook it.

I started walking, but noticed Molossus following me. I stopped. Sitio stood in the doorway, watching us with a heavy expression.

“He can’t come,” said Faustina. “He needs to stay and look after my uncle.”

I nodded and pointed back toward the hut. “Go home, Molossus.”

The big dog trotted back.

Sitio raised his arm and waved. Faustina waved back. I turned and started walking toward the sea.
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Akram set two steaming bowls in front of Faustina and me.

“Lucky you find us again, sadik,” he said, taking a seat across from us.

We were sitting around the table with the other sailors on board the Dishâror.

“I knew where you’d dock,” I said, inhaling the fragrant steam rising from the bulgur porridge. It smelled rich and spiced. “You told me you came to Taffas every day. So we just had to wait.”

“Girl,” he said, pointing at Faustina with his spoon. “Your man almost forget you.”

Faustina gave an embarrassed smile. “He’s not my husband.”

“Brother?”

“We’re not related,” I explained curtly.

Akram seemed to pick up that I didn’t want to talk about Faustina, so he nodded and started eating. I took a spoonful myself, and my mouth exploded with layered flavors. A pleasant heat spread across my palate, and chunks of tender lamb were tucked in among the grains. Faustina ate with her usual appetite.

She had quickly returned to her cheerful, talkative self. Apparently the grim events of the previous night had not marked her as badly as I’d feared. As we rowed toward Taffas, she’d suddenly asked, “Do you think Uncle Sitio will be all right?”

“He’s made it this far,” I muttered.

“I hope he’s not too sad that I left.”

She looked out across the sea, glinting in the midday sun. I studied her in quiet wonder. How could she forgive him so easily? I was the one who couldn’t forgive Sitio. I asked myself why, but found no answer.

Now we were aboard the trade ship. We’d left Keltan and Sitio behind, and by tomorrow night we’d be in my homeland. It was time to look ahead.

“Why did Dal Qorati change its name?” I asked Akram in my native tongue. It still sounded a little rusty, but it felt more natural in my mouth now. “What did you call it again?”

“Haswa Rhadna,” he said, and this time the meaning hit me. Home of God would be the closest translation. “The new emir renamed the city,” Akram explained. “New god, new age.”

“The new emir—is he a Mollam?”

He nodded. “The new god is spreading from the Northern Peninsula.”

Faustina nudged me. “You’ll have to translate.”

I explained what we were discussing.

“What’s an emir?” she asked.

“It’s like a mayor. Each emir governs a region. In the old days, there were hundreds of them. Now there are maybe twenty left.”

“Thirteen,” Akram interjected.

Faustina mulled that over. “So the East doesn’t have a emperor? No one who rules it all?”

“No,” I said. “The emirs are the highest authorities.”

She glanced at Akram. “And what is this new god he’s talking about?”

“The Northern Peninsula has started worshipping a god they call Molla,” I said.

“Just one? They really think a single god can control everything?”

“Yes. Because their god is almighty.”

Faustina frowned. “That sounds dangerous. My father once told me the gods shared their power to keep any one of them from growing greedy.”

“Maybe your father was right,” I murmured, casting a glance around. I didn’t think the other sailors understood our language, and from what I could gather, they were all Southerners who still followed the old desert gods. “The Mollams have spread across the Northern Peninsula over the last few decades, and now they’re pushing south as well.”

“So there’s war in your homeland?”

Akram caught the question. “No, no. No war. Peaceful faith. Mollams not like West. We spread love, light.”

“Are you Mollams?” Faustina asked.

Akram nodded.

“How do you become a Mollam?”

“We convert same day as city. New emir bring three priests from North. They ride through city on big wagon, throw rose petals and holy water to people. Then big ceremony on square. Priests speak Molla’s words. At end, all men do ritual.”

“What kind of ritual?”

Akram turned his head, pushed back his hair, and showed us that his right earlobe was missing.

Faustina gasped. “You did that yourself?”

Akram grinned and pointed to one of the other sailors. “Mufas helped me.”

I looked around and noticed that all the men were missing their right earlobes.

“Didn’t it hurt?” Faustina asked.

“Only moment of pain. Then eternal covenant with Molla. All sins washed away. New beginning.” Akram smiled and met my gaze. “Molla welcomes you, sadik.”

I forced a smile in return. “I just need to find my family.”

***

We arrived in Haswa Rhadna just before sunset the next day. We’d spent most of the journey resting and playing board games. I spoke with Akram often, and my speech grew more fluent with each conversation. More and more, I found myself thinking in my native tongue.

When Akram came to take us to the bow, we were met with an astonishing sight. The day’s work in the harbor was done; ships lay moored in long rows along the piers. But in the main square, a crowd had gathered around a tall, slender tower tipped with what could only be silver, judging by how it flared in the dying light. Somewhere, great bells were ringing.

“Evening prayer,” Akram explained. “We just in time.”

The crew brought the ship in, and we disembarked. The entire crew of the Dishâror joined the worshippers, who were now kneeling with arms folded across their chests.

I stared across the assembly. There were thousands of them—men, women, children, and elders. All rocked gently back and forth, eyes fixed on the silver tower, murmuring prayers that filled the air with a low, droning chorus.

Akram gestured for us to sit beside him. I meant to shake my head, but Faustina had already sat down, so I followed suit.

The prayer lasted until the sun touched the horizon. It was an entirely new experience for me. The Western gods were worshipped in small temples or private homes. I had never seen myself as particularly devout, but I had always respected the gods.

The ceremony ended with everyone raising their arms to the sky and calling in unison, “Haswa ankara haswa radhul!” God’s grace for God’s people.

Then people rose to their feet, embraced one another, and said their goodbyes.

I offered Akram my hand, but he pulled me into a tight hug. Then he took Faustina’s hand and kissed it. She smiled and blushed.

“Where are we going?” she asked as we followed the flow of people leaving the square.

“South,” I said. “My family lives on the outskirts of the city.”

“How much do you remember about them?”

I told her everything that had come back to me since leaving the capital. The only thing I left out was the danger that had once threatened my family.

“Do you think they’ve reunited?” she asked when I finished.

“Maybe. I think I forgot everything for so long because I was so young when it happened. But some of my older siblings were nearly grown. They probably had an easier time finding their way back.”

“What about your mother and father? Do you think they’re …? I mean, there must’ve been a good reason they sent you all away.”

“I think they’re alive. My mother is a very strong woman. And my father … I still can’t really remember him, but I remember how my mother spoke about him. As if she …”

I frowned. I saw my mother’s face again, that moment Mutazim had mentioned my father. There had been a flicker of fear. At first I’d thought she feared for his life. That he was the one in danger. But now I saw a different kind of fear in her eyes.

She had feared him …

“As if she what?” Faustina asked.

I blinked. “As if she saw my father as a strong and brave man. I’m sure they’re waiting for us.”

We walked on through the nearly empty streets. The architecture here was nothing like Kazana, where people lived crammed together like insects, especially in the poorer quarters. Here, the houses were larger, more solid, built from heavy granite. The ground was red sand, and the trees and shrubs at the corners were kinds I didn’t recognize. The whole city felt different. You could breathe more freely here.

We saw camels tethered outside houses and piles of building materials left unguarded. In the capital, those things would’ve been stolen before dawn. But easterners treated each other differently. Life here wasn’t about outdoing your neighbor—it was about helping him. Maybe it was a mindset that came from the old days, when all easterners lived in desert tribes. In such conditions, everyone had to look out for each other, because the tribe couldn’t survive without each of its members.

The night air was turning cold. We passed small groups of the poor huddled around fires for warmth. Each time someone saw us, they waved us over.

I politely declined and kept walking. I was too close to my goal to rest. With each street, the surroundings felt more and more familiar. I imagined myself here as a child—perhaps going to the market with my mother, or tagging along behind older siblings when they met up with friends.

I stopped suddenly as we rounded a corner.

A broad gravel road wound its way up a hill. At the top stood the house from my dreams. My home. No lights were visible. Perhaps my family had gone to bed.

“Is this it?” Faustina asked.

I couldn’t speak. Instead, I began walking up the gravel road. My heart pounded. My stomach twisted.

As I stepped into the yard, I nearly shouted out loud. The words rose to the tip of my tongue. Anmâ, ouan il-ma’an! Mother, I’m home!

But then my joy collapsed. The smile froze on my face.

I stared at the gaping hole where the front door had been. The cracks spreading through the walls. The thistles pushing up through the floorboards of the terrace.

“Oh no,” I whispered.

“It looks abandoned,” Faustina said from behind me.

I dashed up the stairs, nearly stumbling on a broken step, and ran into the entryway. None of the furniture I remembered was there. None of Mother’s paintings or fine vases. Everything had been cleared out. A cold wind swept through the space and sent a whirl of dust into the air. A large hole in the roof revealed a slice of starry sky.

I searched the rooms one by one, dreading what I might find. But there was nothing—only grime and dust. I ended up on the balcony overlooking the sea. Right now, it was as black as the sky. Part of the railing was broken, and the floor was littered with bird droppings.

“Cassian?” Faustina came out and took my arm. “I’m sorry they’re not here.”

“She stood right here,” I murmured. “My mother stood here watching us leave.”

We were quiet for a while. The night breeze made Faustina shiver, and she pressed closer to me.

“What do you think happened?” she asked.

I shook my head. “Isn’t it obvious? They’re either dead or fled. Either way, I have no way to find them.” My throat burned. “My whole life … gone in an instant.”

“Maybe you can still track them down,” Faustina offered. “You remember their names.”

“The Southern Peninsula has more people than Mazura. And who’s to say they’re even in the country anymore?” I pulled out the pottery shard and looked at it. “This was my only chance to find them.” A sudden fury overtook me, and I drew my arm back to hurl the shard as far as I could.

“Cassian, look there!”

I froze mid-motion.

Faustina was pointing behind me. I turned. In the corner of the balcony stood a strange object. Reddish brown and jagged. It took a moment for me to understand what I was seeing. Then I gasped.

Slowly, as if it were a creature that might leap away, I approached and knelt. The pot was almost whole. Someone had painstakingly gathered the pieces and glued them back together. Only a few of the top shards were missing. I took mine and fit it into place. It matched perfectly.

“They were here,” Faustina said with a smile. “Almost all your siblings came back, Cassian!”

I lifted the pot gently and studied it. Hope returned, filling me. They were alive. And they had left a sign. But where had they gone?

“What’s that?” Faustina asked, pointing.

On the floor where the pot had stood, a line of symbols had been carved.

My heart felt like it would burst. “It’s an address,” I whispered.
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It would’ve been useless to try to find the address by night, so we decided to spend the night in the house on the hill. Besides, both Faustina and I were dead tired after the long journey.

We found two tattered curtains and curled up together in a room on the first floor, one of the few places sheltered from the draft.

It wasn’t until Faustina began to snore softly that I realized we were in the room where I’d played marbles with my brother and sister the day our mother sent us away. The cabinet I had hidden in was gone, but there were still markings on the floor where it had stood. A shaft of starlight slipped in through the shutters and made something glint in the corner.

Carefully, I nudged Faustina aside, untangled myself from the curtain, and crawled over. Nearly buried under grime and dust lay a small blue marble. I picked it up and brushed it clean.

It was Haytam’s marble. I stared at the gleaming glass. It was incredible how it hadn’t dulled at all, despite being buried in filth for nearly twelve years.

I smiled and slipped the marble into my pocket before crawling back to Faustina. I lay awake for a long time, staring up at the ceiling. When I finally fell asleep, I began to dream.

***

We’re sitting on the grass outside the house in the sunshine—Haytam, Ismat, and I. It’s spring, and the birds are singing. Ismat is helping us make the rises. We fumble with the twigs, and she ties the knots for us.

It’s a special day. We’re celebrating the moment our ancestors chose to settle down and leave the nomadic life behind. The rises are made from freshly budded catclaw hawthorn, the kind desert tribes once used to locate water. Today will be extra special, because Father is home to celebrate with us.

“Mine’s going to be the biggest,” Haytam says proudly, swinging his ris in the air.

“Careful,” Ismat warns. “The thorns are sharp, Haytam. You could poke an eye out if you’re not careful.”

“If that happens, I’ll just use this instead,” Haytam says, holding the marble up to his eye. He squints with the other and looks up at the sun. “Wow … the sky turns purple when you look through the glass.”

“You’re lying,” I say.

“No, look for yourself!”

He hands me the marble. I peer through it. He’s right—the sky shifts from its usual hazy blue to a deep violet. It feels like I’m looking into another world.

“See? I wasn’t lying,” he says.

“But you smell like onions,” I tease.

“No I don’t!”

Just then, Munas and Nadya arrive. They’re nine and seven.

“Hi, Ismat,” Munas calls. “Who was that boy we saw you talking to at the market?”

Ismat freezes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Looked like Radwal, the merchant’s son,” Nadya giggles.

“Stop making up lies,” Ismat snaps, glancing up at the house. I see her cheeks flush. “Go away.”

“We’re not lying,” Munas insists. “We went up and asked him after you left.”

“Munas, shut your mouth.”

“He said you two were meeting tonight during the party, and—”

Ismat jumps to her feet. She grabs Munas hard by the arm. “Be quiet!” she hisses. “Stay out of my business.”

Munas stares at her in shock. Then she yanks her arm free. She grabs Nadya and storms off with her. Over her shoulder she calls back, “You shouldn’t be talking to a stupid boy like that anyway.”

Ismat sits down again, but I can tell she’s upset. She’s sitting with her back to the house, and it’s like she’s trying not to turn around. But at last she glances over. Then she looks straight ahead again. Her eyes are wide.

Haytam hasn’t noticed. He’s still staring through the marble. I look up at the house. And when I see him in the window, it all clicks into place. I understand what Ismat is so afraid of. He’s standing in the shadows, but that massive figure is unmistakable.

“Don’t worry, Ismat,” I whisper, leaning in. “He can’t hear anything from all the way up there.”

My sister looks at me. She seems almost ill. “Father hears everything, Khasain. And he sees everything.”

The dream jumps forward to later that evening. I’m lying in bed. For some reason, I can’t sleep. I feel restless. Anxious. As if I know something is about to happen. I share the room with Haytam. My brother sleeps peacefully.

I hear footsteps outside the door. They pass our room and move down the hall. I slip out of bed and creep to the door. I crack it open and peek out. I catch just a glimpse of Father disappearing into Ismat’s room.

My heart slams in my chest. I’m too scared to go after him. But I’m too scared not to.

My bare feet make no sound on the cold stone floor as I creep down the hall. A strange smell hangs in the air—something like hot metal.

“Father,” I hear Ismat whisper. “I just …”

“Shhh,” Father hushes her.

I peer into the room. Father has sat down on Ismat’s bed. She’s lying under the blanket, stiff as a board. He’s resting one hand on her back. It’s wrapped in a cloth. With the other, he reaches out and strokes her cheek. She flinches at his touch.

“I told you,” he whispers gently. Even though he talks low, his voice is booming. “I explained it all. Why you’re too good for him. Why you must save yourself until we find a real man.”

“But, Father …”

“Shhh,” he hushes her again. “Don’t say anything. You’ll wake your siblings.” He sighs deeply. “Why couldn’t you just listen, Ismat?”

She’s about to answer. But then Father moves like a snake. His hand clamps over her mouth. The other one—the one wrapped in cloth—flies up to her head. He bends his massive frame over her, and I can’t see what he’s doing. But I see Ismat’s legs kick, and I hear a hissing sound: tssss! At first I think it’s just Father shushing her again. But then Ismat begins to scream. The sound is muffled by his hand.

Then he rises. Ismat whimpers.

“Never again, Ismat,” he says, turning to go.

I’m so terrified I nearly forget to flee. For a moment I think he sees me. Then I bolt down the hall and dive into bed. I yank the blanket over my head and lie absolutely still.

Father’s footsteps return down the hallway.

They stop outside our door. I hear it open slowly. He steps inside. Stands in the middle of the room.

It feels like he stands there half the night. In truth, it’s probably only a moment. He saw me, or he heard me run back into the room. Now he’s trying to figure out whether it was Haytam or me who got up. He waits, trying to see which of us is faking sleep.

I don’t dare move a muscle. I force myself to breathe evenly. If he figures out it was me, maybe I’ll get the same punishment as Ismat.

And then I smell it. It’s not hot metal anymore—it’s burned flesh. Ismat’s flesh. The stench is horrible. I try to breathe through my mouth.

At last, Father leaves the room. Even so, I wait a long time before I dare open my eyes. The smell doesn’t leave until I get up and push the shutters open.

Through the window comes the sound of quiet crying. I lean out and look down toward Ismat’s window, which is open too. I listen to my sister weep, and feel like crying myself.
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Birdsong woke me early the next morning. The first rays of sunlight slanted into the room. Faustina was still asleep.

My heart instantly picked up pace. Would today be the day I found my family?

Then I remembered the dream, and it dampened my mood. At last, a memory of my father had returned. Now I remembered how we all feared him. The day after, Ismat wore a scarf around her neck. A few months later, when I’d nearly forgotten the incident, I saw the scar. I never asked her about it, but it looked like it had been made with a fork.

My father had been a hard man, but also a just one. What he had done to Ismat had been cruel, yes—but at the same time, he was simply upholding the ancient norms that easterners had always lived by: Honor. Family. Justice. These were good, strong values. They were the values that had made the East great and mighty. And my father had done his best to teach them to us.

I sat up and woke Faustina.

“I’m hungry,” she said immediately, of course.

We entered the first inn we came across and ordered a large meal. The name of the place seemed vaguely familiar. And the food stirred more memories. There was spiced lentil soup with eggs, a thick mash of beans and chickpeas flavored with garlic and lemon, and finally a large, sweet cheesecake dripping with oil and syrup. I made it only halfway through mine, and even Faustina struggled to finish her plates.

“Whew,” she groaned, leaning back. “Do people always eat this much for breakfast here?”

“Didn’t you like it?”

“No, it was amazing. But I’m so full I doubt I’ll need lunch.”

“That’s the idea,” I said with a smile. “My people used to travel across the desert. Often, they only had time for one meal a day. So breakfast was very important.”

“Have you ever crossed the desert?”

“No, my family weren’t Bedouin. But we’re descended from them.”

“So what did your family do?”

“My mother kept the house and looked after us children. My father …” I stopped myself. Glanced around. There were men at the other tables, but none seemed to be paying attention to our conversation. And they likely didn’t speak Mazuran anyway. I looked back at Faustina. “My father was a powerful man. I can’t remember his title, but he ruled over many people. He made a lot of money too.”

“Yeah, I figured that when I saw the house,” Faustina said.

“But there was something about his work that made it very dangerous. I think my father had enemies.”

“Was he a bandit?”

“No, nothing like that. He was gone for long stretches, yes, but I never saw weapons or stolen goods in our home.” I licked my spoon, thinking. “I think it was more a matter of personal conflict …”

Faustina finished the last bites of the cheesecake. “By the way, I should probably send a letter to my father so he knows where I am.”

I pushed back my chair and stood. “We can do that as soon as we find my family.”

I went up to pay. After handing the innkeeper the last of Aurelius’ coins, I showed him the address I had written on a piece of wood.

To my surprise, he nodded immediately and pointed east. Clearly, he recognized the place. I wanted to ask if he knew my family, but just then another man came up to pay.

***

Faustina and I left the inn and headed east through the city. In the capital, every intersection had a street sign. Here in the East, they didn’t name streets or districts the way they did in the West. Instead, they used landmarks in the form of tall stone markers, each numbered and arranged in a logical pattern throughout the city.

After a while, I asked for directions again. This time a woman stepped out from a cloth merchant’s tent. She glanced at the address, thought for a moment, then said with a questioning tone, “Ka’ana?”

I didn’t know the word, so I shrugged.

She looked at the address again, nodded, and gestured that we should continue for three more streets, then turn left. I thanked her.

We entered a district where the houses grew larger and newer. The street opened onto a wide, marble-paved square, bordered on three sides by a high wall. On the fourth stood an enormous structure with white domes and tall spires reaching toward the sky.

“This isn’t right,” I said. “Come on, let’s ask those men over there.”

We approached two men sitting in the shade of a tree. One burst out laughing when he read the address. He said something, and again I caught the word Ka’ana.

“Ka’ana,” I repeated, nodding eagerly.

The man laughed even harder and slapped his thigh.

Annoyed, I turned to the other man. He smiled indulgently, then raised his arm and pointed over my head. I turned and looked up at the massive building.

“I think he means it’s here,” Faustina murmured.

“That can’t be right,” I said. “This is a building erected by the Mollams. I think it’s some kind of temple.”

“Maybe your family comes here to pray,” Faustina suggested. “Maybe that’s how they hope to find you.”

“Maybe.”

We entered through the gate and climbed the broad staircase. The hall we stepped into was the largest I had ever seen in my life. Massive columns soared toward the ceiling, and polished tiles stretched in every direction. There must have been space for at least a thousand people. The walls were decorated with Mollamic images and writings. At the far end stood a group of women, and nearer to us, two older men in stately robes walked side by side, speaking quietly.

“Wow,” Faustina whispered. Her voice echoed for a long time. “You could fit the entire royal palace in here.”

The most astonishing thing was that I had never even heard of these colossal temples. Like everyone else I knew, I had always believed Kazana was the most impressive city in every way—it was, after all, called the Capital of the World. Who would have thought that all the way out here, in a land known only for its deserts and nomads, there were buildings that outshone even the emperor’s?

“Look, Cassian!”

Faustina snapped me out of my awe. She was no longer at my side. I turned and saw her running across the hall. I jogged after her. She didn’t stop until she reached the far wall, where a staircase wound up to a high pulpit.

“Shouldn’t we try going up there?” Faustina asked eagerly.

I glanced at the other visitors, though none seemed to notice us. “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I began, but she had already darted up the steps. I sighed and followed.

The staircase was long. The pulpit sat much higher than it had looked from below. When we finally reached the top, we were at least five stories up. The drop to the marble floor was dizzying. Behind us, a tall opening let in a warm breeze. We were facing west, so at sunset, the speaker would have the sun at their back.

“It must be wild to stand here when the hall is full,” Faustina said, clearly unbothered by the height—she was leaning over the railing, peering down.

I was more drawn to the view from the window. The temple we stood in was just part of an even larger complex. From up here, I could see most of the domes and spires, all connected. In the center lay a park with gleaming green grass and a sparkling blue lake.

By the water stood a woman, gazing out over the lake. She was tall and slender, dressed in a white gown, her hair pinned up in a bun. I shielded my eyes to see more clearly.

“Who is that?” Faustina asked, following my gaze.

“Probably a servant who works here.”

“What is this place, really? It’s not just a place of worship.”

“I think it’s the emir’s home.”

Faustina said something else, but I didn’t hear her. I narrowed my eyes. The woman had turned this way. There was something familiar about her. I couldn’t make out her face clearly, but the upright posture, the graceful neck … she reminded me of—

My heart began pounding so hard I could feel it in my throat. The woman started to walk, circling the lake. Her movements stirred even deeper memories.

It’s really her!

“I have to get down there,” I whispered. “Right now.”

“There’s a staircase outside too,” Faustina said.

I stuck my head out the window and spotted a long stairway with a railing. I didn’t have time to worry about my fear of heights—I just stepped through the window and began my descent. Faustina followed close behind.

As soon as I reached the ground, I dashed across the grass toward the lake. The woman was no longer in sight. I picked up speed. Wind rushed through my hair, brought tears to my eyes.

I nearly ran straight into the water but stopped at the last second. I stared across the lilies, scanned the entire shoreline. The woman was gone.

“No,” I panted. “Where are you? Where are you?”

Had she even been here? Was it just a mirage? No—Faustina had seen her too. She had to be real. She had to—

“Khasain?”

The voice came from the side. I spun around.

The woman had knelt to pick a white flower at the water’s edge. That’s why she’d been hidden among the reeds. But now she rose. It was a slow, fluid motion, as if she were emerging from the earth itself.

We stared at each other for a long moment. Stared across the twelve years that had passed.

Everything was as I remembered. The eyes. The hair. The cheekbones. The gown. The slender frame. She hadn’t changed a bit. Hadn’t aged a day.

“Khasain?” she asked again. Even the voice was our mother’s. “Is it really you?”

It’s not Mother, a voice whispered deep inside. It’s Ismat.

My sister had become such a perfect mirror of our mother that my eyes denied what my mind knew.

“Ismat,” I said, testing the name.

“It really is you,” she whispered. “You’ve come home.”

Her whole beautiful face lit up. Her full, dark lips drew back, revealing pearl-white teeth. For a moment I didn’t see a grown woman but the young girl from my memories. My sister took two quick steps forward and spread her arms as if to embrace me.

But then she stopped abruptly. As if something else had taken hold of her. The smile faded but didn’t vanish completely. “Welcome home,” she said coolly.

Suddenly, I wasn’t sure how to respond. The four or five steps between us felt like an uncrossable desert. I wanted to embrace Ismat. But that was what children did. We weren’t children anymore.

Instead, I stepped closer. I was only slightly taller than her. Ismat watched me calmly as I tilted my head and kissed her left shoulder.

“You haven’t forgotten your roots.” She reached for my collar and stroked the fabric. “Though you look like you’ve come a long way. And your speech has a strange sound to it.” Her dark eyes met mine, and now that I saw them up close, I once again felt certain: this really was Ismat, my sister. She whispered, “Where have you been all these years? Why only now?”

I tried to answer, but my throat tightened.

Ismat’s eyes welled with tears, her breath quickened. “I’ve waited for you, Khasain. I nearly lost hope. You’re the last of—”

Just then a sound behind me made us both turn.

Faustina, who must have followed the conversation from a distance, was approaching cautiously. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt,” she said with a smile. “Is that your sister, Cassian?”

I found my voice. “Uh … yes. This is Ismat, my eldest sister.”

I looked back at Ismat, and to my astonishment, her expression had changed again. The tears were gone. Her mouth was once more a thin, unreadable line.

She looked from Faustina to me. “Is she your bride?”

“No. Just my traveling companion. Her name is Faustina.”

“Greetings, Faustina,” said Ismat with a polite nod.

Despite the language barrier, Faustina understood the gesture and returned it.

“I’m sure Father will be happy to see you, Khasain. Come, I’ll take you to him.”

Without waiting for a reply, she turned and walked toward a building.

I exchanged a quick glance with Faustina. The girl’s brow was furrowed. “Is that really your sister? She didn’t seem all that excited to see you.”

I pretended not to hear her and followed Ismat instead. But my mind was a storm of questions. After all these years, I’d hardly known what to expect. This welcome was just about the last thing I’d imagined.
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Ismat led us into the building, where the blazing midday sun held no sway. In fact, the great stone halls she walked through with determined strides were pleasantly cool. Our sandals echoed beneath the high ceilings.

I had to walk quickly to keep up with her. Faustina trotted behind us. I tried to catch my sister’s eye.

“I found the pot in the house,” I said.

Ismat nodded without looking at me. “I’m the one who put it there.”

“I thought the address would lead me to an ordinary home, but instead I ended up … well, what is this place, anyway?”

“This is the emir’s residence. The Ka’ana and the park where you found me are the only parts open to the public.”

“The Ka’ana,” I repeated. “Is that the temple?”

Ismat nodded.

“So you work for the emir?”

Another nod.

“What about the others? I saw the pot was almost whole. Have they all come home?”

“All except Sadaat and Fuat.” She turned sharply and stopped in front of a tall door. She pulled a small cord that rang a bell on the other side. At last, she looked me in the eye. “Are you ready to meet Father?”

“Is … is Father in there?”

She nodded.

“I … I don’t understand,” I said. “Does Father work for the emir too?”

“Come in!” a deep voice called from behind the door.

Ismat gave me her measured smile. “Father is the emir.” Then she opened the door.

Despite my astonishment, I managed to whisper over my shoulder to Faustina, “Wait out here.”

I followed Ismat into a smaller hall where fine carpets covered the floor. Apart from a few long divans and two chairs, the only furniture was a large round table dominating the center of the room. Two men in elegant kanduras stood by the table. Even with his back turned, I recognized my father instantly. But it wasn’t until the second man turned around and I saw his face that I recognized my brother too.

When Haytam saw me, he froze. A neatly trimmed beard framed his mouth.

“What is it, Ismat?” Father said without turning. “We’re in the middle of something here.”

“Father, brother,” Ismat said. “I bring Khasain.”

Haytam still stared at me, speechless.

Father didn’t react at first. Then he slowly turned. His beard was streaked with gray, and wrinkles lined his eyes and mouth. But his eyes were exactly the same. Dark and deep.

For a long moment, no one spoke.

I was the first to move. I bowed my head and knelt. “Greetings, Father. I’ve come home.”

Father’s sandals thudded across the floor. He grabbed me and pulled me to my feet. “Stand. My son bows to no one.”

He didn’t release my shoulders, and I looked up into his face. The weight of the years showed in his posture, but he was still a giant of a man.

He studied me closely. I became acutely aware of how I looked. My clothes were worn and dusty from the journey. I hadn’t bathed or shaved in weeks, so I must’ve smelled awful, and my face was covered in coarse stubble.

Father broke into a smile. “Praise be to Molla. He’s brought you safely home to me. I had nearly given up hope. Haytam, come and greet your brother.”

My brother stepped forward. A whiff of rich perfume reached me. A storm of emotions flickered across his face as he said, “Greetings, brother. Welcome home.” As custom dictated, it was Haytam, the younger, who had to take my hand in both of his. His palms were damp.

Without thinking, I pulled out the glass marble and handed it to him. He stared at it like it was a nugget of gold.

“I found it in the house,” I said. “Do you remember we were playing with it that day?”

Haytam pressed his lips together. “Yes, I remember. It was my turn to throw when we were interrupted.”

“Well, now we can finish the game. Unless you’re afraid of losing.”

Haytam burst out laughing. Then his lips began to quiver. Suddenly he threw himself forward and wrapped his arms around me.

“Haytam,” Father sighed. “We’ve all missed Khasain, but compose yourself.”

Haytam held me a moment longer, then let go.

Ismat stepped forward. “Are you hungry, Khasain? I can send word to the kitchen—”

“Of course he’s hungry!” Father barked, waving impatiently at her. “Get him something to eat, a hot bath, and clean clothes. And tell the kitchen to prepare a great feast tonight. We must celebrate the return of my eldest son!”

Ismat bowed and left the hall. Haytam discreetly wiped his eyes with his sleeve and returned to the table.

“Why do you call me your eldest son, Father?” I asked. “I’m only your third oldest.”

Father gave a heavy sigh. “Neither Mutazim nor Fuat returned. We must assume they’re dead—just as we did with you, until a moment ago.”

“But Ismat said—” I stopped. What had Ismat actually said? That everyone had come home except Sadaat and Fuat. Why hadn’t she mentioned Mutazim?

I realized Father was watching me intently.

“What did Ismat say?” he asked.

I shook my head. “I must have misunderstood her.”

His gaze slid down my body. “Our language is no longer your native tongue,” he said. “But it will be again. Come, Khasain. Let me show you what you’ve come home to.”

He laid a heavy arm across my shoulders and led me to the table, which was carved into a living map of the Southern Peninsula—complete with mountains, cities, and rivers. I noticed the land was divided into thirteen roughly equal regions by red dotted lines. The region containing Haswa Rhadna was the largest; it stretched all the way to the northern tip.

“Take a good look at our beautiful land, Khasain,” Father said. “Soon, these red lines will disappear, and the borders will vanish forever. The South will at last be united under one god, under the same law, as one mighty nation. Your uncle Rasim has finally come to his senses and realized we must stand together if we are to secure the East’s future.”

“Uncle … Rasim?” I repeated slowly.

“Yes, surely you remember my brother?”

I shook my head. Father’s face fell slightly.

“To be honest, Father, I don’t remember very much,” I admitted. “I had no idea what I was coming home to. It’s all very … overwhelming. I didn’t even know you were the emir.”

Father gave a patient smile. “Of course, my son. I forgot how young you were when you were sent away. Haytam remembers most of it—he returned less than a month later.”

“And I never left the country,” my brother added—unmistakable pride in his voice.

“You must have a thousand questions,” Father said, patting my cheek with his large hand. “I’ll answer most of them, and Haytam can take care of the rest. I’m sure you have much to tell us, too. We’ll talk over dinner. That way, you can meet all your siblings at once. They’ll be thrilled to see you. But first, a bath and proper clothes. You’ll feel more at home afterward.”

He gently ushered me toward the door, and I went.

Haytam followed. “Let me take you to the bath.”

“Khasain can find his own way,” Father called from behind us. “We’re not finished here.”

Both Haytam and I looked back, but Father was already at the table again, hands clasped behind his back.

“Follow the hallway to the right,” Haytam said quickly. “You’ll smell the soap and salt from a mile away.” Then he hurried back to the table.

I hesitated a moment. “Father? May I ask one question?”

He turned to look at me, waiting.

Suddenly I was afraid to ask. But it was too late now. “Where is Mother?”

Haytam lowered his head.

Father’s expression didn’t change. “Your mother is dead.”
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Everything felt like a dream.

I couldn’t believe I had met them. That Haytam was a grown man of sixteen. That Father was the emir. That Mother was dead. And yet, in a way that was almost eerie, she still lived on inside Ismat’s body.

Faustina was waiting for me when I stepped out of the hall and closed the door behind me.

“Was that them?” she asked immediately. “Was that your father?”

I nodded absentmindedly and motioned for her to come along. It was unnecessary—she eagerly jumped forward and grabbed my arm.

“What was it like to meet them? Were they like you remembered?” She didn’t wait for a reply. “Your father is kind of terrifying. I saw him—I peeked through the crack in the door. And his voice—so deep. Like some big animal rumbling …”

I stopped and pointed at her. “You can’t talk about my father like that. He’s the emir. When you meet him, you must show the utmost respect.”

“Yes, yes, of course. But it’s not like anyone else here speaks Mazuran, anyway.”

“You don’t know that for sure,” I muttered. “Come on. We both need a bath.”

We walked on. I could smell the bathwater now, just as Haytam had said, and soon I heard it bubbling and trickling. Three women in white robes approached us as we stepped into the steamy chamber.

“Excuse me,” said the one in front, casting a quick glance over us. “This bath belongs to the emir and may only be used by his family and staff …”

“I’m the emir’s son,” I said. “My name is Khasain.”

The woman raised her thin eyebrows. “I know of no Khasain. Vezir Haytam is the emir’s only son. Please leave, or I’ll have to call the guards.”

I understood her mistrust. I didn’t exactly look convincing, and my uncertain grasp of the language didn’t help. But still, it irritated me that she had never even heard my name.

“I’m Haytam’s older brother,” I said. “I just returned home. Everyone thought I was dead. I really need a bath.”

“Well, that last part’s clearly true,” the woman said with a cutting smile. The other two giggled behind her. She looked at Faustina. “And who is this? The emir’s long-lost daughter?”

“No. She’s my traveling companion.”

The woman shook her head. “I don’t know how you got in here, but I’ll show you back out to the city …”

She brushed past us. In that moment, I was seized by a sudden, overwhelming anger. Before I even realized it, I had grabbed her arm—hard.

“I didn’t travel halfway across the world in search of my home and family just to be turned away from my own bath by a servant. My name is Khasain dal-Dachî, eldest living heir of Emir Husam dal-Dachî. Shall I fetch him so you can ask him yourself if I speak the truth?”

The woman’s eyelashes fluttered rapidly. “N… no. Forgive me, my lord.” She bowed low and dropped her gaze. “Welcome home.”

The other two women hurried to follow her lead.

A deep satisfaction bloomed inside me as I watched the three of them bow, all awaiting my command. I took a breath. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that Faustina had stepped back.

“Thank you,” I said at last.

The women straightened and gently began to lead me into the bath.

“One of you see to her,” I said, glancing back at Faustina. Farther down the corridor, I spotted a figure. It was Ismat. She stood silently, watching me.

Then the women drew me behind the curtain and began undressing me with practiced hands.

They washed every part of my body. They shaved me and cut my hair. Then they dried me and rubbed my skin with fragrant oils. One of them began to hum softly—a lullaby my mother used to sing to me at bedtime. The high notes echoed off the damp walls, and with the warmth of the water and the gentle hands on my skin, I drifted into a dazed calm where everything else faded.

At last I was dressed. When I turned toward the silver mirror, there was little of Cassian left. The young man staring back at me, tall and dark-eyed, was almost fully Khasain. The outfit was complete: leather sandals, a gold-trimmed robe, and a checkered headscarf held in place with a black band across the forehead.

Faustina stepped out from behind a curtain. “Wow,” she gasped, seeing herself in the mirror. She wore a traditional eastern gown with an underskirt and a sheer silk veil. Her hair had been pulled back, her eyes outlined in dark makeup.

“You look very beautiful,” I said, extending my hand.

She looked uncertain. “What do you mean? My dress is black.”

I realized I’d used the wrong word. I had said red instead of beautiful. I paused to correct myself. “I meant beautiful. You’re very beautiful.”

Faustina blushed. She took my hand and let me kiss it.

“Are you ready to meet my family?”

She smiled, nervous but excited. “Are you?”

***

Ismat was waiting outside the bath. She’d changed into a lovely dress that showed off her slender figure, and her makeup made her resemble Mother even more.

“Come,” she said. “The family is waiting.”

Her words gave me goosebumps.

We followed Ismat through the halls. I’ll never forget that walk.

It marked the end of my journey and the beginning of something new. Cassian’s last steps; Khasain’s first.

I was torn between so many feelings I could hardly tell them apart—joy and fear, sorrow and hope. Outside, the sun was dipping toward the horizon, casting its last orange rays and making the palace glow.

Suddenly, my sister stopped. “We’re here. I think you should go in alone, Khasain.”

I stared down the hallway, at the large heavy doors left slightly ajar. I glanced from Ismat to Faustina, then stepped forward.

The doors made no sound, and for a moment I feared I’d made a mistake. That no one was waiting for me. That they hadn’t come. That they didn’t care I had returned.

But as I laid my trembling hands on the wood and pushed, I was met by four familiar faces.

Haytam, whom I had already met. Munas. Nadya. Ridwana. All three grown women now. All beautiful. All with traces of Mother in their features—though none resembled her quite like Ismat.

And in the back stood my father. The tall man with his hands folded behind his back, a satisfied smile on his lips.

Haytam bowed, and my sisters curtseyed.

“Welcome home, Khasain,” they said in unison. “Welcome, brother.”

My heart swelled as if it might burst. I couldn’t hold back. I stepped forward and embraced Haytam. Pulled Munas into my arms. Then Nadya. Then Ridwana. I closed my eyes and held them all tight, breathing in the scent of love and memory.

“Ismat,” I said, turning my head.

My eldest sister stepped closer. I freed one arm and reached for her. She hesitated, glancing toward Father. Then she took my hand and let herself be drawn in.

When I finally let go, I saw tears on their cheeks. Munas sniffled. Ridwana’s eyes were red. But none of them wept openly. That struck me. Barakans were known for wearing their emotions openly. But my adult siblings showed remarkable restraint.

“Welcome home, my son,” said Father, stepping into the circle. “You have many tales to tell, and a thousand questions to ask.” He gestured toward a large, laden table. “We’ll catch up on the lost years over this magnificent feast.”

“Thank you, Father,” I said. “There’s one more person you should meet. Faustina!”

I turned toward the door. A moment later she entered. She smiled nervously and curtsied.

“Faustina doesn’t speak our language. We’ve traveled together since Rivorno. She lost contact with her family during the riots in Kazana, so she’ll be staying with me until her father can come for her.”

I sensed a flicker of relief in Father’s face. Like Ismat, he’d probably feared Faustina was my intended bride. A Westerner, of course, could never marry the emir’s son.

He said, “Then welcome her on all our behalf, Khasain. And now—let us eat.”

***

Even though the food was exquisite, I could barely eat. I couldn’t take my eyes off my siblings. It felt like they might vanish if I looked away for even a moment.

I started by telling them about my life—how Aurelius had taken me in as a son and found me work at the palace. How I had thrived, in a way, but always felt something was missing. And how, in the end, I had left the capital under the cover of the emperor’s fall. I didn’t mention my role in that fall.

“We’re overjoyed you finally found your way home, Khasain,” Father said, raising his glass.

We all toasted with him.

“If it hadn’t been for the shard of pottery, I probably would have forgotten my old life entirely,” I admitted. “The first memory that returned was of Mother breaking the pot …”

My siblings bowed their heads the moment I mentioned her.

“I still can’t quite believe she’s dead,” I said carefully. “How did she die?”

A brooding silence fell over the hall. I looked around the table, but no one met my gaze. No one—except Father.

“Haytam,” he said. “You were the first to return. Tell Khasain your story.”

Haytam dabbed his mouth with his napkin. “I never left the country,” he began. “I went south. To Heran. To our uncle Rasim. It’s a long journey—at least two weeks on foot. I only made it by sneaking onto a caravan. I hid in a sack of bulgur during the day, and at night, when the travelers slept, I crawled out and drank from their water. When we reached Heran, I jumped off the wagon. I asked random people for directions …”

I had no idea our uncle was also a bahani-racha—a tribal chief—like Father had once been. Maybe Rasim had even become an emir after the faith spread across the land. That could have been what Father meant when he said Rasim had finally come to his senses.

“Fortunately,” Haytam continued, “I met someone who knew our uncle. They took pity on me and brought me to his home. When I told him what had happened”—he shot a glance at Father—“that Mother had sent us away while Father was gone, Rasim became very upset and said we had to return immediately. So we did, along with a small group of his men. When we arrived, we found Mother gravely ill, and Father in deep mourning. She was already too far gone to hear us. She died that very night. We helped Father cremate her.”

Haytam fell silent, lowering his head as if the memory still pained him.

“Your mother took her own life,” said Father, enunciating every word. “She was heartbroken over what she had done. When she realized she had sacrificed the whole family for nothing, she could no longer live with herself. I did what I could to keep her spirits up. I told her you would all return. But with each passing day, she grew more and more sick from longing and regret. In the end, she just stood on the balcony from sunrise to sunset. Until the pain finally became too much.” He drew a deep breath. “I found her one morning. She had taken poison. May Molla have mercy on her soul. Burning her was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. It wasn’t enough that I’d lost every one of my children. Now my beloved wife had left me, too.”

He fell quiet. Soft sniffling sounded around the table. Munas wiped away a tear with her napkin. All of my siblings were visibly moved—I felt a deep ache in my own throat. All—except Ismat.

A small shock ran through me when I met my eldest sister’s gaze. She was staring straight at me, her eyes completely dry. I knew she could cry—she had nearly done so when we first met. And I had no doubt she loved Mother as much as the rest of us. But Father’s heartbreaking tale had no visible effect on her. On the contrary, it was as though she were trying to tell me something with her eyes.

Just then, Father straightened and cleared his throat. “You can imagine my joy when I was suddenly reunited with my son. At least one of my children had returned.” His gaze swept over us and paused on Ismat. “My eldest daughter was the next to appear. Isn’t that right, Ismat?”

I turned to see her reaction. Her face had returned to its usual sleepy expression. “Yes, Father. I came home two months after Haytam. I’d spent the time with our aunt and uncle on their farm northeast of the city. Sadly, our aunt was already too ill to leave the house. I didn’t tell them the truth—I said I’d come to help care for her. After three months, I felt it was time to return home.” Ismat had been looking at her hands as she spoke. Now she lifted her gaze to meet mine. “I believed the danger Mother spoke of must have passed.”

“And you were right,” Father cut in. “In fact, there was never any danger. But your mother always worried when I was away from home. I assured her there was nothing to fear, but she didn’t believe me. In the end, it overwhelmed her. She became convinced you were all in mortal danger simply because I hadn’t returned when I said I would.” He sighed heavily. “In a way, all of it was my fault. I should’ve known how frightened she was. I should have left someone behind to watch over her. That’s something I will never forgive myself for.”

I could hardly believe what I was hearing. In my memory, Mother had seemed so strong-willed and clear-minded. Had she really overreacted? The threat—whatever it had been—had felt real. My sister had known about it. I had sensed it myself. But had it all just been imagined? Was it really just Mother’s fear infecting us all?

My three remaining sisters told their stories in turn.

Munas, Ridwana, and Nadya had each returned home over the years.

Ridwana had sailed to the Northern Peninsula, where she found work as a maid for a family.

Nadya had lived on the streets in a small town. But Munas had the worst tale of all. Despite her time on the streets, Nadya had come through more or less unharmed.

Munas was nine when Mother sent us away, and eleven when she returned. For two years she lived with a couple in Jeppar. It was their fourteen-year-old son who had found her and talked her into coming home with him. When Munas told them about her family, they wanted her to marry their son, so he could join a wealthy bloodline. Even though she refused, they wouldn’t let her go. They kept her prisoner, forced her to go through with the marriage, and tried to make her pregnant with their son. Fortunately, Munas was too young to carry a child, and one day she finally found a chance to escape in a fishing boat. My sister wept as she told the story. It tore at my heart.

Now, all three of my sisters were married. Father had found them young, wealthy men to wed under Molla’s blessing. Nadya already had a son, and Ridwana was expecting. Only Ismat appeared to be unmarried.

Father finished with a heavy voice, telling us that his three children who still hadn’t returned—Mutazim, his eldest son, Fuat, his second son, and Sadaat, his second daughter—most likely never would. That they were, sadly, probably dead.

“But Khasain was dead too,” he said, raising his glass. “And now he sits among us. Molla has granted us a miracle. A toast to Khasain!”

***

The feast stretched on late into the night. Every time I thought I couldn’t eat another bite, the servants brought in new platters so delicious they revived my appetite on the spot.

The wine flowed freely. It was as if the more they drank, the more my siblings thawed. We shared childhood memories and laughed together. The wine seeped into my blood, and soon everything buzzed with a pleasant warmth.

Suddenly, the doors burst open, and musicians and dancers in vibrant costumes poured in. There were both men and women. They filled the hall around us, dancing to traditional eastern melodies. Now and then, one of the women draped her silk scarf across my neck, sending a delightful shiver down my spine.

My sisters’ husbands joined us as the evening went on, and I was introduced to them. Two young women also appeared, taking places on either side of Haytam. They caressed him and seemed to compete for his attention. The sight made me laugh—I had to hide my face in my napkin. It wasn’t uncommon for young men to have multiple lovers, but I couldn’t get used to the idea that this young man was the same little boy I once scared by hiding in the wardrobe.

Faustina left early. One of the servants showed her to the room where she would sleep. She looked uncertain about leaving me, but I pulled her close and whispered, “You’re safe here. This is my home.”

It became the best night of my life. The wine dulled my curiosity about my siblings’ odd behavior. I felt surrounded by people who loved me.

I didn’t notice when Ismat slipped away, but at some point I realized she was no longer in the room. She hadn’t indulged in the wine like the rest of us. Maybe she had important things to do in the morning.

I, on the other hand, was quite drunk by the time the gathering began to break up. The sun was nearly rising. I managed to say goodnight to Father and most of my siblings before staggering toward the doors.

Haytam was sitting in a chair with one of his lovers on his lap.

“Goodnight, you goat,” I said, clapping his shoulder.

“Leaving already?” he asked, pushing the woman aside.

“Already? The sun’s about to rise.”

“Don’t you at least want someone to accompany you to bed?”

“I know where the room is. Ismat showed me.”

“That’s not what I meant.” He grabbed the woman by the wrist and pulled her toward me. “Take Tashimi here.”

Tashimi smiled seductively and immediately pressed herself against me.

Startled and embarrassed, I gently held her at arm’s length. “I’m afraid I’m too drunk for anything like that.”

“Oh, come on,” my brother said, jumping to his feet. He slung an arm around my neck and slapped me on the chest. “You don’t have to do anything. Tashimi knows exactly what you need after a journey like yours.”

I laughed and pointed at him. “You’re plastered, little brother.”

Haytam let go of me. “I’m just trying to do you a favor. To make you feel welcome. There’s no need to insult me.”

“Insult you?” I laughed. “Who’s insulting you?”

But I could see from his expression that he was serious. “I’m the vezir now, Khasain.”

I spread my arms. “Yes, I know. But you’re still my little brother.”

His eyes were glassy, struggling to focus on mine. Then they suddenly lit up with a wide grin. “Got you! You should’ve seen your face.”

I burst out laughing and gave him a shove. “I’ll get you back for that.”

“What are you talking about? This was payback. You think I forgot how you scared me in the wardrobe?”

“That was twelve years ago,” I laughed. “Isn’t that a little long to hold a grudge?”

He suddenly stepped in close, and I could smell the wine on his breath as he said quietly, “Listen, Khasain. I’m truly happy you’re here. I really am. It’s wonderful to have my brother back from the dead. You’re the eldest now. But I came home first. Remember that.”

I was caught off guard by the sudden shift in his tone, and unsure whether he was joking again, I stepped back to get a better look at his face. But before I could read his expression, he turned and whistled. Tashimi, who had returned to the party, came sauntering back.

“Go with my brother,” he said, flashing a big smile. “You can’t turn down a woman twice in one night. Very poor manners. Actually brings bad luck.”

I was too confused to resist as Tashimi took my arm and led me out of the hall. The scent of her hair made my head spin even more.

I was dead tired, but I didn’t sleep a wink before the sun rose over the horizon—Tashimi made sure of that. My brother had been right: she knew exactly what I needed.
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Someone woke me by splashing water in my face.

“Stop it,” I growled—and instantly regretted speaking. The words triggered a gnawing pain in my skull. Sunlight stabbed at my eyes as I tried to squint through my lids.

Faustina stood by my bed with a bowl of water, smiling. “I said your name a hundred times, but you wouldn’t wake up.”

“Let me sleep,” I grumbled, turning away.

“Your sister was here. I think she wanted to tell you something.”

That woke me up a little more. I propped myself up on one elbow. “Who? Ismat?”

“Yes.”

“What did she say?”

Faustina shrugged. “How should I know? She tried to wake you, but you just kept snoring. Eventually she left.”

The events of the day before slowly came back to me. I remembered how Ismat had stared at me during the meal. I sat up a bit too fast, and the room spun around me. Groaning, I shut my eyes.

“Here,” Faustina said, placing the bowl in my lap. “Wash up, and I’ll get you something to drink.”

I thought of the woman I had spent the night with. She was gone now. Had Faustina seen her? For some reason, the thought made me uneasy.

I splashed water on my face, neck, and hair. On the nightstand was a tray of breakfast that someone must have brought in. There was fresh fruit, cheese, eggs, and tea.

Faustina returned with a large jug of water. I took three greedy gulps—then nearly spat it all out.

“Ugh! It’s seawater …”

“No, it’s just water with a little salt.”

“Why in the world would you add salt?”

“Because it helps,” she explained. “My father always adds salt to his water after too much wine the night before.”

I eyed her doubtfully. “You sure about that?”

She nodded and pointed to the tray. “Eggs help too.”

“You brought that as well?”

She shook her head. “A servant came just after the woman left.”

So Faustina had seen her. For some reason, I didn’t quite know where to look. “I think I’ll skip breakfast,” I muttered. “You can have it if you want.”

“I already ate, but I could go for a little more. Oh, by the way—can we send a pigeon to my father today?”

“Yeah. Of course.”

“Thanks, Cassian.”

Faustina dug into my breakfast while I forced down a few more gulps of the salty water. I began to feel a little better and got dressed. Just as I was about to try standing up, there was a knock at the door.

“Yes?”

Ismat stepped inside. “Good morning, Khasain. I see you’ve had breakfast. If you’re feeling up to it, Father would like to see you.”

“Yes, of course. Just give me a moment, Ismat.”

My sister curtsied and left the door slightly ajar.

“Listen,” I said to Faustina. “I don’t know how long I’ll be gone. Will you be all right on your own today?”

“Sure. There’s plenty to see around here.”

We both left the room. To my surprise, two women were already waiting with fresh linens. They entered and immediately began tidying up.

Faustina waved as I followed Ismat.

We walked through the halls. Like yesterday, she didn’t so much as glance at me. I had expected her to say something. Eventually, I had to break the silence myself.

“Quite the party last night.”

Ismat nodded. “I hope you felt welcome.”

“I did.”

We walked on a little further.

“I noticed you left early?”

“I had to be up early this morning.”

More silence. We were nearing Father’s chamber.

“Ismat,” I said. “I had the feeling you wanted to say something to me yesterday.”

I thought I sensed a tiny hesitation in her step, but it might’ve been my imagination. She didn’t stop or look at me.

“The way you looked at me across the table while Father was speaking,” I continued.

“What would I have to say?”

“I don’t know. Something about what Father told us, maybe.”

She shot me a quick glance. “Father told the story as it is. I have nothing to add.” Her words were as sincere as her smile.

We turned a corner, and the doors to Father’s chamber came into view. I knew this was my chance—if I was going to get through to my sister, it had to be now. So I grabbed her arm and forced her to stop.

“You can trust me, Ismat. Whatever it is. I’m your brother.”

Ismat stared at me and drew a deep breath through her nose. It was obvious the words were on her lips. But then she seemed to regain control. “First you need to speak with Father,” she said. “Then you can ask me again.”

With that, she pulled free and walked on.
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Father came around the table and stood in front of me.

“Good morning, my boy. Or should I say good afternoon? I sent Ismat to wake you earlier, but she couldn’t rouse you. I hope our welcome didn’t take too much out of you?”

I smiled. “Not at all, Father. It was the best night of my life.”

He placed a hand on my shoulder. “I’m glad to hear that. And I’m glad you’re home again. Here, come sit with me.”

Two high-backed chairs stood before the table. As we sat down, I felt like a god surveying the land. A small tray between us held grapes, dates, and other delicacies.

“I take it you’re not up for a glass of wine?” Father asked.

“I think I’ll stick to water today.”

“They say a single glass after a night like last helps the headache. Your mother was the one who taught me that.” A flicker of sadness crossed his face. “But let’s not bring up the past again. The past is like a good wine—if you sip it from time to time, it tastes sweet and bitter at once. But if you wallow in it, it will ruin your life.”

“That’s true.”

“Take your past in the West. If you think of it now and then, it will remind you that you once lost your way—but found the road home. It will make you stronger, more certain of your future. But if you dwell on it every day, how can you ever look ahead? The trouble with what once was is, you can never get it back.”

“I have no wish to return or dwell in the past, Father. I came all this way to find my home.”

He smiled and plucked a grape. “It was wonderful to see you all together last night—you and your siblings. I could feel how much they’ve missed you.”

I heard Haytam’s voice again in my mind: “I came home first. Remember that.”

Father watched me closely. “Your smile is faltering. What’s wrong?”

“It’s nothing.”

He reached over and squeezed my arm. “You can tell me anything, Khasain. I know I came across a bit cold and commanding yesterday. But that’s the burden of being the head of a family—you can’t always show what you truly feel.” He smiled again and took another grape. “Now tell me, what’s on your mind?”

I hadn’t planned to say anything, but Father’s openness made me feel safe. “It was probably just the wine,” I said hesitantly, “but Haytam said something to me last night …” I told him what Haytam had said.

Father nodded slowly. “That’s what I feared.”

“I don’t understand, Father?”

“I think you do, Khasain. Use your head.”

I thought for a moment. It was obvious, really. “Haytam’s afraid I’ll take his place. Until now, he’s been the eldest son.”

“The only son. It will be hard for him to accept.”

Suddenly I understood what my return truly meant for the family. I wasn’t just another of Father’s children come home. I was the eldest living son. That made me heir to the throne. I didn’t dare say it aloud—just looked at Father out of the corner of my eye. He sipped his wine, then set down the glass and slapped his palms on his thighs.

“Well, let me tell you how things stand, Khasain. You came home at exactly the right time. Everything is about to change. Your uncle Rasim—my brother—is emir of the southernmost province,”—he pointed across the map—“and he is the deciding vote. For over six years he’s kept me from securing a majority to unite with the Northern Peninsula. I and five other provinces want to form a united East—a mighty nation under the one true god. Can you picture it, Khasain? North and South—together?”

“It hasn’t been that way since ancient times,” I murmured. “It’s been hundreds of years since the peninsulas split.”

“But now we have the chance to reunite. We’ll become the greatest power the world has ever seen. The West’s might will pale beside a united East. No one will ever threaten us again. When historians tell their tales, we will be the empire they speak of. Do you know, by the way, why the West is collapsing under its own weight?”

I remembered what Aurelius had said. “Because the emperor became power-hungry. He stopped caring about the country and only wanted wealth for himself.”

“And what of the rulers before him? Do you really think they were better men?”

“Uh … no, but …”

“It was never about the emperor, my son. He was merely the fool sitting on the throne when the whole thing finally gave way. The West was doomed from the start—because it was built on hollow values. Greed. Wealth. Competition. In the West, every man stood alone. Everyone had to pursue their own happiness. They called it prosperity and diversity. I call it division and chaos. Where is the unity? The family? The loyalty? The West had none of these. And so, it had no soul. And no one can survive without a soul.” Father pointed across the table and lowered his voice. “What we will build here in the East will be founded on something solid, my son. Something that will last, no matter who sits on the throne. Family. Alashra kabal kashy’a. And it’s all within reach. It could happen in our lifetime. One day, you could be the man on the throne.”

A powerful jolt went through me. I let my gaze drift across the map. Just the thought of it was dizzying.

Father leaned in. “Do you think it’s a coincidence that you found your way home now? Of course not. It’s Molla’s will. He has a plan for all of us. And it’s clear what His plan is for you, my son.”

Pride surged through me at Father’s words. Back at the palace, my life had been all about serving others. I was never a man of significance. But now … now I stood on the threshold of something almost too vast to grasp.

Then I thought of my brother. He had grown up at Father’s side. He had spent his whole life waiting for this. And now, at the last moment, I had returned and snatched it all from under him.

“What about Haytam?” I asked.

“He’ll come to terms with it,” Father said. “He just needs time to adjust. In time, he’ll understand it’s Molla’s will.” He lowered his voice. “But Haytam is a good son. Very loyal. If something were to happen to you—Molla forbid—I wouldn’t hesitate to name him heir. Do you understand me, Khasain?”

I nodded, uncertainly.

“Soon, you’ll face your first test,” Father went on. “In less than two months, your uncle and the other eleven emirs will gather for a summit, where the unification will be decided. I want you to be there. It’ll be your chance to prove yourself a worthy successor.”

***

I felt as though I were floating as I left Father’s chamber.

Me—vezir. My father’s heir. Perhaps the future ruler of all the East. It was almost too much to comprehend.

I jogged through the Ka’ana, spotted a servant, and asked if he’d seen Ismat. She was in the garden. He pointed me toward the exit.

Out in the sunshine, I stood at the top of the steps, gazing out across the lush green landscape. I spotted a figure down by the lake. I ran toward her.

Ismat was sitting on a bench, gazing out over the lily pads. She didn’t seem to have noticed me. She was holding a stalk of grass, plucking it to pieces with delicate fingers.

“Ismat?”

She turned her head sharply and stood up.

“No, stay,” I said, taking a seat beside her. “I just spoke with Father.”

She looked at me expectantly. “And what did he want?”

“I think you already know. I’m to be his heir.” I couldn’t help smiling as I said it.

Ismat didn’t smile. “Really?”

“Yes. He’s going to make me vezir instead of Haytam. All I need to do is prove I’m as loyal as he is.” I quickly added, “Of course, I don’t feel good about Haytam losing his title—but that’s tradition, isn’t it?”

“I’m happy for you,” Ismat said, without the slightest trace of happiness.

I frowned. “There you go again. Talking like that. What was it you wanted to tell me?”

My sister studied me for a moment longer. Then she turned her gaze back to the water. “Nothing, Khasain. Congratulations on your coming title.”

“Don’t sidestep me, Ismat. Tell me what’s on your mind.”

She said nothing.

Suddenly, I felt angry. I took her chin and turned her face toward me. “Don’t ignore me.”

“Forgive me, Khasain. But I don’t know what to say. You must have misunderstood. I have nothing to tell. I’m just happy for you. If this is what you want, then I wish you the best.”

I held her chin a moment longer. She made no effort to pull away or look aside. But something unreadable veiled her eyes.

“Of course it’s what I want,” I said, letting her go. “Who would say no to something so great?”

“Yes, who would.”

The way she repeated my words made me glance at her. But her eyes had already returned to the lake.
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Iwasn’t about to let my sister’s strange mood ruin my excitement. So I went to find Faustina and shared the news.

“Wow,” she gasped. “Is it really true?”

“As true as the sun.”

“That’s … that’s amazing, Cassian.”

“If you want, I could get you a position here at the palace.”

“What do you mean? As a maid?”

“As whatever you’d like. You could even take over Ismat’s role.”

“What is her role exactly?”

“She’s Father’s hand. That means she’s his most trusted aide. She knows everything that goes on and oversees all the other servants.”

Faustina raised her eyebrows. “But … what about my father?”

“We can send word to him. Invite him here. He could have a house nearby.”

Faustina looked as if she didn’t know what to feel. Then she threw her arms around me and hugged me tightly. “Thank you so much, Cassian. You’ve been so good to me. I don’t even know how to repay you.”

I squeezed her shoulder. “You don’t have to repay me. In fact, I have one more surprise.”

She pulled back. “What is it?”

“You’ll see. But I think you’d better change first.” A maid was coming down the corridor just then. “You,” I said, waving her over. “Dress Faustina in something easier to move in.”

***

“Where are we going?” Faustina asked for the tenth time as we walked through the city streets.

“Wait and see.”

“Is it inside the city or outside?”

“Wait and see.”

“Oh, come on! Is that all you can say?”

“Wait and see.”

She slapped my arm.

“This is it,” I said when I spotted the stone marker. “My sister Ridwana lives in that big house over there.”

“We’re visiting your sister?”

“Yes. Come on.”

We climbed the broad steps and knocked on the door. After a moment, an older woman opened it. “What can I do for you?”

“My name is Khasain. I’m Ridwana’s brother.”

The woman’s eyes widened. Then she gave a deep curtsy. “Greetings, my lord. Welcome home. We were all very glad to hear the news of your—”

“Thank you. Is Ridwana home?”

“The lady and her husband are in the dining room.”

The servant led us through a well-kept home and into a smaller hall with a long table. Sitting across from each other were Ridwana and her husband, Maharan. They stood as soon as they saw us.

“Khasain! Welcome!”

My sister embraced me. Faustina curtsied politely and greeted Maharan.

“Are you hungry?” Ridwana asked. “We just ate, but there’s plenty of food.”

“Maybe later. I think Faustina would like to see what we talked about.”

Maharan smiled. “Of course. Come with me.”

Faustina gave me a puzzled look.

“Come on,” I said.

Maharan led us out onto the terrace at the back of the house. A large gravel courtyard was enclosed by tall walls.

Faustina gasped aloud when she saw the wing-lizards. Even I felt a jolt in my gut. They weren’t caged, so for a second I thought they were loose. But then I saw they were tethered by thick chains anchored to heavy granite blocks. Two of the birds lay basking in the sun with wings spread. The third was tearing into the remains of something that looked like an ox.

“Khasain told me you love wing-lizards,” Maharan said to Faustina with a smile.

I translated.

Faustina tore her eyes away and looked at Maharan. “Are you … are you a lizard-handler?”

“No, but my father is. Buharan.” He pointed.

Only then did I spot the old man standing by one of the dozing beasts. He had a bucket of water, which he was pouring over the bird’s neck in long, slow strokes. Though he was just a step from the creature’s mouth, he didn’t seem nervous at all.

Maharan began crossing the yard. Faustina followed eagerly. I looked at Ridwana.

“I’ll stay here,” she smiled, folding her arms. “I’ve never understood the fascination with those beasts. They only make me uneasy.”

I understood her hesitation. But I couldn’t show fear in front of Faustina. So I followed.

As we approached, the nearest wing-lizard raised its head and watched us. It made no move to attack.

“Don’t worry, they’ve just eaten,” Maharan said. “Besides, they only feed on carrion. Right now, they’re calm—perfect for flying.”

I translated for Faustina, and her eyes grew even wider. “Do you think we can try a ride?”

“We’ll have to ask Maharan’s father. They’re his lizards.”

The old man didn’t seem to notice us and kept working. Only when Maharan placed a hand on his shoulder did he turn. His skin was wrinkled and weathered by years in the sun. Most of his hair was gone, but his beard remained thick and black.

“Who’ve you brought, Maharan?”

Maharan introduced us. I had expected the old man to bow or kneel upon hearing my title, but he just turned his back and went on rinsing the bird’s feathers.

“Forgive my father,” Maharan said quietly. “He’s old and doesn’t hear well.”

“Buharan,” I said. “Faustina here is very interested in wing-lizards. She’d like to try flying. And she wants to learn your craft.”

Buharan looked over his shoulder at me. “The first wish we can grant right away.” The old man smiled at Faustina and said something else. He spoke with an old dialect I could barely understand.

Maharan noticed my confusion. “He says he’d be happy to take her for a flight on Zultan here. But he can’t take her on as an apprentice.”

“Because he’s never known a female lizard-handler. I understood that part.”

I watched as Buharan began to strap on the harness and saddle. He moved slowly, methodically.

“Is he really going to fly?” Faustina whispered.

“Yes—and you’re going with him.”

“What? Really?”

I nodded.

“Will he … will he teach me?”

I couldn’t bear to crush her hope. So I said, “Maybe. He just needs to get to know you first.”

Faustina looked like she might faint.

Buharan checked the reins, unlocked the chain, and turned to us. He beckoned Faustina forward. She looked at me. Then stepped hesitantly closer. With an impatient gesture, Buharan motioned for her to climb into the saddle. She had barely swung one leg up before the old man gave her a shove from behind, nearly sending her over the other side. Then he climbed up himself—with surprising agility.

Once they were both seated on the lizard’s back—Faustina in front, Buharan behind with the reins—I suddenly felt a flicker of worry.

“Are you sure it’s safe?” I asked Maharan.

“He’s been flying his whole life,” Maharan assured me. “Thousands of flights all over the world. He took me up when I was just a child.”

“Cassian,” Faustina said, looking down at me with nervous excitement. “I think—”

She didn’t get to finish. Buharan tugged the reins, and the lizard spread its wings with a loud crack, sending sand swirling into my eyes. I felt the rush of wind and heard Faustina squeal. When I blinked the dust away, they were already airborne. The other two wing-lizards tugged at their chains, as if eager to join them.

Just watching the speed with which the wing-lizard rose made my stomach drop. I could only imagine what it felt like for Faustina. Soon the lizard was no bigger than a dragonfly in the blue sky. It turned southward. Within moments, it vanished from sight.

“He’s giving her a tour over the city,” Maharan said with a smile. “They’ll be back shortly. Want a glass of wine in the meantime?”

***

I had just emptied my glass when I heard a shriek somewhere above the house.

“There they are,” said Maharan.

We stood and walked out back.

Zultan descended with heavy wingbeats. I shielded my face from the wind. The lixard spread its huge talons and landed softly. Then it folded its wings and knelt so the passengers could dismount.

Faustina walked toward me. Her steps were slow, as if each one felt unfamiliar. Her fringe was windblown, and her eyes were wide and wet. I couldn’t tell if it was tears or just water.

“Was it fun?” I asked.

She broke into a wide grin. “It was the most amazing thing I’ve ever done!”

Buharan, having secured the chain again, walked over to us.

“How did it go?” I asked.

“She grabbed the reins and tried to pull them from me,” he said flatly. “At first I thought she was scared and wanted to get down. I shouted for her to let go. Then I realized she was eager—she wanted to steer Zultan herself.” The old man looked at Faustina and shook his head. “I’ve taken more than ten boys up in the air. Every single one of them was stiff with fear on their first flight. That girl is not normal.” Then he said something I didn’t catch and shuffled back toward the house.

“What did he say at the end?” I asked.

Maharan smiled. “That Faustina is his new apprentice.”

I looked at the girl, who had followed the conversation without understanding the words. She looked a little guilty. “Was he angry that I grabbed the reins? I just had to try, Cassian, I … why are you smiling?”
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The next few days, we visited Buharan again so Faustina could fly with him. Each time, the flights got longer. After the third trip, I saw what looked like a smile in the old man’s wrinkled mouth.

“He’s enjoying himself,” Maharan whispered to me. “It’s been years since he had an apprentice. He never thought he’d get the chance to teach again.”

All the way home, Faustina chattered excitedly about what they’d seen, how much she looked forward to flying again, and the places she wanted to go once she learned to fly on her own.

In the evening, we dined with Father, Ismat, and Haytam. Some nights Nadya or Munas joined us too, but they usually ate with their husbands in their own homes.

“So,” my brother asked one evening, “what have you been doing with your time? I don’t see much of you here in the Ka’ana.”

“I’m trying to make up for lost time,” I said, biting into a lamb shank. “There’s a lot to see in the city. I like walking among the people, hearing them talk, grabbing a bite at the eateries.”

“I’ve also heard you’ve been visiting our sister?”

“That’s true. Faustina here has started training with Buharan, Ridwana’s father-in-law. He’s a lizard-handler.”

“Really?” said Haytam, smiling at Faustina. “I’ve not heard of many female lizard-handlers. She sounds like a spirited young woman.”

I translated for Faustina, and she blushed. As she reached for her glass of water, she knocked it over. She gasped, sprang to her feet, and started blotting the spill with her napkin.

“Leave it, Faustina,” I said.

The servants had already stepped in and began cleaning the mess.

“Sorry,” Faustina mumbled, sitting back down.

“Spirited, yes,” I said with a smile to Haytam.

My brother smiled back. As he took a sip of wine, he gave Father a look. It was quick, but I caught it. I didn’t think much of it at the time. Not until later.

***

When the meal ended, we rose and bowed to Father.

“Khasain,” he said, dabbing his beard with his napkin. “I’d like a word with you.”

“Go ahead, Faustina, I’ll be along later.”

I sat down again. Faustina, Ismat, and Haytam left the hall, and the servants began clearing the table. Father stared down at the tablecloth.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

“It was thoughtful of you to arrange that place for the girl … Faustina, is it? … with Buharan.”

I shrugged. “Now she’s got something to keep her busy until she returns to her father.”

“Is she going back?”

“I doubt she wants to be separated from him. We already sent a dove to let him know where she is.”

“I’m not sure Kazana will be a peaceful place to live in the near future.”

I shrugged again. “Maybe her father will come here instead. That way they can be reunited.”

Father looked into his wineglass. “Let me ask plainly, Khasain. Do you intend to marry her?”

“No. I already told you that, Father.”

“I didn’t know if you’d changed your mind. You do spend a lot of time with her. It’s clear she means a lot to you.”

I frowned. “I don’t quite follow.”

Father downed the rest of his wine in three deep gulps. He set the empty glass on the table and slowly pushed it away with one finger. “She isn’t your family, and she’s not going to be your bride. So what’s left?”

“She’s my friend. Is there something wrong with that?”

“No need to get defensive, my son. I’m simply trying to help you see the difference. Either someone is family, or they’re not. Friendships can be valuable, but they’re destined to end. Family is forever.”

My heart thudded. “Are you telling me not to see Faustina anymore?”

Father smiled but avoided my gaze. “You’re putting words in my mouth, Khasain. Let me ask differently. Do you see anyone else at this table who isn’t family?”

“No, but—”

“Why do you think that is? Why do you think even my sons-in-law only eat with us on special occasions?”

“Father, if you don’t want Faustina at the table, you can just say so.”

“That wasn’t my question. I want your answer. Why do only family members dine together? Think carefully, Khasain.”

I knew it was about trust. Only those bound by blood could be trusted with one’s life. No matter how close you felt to outsiders, in the end, they would always choose their own family. And wasn’t that exactly what Faustina would do? She wouldn’t give up her father for a life with me, even if I wanted that.

The thought made me sad. Suddenly it all became clear. Everyone I’d known—Dramo, Faustina, even Aurelius—had only ever been friends. There had always been an unbreakable wall between us. In a world like this, only family could be counted on. Only they came with true bonds and true obligations.

I whispered the answer. “Alashra kabal kashy’a.”

When Father heard his own words repeated, pride shone in his gaze. He stood and came to my side, placing his large, warm hand on my cheek.

“That’s right. Family above all. You are my son. Trust me, and I will help you remember who you are.”

***

Early the next morning, there was a knock at my door. I’d just dressed and was combing my hair in the mirror. It wasn’t as long as tradition demanded yet, but it was starting to cover my ears.

“Yes?” I called.

Faustina poked her head in and smiled. “So you’re up. Ready to go? I’m so excited! Buharan said if today goes well, I can do my first solo flight tomorrow!”

I turned and smiled. “Come in and close the door.”

She obeyed. “I’m so grateful you got me that place with Buharan, Cassian. I still don’t know how to thank you.”

“You don’t need to.”

“I can’t wait to show my father that I can fly. Can you imagine how surprised he’ll be? Maybe I can even take him for a ride over the city. He’ll be so proud …”

I watched her as she spoke. The thought of her father lit up her face in a way I’d never seen before. I interrupted her: “You’ll have to go alone today.”

Faustina blinked. “Why? You can’t come?”

“No. And I won’t be able to tomorrow either. In fact, you’ll need to visit Buharan on your own from now on. But that shouldn’t be a problem. You know the way, and you two seem to get along well.”

“But … I don’t understand what he says.”

“Buharan doesn’t say much. And when you’re in the air, I can’t translate for you anyway. I’m sure you’ll manage.”

Faustina bit her lip. “Why don’t you want to come with me anymore?”

“It’s not that I don’t want to. Father needs me here in the Ka’ana. We’re preparing for the great assembly. There’s a lot to do. You understand, don’t you?”

“Yes, of course,” she said hesitantly. “I just really liked our walks to Buharan’s. It felt like … our special time together.”

I smiled. “It was nice, yes. But we won’t have that kind of time anymore. There’s something else too. When the family dines in the evening, it’s actually just for family. I’m sure you’ve noticed that none of my siblings bring their friends?”

“Yes, I did,” Faustina murmured, “but I thought …”

“From now on, your dinner will be brought to your room.”

Faustina looked like she was searching for an appropriate response but couldn’t find one. At last, she managed a smile.

“You’d better be on your way now. Buharan doesn’t like to be kept waiting.” She was about to close the door when I remembered something. “Faustina? One last thing.”

“Yes?”

“You can’t keep calling me Cassian. My name is Khasain.”
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Time slipped through my fingers like desert sand.

My native tongue grew stronger by the day. Soon, you couldn’t even tell I’d ever spoken another language. In fact, it was becoming harder to speak with Faustina—the western words escaped me more and more often.

But it wasn’t just my speech that had become eastern. I could feel it in my whole being. Khasain had grown strong, and he was pushing Cassian aside. My movements. My tone. Even my thoughts.

Haytam and I grew closer. With him, I didn’t feel the same distance I did with Ismat. Haytam was exactly as I’d imagined him—a true easterner: warm, comradely, and hot-blooded.

He took me to the salt baths, showed me his vineyards east of the city, introduced me to his army and his fleet. In total, he had nearly a thousand men under his command. Not many compared to Father, but still—the thought that every one of these men would obey my brother’s slightest command, and die for him without hesitation, if need be, was intoxicating. I could hardly grasp that, before long, they would belong to me.

***

The day of the great gathering of emirs finally came. I was sitting in the garden under the shade of a palm tree when Ismat brought news of Rasim’s arrival. I leapt to my feet and hurried to the entrance hall.

Haytam was already there. He embraced Uncle Rasim, the two men clapping each other on the back.

Rasim laughed. “You’ve gotten big, my little nephew. You’re not living solely on wine and women these days, are you?”

“I get a bit of bread now and then too,” Haytam grinned. He spotted me and pointed. “Here comes someone you should meet, Uncle.”

Rasim turned. If you didn’t know he and Father were brothers, you’d never guess it. They were both tall, but that was about it. Father had short, coarse hair and a heavyset frame verging on fat. Rasim was lanky, his long, wavy hair tied back in a ponytail. His face was lean, and his skin sun-darkened from the long journey under open sky.

“By all the old gods,” he exclaimed when he saw me. “They did say you’d come home after all these years. But I had to see you with my own eyes to believe it.”

“Greetings, Uncle,” I said, and bowed.

He spread his arms. I let him embrace me.

“You can hardly hear in your voice that you’ve been away so long.”

“Thank you, Uncle.”

“Well, where is my power-hungry brother hiding? I suppose he’ll want to greet me before I get a bath and a bed. I swear, ten days on horseback will bruise even the best Bedouin’s backside.”

Haytam laughed.

I was a little startled by the way our uncle spoke of Father. I had never met anyone who didn’t show respect—almost fear—at the mere mention of Emir Husam.

We escorted Rasim to Father’s hall.

“Husam!” he cried when he saw his brother, laughing. “You certainly haven’t lost weight. Still stuffing yourself with anything you can get your hands on?”

Father smiled reluctantly. “I should have your tongue cut out for speaking to me like that. Come here, you fool.”

The brothers embraced and held each other tightly.

“How was the journey?”

“Far too long. Your sons have become young, healthy men, I see. Makes me almost regret never continuing our bloodline.”

“There’s still time.”

Rasim grew briefly serious. “I wasn’t as lucky as you. Never met the right woman.” Then he brightened. “Anyway, I’d love to chat, but can we do it while I’m in a bath with two naked women? And maybe a bowl of fresh fruit. If I eat one more strip of dried meat, I’ll be sick.”

I liked Uncle Rasim immediately. It was hard not to. His good mood was contagious. My sisters giggled when he kissed their cheeks and told them how beautiful they’d grown. Even Father had to smile when Rasim joked.

***

There were many people to greet, many stories to catch up on. On the second day, I finally had a chance to be alone with my uncle.

I sat by the window in the dining hall after dinner, sipping a glass of wine as I watched the sun sink toward the horizon, painting the sea in flaming colors. I was deep in thought when I heard footsteps behind me. I assumed it was a servant refilling my glass, so I held it out without taking my eyes off the sunset.

“Much obliged,” said an unexpected voice, and snatched the glass from my hand.

I looked up in surprise to see my uncle downing the wine in one gulp.

“Aah,” he sighed with satisfaction, handing the glass back. “Now maybe you’ll offer to massage my feet too?”

“Sorry, Uncle,” I said, rising. “I thought you were a servant …”

“You’ve gotten used to life at the emir’s court quickly,” he remarked. “But I see some old habits still linger. Sit down. You’re the future vezir—you don’t need to rise for anyone.”

I sat back down.

My uncle dragged a chair over beside me, sat, and crossed his legs. “What a view. From my home in Heran, it’s sand in every direction.”

“Is it true you’ve changed your mind about the unification?” I asked.

“I don’t like talking politics until I have to,” he said, eyes still on the view.

I felt foolish.

“Your father and I grew up together in Heran,” he continued, as if I hadn’t spoken. “Did you know that? Like real desert boys. Dirt poor, too. Our mother sometimes had to boil soup from old saddle leather and mix sand into the dough to make the bread fill our bellies more.”

I burst out laughing—until I realized he wasn’t joking.

“I understand it sounds like a joke to you,” he went on. “Be glad for that. I swear, I can still feel the grit between my teeth now and then.” He ran his tongue over his front teeth. “Or maybe it’s just the long journey.”

“I didn’t know our family was ever that poor,” I said, trying to get back on track. “Father never talks about his childhood.”

“Of course not. Your father’s a proud man. He fled the desert the first chance he got, and he never looked back. I’m sure it annoys him that I still wear traditional clothes.” My uncle looked down at his outfit—a classic kandura, white with colorful trim. Practical for desert travel and camel riding, but not considered proper attire. He suddenly glanced around. “What does it take to get a glass of wine in this hut?”

No sooner had he spoken than a servant came running with an empty glass and a full bottle.

“Aren’t you proud to be an emir?” I blurted out as Rasim’s wine was poured. “Since you don’t dress like one?”

“I’m proud to be who I am,” he said, taking a large sip. He didn’t drink like it was the finest wine in the land. “Where I come from, we still live by the old values. A title means no more than the clothes you wear: both can be changed in an instant. They say nothing about the man underneath.” Another sip. “Ah, fine stuff. Just leave the bottle.”

The servant looked confused, then placed the wine on the floor and left.

I admired my uncle. His open demeanor. His confidence. He was clearly more than just a jester—he was a man who knew himself.

“The difference between your father and me is best explained by our names,” he went on. “I don’t know if our mother foresaw who we’d become, or if the names shaped us over time. Rasim is an old word for sword. Husam means architect.” Then he abruptly changed the subject. “What was it like coming back after all those years? Do you miss what’s across the sea?”

“I don’t miss my old life,” I said at once. “My place is here, with my family.”

Rasim studied me a moment.

I smiled nervously. “What are you thinking?”

“You really want to know?”

“Yes.”

“I’m thinking your words sound rehearsed.”

“Rehearsed?”

“Something you say because you want to believe it.”

I struggled to keep my expression neutral. To my surprise, his words struck something in me. For a moment, I wavered inside.

“I was nobody before,” I mumbled. “A humble servant to greater men. Here I’m the emir’s son. Here I have a future.”

“You’ve always been somebody. Maybe you didn’t like who you were, but that’s another matter. As long as you draw breath, dear nephew, you are not nothing.” He emptied the glass and poured himself another. “A future is good. But if you’re not content now, you’re wasting your life. Plenty of dead men would happily take your place.”

“I understand that. But how can you say a servant should be just as content as a ruler?” I held out my glass. “The servant pours while the rulers drink. That’s how the world works. It’s about power.”

Rasim shook his head, braid swinging. “Power is like piling sand in the desert. No matter how high your mound, the next storm levels it all. And you don’t get to choose when the storm comes. That’s what gives life its meaning. The storm that evens us all. Servant or ruler. Rich or poor. Man or woman.”

Rasim leaned back and looked out over the sea. He seemed to have said all he wanted, content now just to enjoy the view. So I sat in silence beside him, trying to digest what he’d said. Even without speaking, his presence was a comfort. It made me feel at ease.

“Has your father told you about our trek through Golgarki?” Rasim asked suddenly.

“No. I didn’t think Father had ever left the country.”

“Oh, he did. He crossed the world’s largest desert a month after I did. You know the old trade road, the one that runs from Heran all the way to Kilkias?”

“Yes, I know it.”

“In the old days, it was tradition among the desert tribes for every young man to walk the road alone, with only a single camel and a flask of water.”

I frowned. “That’s not possible.”

“Of course it is. Most actually made it.”

“Explain it to me,” I said, skeptical. “How can one man cross Golgarki with just a camel and a flask of water?”

“The trade road is laid so it hits every safe oasis. If you travel at a steady pace, you can just reach the next water hole before your flask runs dry. As for food … you use a thin, pointed knife to make a small cut in the camel’s neck and drink its blood. Not enough to weaken the animal—just enough to keep yourself going.” Rasim shrugged. “Of course, some weren’t so lucky. Some lost their way. Some didn’t travel fast enough. Others lost their camels.”

I mulled that over. “Why on earth would young men risk their lives like that?”

“Now that’s the right question. Some say it was to prove their worth. Others, that only alone in the desert can one receive the gods’ blessing. Want to know what I believe?”

“Yes.”

“The journey is about finding yourself. The sun in the desert burns away everything false. So only your truest self remains when you come out the other side. If you come out the other side, of course.”

“Did that happen to you?” I asked, enthralled. “Did you find yourself in the desert? Your truest self?”

Rasim only nodded.

“What about Father?”

“For him, it wasn’t a good experience. When he reached Kilkias, he was skin and bone. Everything went wrong. Twice he nearly wandered off the route. The camel died. It was a miracle he survived. And he …” Rasim paused, clicked his tongue as if tasting the words, weighing them. “Your father came out a different man. The desert changed him.”

“But wasn’t that the point? You said the desert burns away everything false.”

“It was different for your father. I think the desert burned too deep in him.” Rasim raised his brows, gaze drifting.

Goosebumps spread up my arms. And not just because of the breeze from the window.

Rasim snapped out of it. “Well, you’ll have to excuse me, Khasain. I’ve had too much wine. Sometimes I ramble about things I know nothing about.” He gave me a fleeting smile. “Time I got some sleep. Big days ahead.” He stood and squeezed my shoulder. “Sleep well, nephew.”

“Sleep well, Uncle.”

Rasim hummed to himself as he wandered out of the hall.

***

That night, I had a dream about Father. I dreamed he was wandering the desert. He was weak and delirious, half-mad with thirst. In the end, he collapsed. And there he lay, staring up at the blue sky, while the sun dried out his eyes and the drifting sand began to bury him.

Rasim’s voice came from the heavens: “The desert burned too deep in him.”
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Over the next few days, the remaining eleven emirs arrived in the Ka’ana. It was fascinating to observe their varied clothing and hairstyles, speech patterns and customs. For the first time, I truly understood how vast and diverse the East was.

A grand banquet was held, beginning in the morning and lasting until sunset. Haytam and I both attended. Several of the emirs had brought their sons, who were also seated at the table. My brother had met some of them before and introduced me. There was a faint note of something wounded in his voice when he announced that I was the future vezir.

The following day saw a great parade through the city, with the thirteen mighty men carried on camelback to the sound of music and jubilant cheers. The procession ended at the prayer hall, where seemingly all of Haswa Rhadna had gathered to honor the emirs beneath the gaze of Molla.

I had thought the mass prayer we witnessed on the harbor our first night in the city was immense—but the crowd packed into the prayer hall that evening was overwhelming. Men, women, children, and the elderly stood shoulder to shoulder, from wall to wall, down the steps and out into the courtyard.

Then came a few days of rest for the emirs. The great men spent their time exploring the city, visiting bathhouses and eateries, enjoying entertainment in the form of theatre, women, and spectacle.

At last, the day of the council arrived.

There was a distinct mood over the Ka’ana that morning. Anticipation hung in the air. Every servant moved a little faster. A long table had been set up in the great hall for the thirteen emirs. Vezirs and sons were given benches along the walls.

Haytam and I were the first to arrive. We sat in silence as the emirs entered one by one with their entourages. I was thrilled at the thought of witnessing the thirteen emirs discuss and negotiate. Soon, the hall was buzzing with low voices.

And then Father entered. The murmurs died as the host took his seat.

Father looked out across the table. “In Molla’s name, I declare this council open. We will speak for three days and three nights. All shall be asked. All shall be heard. First, each shall state his position and his reasons. Then the floor will be opened, and the discussion will flow until the sun rises on the fourth day. Then we will again state our positions and see where the balance falls.” He rose and adjusted his fine bisht. “As host, it falls to me to begin. I will keep it brief. You all know what I will say. I speak strongly in favor of a United East under Molla the Almighty. My reasons are many. First and foremost, wealth will be more evenly shared among us. At present, my region is the richest due to our access to the sea and the silver mine. But this is not just. The desert areas deserve the same prosperity. We should dissolve our borders and create a unified land, where all share the bounty and support one another in hardship.”

Father paused and looked around.

“I know half of you doubt my vision. You fear power will become concentrated here in Haswa Rhadna because it is our capital. But that is how it should be. An army has but one general. Otherwise it knows not which way to march. The world has but one god. And the East should have but one emir. These are new times, my dear friends. Let us not repeat the West’s mistake—not their unification, but their tyranny. Let us unite instead around a future built not on conquest, but on faith and law. Molla be praised.”

I had goosebumps throughout his speech. He had a gift for words.

Then the turn passed to the other emirs in succession. I listened carefully to every speech. Some opposed Father’s vision. Others agreed. A few seemed undecided.

“Is this the second time they’ve met to discuss unification?” I whispered to Haytam after one of the emirs made a comment suggesting the topic had come up before.

“Third,” Haytam whispered back. “Six years ago and three. It’s tradition for the emirs to meet every three years.”

I raised my eyebrows. “So Father’s been trying to push this vision through for over six years?”

Haytam nodded. “And he’s been denied twice. Both times the vote ended six to seven. But now our uncle has finally come to his senses. This year he’s promised to vote yes.”

Rasim was the last to speak. The hall fell completely silent as Father gave him the floor. All eyes turned to my uncle.

He took his time getting to his feet. Ran his hands through his hair, which for the occasion had been combed out in all its wavy glory, and cleared his throat. “I believe I can be even briefer than you, dear brother. Just as you all knew my brother’s stance, you know mine. Since our first meeting on the matter six years ago, I have spoken just as strongly against unification as my brother has spoken for it.”

Rasim paused and lowered his gaze.

I watched Father’s face. His eyes were fixed on Rasim. Beneath the beard, his cheeks were flushed with emotion.

Rasim looked up again. “But my stance has changed. I now share my brother’s vision for a united East.”

Abruptly, he sat back down.

His brief speech caught me off guard. And there was something in his expression that unsettled me. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but it reminded me of how he’d looked that night we sat at the window watching the sunset.

I think Haytam saw it too, because when I looked at him, he wasn’t smiling. His face showed something else entirely. It looked like confusion—or perhaps even fear. I followed his gaze and realized he was staring at Father. Father sat perfectly still in his chair, elbow on the armrest, chin resting on a clenched fist. He stared blankly into the distance. Behind those dark eyes, I could sense the gears turning.

Then he suddenly snapped to life. “Good! Now that we have all spoken freely, let us begin the discussion.”

The meeting continued through the day. Once the floor was opened, conversations flowed across the table in every direction, and it became impossible to follow everything being said.

A steady stream of food and drink was brought in, and the empty trays carried away again.

As the sun dipped toward the horizon, some of the emirs began to leave.

“Where are they going?” I asked Haytam. “Isn’t the meeting supposed to last another two days?”

“Yes. But even emirs need sleep. Some will rest half the night and return. Others will stay until morning before slipping away for a bit. I think I’ll take my leave now. What about you? We can come back early tomorrow.”

“I’d like to stay a little longer,” I said.

“As you wish.”

Haytam left me alone. I stayed well into the night. I was eager to hear the debates, the arguments for and against, but I also wanted to show Father that I wanted to be there. Only when my eyes began to close on their own did I leave the hall.

In fact, it was Rasim who came over and patted me on the shoulder.

“You’re sitting here sleeping, dear nephew. I think you’d prefer a bed.”

“No, no, I’m awake,” I mumbled, straightening up.

“Off with you now. Come back when you’re rested. You won’t miss a thing, trust me. Most of what these wise men tell each other are repetitions. Over and over again. They’re not really interested in listening, only in being heard.”

I smiled. “All right, I’ll sleep a bit.” The smile turned into a yawn.

Rasim returned to the table. And I left the hall.

Had I known those would be the last words I’d ever exchange with my uncle, I might have made the conversation last a little longer.


28


Late in the afternoon on the final day of the council, I decided to take a nap so I could stay awake through the evening and night and witness the conclusion of the meeting.

I asked a servant to wake me before supper was served.

But it was Haytam who shook me awake.

“Khasain! Khasain, wake up! Something terrible has happened …”

I had been sleeping deeply and needed a moment to register what he was saying. He was already halfway through explaining when the words sank in.

“Rasim is dead?” I gasped.

Haytam swallowed, nodded, and looked sick. “He fell down the tower stairs. His neck was broken when they found him. They think he went up for some air and to look out over the city. Oh, Khasain, it’s horrible. I can’t believe it.”

Neither could I.

I got up and dressed quickly. Then I followed Haytam through the building. We arrived at the great hall, which buzzed with unsettled murmurs. Just as we stepped inside, Father entered from the far end. He raised his arms to call for silence. The emirs fell quiet.

He took his place where all could see him. There were deep circles under his eyes.

“I know by now you’ve all heard the tragic news,” he began slowly. “My beloved brother, Rasim, has died in an accident. Ordinarily, I would ask for a few days to burn his body and mourn his passing. But I know many of you long to return home to your waiting families. So I suggest we let the meeting continue. When the vote is held at sunrise tomorrow, Rasim’s vezir will speak in his place. Thank you for your understanding.”

No one knew what to say or where to look. Bit by bit, conversations resumed, though the atmosphere remained heavy.

“His body was taken to the chapel,” Haytam whispered. “If you want to see him one last time.”

I felt I had no choice—I wouldn’t be able to believe Rasim was truly dead unless I saw it with my own eyes.

***

I entered the cool chamber alone. Two women were washing him.

My uncle lay on his back with folded hands and closed eyes. His lips were slightly parted, as if frozen mid-whisper. A few bruises marred his sun-darkened skin, but otherwise, he looked like himself.

“He was a good man,” said one of the women. Only then did I realize it was Ismat.

I nodded and found my voice. “How could this happen?”

“He was probably exhausted from the long talks,” Ismat said. “He must have missed a step.”

She looked at me as she spoke. I met her gaze. Again, I had the feeling that my sister’s eyes were saying something other than her words.

Does she not believe it was an accident?

It was a foolish thought. Rasim had been well liked and respected. Who would want him dead? One of the other emirs, hoping to block the unification? I could hardly believe it. They were proud men, not murderers. Besides, Rasim’s vezir would just vote in his place anyway, so killing him was pointless.

I didn’t have time for Ismat’s cryptic games. I was too shaken by Rasim’s death, and I wanted to return to the council. So I left the chapel.

***

As night drew to a close, Father stood and took the floor. All twelve emirs were present. Rasim’s vezir had taken his seat. Now the men turned their eyes to Father.

“Let us conclude this meeting by once more stating our positions,” he announced.

The word went around the room again. There were no surprises. The two undecided emirs had chosen opposite sides. The count stood at six to six when it reached the southern field.

The young vezir rose. He tried to appear calm and composed, but it was clear that the situation—and the unexpected burden now placed on him—made him nervous.

“You all heard my emir say, at the start of this council, that he now wished to see unification come to pass. I will honor his death by fulfilling his wish. The southern field stands with Emir Husam and his vision of a United East under Molla.”

There was a moment of silence in the hall. Outside the windows, a few early stone partridges had begun to sing. The sky was starting to lighten. A historic day was about to dawn.

My own tale, however, was to take a much darker turn.
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We had been drinking and celebrating in a tavern with a handful of Haytam’s friends.

I’d stepped out to take a piss. I was standing in an alley in the cold night air when Haytam suddenly laughed behind me.

“So this is where you’re hiding.”

“I’m not hiding. I just didn’t want to make you jealous of the size of my manhood.”

Haytam gave me a shove that nearly knocked me over. We laughed and stumbled out of the alley. Haytam slung an arm over my shoulders. We joked and staggered through the streets, aimless but happy.

Eventually, we found ourselves in front of the road that wound up the hill, and we stopped. I don’t think either of us had planned this little detour. It just happened. As if fate had led us here.

“So here we are,” Haytam said. “Our childhood home.”

We went up to the house. Our singing and laughter echoed through the empty halls. We ended up on the balcony overlooking the sea. The black water mirrored the blinking stars.

“This is where Mother stood and watched us leave,” Haytam murmured, lost in thought.

A cool breeze carried the scent of salt. I closed my eyes and savored the silence. When I opened them again, tears were streaking Haytam’s face.

“How could she?” he whispered. “She ruined everything. I don’t think I’ll ever forgive her.”

“She did what she thought was right,” I said, feeling slightly more sober now. “She feared for our lives.”

Haytam threw out his arms. “But we weren’t in danger. She should have listened to Father.”

“I think she was brave. It takes real courage to send your children away.”

“Courage?” Haytam turned to me, his nose wrinkling in contempt. “What nonsense are you spouting? It was sheer stupidity, nothing else.”

His lack of respect for our mother made my blood start to burn. “What would you know about it anyway?” I snarled. “Not like you ever had to make hard choices.”

Haytam was quiet for a moment. His eyes were dark. He suddenly seemed sober. “You always talk to me like I’m some foolish little boy.”

I shrugged. “You’ve never even left the country. You barely step outside the Ka’ana unless it’s to drink.”

My brother drew a deep breath. “I’m the vezir, Khasain. You may be my brother, but you should still watch your tongue when you speak to me.”

I studied my brother coolly. We both understood what this was really about. Haytam wouldn’t be vezir much longer. The title was about to pass to me. I had already won. And I should’ve kept my mouth shut.

But I said, “When I’m vezir, you can speak to me however you want. Consider it your consolation prize.”

Haytam’s eyes darkened even more. His whole body began to tremble. It was clear he was ready to lunge at me, right there on the balcony. I don’t know who would’ve won if it had come to blows.

But my brother didn’t strike me. Instead, he stepped past me to head back inside. Then he stopped, leaned in, and whispered in my ear: “You should go back to where you came from, Khasain. It would be best for all of us.” And with that, he disappeared into the house.

I stayed on the balcony a while longer. My anger faded. I began to regret what I’d said. Finally, I decided to go after him and apologize.

But when I stepped inside, my brother was nowhere to be found.

I was alone in our abandoned childhood home.
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The next evening, Haytam invited the whole family to dinner in the Ka’ana’s grand banquet hall.

The invitation surprised me. I wanted to apologize, but Haytam had been very busy, and I hadn’t had the chance to speak with him.

Just as we were about to sit down at the table, Haytam stood and spoke. “There’s a special reason I’ve invited you all. There’s something I need to say, and it’s long overdue.” He drew a deep breath. “As of today, I renounce the title of vezir. I am no longer Father’s eldest son, and therefore it should be our brother, Khasain, who inherits Father’s title. That is our tradition.”

He looked to Father. Father gave the faintest of nods.

Then Haytam looked at me. He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Good luck, Khasain.”

I mumbled a thank you.

My sisters clapped. Haytam sat down. We began the meal.

A strange atmosphere hung over the dinner. No one laughed or joked. Only a few words were exchanged. At the time, I thought it was just the announcement that had left everyone speechless.

But looking back now, I wonder if they knew more than I did. Perhaps they even suspected what was coming. They knew Haytam better than I did.

But did they know what he was willing to do to keep his title?

***

After dinner, just before I left the hall, Father caught my arm, kissed me on the cheek, and said, “Sleep well, my son.”

I smiled—puzzled. “You too, Father.”

Later, I would spend a great deal of time wondering what he meant by those words.

Was it a warning? Or a farewell?

***

I only woke when they grabbed me.

I had been in a restless sleep, full of flickering dreams that blended past and present, the living and the dead. Sweaty and naked on the sheet, I lay there as the intruders drew close, their footsteps soft, surrounding the bed in silence, leaning over me.

Their hands struck with military precision.

I opened my eyes, blinking wildly, unsure whether I was still dreaming. In the darkness of the room, I could only make them out as vague shapes. There were three. One pinned my legs. Another pressed his hand over my mouth. The third locked my arms with an iron grip.

Panic exploded in my chest. They had to be robbers. But how had three men gotten into my room? Into the Ka’ana at all?

I tried to scream, but no sound escaped. I thrashed, but the men were far too strong. I expected them to say something. To threaten me. Ask where the silver was.

But they didn’t speak. They worked in eerie, silent coordination.

The one holding my mouth raised his arm. Then he brought it down hard and struck me in the stomach. Or so I thought. It wasn’t until he raised the arm again that I saw the bloody knife.

I couldn’t make sense of it. He couldn’t have stabbed me—there was no pain. I’d felt the blow, yes, but nothing more. And yet the blade in his hand was dark with blood. My blood? I had to still be dreaming. This was just a vivid nightmare.

He brought the knife down again, this time higher up. I felt the blade enter. Still no pain—but I felt the cold, hard metal wedge itself between my ribs.

That was when I finally understood they had come to kill me. And that this wasn’t a dream.

I screamed into the palm of his hand with all the strength I had. I kicked and thrashed, twisting from side to side. It was hopeless. Their grip was too strong. I felt warm blood spreading across my stomach.

The man raised the knife a third time.

A flash of light fell across the room. It lit up the figures and their masked faces, black cloth covering everything but their eyes. I took the light to be a sign I was dying—an opening to the afterlife.

But then the men turned their heads. They saw the light too.

And the next moment, I heard the scream. Shrill and piercing. A woman’s scream.

The men flinched, startled. The one with the knife pointed and shouted something that sounded like: “Get her!”

The man holding my legs released me and bolted toward the sound. The other two turned their attention back to me. The knife was raised again.

But the brief distraction had given me a chance to react. The moment my legs were free, I pulled them up to my chest and sent a vicious kick at the knife-wielder. My heel struck him under the chin. He grunted, dropped the knife, and staggered backward.

The one who’d held my arms now began pummeling me instead. I tried to shield myself, but most of the blows landed, slamming into my face.

Through the pain, I could still hear the woman screaming. Other voices now joined hers—shouts, running feet, the clatter of weapons.

“Forget it!” someone shouted. “We have to go!”

But the third man kept beating me, snarling and panting like a beast, determined to finish the job. I was on the edge of losing consciousness.

My last memories came in fragments. A guard’s worried face. Hoarse yells from the men as they were caught. And Faustina’s voice, repeating the same question over and over: “Is he alive? Is he still alive?”

After that, there was only darkness.
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Ispent eighteen days in bed.

Most of that time, I drifted in and out of fevered sleep—though sleep isn’t quite the word. It was something deeper. Something closer to death.

The nights were dark, silent, and lonely. The days were full of faces passing by. Faustina. My sisters. Physicians. Priests. My father. The only face I didn’t see was Haytam’s.

I don’t know when exactly the truth hit me: that it was my brother who had sent the men to kill me. It crept in, half-born in dreams where I relived our argument in the childhood home over and over again.

I saw his face—hurt, furious, laughing. I saw the little boy with the marbles. I saw the grown man with a glass of wine in one hand and a whore in his lap. I felt warmth, sorrow, and understanding. And I felt cold, hatred, and the thirst for revenge.

The language of my dreams sometimes shifted—sometimes Western, sometimes Eastern. I dreamed as both Cassian and Khasain. I believe there was a battle going on between them.

Faustina stayed by my side, day and night. During the day she wandered the room, restless, or read from books she’d taken from the library. At night she slept in the bed beside mine.

“I think it was your brother who did this,” she said one day. Her eyes were wide and serious. “I haven’t seen him since. I think they’ve locked him up.”

I didn’t want to talk about Haytam. So I whispered, “Was it you who screamed?”

Faustina nodded. “I woke to the sound of voices outside my door. When I crept out to look, I saw three men slip into your room. I knew something was wrong, so I lit a lamp and followed them.” Her gaze drifted down to my bandaged stomach, and her eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry I didn’t raise the alarm in time, Cassian …”

I raised a hand and brushed her cheek. “You saved my life, Faustina.”

She sniffled and squeezed my hand.

***

One evening, Ismat came into the room.

When I saw my sister, I smiled at Faustina and asked her to fetch something cold to drink.

Ismat stood at the foot of the bed. She didn’t look like she intended to take the chair.

“Haytam?” I asked. Speaking aloud still hurt, so I’d grown used to whispering. “Has Father … executed him?”

Ismat shook her head. “He’s in custody.”

“What is he waiting for?”

“A verdict.”

I frowned. “A verdict on what? He tried to kill me. I’m the heir. Blood for blood.”

My sister nodded with a stiff smile. “I know the law. But Father wants you to deliver the judgment. As the new vezir, he believes it’s your duty.”

I studied her. Then I nodded. “Very well. As soon as I can stand, I’ll sentence him to death.” The words surprised me.

Ismat said nothing.

“Does that make me a monster in your eyes?” I whispered. “That I would condemn Haytam to die?”

“He tried to kill you.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“As you said: blood for blood.”

“You’re good at dodging questions, dear sister.”

She didn’t answer.

I pushed myself up on my elbows. Pain flashed through my belly like lightning. But I wanted to see her face clearly.

“Let’s see if you can dodge this one,” I whispered. “Did you know Haytam planned to kill me?”

Ismat held my gaze without blinking. “I knew something would happen between you. I didn’t know what.”

“Would you have warned me if you’d known his plan?” I asked.

“Haytam would never have told—”

“That’s not what I asked.”

Just then Faustina returned. She sensed the tension in the room and glanced between us. My sister gave a curt nod, wished me a swift recovery, and left.

***

The more I thought about it, the more convinced I became: Father had known there would be a reckoning between Haytam and me.

Strangely, the realization didn’t fill me with anger or contempt toward him. This was the only way he could determine who among us was stronger, more worthy to rule.

And I had won that fight.

At long last, the fever began to break. I started to recover.

But I also died in that bed. Part of me, at least. Cassian lost the fight. The last remnants of him slipped out through my pores along with the heat of the fever, like smoke from a spirit that no longer belonged in my body.

Cassian could not survive in a world where brothers were willing to kill each other.

Only Khasain could.
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On the nineteenth day, I sat up.

On the twenty-second, I stood.

On the twenty-fourth, I took my first, unsteady steps.

And by the thirtieth, I could walk on my own for longer stretches, supported only by a cane.

But I had to move with caution. The wounds had healed well enough, and the stitches had been cut and pulled out, but it wouldn’t take much to reopen them.

As soon as I could, I climbed the stairs to my father’s hall.

“My son,” he exclaimed when he saw me. “It’s so good to see you on your feet.” He came over and embraced me gently. “How do the wounds look?”

I carefully lifted my kandura. The scars were two short lines.

“It’s a true miracle,” Father murmured, placing a large hand on my cheek. “Praise Molla. He brought you back from the dead, and now He has shown that you truly belong among the living.” He withdrew his hand and took a deep breath. “Sadly, I doubt you’ll show the same mercy toward my other son. Come now, my boy, sit down. Save your strength.”

We sat in the two chairs. I set the cane aside.

“What do you mean I won’t show Haytam mercy, Father? The sentence is already set. Aldêm ba-aldêm. You taught me that yourself.”

“You’re right, Khasain. But … he is your brother. I just thought … perhaps you might show him clemency.”

For a moment, I wasn’t sure if this was a test. Did Father want to see if I had the resolve to sentence Haytam? Or was he really hoping I would be merciful?

“If the knife had gone a finger’s width higher,” I said quietly, “you’d be speaking to Haytam now instead of me. He already sentenced me to death. Why shouldn’t I do the same to him?”

Father nodded heavily. “When will it happen?”

“At sunrise. Every day he lives is an insult to me.”

“I’ll see to it that everything is arranged.”

Silence fell between us.

“Will you be there when it happens?” Father asked.

“Will you?”

He shook his head slowly. “I burned your mother, and I burned my brother. Forgive me, Khasain, but I’ve seen enough death in this family.”

I nodded. “I think I’ll go speak to Haytam,” I said. “He knows I’ve recovered, doesn’t he?”

“I haven’t spoken to him since his arrest,” Father said, avoiding my gaze. “But I’m sure the guards have told him.”

***

It took a long time to climb the stairs. The soft taps of my cane echoed through the stairwell. At last I stood before the door to Haytam’s room. Two armed guards sat on either side. They rose when they saw me.

“I’d like to see my brother,” I said. “Is he tied or shackled?”

They shook their heads in unison.

“Then you’ll both come in with me. Open the door.”

They obeyed without protest. They unlocked the heavy door and pushed it open. It swung slowly on its hinges. They entered first, swords drawn.

The tower room was sparsely furnished: a hearth, a bed, a washbasin, a toilet, and a few other items. The windows were narrow and barred. Even if someone managed to break the bars and crawl out, it was a very long way down.

Haytam sat on the bed with his head in his hands. In front of him, on a small table, was a half-empty plate.

“I said I don’t want any dinner,” he muttered without looking up. “I have no appetite. How many times must I say it?”

“Haytam.”

He lifted his head at the sound of my voice. Stared at me. He looked visibly worn from his days in the tower. His hair was greasy, his eyes bloodshot, his cheeks hollow.

He rose slowly. A torrent of emotions swept across his face. Surprise turned to joy turned to anger turned to grief. In the end, he managed a sorrowful smile. “I didn’t know if you’d come.”

“If I ask the guards to leave us,” I said, shifting my weight, “do you plan to harm me?”

He immediately shook his head. “What would be the point? I’m a dead man either way. Why would I try to take my brother with me?”

“You already tried to murder me once.”

Haytam spread his arms. “I had one chance. And you survived.”

I watched him for a moment. He didn’t seem threatening. There was nothing in the room that could be used as a weapon. I nodded to the guards. “Come at once if you hear me call.”

“Yes, Vezir.”

They closed the door behind them.

Haytam sat again. “They’ve gotten used to your title quickly.”

“It’s been mine since you renounced it. But now I know that was just a trick. You wanted me to lower my guard. To feel safe.”

Haytam sighed—a sound so weary it was painful to hear. “I did what I had to do.”

I frowned. “You had to kill me? I’m your brother, Haytam.” I shifted slightly.

He noticed. He gestured toward the bed. “Won’t you sit?”

“I don’t want to be near you.”

He got up and walked to the far end of the room. Slumped to the floor and rested his head against the wall. I hesitated. Then I hobbled to the bed and sat down. It was a relief to take the weight off.

“I regret the pain I caused you,” he said.

“You mean you regret that I survived.”

He shook his head. “I never wanted to see you dead, Khasain. A large part of me is relieved that you’re unharmed.”

“If you didn’t want me dead, then sending men to kill me was a strange way to show it.”

He held out his palms. “You think this is about hatred? Or jealousy? I’ve never hated you, Khasain. Yes, I envied your claim to the title—but I know you didn’t steal it from me. It’s tradition. Bigger than any man, more important than any family. That’s what Father taught us.”

“You must have a short memory. Father always said alashra kabal kashy’a.”

Haytam nodded. “Yes, he says family comes before all. But he acts otherwise.”

“What nonsense are you spouting?”

“Power, Khasain. That’s what it’s all about. Family, traditions, honor … those are just veils.”

“Don’t you dare shift the blame to Father.” I grabbed my cane and pointed it at him. “You ordered those men to kill me.”

My brother ignored me. “He’s been orchestrating everything. But he’s so good at it, you don’t notice until it’s too late. Look what happened with Rasim.”

“Rasim? Are you blaming Father for our uncle’s death now? Rasim changed his mind—he was going to vote in favor of Father’s vision!”

Haytam shook his head slowly. “No. I could see it on him. And so could Father. Rasim knew Father would kill him if he blocked his plans a third time. So he meant to vote against him at the very last moment. But Rasim was a poor liar. It cost him his life. He couldn’t—”

I shot to my feet. “You pathetic coward! You’ve been Father’s vezir all these years! He would’ve given you the throne if I hadn’t come home, and this is how you thank him? By defiling his name with paranoid fantasies you made up after rotting in this tower for a month with nothing better to do?”

I was shaking with rage. But underneath it, something deeper had begun to stir. It was fear. Fear of what would happen to Haytam. Fear of how calmly he’d accepted it. Fear that what he said about Father … might be true.

“You came here expecting a fight,” Haytam said gently. “And if I hadn’t had so many days to reflect, maybe you would’ve gotten one. Just as he wanted.”

“If you mention Father again—”

“But all I have for you is love, Khasain.”

I saw tears in my brother’s eyes. That frightened me more than anything else. I stumbled back, bumped into the bed, and sank down.

Haytam’s voice was steady as he went on. “I hope one day you can forgive me, brother. Just as I forgive you in advance.”

Suddenly I had to leave. I got to my feet and staggered toward the door, dizzy and sick. I was about to grab the handle when I remembered why I’d come.

“Your execution will take place at sunrise,” I said over my shoulder.

Haytam said nothing.

I shoved the door open. I’d made it two steps outside, and the guards were already closing the door behind me when my brother called my name.

I stopped and turned.

Haytam had stood. “Talk to Ismat. No one knows Father better than she does.”

I swallowed a dry lump. “Goodbye, Haytam.”

My brother smiled. “Until we meet again, Khasain.”

The guards shut the door with a hollow boom and locked it.

That was the last time I heard my brother’s voice. The same brother I once, a thousand years ago, played marbles with.

***

The next time I saw him, he was bound hand and foot with a cloth over his eyes. The sun had just risen. It took place in the small courtyard behind Father’s hall. Only I and my sisters were present. Nadya and Ridwana clung to each other, weeping softly. None of us spoke a word.

Haytam died without a sound.

When the executioner raised the blade, I looked away. And when the sound of the blow reached my ears, I vomited in the gravel.

My sisters wept beside me. Ismat came and steadied me.

“He’s watching, Khasain,” she whispered in my ear. “Father sees everything.”

I lifted my head and saw Father at the window. Motionless as a statue. I tried to read his face, but tears blurred my vision. By the time I wiped them away with my sleeve, Father was gone.
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After Haytam’s death, I lived for a time in a fog, barely noticing what went on around me. Everything just drifted past.

Faustina was always there. She dressed me in the mornings, helped me up the stairs, and slept in my room at night. She even stopped going to Buharan’s to train with the wing-lizards.

Suddenly, I saw her in a new light. She seemed more alive than ever. The eastern sun had gilded her skin, her eyes burned brighter, her lips looked fuller, and she had let her hair grow long.

Maybe it was because I hadn’t lain with a woman since the attack, but one day, as she walked me to the baths, it hit me—I desired her. She stopped in front of the door, as she always did, and let me go in alone.

“Call me when you need your hair dried,” she said, then went to sit on the bench beneath the window to wait.

The way the sunlight struck her made something ache inside me. She was so beautiful, so young and innocent, and yet so mature and purposeful at the same time.

But suddenly, I saw something else, too. I saw the young woman I had traveled with, slept beside, known before I returned home—before everything changed. A part of me longed for those days again, when it was just the two of us.

“You could come in too,” I said.

She looked up in surprise. “I already bathed this morning.”

“Really? I thought you smelled.”

She sniffed discreetly at her hair. “No, I don’t,” she said.

“Then maybe you can help wash me?”

She was just about to answer when she finally caught the implication. “You can handle that yourself. Your hands work fine, don’t they?”

“My hands are fine, thank you.” I took a few steps toward her. I’d put the cane aside a few days earlier and now walked with hardly a limp. “But it’s more exciting when it’s someone else’s hands you can feel.”

Faustina looked up at me. “I’m sure you could find ten other women who’d give you exactly what you need,” she said, leaning back against the wall.

“I’d rather have you beside me than ten other women.”

Her chest rose and fell quickly.

Just then, we heard footsteps. Ismat came down the corridor. I stepped back.

“Greetings, brother,” my sister said. “Father would like to speak with you when you have time.”

I nodded. “Tell him I’ll come after I’ve bathed.”

Ismat dipped a quick curtsy and left us again.

I looked at Faustina. She had begun picking at a fingernail and avoided my eyes. The moment had passed.

A little disappointed, I went into the bath alone.

***

When I entered Father’s hall, he was staring out over the map. He didn’t speak or even look at me as I approached and stood at his side.

“All those times I stood here with Haytam,” he murmured. “Ever since he was small. He loved hearing me speak of our land’s history. He looked forward more than anyone to the future of our country. And now he’ll see none of it fulfilled.” Father swallowed audibly and whispered, “Let us pray for Haytam, my son.”

I bowed my head, and Father murmured a prayer.

Then he placed his hand on my shoulder and smiled. “I see you no longer use the cane.”

I nodded. “Stairs are still a challenge, but it gets easier every day.”

“Good, my son. You’re strong as a bull. Come, let’s sit. I have joyful news. I’ve found you a beautiful, young bride.”

I’m not sure whether I managed a smile.

“Her name is Balisha. She comes from a wealthy family—in fact, the same family your mother was born into. Balisha is your mother’s third cousin. She’ll no doubt give you healthy, strong children.” Father smiled. “Well? What do you say?”

“I … I, uh …”

Father laughed and clapped me on the back. “My son, speechless! I never thought I’d see the day. Just wait till you meet her. She’s lovely as a desert flower.”

“Father, you misunderstand. It’s kind of you to find me a bride, but I … I think I’ve already found someone I want to marry.”

Father raised his eyebrows. “Someone you think you want to marry?”

“I know I want to.”

“And who is this woman?”

I took a deep breath. “It’s Faustina.”

“Faustina? The girl you dragged here from the West?” He sighed. “Listen to me, Khasain. You’re my vezir. You’ll be emir one day. You can’t marry a light-skinned woman—especially not one from a poor family …”

“Faustina’s family isn’t poor.”

“Compared to ours, they are. What do you think the people here will say if you marry a Western woman? I fear many already struggle to see you as a true easterner, since you spent so many years across the sea.”

“But Faustina isn’t …” I couldn’t find the words. I threw out my arms. “Why can’t I marry whomever I want? I’m the vezir!”

Father remained calm. “I know how strong love can be, Khasain. But believe me when I say—if you marry Faustina, you’ll be risking everything. You have to think beyond your own feelings. What we are building here will endure for thousands of years, long after you and I have turned to dust.”

I clenched my jaw but said nothing.

“At least let me introduce you to Balisha,” Father said. “She’s coming to dinner tonight with her parents. I’m sure you’ll change your mind once you see her.”

***

When I returned to my room, Faustina was sitting on my bed, reading a letter.

She looked up as she heard me. Tears streamed down her cheeks, but she was smiling wide. “I just got a pigeon. It’s … it’s from my father … He writes that I can come home!”

She jumped up and ran to me, threw her arms around my neck and nearly knocked me off balance.

“Ow—careful …”

“Oh, sorry,” she said, pulling away. “Isn’t it wonderful? Father’s safe. The unrest has mostly subsided. There’s a new emperor, and he’s going to restore order in the capital and the whole of Mazura.”

I took the letter and read it. I felt a sinking weight in my stomach.

“You’re not happy?” Faustina asked when she saw my face.

“I guess I am. I just … I had hoped you’d stay.”

Faustina smiled and took my hand. “I’ll miss you, Cassian. But my home is in the capital. You know what it’s like to long for home.”

I didn’t answer. Instead, I lifted her hand to my lips and kissed it. “I want you here, Faustina. I want you to be my bride.”

Her mouth fell open. “Cassian …”

“I love you, Faustina. I’ll give you the best life you can imagine.”

She pulled her hand away. “We … we can’t do that …”

“Of course we can. I just need to convince my father to bless the union.”

Faustina began slowly shaking her head.

I frowned. My heart, which had been racing, began to close in on itself. “Don’t you love me?”

Faustina stared at me for a long time. “You’re my best friend. But I don’t love you that way.”

“You could. With time. We’ll wait until you’re ready. We—”

“No, Cassian.” She shook her head. “I can’t stay. And I can’t marry you.”

My heart seized up and turned to stone. “After everything we’ve been through,” I whispered. “After all we’ve done for each other … you’re just going to leave me?”

“We can still visit each other. We can—”

“I don’t want to visit you. I want you all the time. I want to wake up next to you every morning, kiss you goodnight every evening.” I realized I was stepping forward. “We’ll eat together, take walks, make love at night, and—”

Faustina backed away as I spoke. And suddenly I saw something in her eyes. It was fear. I froze. Faustina said nothing, only breathed quickly. She looked ready to run.

I laughed. “Faustina, you have nothing to fear. I would never hurt you. Never.”

“I know that,” she whispered. “But you’re not the Cassian I met anymore.”

“I’ve got a new life now, but I’m still the same person.”

She seemed to think for a moment. “If Cassian’s still in there, then show him to me.”

I smiled. It felt like a silly game, but if it was what she needed, I’d play along. So, I closed my eyes and tried to find Cassian. But at once, I felt he was gone. I tried to remember what his smile looked like. It was hard. Like putting on a mask.

And Faustina saw right through it, because when I opened my eyes, she shook her head. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Then she left the room.

I stood there, smiling stiffly.
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Father had to say my name several times before I reacted.

I looked up. We were standing in the dining hall before a set table. In the doorway stood a couple in fine clothes.

“These are Balisha’s parents,” said Father. “This is my son, Vezir Khasain.”

The parents bowed and introduced themselves. Behind them, I caught sight of a young woman. Father hadn’t lied. She was divine. Her features were perfectly sculpted, her hair thick and wavy, her figure slender and shapely.

I kissed her hand before we sat down to eat.

During dinner, I struggled to focus. My mind was on Faustina and how I could convince her to stay. Balisha’s father and mine spoke politely and tried several times to draw me into the conversation, but I was too distracted to pretend I cared about any of it.

After they’d gone, Father came over and grabbed my chin hard. “What was that about? You promised to give Balisha a chance, and you couldn’t even behave with basic courtesy.”

“I’m sorry, Father,” I mumbled. “But I spoke with Faustina earlier today. She received a letter from Kazana …” I told him everything.

Father sighed and put an arm around my shoulders. “I’m sorry, my son. But that’s how women are. They come and go. In Balisha, you’ll have a wife who’ll never leave you.”

“I don’t want anyone but Faustina.”

“I know it’s hard. Allow yourself to grieve, and when you’re yourself again, we’ll invite Balisha over for dinner once more. I’m sure she won’t—”

“When I’m myself again?” I cut him off and pulled away. Suddenly I was furious with my father. “I am myself. I’m your son. I’m Khasain.”

“Calm down, my son …”

“I won’t lose Faustina. I won’t let her leave. Even if I have to force her to stay.”

With that, I turned my back and walked toward the door.

“Khasain,” Father called after me. “Khasain!”

He shouted so loud the echo rang through the hall.

I stopped and turned.

Father stared at me. His eyes were dark. “You seem to have forgotten who you’re speaking to. No one turns their back on me.”

I exhaled heavily. I should have been afraid. Father had suddenly turned into the monster I remembered from Ismat’s story. But all I felt was rage. He could control many things, but not who I loved. I walked slowly over and stood before him.

He lowered his voice. “I asked you nicely to do as I said. Apparently, that wasn’t enough. So now I command you.” He jabbed a finger into my chest. “Get that girl out of your head. Send her back to wherever she came from. And after that, do whatever you need to clear your head—go beat up a street rat, screw every whore you can find. I don’t care. But before the month is over, you’ll marry Balisha. Whether you like it or not.”

I stared up at my father’s face for a long time. I’d never felt such burning fury. I don’t know how I held it in. I even managed a smile. “Of course, Father. May I go now? I’m terribly tired.”

He watched me a moment longer, then nodded.

My anger made everything suddenly, blindingly clear. I knew what I had to do. I whistled for the nearest guards, who came running. I explained the situation. They only nodded and followed me up to the room.

There I found Faustina. She was packing her few belongings into a leather bag. She glanced at me as I stepped inside and quietly closed the door behind me.

She said nothing.

I stood in the middle of the room and watched her. “Faustina,” I said. “I don’t want you to leave.”

She kept packing. “I know.”

“Look at me.”

She stopped, turned, and met my eyes.

“You’ll never find anyone who loves you the way I do. Why can’t you love me back?”

“You can’t force love, Cassian.” She tied the bag shut and looked at me with deep sorrow. “I’m leaving now. My ship sails tonight.”

She went to the door and opened it.

The guards stepped forward, blocking her way.

Faustina turned back to me. “Tell them to move.”

I sighed deeply. “I really didn’t want it to come to this,” I said quietly. “It hurts me deeply to do it, Faustina.”

“Do what?”

I spread my arms. “Give me one month. If you still want to go home after that, you can.”

“I don’t want to stay here another month, Cassian. I want to go home.”

I shook my head slowly. “During the day, you can go where you want, as long as you don’t leave the Ka’ana. After sunset, you’re not allowed to leave this room.”

Faustina’s expression shifted from disbelief to horror. “You … you can’t do this.”

I walked over to her and said gently, “I’m only doing what I must to help you see the truth. I love you, Faustina, and I’ll prove it.”

“Prove your love?” Her eyes flashed. “This isn’t love, Cassian. You’re no better than Sitio.”

That comparison to her uncle cut deep. I immediately felt rage swell in my chest. But before I could speak, she grabbed my face in both hands and looked me dead in the eyes.

“Cassian would never do this. You’re not yourself anymore.”

And then I felt something I hadn’t in a long time—that old bond between us, the one that had vanished when we arrived here. For a moment, Cassian resurfaced, and something wavered inside me. For a second, I even considered running away from it all. Taking Faustina far from the Ka’ana and the East. But where would I go?

She was right—I wasn’t myself anymore. But who had I even been before? A rootless boy with no home, no family, no legacy. Now, I was on the verge of becoming one of the most powerful men in the world. I had everything.

Everything—except the woman I loved.

I took her hands and held them to my heart. “I love you, Faustina.”

“If that’s true,” she said, “then let me go.”

“I can’t.”

She pulled her hands away and looked off to the side. Her eyes filled with tears.

“One month,” I whispered. “Give me one month.”

Faustina didn’t reply.

I left the room, and the guards closed the door behind me.

***

That evening, Father and I dined alone. He could sense, of course, that something had happened.

“Are you planning to share your thoughts?” he asked, biting into a turkey leg. “Or should I guess them?”

“It’s Faustina,” I admitted.

“I thought as much. Have you asked her to leave?”

I kept my eyes on my plate, full of food I no longer wanted. “I asked her to stay.”

Silence fell over the hall. I could feel Father’s gaze on me.

“Why?” he asked.

“Because I love her, Father.”

“We’ve discussed this, Khasain. You must—”

“I can’t let go!” I shouted, slamming my fist onto the table, making the porcelain rattle. “I love her, and I can’t let go. Not yet.”

My father just stared at me.

I rose, threw down my napkin, and left the dining hall.
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In the middle of the night, I woke to the sound of quiet sobbing. I sat up and saw Faustina sitting by the window. She was gazing out over the city and sniffling.

My sleep had been deep, so for a moment I was disoriented and almost asked her what was wrong. Then memory returned. And a deep pain struck my heart.

What was I doing? How could I ever believe Faustina would come to love me while I kept her prisoner?

For the first time in a long while, I felt completely like Cassian again. Maybe it was because I wasn’t fully awake. Or maybe it was the sound of Faustina’s crying that had roused my old self from its slumber.

I sat up and said her name.

She stopped crying but didn’t turn around.

“Come here,” I said softly.

She must have heard something different in my voice. Because she turned and looked at me. I reached out my hand. She rose, came over, and sat on the bed.

I took a deep breath. “I don’t know what came over me. Forgive me. You can leave whenever you wish.”

She studied me for a long time without saying anything. The tears had stopped, and now the last of them were drying on her cheeks. “Thank you,” she said at last.

“Don’t thank me.”

I lay back down and turned my back to her. She remained seated at the edge of the bed for a long time—so long that I had almost fallen asleep again when I felt her move.

Suddenly her mouth was at my ear. “Come with me, Cassian.”

Or maybe I only dreamed she said that. Maybe Faustina didn’t say anything at all.

“I can’t,” I think I mumbled. “I wish I could. But I can’t.”

Then I drifted back into sleep.

***

By the time I awoke the next morning, Faustina was already up. She had packed her bag, gone down to the harbor to find a ship, and even brought breakfast for both of us from the kitchen.

We sat on the bed with a tray each. I watched her in the morning light as she devoured her food with her usual eagerness. She was more beautiful than ever. The thought of her leaving hurt deep inside me. Somewhere in there, Khasain’s voice protested:

What have you done? Stop her, you still have time. Do you want to lose her, you fool?

He suddenly felt like a stranger in my body. Like a spirit that had possessed me and done everything it could to steer me, make me change my mind. But Cassian was just strong enough to drown him out, and I stood by my decision.

“When does the ship sail?” I asked.

“Just before midday,” she said with a smile. “I’m so excited.”

“I understand. You must be …” I cut myself off when I saw her frown. “What is it?”

Faustina’s expression suddenly changed. She held a hand over her mouth. “I think … I think I need to …” She didn’t finish before her breakfast came back up.

I called for a servant, who immediately began cleaning up.

“I’m sorry,” Faustina muttered. “I think I ate too fast.”

“You always eat fast,” I said with a smile. “I think it’s more the excitement that—”

At that moment, she threw up again. This time there was no food left, just bile and spit.

“You should lie down,” I said, helping her onto the bed.

“I think I’m coming down with something,” she murmured. “I feel dizzy.”

I touched her forehead. “You’re burning up. I’ll have them bring something cold to drink.”

“Thanks,” she mumbled. “It was probably just the eggs. They must’ve been bad.”

“There was nothing wrong with my egg.”

Her face twisted as her stomach cramped again. “I just hope … I don’t miss the ship,” she groaned.

“Maybe you should wait and see,” I said. “You can’t travel like this. Rest now, and I’ll send for the doctor.”

She closed her eyes with a grateful sigh.

I left the room with a strange mix of emotions. On the one hand, I wasn’t happy that Faustina had gotten sick. On the other hand, I couldn’t help feeling a flicker of relief that I’d get to keep her with me a day or two longer.

That relief quickly vanished as Faustina worsened.

By midday she began complaining of chills—yet sweat poured off her. I was stunned by how fast the illness had progressed. I no longer believed it was a bad egg.

Three women were assigned to tend to her. They wiped her skin with cool cloths and gave her healing tea when she was able to sip. They cared for her the rest of the evening.

I found Ismat and asked if she’d heard of anyone else in the Ka’ana who had fallen ill.

She shook her head.

“She must’ve gotten a bad piece of lamb,” I said. “What else could it be?”

Ismat didn’t reply, but her eyes had that same unreadable look again.

I sighed. “I’m not in the mood for your riddles, Ismat. Faustina is leaving me, and now she’s sick on top of it. I’m not feeling particularly cheerful.”

“She’s leaving you?” Ismat looked genuinely surprised. “I thought she was staying to marry you.”

I hadn’t told anyone about Faustina’s plan to leave yet. I sighed again and ran a hand through my hair. “She never wanted to marry me. I forced her to stay. But I’ve changed my mind.”

My sister said nothing. I looked at her and saw that she was studying my face closely.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Nothing,” she said. “Tell me how she’s doing.” With that, she turned and walked away.

***

I returned to Faustina and stayed by her side. The vomiting and fever worsened through the night. By sunrise she was so weak I summoned the doctors.

After a quick look, one of them said gravely, “We don’t know what’s wrong. This is no ordinary stomach illness.”

“Then what can you do to cure her?”

The doctor spread his hands helplessly. “Nothing, unless we know what we’re dealing with. We’ll have to wait and see how it develops.”

The next day, Faustina only got worse. Her eyes became sensitive to light, so she had to keep a cloth draped over her head. She had pain in her arms and legs. When she said she could taste blood, the doctors became even more concerned.

“We’ve never seen anything like this. It’s as if she’s suffering from several illnesses at once.”

“Then treat her for several things at once,” I demanded.

Suddenly I no longer cared that Faustina was leaving—I only wanted her well again.

The doctors gave her various herbs and salves.

I spent another night by her side. I held her hand. Dabbed her forehead. Comforted her when she wept in her sleep and called for her father.

At one point she calmed a little. I slid down to the floor, knelt, and prayed to every god I could name—Molla, the western gods, all of them. I didn’t care who heard me, as long as someone would make her well.

But Faustina was no better the next morning. On the contrary. She was spitting blood and screaming with abdominal pain. She was barely conscious for most of the time.

I was close to losing my mind from worry. The thought that Faustina might die was unbearable. I went up to Father’s hall. He was speaking with two men in fine robes.

“Faustina is sick,” I said, cutting into the meeting without apology.

The two men exchanged uncertain glances. I didn’t spare them one—just stared at my father.

“Yes, I heard,” Father said, rising. “I’m sorry. But we’re in the middle of a meeting, and you—”

“The doctors can’t help her,” I interrupted. “Where can I find a real physician?”

“Our doctors are the best in the city,” said Father coolly. “If they can’t help Faustina, I doubt anyone can.”

I drew a hard breath and stared at him with hatred in my eyes. But what had I expected? That he would move heaven and earth to save a woman he wanted gone anyway?

“Was there anything else, Khasain?” Father asked. “Otherwise, we’d like to continue the meeting.”

I turned on my heel and marched out of the hall. The motion tugged painfully at my scars, but I ignored it.

***

I went into the city to search. Asked around for a physician. I found four, all of whom looked puzzled when I described Faustina’s symptoms. None had any idea what might be wrong with her.

Eventually I was completely exhausted. I hadn’t walked this far since the assassination attempt, and I hadn’t slept in nights. So I returned, heavy-footed, to the Ka’ana.

When I reached the room, Faustina was sleeping. Her breathing was shallow and whistling. Bits of wool were stuffed into her nostrils. The caretakers sat beside her.

“How is she?” I whispered.

“Not well, Vezir,” one of them said, shaking her head. “The pain became unbearable. She had a nosebleed that wouldn’t stop. The doctor gave her poppy wine.”

I sank into the windowsill and buried my face in my hands.

“Your sister brought a letter,” the woman said carefully.

I looked up.

She produced a scroll. “She said it was very important you got it, and that no one else saw it.”

I took the scroll and began to open it.

“She also left this for you,” the woman said, holding out a small orange shard. “Said you’d understand.”
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Khasain,

For so many years I’ve lived as a prisoner inside my own mind. Now I can finally confide in someone, and that someone is you.

By the time you read this, I will no longer be in the Ka’ana. I’m terrified, but also relieved. Because I’ve finally taken my fate back into my own hands, and even if it ends up costing me my life, at least I’ll have known freedom one last time.

There has been so much death around me. Now it’s come for a girl who isn’t even part of the family, and I can no longer stay silent.

If you haven’t figured it out already, let me be clear: Faustina has been poisoned. She will die if she isn’t removed from the Ka’ana immediately.

It was Father who did it. He used a rare toxin derived from desert scorpions. Three drops in a glass of water are enough to kill instantly. But Father is cunning. He only gave her one drop, planning to administer the rest later. That way it will appear exactly as it does now: that Faustina is struck by some unknown illness. An illness no one can cure.

You probably find it hard to believe me. But if I’m right—if it really is scorpion venom making Faustina sick—then she will soon develop unstoppable nosebleeds. After that, her vision will go. Then come the seizures. The fever. The paralysis. And then death.

There’s still time to stop it. Don’t waste time looking for an antidote. There isn’t one. The only thing that can save her is getting her away from Father.

Let me now tell you about the past. I’ve wanted to confide in you so many times. I felt you might understand—because you’d been away so long, because you weren’t caught in Father’s web like the rest of us. But when I realized he had ensnared you too, it was already too late.

The day Mother sent us away, I made a pact with Mutazim. He was the eldest son, and I the eldest daughter. It was our duty to bring the family back together. Mutazim would stay in the city, in hiding, and watch over the house. I would travel to Mother’s sister. As soon as Father returned, Mutazim would send word for me.

I waited three months without hearing anything. At last, I decided to return home.

I found Father and Haytam. They told me Mother had died two months earlier. I was devastated. My grief was deep—and because of that, I couldn’t see clearly.

Not until I found Mutazim’s shard. It’s the one I’ve left for you along with this letter. I’ve kept it hidden all these years. It was the only thing that reminded me who Father truly is. I found it in the ashes of Mother’s funeral pyre.

I asked Haytam how Mother died. He described the symptoms I’ve already written about here. Father said it was suicide, but I suddenly heard the lie in his voice.

I believe Father returned home and discovered that Mother had sent us all away. He became enraged and forced her to drink poison. Mutazim, who had been watching the house, must have learned of her death and guessed that Father was her killer. He tried to avenge her—tried to kill Father—but Father overpowered and killed him instead.

I don’t think Haytam knew that Father murdered Mother, or that Mutazim was dead too. He was too young. Father could easily have fed him a story. He’s kept us all trapped with his lies.

When Father realizes I’ve fled, he’ll begin hunting for me. He has agents all over the country. There’s no place I can hide for long. The moment I decided to run, I turned my hourglass over. The sand is running now. If I’m lucky, I have a month. But Father’s men will find me. And when they do, I will be executed.

My life can only be saved if Father dies. And you are the only one who can make that happen.

I’m not asking you to kill our father. Because our father is already dead. I’ve always suspected it. But after washing Haytam’s and Rasim’s bodies, so soon after one another, I no longer have any doubt. There were too many similarities.

Rasim was in love with our mother. And she with him. You were probably too young to notice, but I remember their eyes. They loved each other, but they were kept apart by the man we called Father. Only when he was away could they be together. Every time Mother became pregnant, she pretended the child was Husam’s.

Eventually, he figured it out. Do you understand now why Mother sent us away? She was trying to save us from his wrath. She feared he would kill us all.

You may wonder why Husam didn’t kill Rasim back then. The answer is that he needed him. Rasim had great power, and Husam wanted that power. So he waited patiently. And once he got what he wanted, he finally took his revenge.

All those murders. All those people he’s killed. Our mother. Our uncle—who was in truth our real father. Our brothers. Yes, even Haytam. It was him who killed Haytam. He just used you as the weapon.

Both my life and Faustina’s are in your hands now, Khasain. But so is your own. Don’t let yourself believe that Father wants an heir. What he truly wants is to live on through you. And he’s willing to kill you if he can’t bend you to his will.

Good luck, brother.

With eternal love,Ismat
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My whole world spun. It felt as if the ground had been ripped out from under me.

My life here in the Ka’ana had been one great lie. The family, my father’s love, my future title—everything built on deceit and stained with blood. And he wasn’t even my father.

How could I have been so blind?

And now Faustina was dying.

I went to the oil lamp on the wall and burned the letter. Then I turned and looked at Faustina, lost in thought.

I couldn’t get her out of here without being seen—not until nightfall, at least. But I couldn’t leave her out of my sight either. I had no idea when Father would give her the remaining drops—or who he’d task with doing it.

One of the attendants picked up a cup and raised it to Faustina’s lips. In two long strides, I was at the bedside and tore it from her hands.

She stared at me in shock. “Vezir Khasain … I only wanted to—”

I poured the water onto the floor. “Go to the well in the square. Fill a jug with fresh water and come straight back here. Don’t let anyone touch it. Understand? No one. Now go.”

The woman rose, confused, and left the room. I took her place. I held Faustina’s burning hand in mine. “Faustina?” I whispered. “Can you hear me?”

A twitch passed over her face. I don’t know if it was a response, but I kept whispering.

“I know what’s wrong now. I know how to make you well again. And I will make sure it happens. Do you hear me? I will save you. Trust me.”

***

While I waited for night to fall, I plotted. Despite the situation and the lack of sleep, my mind was once again sharp and clear. That was Khasain helping me. His cool voice echoed in my head.

I have to get Faustina far away from the Ka’ana—preferably beyond the city.

A plan slowly began to form. But it would require swift action. It had to happen before dawn, and it was already near midnight.

The biggest problem was that I had no one I could trust. Ismat, perhaps—but she had vanished. Who could I entrust Faustina to?

Khasain gave me the answer. He whispered the name in my mind.

At midnight, I woke the attendants and sent them out of the room. I told them I wanted to be alone to pray for Faustina, and that they could return at sunrise.

When they were gone, I told the guards outside the door to take a walk—and not to open the door or let anyone in when they came back.

Then I wrapped Faustina in the bedsheet, leaving only her face visible, and gently lifted her into my arms. Even through the cloth, I could feel the heat of her fever.

I crept through the empty halls and out into the courtyard. I took one of the horses from the stable and managed to hoist Faustina up into the saddle with me. She moaned in her sleep but didn’t wake from her stupor. I rode slowly through the city. I didn’t draw much attention. The few people out at this hour probably thought I was just a traveler.

I rode to the house where Ridwana lived. But I hadn’t come to ask my sister for help. She was too close to Father for me to trust her.

So I tied up the horse and carried Faustina around to the far side of the house. I peered in the windows until I found Buharan’s room. The old man lay snoring in his bed.

“Psst!” I whispered, but he was far too deep asleep.

Only when I threw a small stone that struck him did he wake with a grunt.

“Over here!”

The old man shuffled to the window, bleary and confused. But when he saw Faustina’s fevered face, his expression changed to concern.

I told him everything. Buharan listened, frowning deeper and deeper. When I explained that the poison had been my father’s doing, he spat on the ground and cursed his name.

“I never trusted the emir,” he growled. “Worse than a desert serpent, that one.”

“You’re the only one who can help me,” I whispered. “You must fly Faustina far away from here. Do you know a safe place where you can hide her and care for her until it’s safe to return?”

Buharan thought for a moment, then nodded.

“Good! I don’t want to know where it is, in case my father—”

“I don’t intend to tell you,” Buharan cut in, holding out his arms. “Give me the girl.”

I hesitated, staring at Faustina’s face. It struck me suddenly that this might be the last time I ever saw her. There was a good chance neither of us would survive the night.

“If we don’t meet again in this life,” I whispered, “then I hope I’ll find you in the next. And that you’ll forgive me.”

I kissed her on the forehead and passed her into Buharan’s arms. He disappeared into the house with her. I waited in the shadows outside. After a while, I heard the heavy beat of wings behind the walls. Then the wing-lizard emerged, rising swiftly into the sky with two figures on its back. It headed west. Soon, it was out of sight.

I looked east. The horizon had just begun to lighten.

I had to return. But there were still things to be done.

***

As the first rays broke the horizon and began to paint the sky blue, I stood in the courtyard where Haytam and Rasim had both been cremated—and before them, Mother and my eldest brother, Mutazim.

Now a new pyre stood ready to be lit. Faustina’s pyre.

Following tradition, I had adorned the wood with Faustina’s belongings and clothes. The coffin in the middle was empty. I doubted anyone would sift through the ashes looking for bones. My little performance only had to buy me a day or two.

I brushed the dust from my hands and wiped the sweat from my brow. I just had time to change before the rest of the Ka’ana woke.

I was sitting on the bed when the attendants knocked and entered.

“Good morning, Vezir. Have you—wait … where is the girl?”

“She’s dead,” I said without looking up. “She died shortly after midnight. Please send for my father.”

They whispered among themselves and left the room.

I waited, heart pounding, for my father to appear. It wasn’t hard to force a few tears. I was exhausted, afraid, and filled with hatred.

“My son.”

I turned my head and saw him standing in the doorway.

He looked from the empty bed to my face. There was sympathy in his voice as he said, “I heard the news. I’m sorry.”

I shook my head in despair. “She didn’t deserve to die.”

“Of course she didn’t.” He stepped slowly into the room. “Where is she?”

“In the courtyard. The pyre’s already prepared.” I bowed my head and sniffled.

He placed a hand on my shoulder. “She’s sitting at Molla’s side in paradise now. It hurts, my son, but in time you’ll see—it was all part of His plan.”

Part of your plan, you mean.

I wiped my eyes. “At least she’s no longer in pain.”

He squeezed my shoulder one last time before leaving the room.

***

We burned Faustina’s empty coffin at sunset.

I had spent the entire day alone in my room. It was only natural to grieve that way. I even managed to sleep a little.

The family gathered as the fire was lit. Even Ridwana and Maharan were there—so they’d noticed nothing during the night. And they clearly hadn’t questioned why Buharan had gone flying on one of the lizards. Only Ismat was missing.

Father and I stood shoulder to shoulder.

“I’m sorry for the things I said and did, Father. Can you forgive me?”

“Of course, Khasain.”

The moment had come. The next words out of my mouth would determine my fate. I wetted my lips.

“I’ve thought about it,” I said slowly, as if the words were hard to find. “Maybe this was Molla’s will.”

I noticed my father tilt his head slightly.

“I couldn’t see it before,” I went on, still staring into the flames. “I was blinded by my love for her. But now that she’s gone …” I let the words hang. Let him finish the thought himself.

And it worked. He thought exactly what I wanted him to.

“Shall I arrange another dinner with Balisha and her parents?”

I waited four heartbeats. It had to seem believable. As if I was wrestling with the decision. Then I nodded.

Father wrapped his arm around me. “Good, my son.”

“Where is Ismat?” I asked, glancing around. “I haven’t seen her all day.”

“She is not in the Ka’ana today,” was all he said.

We stood together in silence and watched the fire burn down.
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My plan had worked. Father believed Faustina was dead, and that I had changed my mind and agreed to marry Balisha.

But my deception wouldn’t hold forever. Ismat had kept secrets from Father for years, but I doubted I could manage more than a few days. He’d read the truth in my eyes the moment he took the time to look. He’d see the hatred I couldn’t hide.

I couldn’t waste any more time. With every moment that passed, my fear grew—that he’d guess my lie and send someone to kill me. So I decided to flee that very night.

***

I sat on my bed, staring at the moon as it rose slowly over the city. When night reached its darkest point, I rose, left the room, and made my way through the halls toward the front gate.

To my surprise, I was met by four armed guards. When they saw me, they stepped in front of the gate and blocked the way.

I stopped some distance away. My heart pounded. My throat was dry as dust. There was no point approaching them. They wouldn’t let me out. They had clearly been ordered to keep me confined to the Ka’ana.

I turned and ran through the palace until I reached the kitchen. That exit, too, was blocked.

I tried the three other entrances. All were guarded.

There was no way out of the Ka’ana.

Panic nearly seized me. I felt trapped—like a mouse lost in a pit of vipers.

I returned to my room and lay awake the rest of the night. I was certain every minute would be my last. At any moment, the door could burst open and a group of armed men would rush in and attack. This time, Faustina wouldn’t be there to sound the alarm, and I had only a knife to defend myself.

But no one came to kill me. And eventually, the sun rose. By then, I was half-mad with exhaustion.

***

When the door finally opened, it was a servant who informed me my father had summoned me. Breakfast had been served.

In the dining hall, I found Balisha and her parents.

It was the last thing I’d expected. Father sat at the head of the table, chatting cheerfully with Balisha’s father.

“Good morning, my son,” he said when he saw me. “I’m pleased to inform you that Khasain has changed his mind about the wedding. Isn’t that right?”

I opened my mouth, but no words came.

Balisha smiled at me. Her parents looked on expectantly.

I managed to nod and mumble, “It’s true.”

Joy filled the table. Father and my future in-laws began planning the wedding and the celebrations to follow. I did my best to play along with the insane charade.

When the meal was finally over, Balisha kissed me on the cheek.

“A wonderful woman,” said Father once they had left. “You’ll be happy together, Khasain.”

“I’m sure I will,” I said. “Please excuse me, Father. I’d like to rest for a while.”

***

I didn’t dare be alone with him. Not because I thought he’d kill me. But because my only hope of survival lay in the doubt that clearly still lingered in his mind.

He had ordered guards to confine me because he wasn’t entirely sure whether I’d try to flee. If he had known for certain—if he had known that I was aware of the poison he gave Faustina, and how deeply I hated him and wanted him dead—he would never have tried to marry me off. I would no longer have served any purpose as his heir.

Father was a shrewd man. But as long as he wasn’t certain, he clung to the hope that I—his last living son—would still carry on his legacy.

I spent the whole day in my room. I paced back and forth, trying to think, trying to find a way out.

I might have been able to escape the Ka’ana if I was lucky enough to lower myself from a window without breaking both legs. But Father’s men would find me within days, no matter where I tried to hide.

It’s him or you, Khasain whispered in my thoughts. There is no other way.

But how? How was I supposed to do it?

My father was a large, strong man. I could never take him in a fight. If I was to kill him with a sword or knife, it would have to be quick. Perhaps I could have shot him with a bow—if I had ever learned to use one.

He was too heavy to push from a window or down a staircase, as he had done with Rasim. And it seemed unlikely I would ever get the chance. Father spent all day in his hall, and at night, his chambers were guarded by four men.

There was no moment he was exposed. No weapon I could reach him with. Even if I did get my hands on a sword or spear, the guards would stop me instantly.

Eventually, I was so exhausted from thinking that I collapsed onto the bed. My head spun as if I were drunk. Sleep tugged at me at once.

There is a weapon, came Khasain’s voice, distant in my drained mind. A weapon no one else thinks of. You’ve seen it yourself. You just have to remember …

“The White Death,” I muttered to the empty room, and then I was gone.

***

Sleep brought deep dreams that took me back in time.

“Mother?” I call. “Where are you?”

“Out here!” comes the answer from the kitchen.

I walk through the hall of my childhood home and find Mother in the kitchen, speaking to a house slave preparing the evening meal.

“I have something for you, Mother,” I say excitedly. My hand is hidden behind my back.

“Oh?” she smiles. “And what would that be?”

I present a bouquet of white flowers. “Here! They’re for you.”

Her smile vanishes. She lunges toward me and grabs my wrist hard. “Drop them! Drop them, Khasain!”

Startled, I let the flowers fall. She pulls me to the table, lifts me up, and dips my hand in a bowl of cold water.

“The soap!” she barks, pointing.

The house slave quickly brings the soap, and Mother scrubs my hand thoroughly.

“What … what is it, Mother?” I ask, confused.

“Those are White Deaths,” she says as she keeps scrubbing. “They’re highly poisonous, Khasain. Never pick them again. Do you hear? They’re very—”

***

“—poisonous,” I whispered, opening my eyes.

For a moment I had no idea where I was. Then it slowly came back. I sat up. The sun was setting. Night was approaching.

Just then the door opened. A servant said my father was summoning me to his wine chamber.

I rose to follow—but suddenly remembered the dream. At the same time, another memory surfaced, more recent: Ismat, the first time I saw her again after my long absence. Ismat, hidden for a moment among the reeds by the lake. Ismat, picking a flower. A white flower.

***

I found my father in the wine chamber with a large glass in hand. He had clearly been drinking for a while—the bottle was nearly empty by the time I took my seat beside him.

“Let us celebrate,” he smiled, pouring me a drink. “Let us celebrate my son’s engagement. May you and Balisha have many beautiful children. Cheers!”

We toasted. The wine was strong. It burned all the way down. I emptied the glass.

Father roared with laughter. “You’re becoming yourself again, my son. You drink like a man.”

He drained his own glass and poured another for us both.

I sat in silence while he drank. He was very cheerful. I listened to his rambling. The evening crawled by until night finally fell.

“Oh, this one’s empty too,” he said suddenly, tossing the third bottle aside. “These cups are far too small for us.” He threw his cup as well and pointed to the wine cabinet in the corner. “Pour us a proper one from the good bottle, would you, my son?”

I had to force myself not to stagger as I walked to the cabinet. My legs were weak. My head was spinning.

A bottle was already out on the table. I took two silver cups from the cabinet and poured the wine.

Then I reached into my inner pocket and drew out the flower. But my fingers shook so badly, I dropped it.

I glanced over my shoulder. Father was half-turned away, humming to himself, seemingly unaware. I looked down. The flower lay between my feet. Could I bend down without him noticing? How drunk was he, really?

Come on, I told myself. This is your chance. Maybe your last.

I was just about to bend down when Father said, “What’s taking so long over there? You’re not drinking the whole bottle, are you?”

“No, don’t worry,” I replied over my shoulder. “I just couldn’t … find the cups.”

My whole body was trembling now. Sweat beaded on my face. I couldn’t go back to him like this. He’d know something was wrong at once.

Then I caught my reflection in the polished silver cup. The dark eyes that stared back at me were calm and cold. There was no panic. No doubt. They were Khasain’s eyes. He’d come back to help me.

Miraculously, my body settled. My thoughts cleared. My heartbeat slowed. A cool breeze swept through the room—or maybe it came from within me.

“I’m thirsty over here!” called my father.

I bent down, picked up the flower, and shook it over one of the cups. My hand was perfectly steady now. The deadly pollen drifted into the wine. I swirled it a few times. Then brought both cups to him.

He sat with eyes closed, smiling. When I reached him, he opened them. “About time,” he said, fixing me with a gaze that felt as if he were reading my thoughts.

I stood directly in front of him. Our eyes locked. I couldn’t look away. It was too late. He had me.

“What’s the matter, my son?” he asked softly. “You seem tense.”

“I’m still shaken by Faustina’s death, I suppose,” I said. My voice was eerily calm. I held out one of the cups. “Here you go, Father.”

He didn’t take it. His dark eyes searched my face. I didn’t flinch. I didn’t look away. My hand didn’t tremble.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

He scratched his eyebrow with a thumbnail. “Not at all, my boy.” Then he reached out—but took the other cup instead.

I stared at him. My face betrayed nothing.

He broke into a smile and raised his cup. “Let’s toast again. To a long and healthy life.”

I stood still for a moment.

It’s him or me. There is no other way.

Then I lifted my cup, touched it to my lips, and let the wine pour into my mouth. I closed my eyes and drank until the cup was empty.

When I opened them, my father was staring at me with a look of half-surprise, half-delight.

“By Molla Almighty,” he laughed. “My son outdrinks me!” He emptied his cup in four loud gulps. “Ahh. Sit down, my boy. Let’s chat some more.”

I sat in the chair across from him. I listened to my father speak while I waited for the poison to take hold. I felt no fear, no sorrow, no anger or regret. Only a deep inner calm. And the certainty that it was finally over.

Maybe it was just the wine, but I thought I could sense the goddess of death itself entering the room.

My father had no idea. He laughed and talked, utterly unaware.

Then he paused suddenly and clutched his belly. “I think I’d better relieve myself,” he muttered, rising to his feet.

“Don’t bother,” I said. “You’ll be dead before you get there.”

He was already halfway to the door, but now he stopped cold. Slowly, he turned. His face was a blank mask. But in his eyes I saw a flood of emotions—shock, disbelief, fear. He opened his mouth to say something—but then a violent cramp seized his gut, and he doubled over with a groan. He sucked in air through clenched teeth and glared at me. “You filthy little bastard … you tricked me …”

“You should’ve trusted me, Father.” I stood. “You should’ve taken the cup I offered you.”

I walked toward him, and he reached out for me—but fresh pain drove him to his knees, groaning.

“You killed them all,” I said. “And you tried to kill Faustina.”

He looked up at me and sneered, “I didn’t think you had it in you—but I was wrong. You’ve made me proud, my son.” And it dawned on me that he was smiling.

I walked away and left him to die.


39


The sunrise was unusually beautiful that morning.

I stood outside Buharan’s house and watched the red orb slowly rise above the horizon, casting everything in a blood-red hue.

For the first time in a long while, I could breathe all the way down into my lungs without the scars aching. I filled them with air and let it slowly seep out as I savored the feeling of sunlight on my face. For the first time in a long time, I knew what I needed to do. In fact, there wasn’t a single doubt in my mind.

Soon I heard the sound of wings in the silence. The lizard came gliding through the cool morning air, descended, and landed gracefully on the road in front of me.

Buharan sat at the reins. Behind him, her arms around his waist, sat Faustina. Her face was no longer flushed with fever, and her eyes once again looked clear and alert.

“I’m so relieved to see you alive,” I said with a smile. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine,” she said curtly.

Neither she nor Buharan made any move to dismount.

I shaded my eyes to see her better. “My father is dead. There’s nothing left to fear.”

“Are you sure?” Faustina asked.

“Yes. I watched him die.”

“No, I mean—are you sure there’s nothing left to fear?”

“Faustina,” I said, stepping closer.

Buharan tightened the reins slightly, and the lizard reared its head.

I stopped and looked at her. “I still want the same thing I’ve always wanted for you. The best possible life. But of course, it’s your choice.”

Faustina seemed to consider this. Then she swung her leg over and dropped down. She landed, but staggered slightly and held her stomach. I rushed to help her.

“Thanks,” she mumbled. “I’m still not fully recovered.”

“You will be,” I said with a smile.

She studied me. “You seem different. And you sound different. A bit like Cassian—but not quite.”

I spread my arms. “I no longer know who I am. I just know I don’t want more blood or death.” I shook my head. “I’m deeply sorry about everything. It’s all my fault.”

Faustina kept looking at me, and the suspicion in her face slowly faded. “I’m going home to my father,” she said at last. “Buharan will fly me to Kazana.”

I nodded. “You must be homesick.”

“What about you?”

“I’m leaving.”

“Where to?”

“South. To Heran. Where my uncle lived.”

“What will you do there?”

“I’m going for a long walk.”

She raised an eyebrow but didn’t ask further. The bird ruffled its feathers impatiently.

“I should be going,” she said.

Faustina stepped toward me, and I opened my arms to embrace her. But instead, she stood on her toes and kissed me on the mouth. It was short, soft, and sweet. She smiled one last time. “Goodbye, Cassian. Or whoever you are.”

Then she walked back to the lizard, and Buharan helped her up. With a single command, he set the beast in motion. It spread its wings, took off, and soared into the sky.

I stood watching until it disappeared. Then I turned and began walking south.

“Khasain!”

The voice made me stop.

Down the street came Ismat running. She stopped a few steps away, breathing fast. She was completely changed. Her clothes were different, her hair tied back in a tight ponytail that made her striking face stand out even more. Her eyes were alive in a way I’d never seen before.

“I heard the news,” she whispered. “And you? Are you unharmed?”

“That’s one way to put it.”

“What about Faustina? Did she survive?”

“Yes, she’s fine.”

Ismat’s face lit up in a wide smile. She began to laugh. Then the laughter turned to tears. Suddenly, she threw her arms around me and hugged me so tightly it hurt.

“It’s over, Khasain. It’s finally over.”

She pulled away, and I noticed something on her neck. The scar from the burn wound was still faintly visible now that she had pulled her hair back. I raised my hand and touched her skin with one finger. “I remember the night he gave you that. I saw him enter your room.”

Ismat took my hand and smiled. “Let’s not dwell on the past.”

Suddenly the bells began to ring. We turned toward the Ka’ana.

“They’ve found him,” I said. “What do you think will happen now? Who will take his place?”

“I might have an idea. But I don’t know if he’s interested.”

I looked at her in surprise.

“Fuat,” she said. “I’ve been keeping in touch with him by letter these past four years. He lives on the Northern Peninsula with Sadaat.”

I gaped. I could hardly believe it. Our last brother and sister—alive.

“Maybe Fuat will come and claim the throne,” said Ismat. “Or maybe he’s content with the life he has now. If he comes, I’m sure he’ll make a good emir. He’s always reminded me of Rasim.”

“Our father,” I murmured.

Ismat nodded. “I don’t think Husam was ever able to have children.”

The thought of Rasim reminded me of my own plans. I shared them with Ismat.

She raised her brows in surprise. “You’re really going to try?”

“I don’t feel like I have a choice.”

“For the first time ever, you do. We both do.”

“What about you?” I asked.

She shrugged. “I always dreamed of starting a family of my own.”

“You would make a great mother. You remind me so much of ours.”

She smiled, closed her eyes, and turned her face up toward the sun. “But first, I think I need a little time to get used to being free.”


40


Forty days have passed since I left Heran. For forty days I’ve seen nothing but sand and sky. I think I’m halfway there, but I can’t be sure.

It’s much worse than I imagined. Unspeakably so. The sun doesn’t just burn my skin—it seeps into my thoughts. Warps them. Makes it hard to tell what’s real.

You get used to the taste of camel blood. The animal seems in good health. I hope it holds out. If it dies, so do I.

The oases are few and far between. Sometimes I have to stretch the water in my flask for several days. But each time I drink the last drop and become convinced I’m going to die, the next water hole appears on the horizon.

As I walk, I’m often accompanied by figures from the past. Aurelius, Haytam, even Sitio have trudged beside me. At night, when I wrap myself in my blanket and shiver beneath the stars, I hear the dead whispering. Their voices mingle with the breeze as it drifts across the sand.

“This time your father cannot protect you.”

“We must celebrate the return of my eldest son!”

“I swear by all three gods—I will wait for you.”

“I hope one day you can forgive me, brother.”

“You’ve made me proud, my son.”

I don’t know who will emerge on the other side of this desert—Khasain or Cassian. Maybe someone else entirely. I don’t know where I’ll go afterward. Perhaps I’ll find a place to settle. Perhaps I’ll find Faustina.

I could have stayed in Haswa Rhadna. I could have ruled. Built a new empire atop the bones of the old.

But I’ve seen where power leads. I’ve lived it. And I suspect the time of empires is over.

Whatever happens, I’ll finally be only myself—and nothing more. No past. No future. Not even a name.

There’s something deeply liberating in that.

***

Thank you for reading. I hope you found the stories of Cirino, Alexia, and Cassian as compelling to follow as they were for me to write.

From the beginning, my goal was to tell three personal, intersecting tales that together would form a larger mosaic—the rise and fall of an empire inspired by Ancient Rome.

Dust and Destiny takes the biggest step away from the familiar, shifting focus to the East and the possible birth of a new empire, a new faith. That was a deliberate choice. I wanted to explore more of the world I’d built—and to challenge myself by writing a very different kind of protagonist. After all, why do we so often follow the noble and innocent? What about the ambitious, the flawed, the dangerous?

Cassian’s transformation into Khasain is the darkest arc in the trilogy. Writing it wasn’t always easy. But if you’ve made it here, then you saw it through—and I’m grateful. I hope you found the journey worth it, and the ending earned.

If you’d like to explore more of my books, or join my reader’s club for exclusive updates and content, visit nick-clausen.com/club

Here’s to many more stories!

—Nick
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