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My name is Cirino.

It means sunlight—or sunshine. I can't remember which anymore. My mother told me once, when I was small. She said she gave me the name because it brings good fortune. I don’t believe in fortune.

It’s been nearly five years since I last saw her.

The Golgarki Desert is the largest in the Sapphire Sea region—maybe the world. You don’t grasp its size until you’ve tried crossing it. The horizon stretches endlessly in all directions, like the edge of an open sea. But there’s no water here. Only sand—hot enough to burn through your sandals.

Nothing lives out here. Not even insects. You’d have to be mad to cross Golgarki on foot.

Mad—or a slave.

I slip into a dreamlike state, letting the rhythm of the caravan drown out everything else: the creak of the wagon wheels, the rasp of leather soles on sand, the rattle of chains, the snorts of lizards, and the weary groans of the others. The heat, the pain, the weight of the tin ball under my arm—they all fade, if only for a while.

I don’t know how the others manage—but this is how I survive Golgarki.

I think we all knew Mahlah would be the first to fall.

It happened at midday, at the height of the day’s heat.

I was walking to the left of the wagon, when there came a soft thud behind me. I stopped and turned.

Mahlah had collapsed, still clutching his tin ball against his stomach.

His face was turned skyward, eyes bulging white. One leg twitched. For a moment, I thought we were watching him die—right here in the sand.

But then he went limp. Just fainted.

“How!” Porcius barked, jerking the reins. The lizards balked and slowed. “What’s this? Who said you could stop?”

No one answered.

He groaned when he saw Mahlah. “Knew it. Knew it’d be him.”

The slave master grabbed his coiled whip and jumped down from the wagon. He landed with a heavy thud. He had to weigh more than double any of us. Even Bantram, who was tall and broad by nature, couldn’t stand up to Porcius. Our master wasn’t just tall—he was well-fed and healthy.

“Get up!”

Mahlah didn’t move.

Usually the scrawny Keltan jumped at Porcius’ voice like a frightened rabbit.

Porcius flicked his wrist, and the whip uncurled with practiced ease, snaking across the sand. He raised his arm and cracked it, the frayed end striking Mahlah’s shin. The whip tore the skin.

We all flinched, but Mahlah didn’t so much as twitch.

I glanced at Onesimus. He met my eye, and something unspoken passed between us.

Porcius growled and struck again, harder. The tunic split. Blood spread. Still, no reaction.

Mahlah was the youngest of us. He’d been a street boy in Asfas. I’d taught him what little Salmeric he spoke. That’s all I knew about him.

Porcius kicked him. Mahlah moaned and stirred. Sand clung to his cheek.

“So you’ve decided to live?” Porcius sneered, and kicked him again.

“Gratius, gratius!” Mahlah whimpered, shielding himself. “No more! Please, master, no more!”

“Get up.”

The skinny boy staggered upright, blood dripping. When he bent for the tin ball, his knees gave. He looked up at Porcius, desperate. “Gratius, master. Water, please. My body … it’s failing.”

“You’ve had enough water for today,” Porcius snarled, coiling the whip and stomping back to the wagon. “You can rot in the sun.”

“Master!” Mahlah cried. “Don’t leave me! Just another sip of water, please, master! Gratius!”

Porcius climbed onto the wagon and snapped the reins. The lizards began to move. “Hayra, you godless beasts! Hayra!”

The shout was for us. The others began walking. I lingered.

Porcius never carried a slave. That was one of the first things I’d learned.

Mahlah panted. He looked at me. “Cirino,” he gasped, reaching out. His eyes were wide, blue as the sky. “My friend … help me … carry my ball, just a little … help.”

Somewhere deep inside, something stirred. A flicker of empathy, maybe—faint and unfamiliar.

Then I turned and walked.

“Cirino? … Cirino!”

I didn’t look back.

The tin ball under my arm was unusually heavy.

Onesimus walked beside me. I felt his gaze. I didn’t meet it.

I just stared at my sandals.
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As the sun slipped beneath the horizon, a welcome coolness spread through the air, like invisible women fanning us with giant palm leaves.

That night, I had the dream again—the one that’s haunted me since my new life began.

I wake to the sound of waves lapping softly against the stilts beneath me. When I open my eyes, I’m staring up at a thin thatched roof, pierced by early morning sunlight.

I sit up and glance at Fabius, still asleep on the cot beside mine. His hair is bleached from long days under the blazing summer sun. Salt from yesterday still clings in white streaks across his golden skin.

I get up and shuffle to the door. The sharp morning light makes me squint as I step out onto the wooden deck. The sky is an unbroken azure, the breeze caressing my skin.

The Sapphire Sea stretches in every direction, its rippling surface alive with white flashes. The water is so clear I can see deep beneath the surface. A school of reddish fish glides past below me—Bloodcarp, hunting for food.

The door creaks behind me as Fabius steps outside. He scratches his head and grins. “Out for a morning swim?”

“I’ll get my fill soon enough,” I say, brushing my arm. “I’m taking the first dive today.”

My brother nods, scanning the water. “Think we’ll find anything?”

“If the gods will it.” I sit down at the edge and dip my feet into the sea.

“What are you doing?” he asks.

“Something grandfather taught me.”

“Tell me,” he says, curious.

“If you feel cold currents on the surface, it means there’s an eruption on the way.”

Fabius plants his hands on his hips. “Grandfather also thought he could tell if a woman was carrying a boy or a girl by smelling her hair. He was wrong every time.”

“This is different. The old divers know the signs of the sea goddess.”

“Yeah, and they’ve all gone a bit mad after years alone out here.”

I shake my head and close my eyes, focusing on how the water feels between my toes.

“Do you feel anything?” he asks, impatient.

“I’m trying. Hard when you keep interrupting.”

“Hmm,” he mumbles. “Let me help.”

I think he’s about to sit next to me. Instead, I hear the splash of water by my feet and feel warm droplets hit my legs. I open my eyes and leap up.

“You pig!” I shout, shoving him.

He just laughs and finishes peeing. “The water’s warmer now. Does that mean we’ll have luck?”

“I ought to throw you in,” I mutter, but I can’t help smiling. “You think Amarea enjoys you mocking her signs?”

His smile fades. “You think she might …?”

“She’s fickle, and you know it. The calmest sea can turn stormy in a blink.”

“It was just a joke,” he mumbles, staring out over the water.

I hide a smile. “I’ll ask her forgiveness—if you make breakfast.”

He hurries inside the hut.

I uncover the birdcage hanging from the corner of the roof. The dove pokes its head out from under a wing and shakes its feathers as I scatter grain.

I climb the ladder to the roof and look north. Even with perfect weather, I can’t see the coast. The thought of how far from home we really are leaves a hollow feeling in my gut.

“He meant no harm, Amarea,” I whisper to the sea. “Give him time to understand your gifts … and your power.”

I take a deep breath and am about to climb back down when I spot a ship. It’s still far off, but it’s headed our way.

“A ship’s approaching from the southeast,” I say as we sit down to eat.

Fabius bites into his melon and glances at me. “Fishermen?”

“No. Too far from shore.”

“Maybe other divers.”

“Maybe.”

We eat in silence for a moment.

“If we find a lot,” I say, “will you give one to Alexia?”

He nearly chokes on his bread. “You mean …?”

“Yeah,” I tease. “Isn’t it time you told her how you feel?”

“I … I don’t know,” he mumbles.

“Afraid she’ll say no?”

He shrugs. “A little.” Then he clears his throat. “I’ll go get the boat ready.”

“Fine. I’ll be there in a bit.”

He leaves the hut. I go to the bed, kneel, and pull out the cloth pouch. I place it on the sheet and open it. Five sapphires so far. They’re raw and uncut, but the color always stuns me—alive, deep blue, like looking into the bottom of the sea. It helps to see them before I dive.

“Cirino!” Fabius calls suddenly.

His voice is sharp with panic.

I don’t even think to hide the stones. I rush to the door and open it.

The ship is too large to be a diver’s vessel, too small for a fishing boat. Latrocinor, it says in black letters on the bow. They arrived so fast I have no doubt who they are, even though I’ve never seen their kind before.

Their skin is darker than ours, their arms covered in curly hair, their heads wrapped in cloth. Each carries a knife or spear. Two of them are already on the deck and have seized Fabius. One has him forced to his knees, the other holds a knife to his neck.

“Step out where we can see you,” one of them shouts. He speaks Salmeric with a hissing accent, and at first I don’t understand the words. “Anyone else inside?”

I open my mouth to answer, but fear grips my throat. Fabius looks up at me, and I see the same terror on his face. The only weapon we have is a fishing spear, but it’s inside the hut.

I look at the man who shouted. He must be their captain. Thick braids hang down his bony shoulders. A pink scar runs across his chest. Two fingers are missing from his left hand—but it doesn’t stop him from pointing his spear at me.

“Hard of hearing, boy? Maybe your tongue will loosen when your friend loses his.”

The man on the deck yanks Fabius’s blond hair, jerking his head back. My brother screams. The knife dips toward his face.

“Don’t hurt him!” I shout in broken Salmeric. “It’s just the two of us.”

The knife-wielder hesitates. Fabius gasps for air.

The captain grins, revealing gums almost bare—only two or three teeth remain. “You speak Salmeric,” he says. “Few north of the sea do. Where are you from?”

“We have sapphires,” I say. “You can take them all.”

One of the men on the ship lets out a rasping laugh. “Why would we take your gems, boy, when you have something worth ten times more?”

Fabius starts to sob. He realizes too what the men are after.

“Leave us alone,” he pleads in Rigan. “By all the gods, go and leave us be!”

The captain looks triumphantly at his men. “Recognize that tongue, boys? Looks like Fortunia’s smiled on us after all—they’re Rigan!”

The pirates cheer. One beats his chest.

“Didn’t I say we’d strike gold if we sailed further north?” the captain crows. “We defied fate coming this close to the northern coast—but look at our prize!”

A single, clear thought strikes me.

I act fast. In three strides I’m at the corner of the hut. I fling open the birdcage, reach in, and grab the dove. I spin around and hold it high.

“If I let it fly, it’ll reach Lubrina faster than the wind! When the town sees it, they’ll know something’s wrong. Before the sun climbs two more fingers in the sky, a ship of Rigan warriors will be here. By noon, they’ll have caught you.”

I look around. All eyes are on me. No one’s laughing now.

The captain bares his pink gums. “Put the bird back in the cage, boy.”

“I see in your faces that you know the Rigan warriors. You know you don’t stand a chance if they come after you.”

“Your warriors can’t help if we cut your throats right now!” he spits.

“Then we’ll meet on the Mountain of Death soon enough,” I reply.

The dove coos in my hands, eager to fly. For a moment, I feel a rush of false power. But deep down, I know this can’t end well. Still—I suddenly know how to stop it from ending worse.

The captain snorts in frustration. His easy prize just got complicated. “Don’t think you can blackmail me, Rigan,” he growls. He swings over the rail and lands on the deck. “I’ve taken bigger risks and always come out ahead.”

“Take me,” I say. “But let my brother go.”

The captain hesitates, looking from me to Fabius. “You’re brothers?”

“He’s younger,” I say. “I’m worth more.”

“No, Cirino,” Fabius whispers, eyes wide. He understands enough Salmeric to know what I’m saying.

“Let him take our boat and go. I’ll come quietly.” I switch to our native tongue. “It’s all right, Fabius.”

The captain steps forward, and I raise the dove over my head. It stretches its neck willingly.

The pirate halts and sneers. “Fine, let him go.”

The man holding Fabius hesitates, then lowers the knife and releases him. My brother staggers to his feet, eyes glassy as he looks at me and shakes his head in disbelief.

“It’s the only way,” I say gently.

He stumbles toward the boat tied to the hut’s stilts. With slow, clumsy hands, he unties the rope and climbs in—Alba, she’s called. I helped build her.

Fabius looks up at me, tears in his eyes. “Cirino, this can’t be real …”

“I’ll survive,” I say.

“I’ll find you,” he says. “I swear it.”

“You have to take care of Mother now. She only has you.”

Fabius hides his face and sobs.

“That’s enough!” the captain snaps, jabbing his spear at Fabius. “Get going before I change my mind.”

“Start rowing, Fabius,” I tell him.

He fumbles with the oars, dips them in the water, and pushes off. The boat glides away from the hut, heading north. He looks up at me, pleading, as if to ask one last time if this is truly happening.

I tell him, “Remember—I love you both.”

Those are the last words.

Fabius rows slowly, until he’s out of earshot. I stand there, the dove in my hands, watching him shrink into the sea’s glimmering light. My head is empty.

The pirates talk and laugh behind me—something about money—but I don’t listen.

Fabius becomes a speck. Then disappears.

“Time’s up, Rigan,” the captain says. “Before he gets too close to land.”

“Be merciful,” I hear myself say, though I know it’s useless. “I don’t want to die.”

“I’m not killing you,” the pirate says, smiling cruelly. “I’m just leaving you to a tough fate. If you’ve got the will—and a bit of luck—you just might make it.”

I stroke the dove’s head. Silently, I beg the gods for forgiveness as I close my hand around its neck and twist. The bird goes limp and falls to the deck with a hollow thud.
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Ribbons of frost curled across the sand, sparkling in competition with the stars high above. Their light blurred as my eyes filled with tears. I let out a shaky breath, which turned into white mist, rising and swirling in the cold air.

I pulled the blanket tighter around my shoulders. Turned onto my side in the hard sand, making the chain rattle—and met a watchful stare.

Onesimus lay silently, looking at me. “You were dreaming,” he whispered. “I could hear it in your breathing.”

I lifted my head and looked toward the wagon. The lizards lay with their legs folded under them, long tails curled around their bodies. From inside the wagon came Porcius’ deep, guttural snoring.

“He’s asleep,” Onesimus assured me. “Locked in tight so none of us gets the idea to surprise him. What did you dream of, Cirino?”

“The past,” I muttered.

The Ikamanian nodded slowly. “Was it good, seeing your brother again?”

I shook my head and sighed. “All I see in my dream is the memory of my brother.”

“Who’s to say?” Onesimus asked. “What if your brother has the same dream tonight, lying in his bed? Is it still just a dream—or is it a meeting? Only the gods can say what’s real and what isn’t.”

“You think too much, Ikamanian,” I told him.

We lay in silence, listening to the breath of the lizards, the clink of chains when the others shifted in their sleep.

“You’re lucky,” Onesimus whispered. “I don’t dream anymore.”

“You don’t?”

He shook his head. “It stops after a while.”

I looked at him for a moment. “You’ve never told me your story.”

“I’ve told you that you don’t want to hear it.”

All I knew was that Onesimus was maybe ten years older than me, and that he’d lived in Ikamania before Porcius bought him. For all I knew, he could have been a rich merchant or a lowly beggar.

He was a lean man with dark, perceptive eyes—secretive, and in many ways still a stranger, even though we’d known each other nearly five years. Still, it was thanks to him that I’d made it this far.

“I thought you’d take his ball,” he whispered, changing the subject. “Mahlah, I mean. You surprised me.”

“Porcius wouldn’t have allowed it.”

“No? I think he would have. Porcius is proud, not stupid. He’d never help a slave himself, but he’d have looked the other way if you’d carried Mahlah’s ball for a bit.”

“Mahlah was weak,” I whispered, a knot forming in my throat. “Porcius hated him for it. It was only a matter of time before Mahlah—”

“You think Porcius wanted to lose him? Not likely. A weak slave’s better than a dead one.”

I looked down, let my fingers sift through the sand. It was cold as winter rain. My heart beat fast.

“Why didn’t you take the ball, Rigan?”

“Don’t call me that,” I snapped.

Onesimus blinked, surprised, then glanced around the camp. No one else had heard me—but one of the lizards raised its head, watching us with glowing green eyes.

Onesimus looked away and whispered, “I’ve never met a Rigan who’s ashamed of where he comes from.”

I exhaled. “Why me? Why should I be the one to take that damned ball? I’m not the strongest—Bantram’s stronger than I am.”

“Bantram would never have taken the ball,” the Ikamanian said calmly. “Mahlah knew you were the only one he might persuade.”

“Why should I help him? I carry my burden like everyone else. If I’d taken on a second, I could’ve been the next to fall. Then who would’ve helped me?”

Onesimus shrugged, as if to say it sure wouldn’t have been him. Still, he looked at me like I’d done something wrong.

I sighed and rolled onto my back again. “I think something terrible is happening, Onesimus.”

He stayed silent, giving me time to go on.

“I’ve felt it for a while. There’s something … disappearing. Inside me. I don’t know how else to explain it.”

“With my first owner,” Onesimus began after a pause, “the one who captured me … there were slaves who’d lived their entire lives in chains. Some had been taken as children, others sold by starving parents. They all had one thing in common. You couldn’t see it—not unless you’d known them before. But over time, I started to notice something was different about them.”

“What was it?”

Onesimus shrugged. “They had become slaves.”

I frowned. “But … they already were—”

“No,” the Ikamanian whispered. “They weren’t. But they became so.”

I stared into his eyes. They caught the starlight, but revealed nothing.

The conversation ended, and soon sleep came—black and merciful.
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In the desert, the days blur together—indistinguishable, like tiny fish in a vast shoal.

The heat was relentless. Sweat trickled down my back. The few clouds that dared drift across the searing sky were burned away before they could cast the slightest shadow.

Mahlah lingered in my thoughts, no matter how hard I tried to shut him out. My mind kept showing me this image of him, curled up in the sand, knees drawn to his chest. The skin around his eyes cracked and lined, his lips so dry they barely parted. Sand blew across his back, settling in the folds of his tattered tunic. Before long, he’d vanish beneath the dunes.

Golgarki had claimed another life—another fool who dared to challenge the desert’s wrath.

Mahlah had been young, around Fabius’s age, I guessed.

Thinking of my brother made my stomach tight with longing. I pictured his sun-kissed face, his cheeky smile—but slowly, Fabius’s blue eyes darkened to brown. His blond hair thickened, tangled, and turned darker. His cheeks hollowed. Stubble appeared. And Mahlah was staring back at me.

I groaned and shook my head. The sun was seeping into my mind, warping it. Soon, I would—

“Psst!”

I turned my head.

Sakino was staring at me, eyes wide. “We’ve got to do something.”

His gaze darted quickly to the others. No one seemed to have heard him.

“What do you mean?” I asked quietly.

“Well, I’m not planning to end up like that young Keltan, are you? I’m not going to be the next to drop and get left behind in this godforsaken desert.”

He spoke fast, hoarse. His eyes kept flicking around. He clutched his tin ball tight to his chest. His fingers were gnarled from years of labor, and thin gray strands poked out from under his headcloth.

At first, I was completely thrown. Sakino never spoke unless spoken to. In my five years with Porcius, I’d exchanged maybe a handful of words with him.

“Don’t you get it? I could be next,” he went on. His breath stank, and his front teeth were yellow stumps. “I’m the oldest of us, and I’m not dying out here in this cursed desert …”

I realized Sakino wasn’t fully in his right mind. His eyes were glassy. He was rambling. I edged away from him, moving closer to the wagon.

He noticed and grabbed my arm. His nails dug into my skin as he stared at me. “What are you doing? Not yet, damn it.”

“Sakino, I think you need—”

“We have to do it together,” he hissed.

I frowned. “Do what?”

“We attack the wagon,” he whispered, voice almost gleeful now. “There’s five of us—no, four now, with Mahlah gone—but we can still take Porcius. If we kill him, the lizards and water barrels are ours. Don’t you see? We can take him if we strike together …”

Porcius was out of sight, and probably hadn’t heard anything. But words like Sakino’s would get us whipped senseless—or even killed.

“Shut up, Sakino,” I whispered.

“Don’t you understand?” he persisted, almost pleading now. Spit trailed from his chin. “I’m not going to be the next one to die in this godfor—”

A large hand clamped down on Sakino’s shoulder. He spun around.

Bantram didn’t look at him. His eyes were fixed on the wagon. “You’d do well to listen to Cirino,” he said quietly. “Porcius has lost one slave. That doesn’t mean he’s afraid to lose another if he hears you.”

“Bantram, listen to me,” Sakino began—and now he really was smiling. “We have to stand together, or we’ll end up like Mahlah. You’re the biggest of us, and you—”

“Sakino.”

“—you have to help when it starts—”

“Shut up.”

“—we’ll hit the wagon from both sides so Porcius can’t—”

Bantram stopped, yanked Sakino back, and with his free hand slapped him hard across the face.

Sakino’s head snapped sideways, and he staggered. He blinked dizzily and held his cheek.

To my alarm, the wagon came to a halt. Porcius stuck his head out. “What is it, Bantram? Trouble?”

Sakino licked his lips, eyes darting from Bantram to Porcius. Now he looked more like himself again. The wildness had left his gaze.

“No, master,” Bantram called back, giving Sakino a push. “Just a bit of sun fever.”

Porcius grunted, gave Sakino a long look, then disappeared inside the wagon and spurred the lizards on.

We kept walking. Sakino drifted apart from the rest. He was pale now, but seemed steadier.

I glanced at Bantram. The big man stared at the sand, already acting like nothing had happened. I noticed his limp—his right leg dragging slightly. It always got worse by day’s end.

I looked down and focused on my own footsteps.
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At night, we made camp by a dry riverbed, its contours hinting at a time when water once flowed here. Now it was a dead oasis—just a shallow valley lined with skeletal palms.

Porcius barked, “Two of you—get branches. The other two, start a fire. I want to smell something better than sweat and lizard piss tonight.”

Bantram and I fetched wood. Onesimus and Sakino got the flames going. The fire caught fast in the brittle palms, and Porcius poured oil on the branches to make it last.

We gathered around the blaze, picking at our scraps.

That’s when Bantram froze. He was mid-bite, staring into the valley, eyes fixed. For a second, I thought he’d heard something.

But then he blinked, glanced around, and said nothing.

No one else noticed. I kept eating.

***

I don’t know what woke me.

The fire had burned to embers. Smoke curled upward in faint, dying spirals.

Something made me sit up and listen. The desert was so still I could hear my own heartbeat. The creak of cooling wood. Footsteps.

We were only three around the fire.

Bantram was gone.

I pushed aside my blanket, wound the tin ball’s chain tightly to keep it from clinking, and crept away from the camp.

Among the dead trees stood a big figure in a pale tunic. It had to be Bantram.

He was whispering—but not to himself.

A creature perched on one of the trees. I saw it then: brown feathers, near invisible in the dark. A falcon.

Bantram reached up and stroked it.

My uncle had been a falconer. I knew one thing: wild falcons don’t let humans near them. Certainly not to touch.

There was a harness on the bird’s chest. Bantram was retrieving something.

A message? A knife? Was he planning escape?

But that didn’t make sense. Bantram was the most loyal slave—always the one to keep the peace. Porcius knew it and treated him differently for it.

Then Bantram bowed his head, and whispered, “Hush.”

The falcon let out a soft cry and launched into the sky. Its wings cut through the dark, and it vanished north.

Bantram turned.

I dropped flat, dragging the ball behind me, heart pounding.

But he trudged past without pause, returned to the fire, and lay down.

I waited a while before sneaking back.
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“Now! You hear me, or do I need to uncoil the whip? On your feet, you lazy curs!”

Porcius’s voice tore through the valley like a blade, dragging us out of whatever shallow rest we’d managed.

I sat up before I was fully awake, pushed the blanket aside, and felt my muscles protest. The air was still cool, but to the east, the sky was beginning to glow like a bed of coals.

Porcius made his usual morning rounds, barking us awake. Sakino got a kick to the leg. The others stirred, groaning. I’d slept poorly and didn’t feel rested. Mahlah had haunted my dreams.

“You’ve got until the sun crosses the horizon,” Porcius warned, heading for the wagon. “If you haven’t eaten and drunk by then, you’ll march on an empty stomach.” He grabbed an armful of bread and some chunks of dried camel meat, then tossed it into the sand.

We dove on the meager meal, gnawed the hard bread and stringy meat, grit crunching in our teeth.

My eyes kept drifting to Bantram. I scanned his tunic, looking for signs—anything in his pockets. But if he was carrying something, I couldn’t see it.

Afterwards, Porcius unlatched the rear panel and opened the lid of the water barrel. Bantram stood and walked over. We fell in line behind him out of habit.

He had just taken the bowl when a sound came from out in the desert—one we all heard, one we all recognized. The clinking of a chain.

“By all the gods,” Onesimus whispered.

I followed his eyes. Out across the sand came a figure, heading straight toward the caravan. Short, slight, pale tunic, cloth over the shoulders. The person walked sideways, dragging the ball behind them.

“It … it’s a miracle,” Bantram murmured. “The gods spared him.”

“He followed our tracks,” Onesimus added.

My heart skipped a beat as I recognized Mahlah.

For one cold, absurd moment, I thought he had come back from the Mountain of Death to find me—and claim his revenge.

But the young Keltan was alive.

We stood motionless as he staggered closer. He didn’t seem to notice the camp until he was only a few steps away. He stared around, stunned, as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Then, with a hoarse cry, he collapsed and began to sob.

It didn’t last long. Mahlah pulled himself upright again, picked up the ball, and stumbled into place in front of Bantram. Without hesitation, Mahlah plunged the bowl into the water barrel. He drank in greedy, rasping gulps, then handed it to Bantram.

By the wagon, Porcius stood watching. He acted indifferent, but I’d seen the surprise on his face.

“What are you waiting for, Bantram?” he barked. “You want me to pour it down your throat for you, or can you manage on your own? Get to it!”

The big slave blinked, then drank.

***

Before the sun had risen far, we saw rooftops on the horizon. A strange wave of relief washed through me. I glanced at Onesimus.

“Hambran?” I asked.

He nodded. “You know a lot about the southern lands, Rigan. Have you traveled?”

“Never outside Rigan,” I said. “But we had books.”

“Well-read is almost as good as well-traveled.”

A tall marble tablet marked the edge of town—probably once a proud welcome for travelers, now cracked and dusty.

I only understood fragments of the Tarabin dialect, even though the southern languages—collectively called Salmeric—shared much in common.

“How!” Porcius called out, pulling the lizards to a halt. The big man jumped into the sand and retrieved the main chain. “What do you say to that?” he asked as he began chaining us together, one by one. “We made it again, you mangy dogs—and with a full headcount. Praise Fortunia! Now we can finally eat something besides bread and dried meat. Exciting, no?”

No one answered.

Porcius laughed, then chained us to the wagon and climbed back on.

As we trudged into Hambran, the ground beneath my sandals turned to solid stone. The town’s buildings were old and worn. The walls were whitewashed to reflect the brutal sun, but in places the plaster had crumbled.

We reached a central square bustling with activity—more life than I’d have expected in a sleepy desert town.

Children tended flocks of geese. Women bartered for cloth and bread. Carts rolled by, laden with wine barrels and crates of fruit. I stared hungrily at the shining oranges.

At the center of the square stood a large well, with a sturdy pulley system. Three slaves worked together to turn the great wheels that made the mill run. An endless loop of buckets drew water from deep underground, dumping it into a long stone trough that ran across the square.

People filled dishes, jugs, and cups. An old man splashed water on his face. A young woman let her horse drink.

We were allowed to drink alongside the lizards.

Afterwards, we sat in the shade of the wagon while Porcius wandered the square, bought a handful of ripe peaches which he devoured, then vanished into the crowd.

I exhaled heavily. I couldn’t remember the last time my stomach felt so full of water.

“I could’ve sworn you were headed for the Mountain yesterday,” Onesimus said, nudging Mahlah.

The young Keltan had been on the verge of sleep but opened his eyes. “I’m still here, are I not?”

Onesimus snorted and looked around at the rest of us. “I once knew a Keltan who broke his arm in a fight. Kept on swinging till he lost his head. You people should learn to admit when you’ve lost.”

Mahlah didn’t answer.

“Mahlah,” I said. “I’m glad you made it.”

He looked at me and said in a cold tone, “Not thanks to you.”

“I wanted to help you, but—”

“Don’t talk to me,” he cut me off, adding something in Keltan. He leaned back his head and closed his eyes again.
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“No more lying around, fukarades. I’ve got good news.”

I opened my eyes to see Porcius towering over us.

“I’ve found work for you,” he said, grinning. “Doesn’t that sound marvelous? After all those days of walking, I bet your little fingers are just itching to do something useful again.”

I could tell from the groans around me that the others had been dozing too. Our skin was sticky with sweat where it had pressed together, and beads trickled down my forehead as I sat up. My legs were stiff from the journey.

Porcius took hold of the reins and guided the lizards down a specific street. A few rows of houses later, I spotted a spire rising above the rooftops. The building was a half-finished temple. Several structures had evidently been demolished to make space, and the grand project stood in stark contrast to the rest of the city.

“Marble is rare in these parts,” Onesimus whispered.

“Even for a temple?” I asked.

“That’s no temple to the gods.”

“What, then?”

“Look at the design, Rigan.”

I looked closer. The rounded windows, the steep roof eaves, the ornate column capitals—it all looked too pompous and modern for a traditional temple.

“Mazuran,” I murmured.

Porcius halted the wagon and turned to us, hands on his hips. “Well? Where’s the overseer?”

A young man stepped out from the entrance, where no doors had yet been installed. He wore a fine toga in cobalt blue with white bands. Two guards followed, spears and helmets in place.

“You the one building?” the man asked in crisp Mazuran as he came down the wide steps.

Porcius spun around, momentarily confused, then answered in his usual Salmeric, “I’m Porcius, son of Aperius.”

“I’m Selios, son of Syphos. Overseer of this temple. I speak on behalf of the mayor, who—”

“I don’t understand you,” Porcius interrupted. “I don’t speak the high tongue.”

Selios wrinkled his nose. He switched to Salmeric. “Then you’d better learn, slave master. The day’s coming when no one speaks anything else.”

“Maybe so.”

Selios gave Porcius a once-over, apparently debating whether this deal was worth the trouble. “As I was saying,” he went on, “Mayor Dimarkos will arrive in four days, and there will be a celebration in his honor. I expect this structure to be finished by then. Can you manage that?”

Porcius tilted his head back, shading his eyes from the sun with the back of his hand. “Well, the spire’s up … and the columns too … worst part’s done. The roof’ll be the most difficult, but as you can see, I’ve got some light-footed boys.” He spat on the dusty road. “For fifteen hundred stemas, it’ll be ready.”

Selios raised an eyebrow. “Fifteen hundred?”

“In coin. Gold or silver. Nothing else.”

“I’ll give you a thousand.”

Porcius shook his head. “Fifteen hundred, or find someone else with enough slaves to get it done in time.”

A muscle twitched in Selios’ cheek as he clenched his jaw. “This will be Hambran’s new town hall. The office of Dimarkos, third-rank official of the Grand Empire! You should be grateful for the chance to work for us.”

“I’m very grateful,” Porcius said calmly.

They stared at each other for a moment. “Fine. You’ll get your thirteen hundred,” the Mazuran said, throwing up a hand. “Only because time is short.”

“Speaking of which,” Porcius said, “what happened to your last crew? The ones who built what’s already standing?”

“I caught one of them stealing, so I had him executed,” Selios said sharply. “After that, the slave master apparently lost his nerve. Disappeared with the rest of them.” He scowled at us. “I trust you have better control over your property.”

“Don’t worry,” Porcius said. “They know better than to try anything with me.”

“The blueprints are in the entry hall. My guards will stay on-site. Have them send for me if needed.”

With that, the Mazuran lifted the hem of his toga and marched off down the street.
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Echoes of vultures drifted down from above, sharp and thin as bone needles in the air.

The view from the temple roof was impressive. The desert stretched endlessly in every direction. Hambran sat like a man-made oasis in the middle of absolute nothing. It must’ve been a lonely place to live.

Onesimus handed me a clay tile with one hand. His other gripped the edge of the roof so tightly that his knuckles had turned the same pale color as his forehead.

“You don’t look so good,” I said, taking the tile.

“The ladder’s swaying,” he croaked.

I leaned out. A near twenty-foot drop waited below—onto gravel, or the uneven stacks of tiles. Maybe not fatal, but enough to snap a spine. Sakino and Mahlah clung to the bamboo rungs, passing tiles up from Bantram, who wisely took the easier job on the ground.

“You’ll be fine,” I said. “Unless you faint.”

“I’ll try not to,” he said dryly.

I set the tile and secured it with copper wire. My fingers were raw from the brick dust. The sun baked the roof, and my tunic stuck to my back.

“Would be easier without the shackles,” I muttered, shifting the tin weight at my neck.

Onesimus handed me another tile. “Your chain comes off the day you’re sent to the Mountain.”

“Or the day I escape,” I said under my breath.

He gave a faint smile. “Yeah. Or that.”

“What’s that look supposed to mean?”

“Nothing.” He glanced at the tile. “Hey, Bantram—this one’s cracked.”

“Chuck it,” came the call from below. “And be careful not to scuff the others with your chains.”

“Then maybe don’t send up broken ones.”

“Just mind your part of the job, Onesimus.”

Onesimus snorted and let the tile fall.

“I don’t like him,” I muttered.

“Bantram? He’s all right.”

I thought about the falcon from the night before. “Still. There’s something off about him.”

“Like what?”

“Why isn’t he chained with the rest of us?”

“Maybe he struck a deal with Porcius. Helps keep the rest of us in line.”

I grunted. “And gets perks in return.”

“We’re all just doing what we can to survive,” Onesimus said.

“I’m not sure whose side he’s on.”

“A slave’s only ever on his own side, Rigan. Remember that.”

We worked for a bit in silence. The sun crept higher. Somewhere below, whips cracked and a voice barked orders.

“Looks like the Mazurans have reached Tarabin too,” said Onesimus.

“Did you hear what that architect called it?” I scoffed. “The Grand Empire.”

He grinned faintly. “Well … it is grand.”

I didn’t return the smile.

“They swallowed my homeland too,” he added after a moment. “Started with trade. Ended with temples and governors. Same as always.”

“And now?”

“I hear Ikamania is just a region of the Empire. One name, one tongue.”

“And the old names?”

“Forgotten,” he said, voice flat.

“What did you get in return?”

“Money. Peace. Empty libraries.”

“You think that’s a fair trade?”

“I think starving’s worse,” he muttered. “But it’s easier for a rich country like yours, with your precious sapphires …”

I had stopped listening. I noticed a flicker on the roof’s ridge—a moth, its wings black with blotches of red.

“A libramus,” I whispered. “It’s a sign.”

Onesimus darted a look at the moth. “A sign of what?”

“They only live north of the sea. They only show themselves when something big is about to happen. Something that’ll change every—”

Then I saw her.

A woman in rich red, veiled, strolling like she had nowhere to be. A young servant followed close behind. As if sensing me, the woman paused, looked up, and met my gaze. Her eyes—sapphire blue—locked with mine.

I lifted a hand before I knew why.

She turned away at once, hurrying into an alley.

“Who was that?” Onesimus asked. “You know her?”

“No,” I said slowly. I looked for the moth, but it was gone. “No, I don’t. But—”

“What are you gawking at?” Porcius barked. He stood below, hand on his whip. “Get back to work, skylos, or I’ll come up there and help you!”

I snatched the next tile from Onesimus. But the image of the woman—and her sapphire eyes—burned in my mind.

***

The next three days passed in labor on the temple. Porcius let us sleep in the stable with the camels and the lizards. I could tell the others fell asleep quickly.

I turned toward Onesimus. “Are you awake?”

His eyes opened. “Yeah.”

“I’m going to escape.”

A pause. “You sound like you mean it.”

“I do. And you’re coming with me.”

“Where’s this coming from?”

“The woman. And the moth. I think they were signs. Whatever’s coming—it’s tied to her.”

“Maybe. Or maybe it’s something else.”

“What?”

“That talk we had. About freedom. Maybe that’s what’s really driving you.”

“You’re wrong.”

“Am I? When’s the last time you even spoke of escape?”

He was right. I knew it.

“In the beginning, you dreamt of it every night,” Onesimus said. “What changed?”

“You kept talking me out of it.”

“For your own good.”

“Is living like this really good for me?”

“Better than dead. You know what Porcius does to runaways.”

Sakino coughed in his sleep. The old slave had fallen ill, had barely eaten since yesterday. He rolled over, mumbled something in his sleep, and resumed snoring.

Onesimus was quiet a moment. “I ever tell you about Tilos?”

I shook my head.

“He was a young Barakan. Porcius bought him two years before you. Days later, he tried to run—crept up while Porcius slept and bashed him with his ball. Then ran for it. Some of us almost followed, but Porcius came to and tracked him. He caught him by dawn in a nearby town. Beat him to death in the street. That same day, he put bars on his wagon. We haven’t had a chance since.”

I swallowed hard. “Then I’ll need a bigger head start.”

“It won’t matter. Porcius is a hunter. And people will sell you out for a handful of coins.”

One of the camels snorted. Silence settled again.

“Does it happen to all of us?” I whispered. “What you said about becoming slaves.”

“Are you asking about me?”

“Yes.”

Onesimus hesitated. “Feel your neck. What do you find?”

I touched the chain.

“We’re all slaves. The only way out is a miracle or death. Hope always loses to reality. And that’s a good thing—because if it didn’t, we’d go mad.”

I drew a breath. “You could’ve just said yes.”

“Listen, Rigan. Only fools live on dreams. You’re getting close to accepting your fate—and I’m glad.”

“How can you say that?”

“Because once you do, it gets easier.”

I shook my head. “I’m doing it.”

His eyes widened. “Not now. Porcius sleeps light—his wagon’s just outside—”

“Not tonight. Tomorrow. During the festival. The streets will be full, the alleys dark. I can slip away. There’s a smithy nearby—if I reach it, I’ll find something to cut the chain. Then I steal a horse and ride west. No one will stop me. Without the shackles, I’ll just be another face.”

The stable was silent. My heart pounded. Saying it aloud made it real—and it sounded better than I’d dared hope.

“Well?” I asked. “Are you coming?”

“You’re insane.”

“But are you coming?”

Silence.

“I want to see if it’s even possible,” he said at last.

“If I go first, it’ll be harder for anyone else. This is your chance.”

He shook his head. “No.”

“Why not?”

“I have nothing to go back to, Rigan. And I envy you for that.” He turned away.

I stared at his back for a long time. Then I closed my eyes and let sleep take me.
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Ifelt something stir in my chest when Porcius barged in to wake us. A feeling I hadn’t known in a long time. Hope—sharp, bright, almost sweet. My body ached from the rooftop work, but I barely noticed. I felt lighter.

We began the final day of labor. The sun hauled itself back into the sky. Porcius cracked the whip to keep us moving. Twice, Sakino staggered behind the building to vomit. Porcius let him, then screamed at him to get back to work.

The overseer, Selios, came by with his guards to check progress and threaten nonpayment if the temple wasn’t done by sundown, when the mayor was due.

The streets buzzed with life. Torches were lit, rooftops strung with garlands, tables set up in the square.

By sundown, the temple was finished. We collapsed, wrecked.

“Looks like you kept your end of the deal,” came a voice.

Selios had returned. He eyed the building, then walked inside. Moments later he reappeared. “Good. Everything seems in order.”

He nodded to a guard, who handed Porcius a heavy pouch.

“A pleasure doing business with you,” Porcius said.

“Likewise,” Selios replied, already turning. “Now, if you’ll excuse me—”

“I’d like to join the festival,” Porcius interrupted. “It’s been a long time since I had a proper cup of wine.”

“Unfortunately,” Selios said coolly, “the festival is for residents only. Surely you understand—you’re just passing through. And you’re leaving tonight, aren’t you?”

Porcius frowned. “No. I’ve rented the stable till morning.”

Selios gave a tight smile. “I’d really prefer you left. Mayor Dimarkos should get a good first impression. We can’t have the town crawling with … uncouth types.”

Porcius stepped forward, fists clenched. “What did you call me, you—”

The guards moved in. Their hands found their weapons.

“Careful,” Selios said icily. “I’ve had men executed for less.”

Porcius backed off, seething. “We’ll leave tonight.”

“Immediately,” Selios corrected him, and walked off.

Porcius pulled out the main chain. My heart began to pound—this was my moment. I felt a hand grip my arm.

Onesimus had seen it in my eyes. “Cirino, I’m begging you. Don’t.”

“And I’m begging you, Ikamanian,” I whispered back. “My mind’s made up.”

I removed his hand—and then saw Selios again. He was talking to a boy who had just run up with a message.

Selios turned back. “Hold off on chaining them,” he called. “If you insist on staying, lend me two slaves for some extra work. I’ll return them by midnight.”

Porcius raised an eyebrow. “Give me a seat at the banquet and you’ve got a deal.”

Selios gave a thin smile. “Very well.” He pointed at Bantram. “The big one. And …” He looked straight at me. “The young one.”

I started, “But master—”

“Keep a close eye on them,” Porcius cut me off. “Or it’ll cost you.”

“Don’t worry,” Selios called over his shoulder.

Bantram trudged after him. I hesitated too long—a guard grabbed my arm and hauled me along.

Selios vanished down an alley, but the guard led us through winding streets. We neared the square. A cart stood nearby, one wheel half off its axle.

“Grab one of those barrels,” the guard barked. “May the gods help you if you drop it.”

Bantram and I wrestled a heavy cask off the cart. Sweet grape scent wafted through the wood. We carried it to the square. White cloths surrounded the dining area. The guard pulled open a gap so we could enter.

The air was thick with roast and spice. My stomach growled.

“About time,” grumbled a red-faced man by the spit. “Put it here. I’ll call when I need the next.”

We were sent back outside and allowed to sit. The guard devoured meat and ale. My thoughts spun.

What now? I could try to run—but the tin weight around my neck would doom me. And without a mount…

Curse Selios for picking me.

Bantram watched me closely, sensing the wheels turning. I looked away.

I’ll let the evening play out, I decided. If Porcius drinks, that’s my chance.

We sat in silence, listening to the festival. Bantram dozed. Then the cook poked his head out and barked for a new barrel.

When we came in with the third, the mayor was giving a speech. “… and so I thank you all for the warm welcome …”

The crowd cheered. We set down the cask with a thump—and I saw her.

She sat beside Selios, not far from the mayor. Deep purple stola. A sapphire-eyed gaze. She traced the rim of her goblet, untouched.

Selios beamed. She didn’t.

“Cirino.”

Bantram’s voice snapped me out of it. He and the guard were waiting.

I followed them back out.

***

Stars came out. We hauled wine. Waited. Hauled more. The cart slowly emptied while the tent filled with drinking songs and laughter. Hambran knew how to party—perhaps because it happened so rarely.

Each trip, I searched for the woman. Dancers often blocked my view. Sometimes Selios had dragged her off. As the night wore on, she looked increasingly uncomfortable, while he grew louder, more touchy—kissing her cheek, whispering in her ear.

When we delivered the last barrel, I saw her shove through the crowd. She made for an exit, but Selios grabbed her. They shouted at each other. She yanked free and vanished.

“That’s the last one,” said the cook, giving me a shove. “If they want more, they’ll have to switch to beer. Off you go.”

The guard led us back toward the stable. Dawn wasn’t far off—there wouldn’t be much sleep.

Ahead, voices argued. Porcius and the stable owner.

“If you don’t clean up that mess, you’ll pay double.”

“We’ll sort it in the morning,” Porcius muttered, drunk and swaying. “Right now, I need to—”

“No, it gets cleaned now!”

The sour stench hit us before we reached the stable. Onesimus and Mahlah dragged Sakino outside, his chin glistening with vomit. Onesimus gave me a brief, surprised glance—he hadn’t expected me back.

Porcius groaned. “Bantram. Clean it up. Use water from the well if you have to.”

Bantram nodded. I stepped forward.

“Master,” I said.

Porcius squinted. “What is it, skylos?”

“I … I need to relieve myself. I think I caught what Sakino has.”

He didn’t speak. Just stared—sober now, watching my eyes. Then he glanced at Bantram. The big slave gave a slight shrug.

“Fine,” Porcius said. “Behind the stable. You’ve got until the filth’s cleaned up.”

I hesitated, stunned. “Thank you, master.”

I rounded the corner, ducked into the thicket, and pushed through the branches, ignoring the thorns that tore my legs. I ran behind the next building and reached the street. My heart hammered.

This is it.

I sprinted low across the empty street and pressed myself against the smithy wall. Inside, it was dark. I slipped through the window and dropped into the soot-scented gloom.

No turning back.

I scanned the shelves—tools everywhere. My eyes adjusted. I moved to the workbench and fumbled across the clutter: chisels, files, hammers. Nothing strong enough to cut the chain. I’d have to smash it. I grabbed a chisel—then froze.

The door creaked open. Light spilled in. A figure appeared.

She didn’t step in. Just looked around—until her eyes landed on me.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, stunned.

The woman placed her hands on her hips. “I should ask you that.”

Behind her, the maid peeked in, nervous.

“I saw you climb through the window,” the woman said. “Were you stealing something?”

I didn’t get a chance to answer.

Heavy footsteps. Porcius shoved past her and stepped inside.

I backed away, dropping the chisel.

“I didn’t think you’d be that stupid,” he growled. “But I was wrong.”

“I … I just wanted to find something for the stables—”

“Spare me. I knew you’d try to run. Your little friend told me.”

Onesimus? I reeled, gutted.

Porcius grabbed an iron bar. I panicked and darted around the anvil. He followed. I made it to the door—he caught my tunic and yanked me back. The bar slammed into my legs. I crashed, the tin ball slamming into my ribs.

He stomped on the chain, pinning me. “Feel that pain? When I’m done, you’ll know real pain.”

He kicked me hard. I rolled, gasping. He struck with the bar—once, twice, three times. I couldn’t scream. I crawled, but my leg was useless.

Then came her voice: “Stop! What are you doing?”

I looked up, but only saw the slaves—watching in silence. Mahlah’s face was blank.

Of course. He’d heard everything.

“You all know the punishment for running!” Porcius shouted, raising the whip.

It cracked against my arm. I cried out. He struck again. And again.

Then—he stopped.

The woman had grabbed his arm. He turned and flung her to the ground.

Something snapped in me.

I rose, fury surging. I hurled the ball at his leg. It struck his knee with a solid thud. He fell, swearing.

She staggered up, her scarf askew, chestnut hair spilling free. Her blue eyes met mine.

“Are you hurt?” I asked, limping to her. “Did he hurt you?”

“No. I … I didn’t know you were trying to escape. I thought—”

“Stop him!” Selios shouted, rushing over with two guards. “Kill him—now!”

“No, Selios!” the woman cried. “He didn’t hurt me—”

The first guard lunged. I dodged, grabbed him, flipped him. The second swung his sword—I ducked and kicked it away. I whipped the chain. The ball slammed into his helmet—he dropped.

Porcius grabbed my chain, yanked me to my knees. I flung sand into his eyes—he screamed.

The first guard seized me from behind, pressing a blade to my throat. “Stop or I’ll kill you!”

I froze, panting. Everything spun.

The woman shouted. Selios dragged her back. Porcius wiped his eyes, livid. A crowd had formed.

“Kill him!” Selios bellowed.

The blade pressed harder. This is it, I thought.

“Wait!” Porcius barked. “Listen to me.”

The guard hesitated.

“He assaulted my wife!” Selios shouted. “I could have you beheaded!”

“He didn’t hurt me!” she cried. “Please, listen!”

Selios slapped her. “Be silent!”

She reeled. The maid rushed to her side.

“Let me buy him,” Porcius said.

Silence.

Selios scoffed. “Are you mad?”

“Let me offer a thousand stemas. And the temple job—for free.”

I couldn’t believe it. But Porcius was calm. Sober. Dead serious.

“Why do you care?” Selios asked.

“So I can beat him to death myself.”

A lie. But convincing.

Selios stared him down. “Fine. But if I ever see you in a Mazuran city again, I swear you won’t walk away so easily.”

Porcius tossed the pouch of coins.

Selios nodded to the guard. “Let him go.”

The blade lifted. I stumbled toward Porcius. The woman’s cheek was red. She met my eyes—and I felt something pass between us.

Then Porcius grabbed me and hauled me toward the wagon.

The pain came back, hot and sharp.

“I should flay you alive,” he hissed, “and I would—if you hadn’t suddenly become very, very valuable.”
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Stretching endlessly through the open countryside, the winding road shimmered in the late-day heat. Porcius had traded the desert beasts for two large stallions, who now pulled the wagon.

“I can’t remember ever seeing anything like this,” Onesimus whispered next to me. “No slave has ever defied Porcius like that and lived to tell of it.”

I looked at him. The delight was plain on his gaunt face.

“It nearly cost me my life, in case you’ve forgotten,” I muttered.

“Yes, but it didn’t,” he pointed out. “Not only did you try to escape …" Onesimus glanced at the wagon before adding in an excited whisper, “You attacked him!”

I looked down at the chain between my legs. It prevented me from taking long strides and made it hard to keep pace with the wagon. Though the late afternoon heat lingered in the air, it was nothing compared to the desert. The plains stretched between rolling hills and valleys, and the soil was fertile enough to support growth: stiff grass tickled my ankles, and scattered bushes with gnarled branches and dry leaves rustled in the breeze. Clouds drifted across the sky, occasionally blessing us with a patch of shade. We were walking west, the sun slowly sinking ahead of us.

“Are you thinking of her?”

I looked at Onesimus in surprise, then nodded. “You think she was hurt?”

“I think she’s fine. The same can’t be said for you.” He gestured to my legs and arms, where bruises bloomed from Porcius’ beating. I was still limping slightly—just like Bantram. The lash wounds were only half-healed, and the blood on my white tunic had dried into brown patches. I would have ugly, star-shaped scars. Not my first.

“I’ll manage,” I said grimly. “I got off lightly, considering.”

“Lightly?” whispered the Ikamanian. “No, you cheated Necrotia herself. Taking down your owner is one thing. But when a slave goes toe to toe with Mazuran soldiers, he lights his own funeral pyre. And yet here you are, alive, as if two death sentences cancel each other out.”

“I acted without thinking,” I said.

“Have you ever been in a fight before?”

“Never. I have no idea where it came from.” Of course, like all boys in Rigan, I’d had basic combat training growing up, but that was years ago—and I thought I’d forgotten everything.

“It’s in your blood,” said Onesimus with a strange glint in his eye. “Your warriors’ feared reputation didn’t come from nowhere.”

My thoughts turned back to the woman. From the moment I’d seen her on top of the temple, I’d known the gods had meant for us to meet. It couldn’t be chance she saw me at the forge. If not for her, I’d never have stood up to Porcius—I’d be dead.

A harsh rattle cut through the air. We halted. A group of lizards stood on the plain, no bigger than goats, their thin tails raised like spears. Their wary eyes tracked us as the horses whinnied in alarm.

“Why are you stopping?” Porcius barked, glancing around. It was the first time I’d heard him speak since we left Hambran. “They’re just small fry. Get moving, skylos!”

Just as we started walking again, we heard a rush of great wings overhead and a shadow swept past. A massive wing-lizard came diving out of nowhere, heading straight for the herd.

The little lizards noticed too late and scattered in all directions. But the wing-lizard wheeled in midair and snatched one in its claws. It let out a piercing cry of triumph as it landed on a slope with the squirming prey beneath it. It turned its narrow head and stared at us, as if to make sure we weren’t thinking of stealing its meal.

“That’s not small fry,” Bantram muttered. “It could’ve taken one of the horses.”

“Or one of us,” said Onesimus darkly.

“You get to live another day,” Porcius grumbled, though even he sounded a little shaken. He snapped the reins. “Thank Fortunia—and move along before that beast gets a taste for warmer blood.”

We trudged on behind the wagon.

I looked at Onesimus. “Where do you think we’re going?”

“I was waiting for you to ask,” he replied quietly, giving me one of those unreadable looks. “Where do you think?”

“Skaz?”

“That’d be my guess too.”

“Why there?”

“I can’t read Porcius’ mind,” said Onesimus, shrugging.

“But you know him,” I whispered. “You can guess his plans better than anyone.”

“What did he say to you, when he dragged you back to the wagon?”

I hesitated, though I remembered very well. “Something about me being valuable now.”

Onesimus avoided my gaze. “That could mean a lot of things.”

“But only one of them is true. Tell me what you’re thinking, Onesimus.”

My companion looked down and stayed silent.

“By the gods, I have a right to know,” I hissed, nearly grabbing him by the tunic. “It’s my fate we’re talking about.”

“What month is it?”

“Aktunus,” I answered, confused. “What’s that got to do with any—”

“Exactly. Aktunus. The hottest month of summer. You already know the answer, Cirino.”

Anger surged in my chest. I opened my mouth to snap at him, to tell him to cut the riddles—but then it hit me.

I stared at Onesimus, my mouth suddenly dry. “You think … you really think …?”

He met my eyes with a forced smile. “I think we’ll have certainty soon enough, my friend.” He tilted his head.

Far ahead, beyond a distant ridge, we could make out rooftops and towers. The city was big. Very big. Porcius always avoided big cities—unless there was money to be made.

Suddenly, the creaking of the wagon sounded very loud in my ears.

***

Lubrina, where I was born, is considered a large town by Rigan standards—seven thousand people, most buildings two stories high. They say time polishes memory, but I remember it as bright and beautiful.

Desdemon was nothing like it.

This city held at least three times as many people, and this month, thousands more had flooded in for its famous entertainments. The alleys were narrow, the wagon barely squeezing through. We trailed behind it, chained like a tail.

The buildings loomed crooked and tall, their stones cracked or missing. Laundry sagged between windows, smelling of mildew. Beggars crowded every doorway, hiding fleshrot sores under rags. I kept well clear of their blue, outstretched hands.

A jug shattered behind us—water sprayed across the cobbles and a stray dog bolted. From above, a woman screeched in Salmeric: “That jug was brand new, you idiot!”

The air reeked of piss, rot, and animals. I breathed through my mouth. For a moment, the sheer crush of Desdemon’s life made me forget my chains.

We reached a square—more open, even more crowded. Nobles and merchants mingled with the poor. My eyes caught the statue in the center: gleaming marble, clearly new.

“Do you know him?” Onesimus whispered.

I nodded. “Keronos.”

“If you ever meet him before your time on this earth is over, you’d better address him as Emperor Keronos.”

“He’s not my emperor.”

The statue posed with its chest thrust forward, chin raised, one arm pointed toward the sky in a gesture of triumph.

“It’s glorified,” I said, though I’d never seen the emperor in person.

“Of course it is,” said Onesimus. “No ruler would ever allow a statue to show his true likeness.”

The wagon rolled on. Most spoke Salmeric, but I caught plenty of voices in the imperial tongue. You couldn’t tell Mazurans from Tarabiners by looks—but at this rate, the invaders would soon outnumber the locals. Desdemon wouldn’t stay Tarabin much longer.

“Hey, boy!” barked Porcius, grabbing a child who ran past. “One stema if you tell me where to find Tarix.”

The boy stared hungrily at the gold coin in the slave master’s thick fingers. “The innkeeper Tarix?”

“That’s the one.”

The boy thought a moment, then pointed in a particular direction. “Four or five streets that way. The inn’s on the corner of Vicus Neglas.”

“Catch,” said Porcius, flipping the coin. He snapped the reins, and the horses started moving.

We walked on as darkness fell. A couple of men with long torches were lighting oil lamps. On the corner of Vicus Neglas, we found a tall building with a sign over the gate that I could just barely make out as ‘hotel.’

Just as Porcius jumped down from the wagon, the gate flew open and a large man burst out.

“By all the gods! Is that really Porcius, son of Aperius, come to my door?”

“Tarix, old friend,” said the slave master with a rare but genuine smile, embracing him. “It’s been years.”

“Indeed! What brings you to Desdemon?”

“Business, of course.”

Tarix laughed. He was a bit taller than Porcius, though not as heavy. His hair was curly, and his beard was braided. “Yes, a foolish question, I admit.” He glanced around at us. “Your pack’s the same size I remember, though most of the faces have changed. With your eye for profit, I’d have thought you’d have more by now.”

“Five is enough for one master,” said Porcius. “Though I have been thinking …”

He was interrupted as a figure stepped out of the shadows and grabbed his shoulder. It was a gaunt woman in rags, clinging to Porcius and babbling something about a child, begging him for a few coins.

“Get your filthy hands off him, you cursed vermin!” shouted Tarix, drawing a knife.

But the beggar didn’t even react to the blade, and Porcius had to hurl her off himself. She landed on her side with a shriek—and only then did I notice the bundle strapped to her back beneath the rags. I felt a sharp pang in my chest, stepped forward on instinct, but the chain held me.

“I said, get lost!” Tarix roared, kicking at the woman, who scrambled to her feet and fled down the street, the child crying behind her. “My apologies on behalf of my city,” muttered Tarix, brushing Porcius’ shoulder as if she’d left invisible filth. “There’ve been more of those damned beggars this past year. You never know which ones have the fleshrot.”

“I’ve never understood how you can live in the city,” Porcius grumbled.

“The wandering life’s not for me,” said Tarix. He gestured toward his home. “And here, I have everything I need.”

“That’s exactly why I’ve come to you. I need a place to stay the night.”

“Here for the finals, are you? I didn’t think that was your kind of thing.”

Porcius didn’t answer, merely said, “But I know it’s yours.”

“Indeed. You’ll have my best bed, old friend. And I’ll let it go for just two hundred stemas. The slaves and animals can go down in the—”

“What did you say?” Porcius cut him off. “Two hundred stemas?”

Tarix raised his palms. “Did you expect it to be free? Keep in mind, you’re in one of the West End’s finest inns—in the busiest month of the year.”

“Doesn’t old friendship count for anything?”

Tarix threw back his head and laughed. “Friendship only gets you so far, dear Porcius. The rest, gold has to cover. You of all people should know that. But let’s not speak of money anymore. Come, let me show you to the cellar, so we can stow your travel stock for the night. My wife will want to greet you after that.”
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Thin light filtered through the barred openings near the ceiling, offering glimpses of feet passing on the street above. Voices drifted down like echoes from another world. We were packed so tightly I felt every time someone shifted in their sleep.

The cellar was really an old stable—this hotel must once have been a farm. Across from me, three chained slaves lay in a separate stall, huddled for warmth. In the next, an ox dozed, swatting at flies with its tail.

Boots thudded overhead, then came the jangle of keys. I lowered my head and let my eyes half-close. Through my lashes, I watched the door swing open and two bulky figures enter.

“… an excellent meal,” Porcius was saying.

“Only the best for an old friend,” Tarix chuckled. “What did you think of the wine?”

“Not bad at all.”

“Once you’ve tasted Mazuran wine, you’ll never go back to that swill they make around here.”

“But I assume the price matches the taste?”

“Of course,” Tarix said, then belched. “Mazurans drive a hard bargain.”

They stopped in front of our stall. I shut my eyes fully and felt my heartbeat in my chest.

“So, which one is it?” Tarix asked. “The big one with the beard?”

“No. That one.”

“That one? But he’s just a boy.”

“Don’t let that fool you.”

Tarix slurped the last of his drink. “No offense, but I don’t see him standing a chance, Porcius. Hard to believe he’s the reason you came all the way here.”

“He is,” Porcius said flatly.

“I get that, but I’ve seen how the selection works. It’s no use wasting a healthy slave with years left in him. Maybe we should—”

“He’s Rigan.”

Silence settled over the stable. I held my breath.

“Rigan?” Tarix finally whispered. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“How long have you had him?”

“Almost five years.”

“Five years? And you never thought to—”

“I don’t know why it didn’t occur to me until now,” Porcius cut in, clearly annoyed. “So many northerners are passed off as Rigan just to double their price. You know how rare genuine Rigan slaves are.”

“Didn’t you sense it in him? They’re known for being difficult to control.”

“He never really showed signs of rebellion. Not until yesterday, like I told you.”

Tarix was quiet for a moment, thinking it over. “Are you sure he’s not too young? If you give him another year, feed him properly, bulk him up—”

I heard Porcius grab his friend and lower his voice.

“Listen to me, Tarix. He took down two Mazuran soldiers like they were peasants—and he did it unarmed. If he hadn’t had the collar on, we’d never have subdued him. He even came at me. And that doesn’t go unpunished, understand? I don’t care if he’s ready or not. I’ve got nothing to lose. He’ll either pass the selection—or go to the Mountain.”

“I understand, old friend,” Tarix said. “Then let’s not waste any more time.”

I heard them fumbling with the stall gate. For a moment, I considered springing up and making a run for it. The truth was clear now—my fears about Porcius and his profit plans had been right all along. Terror clawed at me.

But the chain still bound my legs, and even if I surprised them and slipped out, I wouldn’t get far—not in a city I didn’t know. If Porcius caught me again, there’d be no mercy.

So I stayed still, heart pounding, and waited for their heavy hands to drag me upright.

***

The night air was warm and thick with the smells of the city: perfume, spiced meat, horse dung, torch smoke. Desdemon’s nightlife belonged to the men. I saw no children, and the few women we passed were serving drinks from the verandas of taverns.

Drunken men staggered through the streets, singing or fighting. Music, shouts, and laughter poured out of every inn. In the central square, a performance was underway—six beautiful women danced inside a ring of fire. The crowd roared its approval, swinging mugs and tossing coins.

“Everything a man could want,” said Tarix, nudging Porcius. “Food, drink, women, a good fight. Nights like this are heaven—if you’ve got stemas in your pocket.”

“Maybe tomorrow,” Porcius muttered, glancing back at me.

He’d tied my hands with rope and now carried my tin ball—not to spare me the burden, but to keep a tight hold on me.

“There it is,” said Tarix, pointing ahead.

A large red building loomed before us, its gates open and spilling light and noise into the street. The place was packed—so crowded the doorway was clogged with people jostling to get in. I couldn’t see what was happening inside.

“Out of the way!” Porcius barked, shoving at the nearest patrons. “We’re coming through!”

“No,” said Tarix. “We go around the back.”

We circled the building and slipped into a side alley. In the gutter lay a large shape, mercifully hidden in shadow, but unmistakably a human body. I caught movement around it—heard squeaks and wet smacking sounds. One of them rose on its hind legs and stared at us with yellow, reptilian eyes.

We found the back entrance under the dim glow of a rusted oil lamp. Three men sat at a table outside the door, drinking beer and playing dice. One of them looked up, and immediately I thought of rats. His eyes were beady and close-set, his nose sharp, his hair black and matted. He grinned at the others as he stood, revealing crooked, yellow teeth.

“Busy night tonight, boys, don’t you think? Come on, gentlemen, and—” He stopped short, squinting at us. “Well, I’ll be damned. Tarix? I didn’t think we’d see you again. What happened to you?”

“I found a more stable line of work,” Tarix said, shaking his hand.

The other two had forgotten their game. Their eyes were on me now.

“Yeah, I heard you took over that inn on the square. It paying well?”

“I’m not complaining.”

“Not complaining?” the rat-faced man laughed. “Then what brings you here trying to make a fast coin?”

“I’m not the one looking to profit.”

The man turned his attention to Porcius. “Don’t know you.”

“I’m not from around here,” said the slave master.

“Got a name?”

“Porcius, son of Aperius.”

The man clapped his hands. “Well then, Porcius, let’s see what you’ve brought us.” He stepped closer and looked me over. The curl of his lip said he wasn’t impressed. “Not much fire in this one, Tarix.”

“Not your concern,” Porcius growled. “We’re here to enter. Let us in.”

The doorman scratched the stubble under his nose, eyeing Porcius a moment. Then he shrugged. “Fine by me. It’s not my money getting torched. And the crowd in there doesn’t care who fights. Just listen …” A roar erupted from inside. The rat-man grinned. “Hell of a night, wouldn’t you say?”

“Sounds promising,” Tarix nodded. “What’s your fee?”

“Five hundred stemas,” came the instant reply.

“What?” Porcius barked, looking from Tarix to the doorman.

“That’s the price. Non-negotiable,” said the man. “We’ve got to keep the place running.”

“Don’t try to cheat us,” Tarix snapped. “You get money from the governors and the emirs. Don’t the Mazurans pay you to hold the selection fights?”

“Not nearly enough,” the man said coolly. “Most of that goes straight back to the emperor. From what I hear, it’s a tidy business for him. The rest of us have to scrape to put bread on the table.”

Porcius shot Tarix a disapproving look. But the innkeeper leaned over and whispered, “What’s a handful of coins if it might earn you a thousandfold return?”

With a grunt, Porcius pulled the leather purse from his belt. He counted out the coins one by one, then handed the pile over. The doorman swept them into his tunic in a flash. “Right. You can go in—but take off his chains and the rope first.”

“The ball stays on,” Porcius said.

The man shook his head. “Only clothing allowed. Everything must be fair.”

Porcius growled. Tarix nodded.

The slave master turned to me, digging into his pocket. He pulled out a small golden key—and for a moment, I forgot everything else. Onesimus had told me about it, but I never thought I’d see it. Most of Porcius’ slaves lived and died without ever glimpsing it.

“Hold him,” Porcius muttered. He seized my arm in a crushing grip. Tarix grabbed my hair.

“Sure you don’t need help?” the doorman said with a sneer. “You’re only two big men against one kid. We could lend a hand.”

The others chuckled.

Porcius didn’t answer. He glared at the doorman and slipped the key into the lock around my neck. With a click, the chain fell away. At first, I felt no different. Then I raised my hands and touched my throat. No cold metal—just skin. Rough and hardened, but skin.

“That one, too,” said the doorman, pointing to the shackle on my leg.

“He’ll be fine with it on,” Porcius insisted.

“Sure he will. But it can also be a weapon.” The man gestured with his head. “You’d be amazed what our fighters come up with once the blood starts flowing.”

Porcius knelt and removed the shackle.

“Good,” the man said. “The rope can wait. Open the door, Lambrus.”

One of the men stood and fetched a key ring. He unlocked the door.

“I’ll take the chains,” Tarix offered. Porcius handed them over.

The moment Tarix let go of my hair to take the ball, the truth hit me like a lightning bolt on a clear summer day: this was my last chance to avoid whatever waited inside the red building.

And I acted. Instantly.

I stomped hard on Porcius’ foot and, in the same motion, whipped my bound hands up under his chin. The rope struck hard, snapping his head back. He grunted and staggered.

Tarix roared, lunging for me.

But my body moved like it had been waiting for this. I slipped sideways, dodged his arms, swept one foot into his leg, and shoved him off balance. He stumbled into Porcius, who was just regaining his footing.

I caught a glimpse of the rat-faced man’s stunned expression before Lambrus grabbed me by the collar. He drove a fist into my stomach. All the air left my lungs. I dropped to my knees.

Porcius was on me in a heartbeat. He gripped my throat in one hand and hauled me to my feet, bringing his snarling face inches from mine. I could smell wine and sweat. “No more mercy this time, you filthy little wretch … I’ll teach you not to cross me.”

I stared into his bloodshot eyes and thrashed against his grip. But without the advantage of surprise, I was no match. His hand tightened. Pain flashed white behind my eyes.

“Porcius,” Tarix’s voice said somewhere nearby. “Don’t damage him. I know you’re tempted, but—”

“Shut your mouth!” Porcius roared. “I’ve changed my mind. I’m not entering him. I’m killing him. Right now.”

I reached for his face, but he held my arms at bay. I tried to kick, but I couldn’t breathe—my legs wouldn't obey. I opened my mouth, but no sound came.

“Porcius!” Tarix again, voice distant. “Think of the money … you can always kill him later. We’re talking thousands of stemas …”

I opened my eyes, but saw only darkness. All I heard was Porcius’ breath, rasping close to my face.

Then the hand loosened. I collapsed. Air flooded in. Slowly, the blackness faded. I coughed, unable to think of anything but breathing.

“You’ve cheated death more times than the slyest cur,” Porcius growled from above me, but I couldn’t even lift my head.

“You made the right call,” Tarix said approvingly. “Let’s get this started.”

“Maybe I judged your boy too quickly,” the doorman chuckled. “He’s got more fight in him than you’d think. Who knows—you might walk out of here with a sack of gold.”

“Just open the door,” Porcius muttered.

The lock turned. The rat-man stepped inside. Porcius shoved me in behind him. The room was dark and bare, with only a door and a staircase.

“Lambrus will take it from here,” said the doorman.

The big man stepped in and grabbed my collar, but Porcius didn’t let go. The two stared at each other.

“Relax,” said Lambrus, lifting a blade to my throat. It was cold and sharp. “He won’t try anything with me.”

Porcius let go—grudgingly.

“This way, gentlemen,” said the doorman, opening a second door. Noise exploded outward. I stared into a chaos of shouting people. A short stair led up to a narrow platform, fenced off from the crowd.

“Best view in the house!” the man shouted over the roar. Porcius and Tarix stepped through, and the door locked behind them. Then he turned to me, stepping close, peering into my face. “Where are you from, slave?”

I dropped my gaze and clamped my mouth shut.

“You look like a Rigan,” he said. “And I hear you fight like one—when you feel like it. I bet there’s more to you than meets the eye. Right, Lambrus?”

“I think so, yeah.”

The man studied me. “Want to hear a story my father told me when I was a boy?” He didn’t wait for a reply. “He was a farmer, and one day while working the fields south of the city, he saw a saber tiger chasing an antelope. The tiger ran with all its strength. The buck leapt for its life. My father watched, wondering—would the tiger tire and give up? Or would the buck run out of breath first?” He paused, then said: “The buck won. It escaped. And my father realized why: the buck wasn’t running for food. It was running for its life.” He glanced up at the ceiling. “But what happens when two antelopes are forced to fight each other? Who wins when both are fighting to survive?” He let the question hang, smiled, and jerked his head.

Lambrus dragged me up the stairs. At the top, we reached another door. He pushed it open without moving the knife. Noise slammed into me.

We stepped onto a narrow balcony overlooking the great hall. The place was packed. People yelled, shoved, roared. In the center, an open circle of floor. Two men were trading blows.

Each punch brought cheers. One wore a tattered tunic, the other was bare-chested. The bare one lunged. They fell together. The crowd loved it.

“Another one?” a voice shouted. I turned. A man with a curly beard approached, grinning.

“They just keep coming tonight,” Lambrus said. “Give him a number.”

The bearded man dipped a brush in a jar and painted a crude 12 on my chest. Lambrus led me along the balcony, which ran around the hall. We stopped at a gap in the railing. I looked down. A hundred people, at least. The heat was suffocating, the stench of sweat thick in the air.

On the opposite balcony, I spotted two more men. The bearded one held a knife to the other's back—not that escape was possible in a place like this. I met the thin man’s eyes—and something jolted through me. He was staring straight at me. His gaze cut through the haze and noise and slammed into me. My legs weakened. I had to fight to stay upright.

By all the gods, I thought. Those eyes.

He was sending emotions across the room, wordless but unmistakable. I couldn’t look away, even when I tried.

Then came cheering and applause. I tore my gaze away, back to the floor. The fight was over. The man in the tunic stood swaying, blood dripping from his nose and brow. His eyes were glazed. The other lay motionless, face bloody.

A large man stepped from the crowd, holding a spear. He raised it and thrust it deep into the fallen fighter.

My stomach turned. If I’d eaten, I’d have vomited. My legs buckled. Only Lambrus’ grip kept me standing.

The executioner left the spear in and dragged the body away by the ankles, leaving a red trail across the floor.

Suddenly the rat-faced man was in the center of the hall. He whistled sharply with his fingers.

“Number ten wins the bout!” he shouted. Mixed cheers and groans followed. “Winners can claim their bets now. And next up—we have a fight that may be tonight’s best! Think you can handle more?”

Roars. Whistles.

“Good! Look up at your two contenders,” he shouted, pointing to me and the thin man across the hall. “Number eleven is a Keltan. Number twelve—he’s a Rigan! That’s right, a genuine northerner! It’s an even match, gentlemen—so place your bets wisely!”

Some of the crowd surged toward a large table at the back, where three men were already working furiously to exchange coin pouches and piles of money across the table.
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It was the waiting that got to me—the worst part of the entire damned night.

Nausea twisted in my gut, sweat poured down my face even though my skin was cold, and the crowd’s noise below had become a shrill, ceaseless buzz. I kept my eyes away from the man on the opposite balcony, but I could still feel his gaze searing into me like the heat of a fire.

Then the rat-man whistled again and shouted, “I hope everyone’s placed their bets, because here we go! Fighters, get ready! One of you will walk out of here more than just a slave—the other will be lizard food. Let the fight begin!”

The crowd roared with excitement, and in the same moment, Lambrus shoved me hard in the back. I stumbled out from the balcony.

I landed heavily on the floor in the middle of the crowd, and a few steps away, my opponent hit the ground too. I met his gaze and rose to my knees. “Listen, we don’t have to fight,” I shouted in Salmeric, but my voice was almost drowned by the chorus of shouting.

The other man just stared blankly at me. When he got up, I saw he was taller than I’d expected.

“They can’t force us,” I went on, holding my hands out. “Do you hear me? If we just—”

He lunged. I barely managed to shield myself with my arms. He knocked me flat on my back and straddled my chest. His movements were fast—almost insect-like—and I reached up to grab at the fists that came crashing toward my face. I dodged each blow by jerking my head side to side, and I heard the dull thuds as his hands slammed into the floorboards over and over. He showed no sign of pain—just swung harder, wilder.

I snapped out of my shock and acted. My hand found his jaw and forced his head back. Grotesquely, he kept swinging, though his punches now sailed through the air above me. I brought my legs up, twisted to the side, and locked his head between my thighs, forcing him into an awkward angle. At last, his arms stopped flailing. He grabbed at my legs, trying to pry them apart. But as my teachers back in Rigan once told me, back when I’d barely learned to swim and Fabius was still a bundle in our mother’s arms, legs are far stronger than arms—and I had no trouble keeping him trapped.

“Stop fighting!” I screamed at him over the noise. “Quit it, you idiot! Don’t you get that we don’t have to do this?”

I don’t know if he heard me, but if he did, it didn’t register. Instead of calming down, he fought harder. I tightened my grip, thighs clamping around his jaw and cutting off his air.

If I can just choke him out, maybe they’ll call the fight.

But it wasn’t that simple. He opened his mouth in a hideous wheeze, eyes bulging, his face turning red. Panic took over his body. He thrashed like a beast, limbs flailing uncontrollably.

I can’t hold him—he’ll snap his neck.

I let go and rolled away. The crowd loved it; they whistled, laughed, shouted. We got to our feet. My opponent stood swaying, slowly regaining his color, his breath returning. He shook his head and fixed his eyes on me.

“Listen to me, please,” I tried again, backing away.

But he lunged with a snarl. I dodged. And right then, I gave up talking. Instead, I focused on avoiding the clumsy blows and kicks he threw. The nausea was gone now, replaced by a strange clarity. My body acted on its own—just like it had when I fought the Mazuran guards in Hambran.

Hard labor had made my opponent strong, but the lack of training made his moves sloppy. I used my forearms to block, my shins to parry, always retreating, keeping him at bay. But his desperation—the wild, wordless desperation—was what frightened me most. It blazed in his eyes and gave him unnatural speed and strength. I panted, my leg muscles trembling. He sweated and wheezed, yet showed no sign of tiring. In fact, his attacks only grew faster and harder.

If this keeps up, he’ll wear me down. I need to—

His fist clipped my cheek and threw me off balance. He let out a hoarse roar and drove a flurry of blows at me. I blocked most, but some struck my chest and the side of my head, making me stumble. The crowd’s excitement soared.

And then I struck back. It just happened. I swear to the gods, I didn’t mean to hurt him. But when you’re cornered by a ruthless foe, the body takes over and fights to survive. Just like the springbuck.

My fist sank into his soft gut, emptied it of air, made him double over with a dry gasp. He kept throwing punches, but now he had to defend himself too. And unlike him, I didn’t miss. I hit his cheekbones with hard, slapping blows, kicked his thighs until he staggered.

Despite the pain I must’ve caused, he lunged forward, grabbed my shoulders, and tried to headbutt me—at least, I thought that’s what he meant to do. I pushed his throat to keep him back, but he wrapped his arms around me—almost like a hug—and pulled closer. He craned his neck, and I heard his teeth snap near my ear.

He’s trying to bite me. He wants to bite my neck like a lizard.

Terror shot through me. This time, it wasn’t just instinct—I knew what I was doing. I grabbed his sweaty hair, yanked his head down, and drove my knee into his jaw. His mouth slammed shut with a sickening CRACK that cut through the roaring crowd. A handful of broken teeth flew through the air. He went backward, hit the floor, and lay there on his back. Blood seeped from his lips.

I stood gasping, swaying, unable to look away. Maybe it was the sweat in my eyes, but I thought I saw his chest rise and fall. He wasn’t dead—only unconscious. Praise the gods.

“Victory goes to Number Twelve!” I turned slowly. The rat-man pointed at me with a grin. “Collect your winnings, those who bet on this young Rigan fighter!”

Two heavy hands landed on my shoulders. Porcius’ face bore a strange satisfaction. Tarix slung the chain around my neck and locked it. I was so exhausted I could barely stand. My whole body trembled.

The rat-man approached with a wide smile. “You’ve just become a richer man, Porcius. You should thank your fighter.”

Porcius didn’t respond. Behind the rat-man, I saw the executioner making his way toward my opponent.

“No, leave him!” I croaked, but Porcius held me back. “You don’t have to kill him,” I pleaded to the rat-man. “I’ve already won! Let him live!”

The rat-man grinned nastily. “You didn’t finish the job, komis. Only the winner gets to walk out. That’s the law.”

The executioner raised his spear. I turned away. My throat tightened.

“You owe us something, I believe,” I heard Tarix say.

From under his tunic, the rat-man pulled a rolled-up scroll and handed it to Porcius. “Here you go, slave master. Your key to even greater riches.” Then he vanished into the crowd.

Porcius tucked the scroll into his belt without looking at it, leaned close, and muttered in my ear, “The gods must like you, skylos. You get to live one more day.”
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Light danced along the chipped steel blade as I turned it in my fingers. It had likely once been part of a sword—maybe even used in one of the countless wars. Maybe it had killed.

The air was warm with dusk. A breeze stirred the grass, crickets sang, and the waves lapped quietly at the bank. Water tickled my bare feet, still bound by the chain.

I leaned forward and saw my reflection in the rippling surface. Hair over my brow, dark eyes, a swollen cheek that made it hard to open one eye. My knuckles throbbed from the fight. One finger might’ve been sprained.

I touched the side of my neck, pressing lightly against the skin. I found the artery, felt the pulse beat steadily beneath. I imagined the blood flowing just under my fingertips—warm and dark red. It would be easy. A quick pain, and then it would all—

Footsteps rustled in the grass behind me. I hid the blade in my palm.

Bantram sat down beside me with a weary sigh. “The river’s beautiful tonight, don’t you think? The water must be perfect for a swim.”

I glanced at him but said nothing.

“Sadly, I never learned how to swim,” he went on. “Did you?”

“Leave me alone.”

Bantram studied me from the side but made no move to leave. “I don’t think Porcius noticed that one of the razors was missing from the jar. He usually counts them, but tonight he forgot.”

My head snapped around.

Bantram’s eyes searched my face, but he didn’t look hostile. His brow furrowed. “Hmm. I thought you were planning to use it on Porcius. But I was wrong, wasn’t I?”

I turned and looked back toward the camp. The wagon was parked by the roadside, where the horses grazed. Their shadows were growing long, and around the wagon the other slaves had begun lying down under their blankets. The slave master stood a bit away, gnawing on a turkey leg, staring out across the open plains.

“In Rigan, it’s an honor for a diver to end his life in the sea,” I said without looking at Bantram. “The river will carry me there by morning.”

“What about your famous warriors? How do they die with honor?”

“On the battlefield. But I’m no warrior.”

“I think you could become quite a capable one,” Bantram said. “If you just found something worth fighting for.”

“Easy for you to say,” I snapped. “It’s not your fate on the line. It’s not your life being sold for a bag of silver.”

“You can’t know for sure what Porcius has—”

“Oh, spare me,” I cut in. “Even if he hasn’t said it out loud, we all know where we’re going. Tomorrow we’ll cross the river at the northern pass, and by evening we’ll reach one of the arenas in Skaz.”

He didn’t respond.

“I’d rather go to the Mountain here, while I can still smell the salt of the sea—and while the choice is mine,” I muttered, feeling a lump rise in my throat. “Besides, I won’t let Porcius get rich off me.”

“Porcius only loses money,” Bantram pointed out. “You lose your life.”

“I lose that anyway,” I growled. “Why do you even care about something you know nothing about?”

Bantram shrugged calmly. “I know that as long as someone’s left in your life, there’s still something worth fighting for.”

I stared at him, not understanding. But then it hit me. “What were you doing the other night?” I asked. “With the falcon? What did you receive?”

Bantram raised his eyebrows, looking briefly surprised. “You were …?” He sighed. “I suppose I shouldn’t be shocked you noticed. I’ve always thought I saw a bit of myself in you, Cirino.”

I shook my head. His attempt to draw a connection between us made me angry—like he was suddenly my older brother, when he’d barely spoken a word to me in five years.

“The falcon brought me this,” he said, pulling a fig leaf from his pocket. It was dry and pressed flat.

I took it, confused. “Just this?”

“What more do I need?”

“Where’s it from?”

“From my garden, back home in Asuvian.”

“You …?” I was too surprised to finish the sentence.

Bantram nodded. “I sent a bit of stemas with the falcon. My wife and son need every coin I can spare.”

“How … how do you make money?”

“Porcius gives me some. That was the deal.”

“The deal?”

“You’re not the only one here trying to save your loved ones from a worse fate,” Bantram said quietly. “I’ve heard you at night, when you and Onesimus talk. What you did for your brother … it was a beautiful thing.”

I stared out at the river for a long time. Bantram was right—the dark green water really was beautiful, inviting. And suddenly, I understood what it was about Bantram that I couldn’t stand. It wasn’t that he had special status with Porcius, or that he never got whipped, or that he had the right to order us around. It was that he had come to terms with being here. He had accepted a fate I never could.

“What did you do in your former life?” I asked.

“All kinds of things. Whatever I could to support my family. At first, I farmed our land, but the drought eight years ago ruined the crops, and I had to find money elsewhere.” He laid a hand on his knee. “Unfortunately, I had an accident that broke my leg, and that made everything harder. Eventually there was no work left, no money, no way out except the last sure path. So I sold my freedom.”

“For how long?”

“As things stand now … forever,” Bantram said with a shrug. “Or until the day the falcon brings me a rosebud instead of a fig leaf.”

I realized I was still holding the leaf and handed it back to him.

“But I’m no longer sure Porcius will keep his end of the deal,” he said with a tired smile. “Maybe I’ll have to risk my life and run—if the day ever comes. Just like you tried in Hambran.”

I lowered my head and looked at the razor in my hand. I stretched out my arm and let the metal fall into the water. It caught the light one last time, then vanished in the current.

“You’ll see your family again,” Bantram said with quiet satisfaction. “Maybe not until the Mountain. But then you can tell them you fought to the end to see them again in this world.”

My voice trembled when I whispered, “Thank you.”

Bantram nodded, got up, and limped back to camp.
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Late in the afternoon, we reached Vucani.

It’s a strange city—larger than anything I’d seen, sprawling across the horizon. Built atop an extinct volcano, with a giant stone colossus looming at its summit, the city seems to watch over everything below.

Smithies, bakers, tailors, and ordinary shops crowd the suburbs. Porcius rented us a spot in a backyard out here, and we spent the first night there.

The next morning, we ventured into Vucani proper. It felt like a giant stage. Few houses looked lived-in. Taverns, restaurants, and inns dominated the streets, many with open terraces.

Food stalls stood on every corner—but they sold nothing raw. Only roasted turkey legs, warm bread with cheese, stuffed pancakes, or juices from exotic fruits. Porcius bought a bundle of grilled pork ribs, rich with spice, and devoured them in front of us.

The people were just as odd. An old Barakan man reclined on silk cushions in a litter carried by six exhausted slaves. Beggars crowded the gutters, many skeletal or visibly ill. We passed men painted as women, a fire-swallower, and musicians playing instruments I’d never heard before.

The streets sloped uphill, all pointing to the colossus. Some roads gleamed with marble; others were dusty bedrock. Ramshackle homes stood beside grand Mazuran palaces. I heard plenty of high tongue and saw several Mazuran guards.

Porcius stopped now and then to ask directions. We headed west and by afternoon reached a large paved square. A crowd was setting something up, though I couldn’t see what. Porcius pulled the cart to a trough, where the horses drank greedily.

He jumped to the ground. “Well, vermibus, looks like we’ve arrived. Grab some water and enjoy the heat.”

The main chain just barely allowed us to reach the trough in front of the cart, where the draft animals were now done drinking. We crowded together and drank until we couldn’t anymore. Then we settled on the scorching stone ground in the wagon’s shadow.

Porcius walked over to the structure. I saw him exchange a few words with the people there. Then he left the square and was gone for a while. When he returned, his arms were full of food scraps. He dumped them on the ground, and we eagerly dove in—but before I could get any, Porcius grabbed my arm.

“Not you, skylos.” He handed me a massive hock of meat and pulled a dark green bottle from his belt. I stared at him in disbelief. “Take it,” he said impatiently. “Think it’s poison, you idiot?”

I took the leg and the bottle hesitantly. The smell of the warm, spiced meat made my mouth water.

The slave master glanced at the others, all of whom were staring at me. “And keep your filthy fingers to yourselves.” The big man climbed into the back of the cart. I heard the grate slam shut, and moments later, Porcius was snoring loudly.

I still hadn’t taken a bite of the meat, though my stomach was screaming for it. I looked questioningly at Onesimus.

He gave a tired smile and said, “Looks like Porcius appreciates the stemas you earned for him in Tarabin.”

“I don’t think that’s why,” I muttered, pulling the stopper from the bottle. I sniffed. “It … it’s wine.”

“Caiman meat and bloodgrape wine,” said Bantram, running a hand through his sweaty beard. “That’s what warriors eat before a fight. It gives strength and endurance.”

I felt my stomach tighten. Suddenly I didn’t want the meat anymore.

“You’d better eat,” urged Onesimus. “I think you’ll need it.”

I took a hesitant bite of the meat. It was firm and juicy. By far the most delicious—and most expensive—food I had tasted in this new life. I started slow, but soon I was devouring it greedily and washing it down with large gulps of cool wine. The others watched me in silence.

Afterward, my belly was so full, and my body so satisfied, that I fell asleep almost instantly.

***

I didn’t wake until night had fallen and the air had grown cool. The sound of laughter woke me.

I sat up groggily and looked around. What struck me first was surprise that I hadn’t woken sooner. The square was nearly full of people, with more arriving. Fire-breathing performers and acrobats entertained with their acts. Food carts served delicious dishes. People chatted and laughed.

Onesimus sat beside me. “You slept long.”

“Is Porcius still in the wagon?”

“No. He left quite a while ago.”

I stood and looked toward the structure in the center. It was lit all around by large oil lamps, now surrounded by people gathering there.

“What is that over there?” I asked.

“I don’t know, but I think you’ll find out soon enough.”

I swallowed hard. At that moment I spotted Porcius coming out of the crowd. He fetched a rope from the cart and tied my hands behind my back. I looked around at the others as he did it. All eyes were on me, and none of them showed envy.

“Good luck,” said Onesimus.

“Think of your loved ones,” said Bantram.

I didn’t answer, but managed a nod.

Porcius unchained me from the group, took my ball, and led me away.

I remember little from the walk across the square. My thoughts shot in every direction like flames consuming a dry log, sending sparks flying. I saw Fabius’s smiling face. I smelled the salt of the Sapphire Sea. I recalled the lisping voice of the toothless pirate. The woman in red. The opponent who had tried to bite my neck. The rat-man and his repulsive grin.

And then we arrived, and I looked up. Now I could all too clearly see what the structure was, and what it was for. A thick wall encircled the entire thing. The wall held back a great volume of water—a moat surrounding the stage in the center. If someone climbed over the wall and dropped into the water, they’d have a hard time getting back up without help; the water looked deep, and it was a long way up to both the platform and the wall—too far for an arm to reach. Large oil lamps were placed all around the wall, burning peacefully.

The stage was currently filled with acrobats. They formed a human pyramid, with the topmost—a slender woman—juggling four swords whose blades gleamed under the starlit sky in the lamplight. People clapped and whistled.

Porcius pulled me over to a large table surrounded by Mazuran men. A couple of them were scribbling on bundles of parchment.

“My name is Porcius, son of Aperius,” he said. “I have a fighter ready to participate.”

One of the men looked from me to Porcius. “Not just anyone can participate, slave master. It requires—”

“I have what it requires.” Porcius pulled the rolled-up document from his inner pocket and handed it over.

The Mazuran accepted it, unrolled it, and skimmed it. “All right, looks to be in order. I’ll just need payment.”

Porcius paid reluctantly.

The Mazuran pointed. “Hand your fighter over there. Good luck.”

Porcius turned away, dragging me along. We reached a heavy iron rack where a handful of other men were already chained. A couple of guards took me, shackled me in place, and loosened the rope around my wrists. Porcius unlocked my neck chain. He placed a hand on my shoulder, squeezed it hard, and muttered in my ear, “Make me proud, skylos.”

Then he vanished into the crowd, ball under his arm.

I squinted at the others. None looked over thirty summers. Two of them looked how I felt—sick and terrified. Another stared blankly at the ground. But one of them, a short-haired young man, stood tall, watching the stage, and to my horror wore something like a smile. Even more shockingly, I noticed he was wearing a clean, ordinary toga—not a tattered tunic like the rest of us. He also wasn’t chained to the iron rack.

“Are you … are you fighting too?” one of the others asked in Salmeric.

He turned his gaze from the stage, looked at the speaker, and nodded slowly. “Yes.”

“You’re a free man?”

“Yes.”

“Then why are you here?”

The short-haired man smiled—for real this time. “For the same reason as you, of course. For honor and money.”

The other man shook his head. “I’m not here for honor or money.”

The short-haired man shrugged, as if it wasn’t his concern.

“What are those things worth if you lose your life, you fool?” the other continued.

“The money? Nothing,” the short-haired man replied calmly, turning his eyes back to the stage. “But honor lasts beyond death.”

“You should be ashamed,” the other man snarled, trying to step forward, but the chain held him back. “Here we all stand, wishing we were anywhere else. And you’re here by choice. Is your life really worth so little?”

The man didn’t answer.

“Do you not hear me?” the other shouted, chains rattling. His lips quivered. “Don’t you want to live? Answer me!”

“Let him be,” I heard myself say. “At least he’s taking the place of someone who didn’t want to be here.”

The angry one glared at me. Then he nodded reluctantly. “You’re right. What’s your name?”

“Cirino.”

“My name is Ramain. Are you a northerner?”

“Rigan.”

The other raised his eyebrows. “How’d you end up here?”

I didn’t answer. More fighters were led over and shackled to the iron rack. We were eight now. “Where are you from?” I asked.

“My mother’s Mazuran, my father’s Thianese,” Ramain replied. “I ran away from home when I was little.” He gave a faint smile. “I’ve never regretted it more than I do tonight.”

I didn’t get a chance to answer. At that moment, the people around us began to clap. All attention turned to the stage. I looked.

It was the first time I saw a duellator, but I recognized him instantly. Even in Rigan, there were rumors about the proud honor-warriors—pit fighters trained for the arena, men who lived and killed for the crowd. He stepped up onto the wall, turned, drew his sword, and pointed it over the spectators.

The men roared and cheered, and women tossed scarves. The duellator’s face was partly hidden by a silver helmet that came down to the tip of his nose, leaving only his smiling mouth and clean-shaven jaw visible. A cluster of red feathers adorned the top. His armor covered his torso, shins, and forearms with titanium plates, and on his feet he wore tightly laced sandals.

“The feathers he plucked himself,” Ramain said beside me. “Or so the rumors go. They’re from the wingtips of a mountain eagle. Ever seen one? I’ve heard it’s big enough to take down a saber tiger. Only the very best duellators wear the feathers.” Ramain lowered his voice. “So avoid him, if you can, Rigan.”

The duellator turned, ran across the planks laid over the moat, and entered the stage. After him came a procession of other duellators. They wore matching outfits, but none had feathers on their helmets. They ran along the stage edge, waving to the crowd, who adored them. Then they lined up, and an older man with white hair and a considerable belly entered. He wore a blue cloak over his shoulders and held a lit torch in one hand. He stopped at the center and turned in place. The crowd quieted, and silence settled over the square.

“Skazans, Mazurans, and other fine folk!” he shouted in high tongue. “Welcome, every one of you!”

Whistling and cheers.

The Mazuran signaled for silence with his free hand and continued, “To the foreigners who don’t know me … my name is Cromaix, and I am mayor here in Vucani. It is therefore my honor to open tonight’s grand event. Across the country this evening, the other final selections are being held. New, fresh duellators must be born, and as you know, that is done with sword and blood!”

The crowd roared in excitement.

“In two days, my friends, this year’s cohort of aspiring honor-warriors will fight in the finals … and you all know where that will be.”

Cromaix raised his arm and pointed. I followed his finger, and even though the city was dark, I had no trouble guessing what he pointed at. The stone colossus lay like a pale skull from a giant lizard atop the mountain.

“I hope to see you the day after tomorrow, when the sun is at its peak,” the mayor continued. “But first, tonight must unfold. You know the rules. Ten duellators and ten challengers. Battle until one man remains standing. And as always, we’ve arranged a surprise, which you’ll surely discover along the way.” The fat man smiled mischievously. Then he raised the torch toward the sky. “Let the games begin! Bring the challengers into the arena!”

The crowd exploded in applause and cheers.

The Mazuran tossed the torch into the water and left the stage.

I felt hands grab my arms and neck. Guards unlocked us and led us to the plank. We were herded onto the stage and lined up facing the duellators. From here, we could see the many faces looking up at us expectantly. There had to be hundreds. The guards tossed swords at our feet. Then they moved behind us, and on a count, our hands were cut free. I turned immediately. The guards ran down the plank, and the last of them pulled the gangway away.

The fight had begun.
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Loud, rhythmic clapping rose from the crowd.

One of the fighters broke into a run, leapt off the edge of the stage, and splashed into the moat. He swam awkwardly toward the far wall, reached up for the ledge—but, as I’d expected, he came up half an arm’s length short.

The duellators advanced toward us. The one with short hair was the first to act. He bent down, snatched up his sword, and lunged at the feathered duellator. The honor fighter parried, and their blades collided with a sharp clang, to the unrestrained delight of the spectators.

I picked up my own sword and stepped back. The weapon felt unfamiliar in my hands. It wasn’t nearly as heavy as I’d expected—no more weight than the wooden blades I used to practice with as a child in the meadows outside Lubrina. The metal was likely cheap, the blade no match for the polished steel of the honor fighters.

One of the duellators raised his sword toward a nearby fighter, but the man screamed and bolted. The crowd howled with laughter and boos.

Then came a sharp cry and the splash of water. The man who had jumped into the moat was thrashing wildly with one arm—he’d forgotten the real fight. His other arm was submerged, and something had hold of it. With a violent jerk, he pulled it back above the surface—and I recoiled in horror.

His hand was gone.

Shreds of skin hung loose, and dark blood pulsed into the water. Gasps rang out from the nearest rows. The fighter screamed in wild panic—until something broke the surface behind him. I caught a glimpse of massive jaws snapping shut around his shoulder before he was yanked down beneath the water. Red foam burst upward. The tip of a serrated tail appeared briefly—then vanished. The fighter never resurfaced.

Frozen, I stared into the moat. A short distance off, a pair of yellow reptilian eyes met mine. The top of a scaled green head broke the surface—long snout, slitted pupils. The rest of the creature remained hidden beneath the water.

“Caimans!” another fighter shouted. “There are caimans in the water! For the love of the gods, don’t jump in!”

The short-haired man was still fighting bravely against the duellator, though the outcome was clear. Now the other honor fighters stepped forward. We had no choice but to meet them.

One advanced on me, blade flashing toward my neck. I blocked it, steel on steel, the force of the clash shooting down my arms and into my bones. My body took over. Movements I hadn’t used in years, practiced long ago, suddenly surged through my muscles.

Around me came the grunts of effort, the hiss of blades slicing air, the sharp cracks of metal. But these were background noise, no more than a hum beneath the roaring blood in my ears. The only thing that existed was my opponent.

I swung low—he pulled his leg back. He slashed from the side—I dodged. I struck for his chest—he deflected, stepping the same direction I did. For a moment, we both hesitated. A grim smile crept over his lips. “You’re not without skill, fighter.”

A scream rose behind me. I sensed, without turning, that another challenger had fallen. That made us eight against ten. Two of us would need to fight twice.

The duellator came at me with a flurry of strikes. I had to draw on every ounce of speed not to be hit. His blade crashed against mine, sliced close enough to stir the hairs on my head. I ducked, parried, leapt. He was far more experienced, and the force of his blows dwarfed mine—but I still managed to land a few strikes. He looked surprised—he actually had to defend himself.

Snarling, he ramped up the pace. The attacks came down like winter hail. His sword became a blur, a silver fan flashing in the firelight.

I locked in, reading his rhythm, matching his maneuvers, moving not with thought but memory—almost as if—

“Like a dance,” came my father’s voice, distant and buried. “A fight should be like a dance. You step to your partner’s rhythm, and he responds to yours … The trick isn’t to keep it going, but to break his rhythm at just the right moment.”

I saw my chance—a risky feint. I swung too far to the left, exposing my torso. A foolish opening—but one he didn’t recognize. He struck without hesitation, thrusting forward.

I stepped aside just in time, his blade skimming past my belly. In the same breath, I seized his sword with my free hand. I felt the cold steel bite into my palm and brought my own sword crashing down like an axe. His weapon flew from his hands and hit the ground.

He stared at it in shock.

I could’ve cut off his arm but struck the blade instead—deliberately. He backed off as I raised my weapon toward his face.

I checked my hand. Just a shallow cut. I dropped to one knee, picked up his sword. It was so heavy I needed both hands to lift it—so I tossed my own into the moat. I swung the new blade experimentally, feeling its weight and reach. Power surged through me.

“We have to stay together!” Ramain’s voice rang out across the chaos. “It’s our only chance!”

At that moment, I saw another duellator strike hard at a fighter already pressed to the edge. The blow swept low toward his leg. He blocked correctly, but the force was too great. The blade glanced off, slashing his bare thigh wide open. The man screamed, stumbled, and fell into the moat mid-scream. The water barely closed over him before two massive reptiles lunged from opposite sides.

They tore into him, thrashing violently for a piece of the prize. I turned away, nauseated.

Seven of us remained. We closed ranks in the center, and the duellators let us. The fighting paused.

Eyes wide with fear met each other. Blood ran from shallow wounds. The honor fighters stood largely untouched, barely winded. The water settled. The caimans waited, patient.

And then I saw her.

My eyes swept the crowd, scanning the vast semicircle of faces beyond the arena. Somewhere in the gloom, I caught the red gleam of a shawl draped over dark hair. A fleeting glimpse—but it was her.

“For honor!” the short-haired man roared, thrusting his sword toward the warriors. He charged the duellators head-on.

“No! Stay together!” Ramain shouted, pulling another fighter back. “Hold your ground and wait!”

But the man fought like a madman. Maybe he thought he could take down all ten. He slashed, feinted, screamed. His sword didn’t rest for a second. To everyone’s shock, two of the duellators actually gave ground. One took a hit to the chestplate, another yelped as a slice tore skin from his arm.

Then the others joined in.

Soon, the short-haired man was surrounded on all sides. The first blow took him behind the thigh. He screamed, staggered, fought on. But he couldn’t move fast anymore. Two deep cuts brought him to his knees. Still he clutched his sword.

Then the feathered duellator stepped forward.

The man raised his head defiantly, locking eyes with his executioner. The blade fell.

A gasp tore through the crowd. His head dropped to the dirt with a sickening thud.

The audience shrieked with glee. The body crumpled. The duellator kicked the severed head, sending it tumbling across the stage and into the moat. Then he turned toward us.

“This is it!” Ramain cried. His voice broke. “Stand together, brothers!”

His strategy worked. It gave us better odds than scattered fighting. But it was still hopeless. The duellators outnumbered us, nearly two to one—and even on a bad day, they were better fighters.

Ramain fought skillfully. I fought desperately. The duellator’s sword was a blessing—it held strong against heavy blows and gave me more weight behind mine. Sweat stung my eyes. My muscles burned. I barely noticed.

But I did notice the stink of blood. It thickened in the air, turning sour. The ground was blotched with red—and fresh drops joined them every second. A nick here. A severed limb there.

Soon, we were five. Then four. Then three.

We pressed our backs together, fighting in all directions. But it did not matter how brave or skilled we were. This wasn’t a battle—it was a culling. We were livestock, too many in the pen. Some had to go. We could fight it, but the gods would choose who remained.

Everything blurred red. Sounds came muffled, as if from another life. The world was already gone.

The third fighter swung—and missed. The duellator stepped in and sliced off most of his arm. The man screamed, but instead of falling, he surged forward, barreling into his attacker. The honor fighter gave a cry as he was shoved backward—then both men toppled into the moat, sending up a great splash.

“Sarkus!” one of the duellators shouted, rushing to the edge. “Take my hand!”

Sarkus surfaced. His helmet was gone. Black hair clung to his forehead. He looked around wildly, then paddled for the ledge. It seemed he might make it—the caimans were still busy.

Then his face twisted in agony.

He screamed and was yanked under. Just before his fingers touched the outstretched hand, he vanished. His death cry bubbled up through the water.

The duellators turned their eyes back to us.

Ramain’s back was no longer against mine. I turned. He was staring at me. A strange light burned in his eyes.

“Only the last one lives, Cirino,” he said. Even through the noise, I heard him. “Only the last.”

“No,” I whispered, shaking my head weakly.

He lunged.

My strength was gone. Still, I managed to raise the sword and block the first blow. Now its weight worked against me. Ramain was just as drained. His swings were slow and labored, but we fought evenly. The remaining duellators watched in silence. Their part was done—now they enjoyed the show, just like the crowd. Some even cheered.

My gut turned heavy. My legs stopped obeying. My body shook so violently, I could barely hold the sword.

“Stop,” I gasped, stepping back. “No more.”

“We can’t stop,” he replied, breath ragged. “Not until it’s over.” He swung again. I raised my blade feebly to block—but he struck it from my hands. It flew through the air and splashed into the water.

The weight in my stomach was unbearable now. It took everything I had just to stay upright. My throat closed, and tears pricked my eyes. I lowered my hands and looked at him pleadingly.

One of us has only moments left, I thought. One of us will go to the Mountain now.

And from his expression, I knew he thought the same.

He screamed—and drove the blade into my chest.

I staggered back. My vision blurred. His wild, victorious eyes filled my sight. Then I looked down—and saw that my move had worked. The blade was pinned between my ribs and arm. I twisted, forcing it from his grasp. In the same motion, I gripped the hilt, turned, and thrust it deep into his chest.

We collapsed to the earth together. He dying. Me, sobbing.

The crowd went wild.
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“Open your eyes,” a voice whispered from somewhere far away. “Wake up.”

It was the first time in my new life I’d slept in a bed. Not a box of straw, not a blanket on the ground—but an actual bed, with a mattress, a sheet, and a pillow.

And yet I slept terribly. The fight replayed itself in my dreams. The sound of blades crashing together. The stench of sweat and fear and blood. Worst of all were Ramain’s eyes—the way they had burned when only the two of us were left. The wildness. The desperation. The hate.

The voice returned. “Tell me your name,” she whispered, her words drifting through my dream. It was her—the woman in the red stola.

I turned my head, the chain rattling. The sheet clung to my skin as I rolled onto my side, trying to answer, but only a mumble came out. I was a murderer. I couldn’t look her in the eye. Better that she just disappeared, and—

“Time is short,” she said. “You have to wake up.”

Suddenly, my eyes snapped open. The room was silent. I turned my head toward the door. My heart skipped a beat.

There she was, standing on the other side of the bars. Her hair was pinned up, hidden beneath her shawl. A few locks had slipped free across her brow, as if she had dressed in a hurry.

Am I still dreaming?

“Are you awake?” she asked softly, placing her hands on the bars. She spoke in Salmeric.

“I … I think so,” I whispered hoarsely. “Are you really here?”

“What’s your name?” she asked.

I propped myself up on my elbows, eyes locked on hers. I wiped the sweat from my cheek and moistened my lips. Sleep began to fade, but my thoughts still fluttered like curtains in a breeze.

“My name is Cirino, son of Eburnus.”

“Do you remember me?”

“Yes. Why are you here?”

“Why are you here, Cirino?”

“I didn’t have a choice. Are you… are you here to help me?”

“Do you need help?”

Another question for an answer. This no longer felt like a dream … but then why was she speaking like that?

“Yes,” I said. “I need help escaping.”

“You want to leave this place?”

“Yes.”

“Where would you go?”

“I just want to go home.”

“But you’re nearly a duellator. Only the final match remains.”

“I don’t want to be a duellator. I don’t want to fight in the final.”

She was silent for a moment. A breeze swept through the room, stirring her stola. There was a fragile grace about her, as if she might vanish at any moment, and her voice was so soft I had to hold my breath to hear it clearly. Her scent lingered in the air, tickling my nose.

“Are you … a goddess?” I asked.

She smiled, then quickly hid it. “No, I’m not a goddess. Are you sure you’re awake?”

“Not entirely.”

“Come closer.” She reached her hand through the bars.

I rose from the bed, wrapped the sheet around my waist, took the ball under my arm, and stepped toward her. When her cool palm touched my cheek, my thoughts cleared completely. Her blue eyes told me, in a flash, exactly what was going on—why she spoke in riddles. She was being cautious. She didn’t want to say too much in case I wasn’t who she hoped I was.

“Better now?” she asked.

“Yes.”

She withdrew her hand from my cheek and glanced down the corridor. When she looked back at me, a flicker of fear crossed her face.

“You don’t have to be afraid,” I said. “I won’t—”

“Something happened,” she whispered, and now I could hear her breathing. “In Hambran. When we met for the first time. I saw something in your eyes—something I recognized. Maybe I’m mad, but something tells me I can trust you. I think you’re the chance I’ve been waiting for.”

“I … I felt the same,” I whispered, stunned. “I thought you were a sign from the gods. A sign of my freedom.”

My words seemed to convince her. She reached up into her shawl, worked her fingers into her hair, and pulled out a small metal object. At first I thought it was a hairpin—but then she held it up in front of my face, and I stared at the key. It was only the second time in my life I had seen it, but I recognized it as if it had been Fabius’s face.

“How did you …?”

“It doesn’t matter,” she whispered, glancing once more down the hallway. “There’s no time. We have to—”

My arm shot through the bars. I grabbed for the key, but she stepped back.

“Give it to me,” I gasped. “Please, give it to me.”

“You’ll have it—if I have your promise,” she said quickly. “Your freedom for mine.”

I stared at her in disbelief. For a moment, I wondered if she was being honest. But I studied her face, and I was certain she wasn’t trying to deceive me. The penalties for freeing another’s slave were severe—worse than theft.

“What do you mean?” I whispered. “You’re free.”

“I wear no chains, but I’m just as trapped as you are. You can help me escape, Cirino.”

Suddenly I understood what she meant. Selios—her husband.

“Meet me in the city of Turakkas,” she went on. “At the fountain. Three days from now. If I’m not there by sunset, you’re released from your promise.”

I hesitated. I didn’t know what to say.

“The choice is yours,” she said, stepping further from the bars. “If you don’t want your freedom, I’ll find someone else—”

“No, wait.” I touched my forehead. It was a dangerous deal. But it might also be my last chance.

“Decide, Cirino. I have to leave before someone finds me.”

I took a deep breath. “All right. All right—I’ll meet you in Turakkas.”

“Do I have your word?”

“You have my word.”

I reached my hand through the bars, palm up. She placed the key in it. I clutched it tightly. She was already moving away.

“Wait,” I called, and she paused. “What’s your name?”

But at that moment, a metallic clatter echoed down the hallway. We both turned. Someone was coming.

She gasped and vanished like a gust of wind. I heard the soft patter of retreating footsteps—and then she was gone.

Heavier footsteps approached from the other side. I hurried to the bed, lay down, hid the key beneath the pillow, and shut my eyes just as the steps halted outside the bars. I could sense the large figure watching me.

It’s Porcius. But he didn’t see her. Just stay calm. He doesn’t know I have the key. He probably hasn’t even noticed it’s missing …

Porcius sniffed the air like a hunting reptile catching the scent of blood. And that’s when it hit me.

Oh no—the scent of her is still in the room. He can smell her!

The slave master didn’t speak. He just stood there, silently watching me. I forced myself to breathe calmly.

He’s trying to decide whether I’m really asleep—or just pretending.

Something surfaced in my thoughts. When Fabius and I were boys, we used to put on little plays in the attic by lamplight. Fabius loved inventing stories for us to act out, and I vividly remember one scene where I had to pretend to be asleep while he crept in to steal a bag of coins. He got so excited he broke character.

“It looks so real when you sleep,” he said. “The way you smack your lips—that’s something I’ve heard Father do in his sleep.”

Neither of us had known at the time that my lip-smacking was actually a subtle trick to sell the illusion. When people pretend to sleep, they usually lie unnaturally still and silent. But no one really sleeps like that.

Even with my heart hammering, I did the trick. I rolled onto my side so he could see my face. I opened my mouth slightly and smacked my lips a couple times.

Porcius muttered something. Then his footsteps faded down the hall.
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Very early, before the last traces of night had lifted, a honey-cuckoo woke me with its cooing melody.

I opened my eyes. Pale sunlight streamed through the window and fell across my bedding. The bird sat perched in the window but took off the moment I sat up.

I looked toward the bars. No one there. Had she really been here? Now, scanning the room, everything looked normal: dusty floor, humid air, a crack in the wall. My mouth was dry, and the muscles in my back ached. It felt like any other morning. Had I dreamed it all? For a long, strange moment, I just sat there, trying to decide whether what I remembered was real.

The key! I put it under the pillow …

I tore the pillow aside. Nothing but the sheet. My heart thudded. Then something caught my eye. There it was, the little gold key sticking out of the crack between the wall and the mattress. I fished it out with trembling fingers, turning it over in the morning light.

“It really happened,” I whispered.

Quickly, I hid it again.

I was still struggling to get used to the softness beneath me. For five years I hadn't sat on anything but hard ground—not even a stool. And now here I was, wrapped in clean blankets, in a bright room. In a way, it felt like home.

A sting from my hand. I loosened the bandage. The blade had opened the skin in a clean line. It was still seeping slightly, but looked like it would heal fine.

I got up and walked around the room. My mood was strange. The memories of last night's horrors still circled at the back of my mind, and they made me want to cry and punch my fists into the wall. But the woman had given me hope in the middle of it all, and my heart beat faster at the thought of her.

I stepped up to the window—and gasped at the sight.

The theater was massive. Far bigger than it had seemed from the outside. The stands held thousands, and the oval arena stretched far below me. Men were walking across the sand—they looked like little children from up here. They must have been preparing the grand show set for tomorrow, a little more than a day from now.

Footsteps sounded. I turned.

Porcius appeared, holding a plate of food. “Well, you’re awake.”

His voice was unusually gentle—no “skylos,” no “cur.” Instead, he knelt, set the plate on the floor, and slid it through the bars. My stomach clenched at the sight of the food.

“What are you waiting for? Eat.”

I walked over, hesitated, then picked up the plate. The smell made my mouth water, and I could hardly believe my eyes. Peas, olives, a grilled fish, warm bread, honey. I sat on the bed and began eating. Porcius stayed there.

“It was an impressive performance,” he said after a moment, sounding nothing like himself. “Last night’s fight, I mean.” The slave master began pacing in front of the bars. “I’m not good at this,” he muttered. “But I’ll tell you something. You’ve already earned me thousands of stemas, and I’m grateful for that. But this might be just the beginning.” He paused. “What do you think of this room? Not bad, right? You could get used to living like this.” He scratched his dark beard. “Listen. If you keep fighting, you can keep living like this. A roof over your head, a soft bed, warm meals.”

I stopped chewing but didn’t look at him.

“This is how a duellator lives,” he went on, gripping the bars—almost exactly where the woman’s hands had been. “And after tomorrow’s fight, you are a duellator. The final is your last trial. If you survive, the fights become shows. You get armor, a helmet, real weapons. You’ll no longer fight for your life—only for honor and entertainment.”

I met his eyes. In Porcius’s face, I saw something I never thought I’d see. It was faint, hidden beneath his stern expression, but it was there. Respect.

“I’ll never be a duellator,” I said quietly. “I only fight when there’s no other choice.”

Porcius’s eyes narrowed. “I’m trying to tell you that your future is in your hands—up to the limits I allow, of course. You’re still my property, don’t forget that. But whether you live like this, or go back to grueling work and dog food—that’s up to you now.”

I paused in my eating, sucked my fingers clean, and stood. “You can’t bribe me, slave master. I won’t fight for you, no matter what you offer.”

Porcius ground his teeth. “You’d rather live as a slave, you fool? Do you even realize—” He cut himself off, visibly wrestling with his words. Then he asked coolly, “Are you afraid? I won’t lie—it’s a dangerous life, being an honor-fighter. Most don’t live to grow old.” He spread his large hands. “But you get to live in luxury until then—think about it! You’ll win people’s admiration. Your name will be known among the wealthy. Maybe one day they’ll even raise a statue in your honor when you die in the arena.” His eyes glittered at the thought. I could easily picture him dreaming of a duellator’s life, if only he’d had the skill. “Your other choice is to live as a slave until your body gives out. When that happens, you’ll die alone in a stinking stall, or on the roadside somewhere. They’ll toss your corpse into the nearest mass grave, and no one will remember your name.” He threw his arms wide. “It’s a chance only a fool would turn down.”

For a moment, I considered his words. But then I remembered: just a few days ago, I was nothing to him but a lowly slave. Until today, he hadn’t even looked me in the eye. His respect was as fake as a mirage.

“There’s a third choice,” I said simply, and turned my back on him.

Porcius exhaled heavily behind me. “Don’t misunderstand,” he hissed. “You will fight, even if I have to drag you into the arena for every damned show.” When I didn’t answer, he shouted, “You’re nothing but a cowardly cur! What would your family say, when you meet them on the Mountain? Think they’ll be proud you chose the coward’s path? That you’d rather live as a slave than die as a warrior?”

For a second I was too stunned to speak. Then I spun around—and whatever he saw in my eyes made Porcius flinch.

He recovered and laughed. “You’ll fight, all right. I can see it in you. And if you ever start doubting again, just remind yourself who has the most to lose.” He turned and disappeared down the corridor.

***

The rest of the day I spent in the room.

Pacing the walls. Watching the sky. Lying on the bed.

Thinking.

Waiting.
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Early sunlight spilled through the window, waking me to the murmur of voices below.I rose and looked out. People were streaming into the arena. The upper seats opposite my room were clearly reserved for the wealthy—bright robes, glittering jewelry.

The games began late morning. Athletes competed in javelin, long jump, and footraces. Then came the animal shows: huge gray beasts with tusks like ivory spears, long-necked grazers in spotted coats—creatures I’d only heard of before.

Then the crowd’s cheers turned feverish. Time for the lizard fights.

Matadors entered to applause, waving red cloths and bowing as the crowd hurled flowers.

When the trihorns charged into the arena, the ground shook. Towering, plated with armor, their heads were crowned with jagged horns.

One beast snorted, scraped the sand, and charged. The matador held his ground until the last second—then dove clear. The creature hit only the cloth.

The crowd roared. I let out a breath. In lives this hard, no wonder people worship the spectacle.

Footsteps sounded. Keys clattered. Two guards appeared. One swung the door open.

“Come with us,” he said, in a tone that left no room for argument. “You’re due in the arena soon.”

I lay on the bed with my hands folded across my stomach. I said nothing. I didn’t move.

The guard stepped forward. “Do you hear me? You can come willingly, or—”

“Wait!” came a familiar voice down the corridor.

I sat up as Bantram came into view. He looked at the guards. “Porcius sent me. Let me speak to the fighter alone.”

The guards left the room, albeit reluctantly.

Bantram waited until they were a good distance down the hall. Then he looked at me.

“I’m surprised to see you,” I said.

“I’m not here for Porcius,” he said, sitting down beside me. “I’m here to help.”

“How do I know that’s not just something you’re saying?”

“You can trust me, Cirino.”

“Another slave told me never to trust slaves.”

Bantram smirked. “Was that Onesimus?”

“Yes.”

“He’s probably right. I saw you fight in the square—we all saw it from the wagon. You were impressive.” Bantram studied his hands. “I’m not sure I could have beaten you, back in my prime.”

I turned my head and stared at him. “What?”

He smiled faintly. “How do you think I wrecked my knee? Farming? I was a duellator, Cirino.”

“You were …?”

“For almost four years,” Bantram said. “I traveled to all the great theaters. Skaz, Mazura, even Barakia. I’ve fought here in this very arena a few times. Never thought I’d see the place again. Anyway, I earned more stemas than I knew what to do with. Most of it I sent home to my wife, of course. The rest I drank with friends. I should have saved more, but who can see the future?” He shrugged. “Of course, I should’ve known a duellator’s career doesn’t last. The best of us might last ten years—but one day you misstep, misread your opponent, or get shoved into the water and eaten by caimans.”

I didn’t know what to say.

“There’s a lot of honor and glory in becoming a duellator,” Bantram went on. “Even though the money goes to Porcius as long as he owns you, some of it still rubs off. Just look at this room …”

“Porcius already tried to buy me,” I interrupted. “Gold and glory mean nothing to me, Bantram, so if you’re just—”

“No, I know. You long for freedom. And I think you might get it—as a duellator.”

“What? How?”

“The more the people love you, the more power you take from Porcius. Maybe one day, you become so popular that he has no choice but to free you. Who knows? I’ve seen it happen.”

I considered the idea for a long time, then shook my head. “I can’t. It means accepting captivity. I almost did that in the desert, and it nearly got Mahlah killed. I want to be free, Bantram.”

The big slave sighed heavily, then nodded. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t understand you. You—”

He cut off, his eyes catching something near my feet. I looked down. A sliver of gold glinted from beneath my sandal strap. I quickly bent forward and tucked it in.

Bantram stared at me, wide-eyed. “Is that …? How did you—” He stopped himself. Then asked quietly, “When will you do it?”

I couldn’t answer. My throat was suddenly dry as the sands of Golgarki.

“Cirino,” Bantram said urgently, lowering his voice. “Porcius may own my body, but not my soul.” Then he repeated the question. “When?”

“As … as soon as I get the chance,” I whispered. “Maybe during the final.”

Bantram nodded slowly.

One of the guards appeared again. “Time’s nearly up,” he called.

“We’re coming,” Bantram said, giving me a look. “The duellator has agreed to come of his own will.”

I nodded.

As we rose, Bantram leaned close—so close I could feel his beard brush my cheek—and whispered three sentences that branded themselves into my mind.

“Wait for the lizards. That’s when the guards leave the corridors. The East Gate is your best chance.”
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You could easily get lost in the stone stairways that twisted through the long corridors. We reached a dim chamber where Porcius and two more guards were waiting.

“Took you long enough,” the slave master said, rising to his feet. “The sun’s nearly at its peak. The horn could sound any moment.”

“Get him suited up,” one of the guards ordered, and the other two went over to a rack where a full suit of armor hung.

They strapped on greaves and bracers. Pulled the heavy chestplate down over me and tightened it so hard the leather groaned every time my chest rose and fell. They fastened the pauldrons and fitted the helmet onto my head.

“Take a good look at yourself,” one of them said, pushing me in front of a tall mirror.

The sight chilled me, despite the suffocating heat in the room. The visor hovered just above my eyes. Sweat beaded on my sun-darkened arms. The weighted ball hung under my arm. The warrior staring back at me looked nothing like me. But what unsettled me most … was that my reflection didn’t look unsettled at all. My chest was puffed, my spine straight, my fists clenched. The armor felt foreign—but also natural.

Porcius stepped behind me and said over my shoulder, “Get used to the sight, slave. Once you leave that arena, the armor will be yours by right.”

“Are you sure we shouldn’t take off the ball?” one of the guards asked.

“It stays on,” Porcius snapped. “I don’t trust him.”

Just then, a voice echoed faintly through the walls—it must have come from the arena: “… ladies and gentlemen … to this great event … final day of the duellator games …”

The thunder of applause shook the walls like distant storm clouds.

“Come on, it’s time,” the guard said, grabbing my arm.

All four guards escorted me out of the room and down a narrow hallway. The air was dank, and the oil lamps flickered wildly on the walls. We twisted through several turns before reaching a door. I tried to memorize the route, but everything looked the same. It would be easy to get lost down here—only the guards knew the way from walking it a hundred times.

“… the fights will be bloody this year … it’s my honor and pleasure to present … brave warriors of renown … three-time champion … Primus Porelion …”

Through a door and into a wider corridor. The voice grew clearer, and I felt a warm breeze. At the end stood a large gate, sunlight streaming through its cracks. Dust danced in the beams. The guards led me to it and stopped. My heart pounded.

“… in the name of the emperor, I hereby declare … the final shall begin!”

A roar erupted from all around—cheers and clapping. The vibrations rolled through the ground, rattling the stones. Somewhere behind me, deeper in the corridor, I heard a heavy snort that made me turn my head. But the hallway was empty.

Then the horn sounded. Two guards heaved at the winch, grunting with the effort. The gate creaked, then began to rise. Light poured in, up my legs, my chest, my face—I squinted. Something warm and wet trickled down my back. But before I could turn, a hard shove launched me into the arena and the blinding daylight.

The applause crashed down like a tidal wave. I shielded my eyes, blinking to adjust. The gate slammed shut behind me with a dull boom. When I could finally see, the sight took my breath away. From above, in my cell, the theater had looked grand. From here, it was a furnace. I stood at the center of a vast cauldron, with thousands of eyes on me. I scanned the swirling colors in the stands—waving arms, fluttering banners—but of course I couldn’t spot the woman. It would’ve been like finding a coin in the Golgarki. Maybe she was watching. Maybe she’d already left the city.

I spotted the other fighters emerging from gates around the perimeter. I looked toward the sun, found the eastern gate, and committed it to memory. It sat just below a special balcony that jutted out from the others.

My breath caught. The throne had been hidden from my cell window, but now I saw it. Lavish gold and peacock feathers. I’d only ever seen him in statues and paintings, but I knew at once—it was Keronos, emperor of ever-expanding Mazura, the most powerful man in the world, come to watch the final. Three young women sat beside him, and guards flanked the box on all sides.

Slowly, I stepped toward the center of the arena as the others did the same. There were eight of us. None of the others looked like they had any more idea than I did of what was coming. In the sand lay a ring of swords. We each took one. Nervous glances darted between us. The arena was empty, except for us. The sun blazed. The air reeked of sweat and leather.

“They smeared blood on our backs,” one fighter said. “I think it’s to attract—”

A piercing screech from the sky. The flying beast dove at us, and for a moment, I could only stare. I saw the rider, the harness, the leather flaps that blocked much of the creature’s vision. It was younger than the one we’d seen in the Tarabin plains, but its wings still spanned the size of a house.

The beast thrust its claws forward. We scattered. I rolled through the sand, dropping my sword. I felt the rush of air as the giant body soared past the spot where I’d just stood, caught the stench of reptile, and turned my head just in time to see the fighter who hadn’t moved fast enough. The creature grabbed him by the shoulders and hauled him into the air. His ragged screams rose with the beating of massive wings. He kicked wildly. I thought, for one sickening second, that it might eat him. But the rider cracked his whip, and the beast let go. The man fell from a dizzying height. The sound of his body hitting the sand silenced his screams—and twisted my stomach.

The crowd gasped. Then a beat of silence. Then applause and cheers.

At that moment, the gates opened again. War chariots pulled by armored stallions thundered into the arena. Two duellators on each: one steering, one wielding a weapon—bow and arrow, spear, battle-axe, or flail. The chariots barreled toward us, forcing us apart. A spear whistled past my leg, and I had to leap aside. I ripped off my helmet—it blocked my view of the sky, where the flying beast was already circling for another pass.

An archer struck one fighter in the back; he collapsed, screaming. The flail-bearer swung at another, who dodged by diving into the sand. The wing-lizard dove again, missed, nearly toppled a chariot—laughter boomed from the crowd.

One chariot, the archer’s, came racing toward me from the side. Instead of running, I stayed in its path—the one angle the archer couldn’t shoot, since the horse blocked his line of fire. The stallion thundered closer. At the last second, I threw myself aside, and the chariot roared past. I landed on one knee, turned, and locked eyes with the archer. He nocked an arrow. I flung myself sideways—sand exploded in my face as the arrow struck inches from my head.

I got up, scanned the area, and spotted the eastern gate—beneath the imperial balcony. I ran toward it. Rabid spectators leaned over the railings, shouting insults.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

“He’s trying to escape!”

“Get back in there and fight, you coward!”

I ignored them and focused on the gate. It couldn’t be opened from this side.

A battle cry. Wheels clattered. A chariot came racing along the wall. The axe-wielder leaned out, swinging his weapon. I tore off my shoulder armor and hurled it into the sand. Now I could raise my arms. I grabbed the edge of the gate. The chariot sped up. Pressing against the uneven wall, I climbed, struggling with the weight of the tin ball. My teeth clenched. The top of the arena wall was still far above—and the crowd would no doubt shove me off if I got that far—but that wasn’t the plan. The axe-fighter roared, raising his weapon. My legs were at head height—he could easily sever one or plant the blade in my gut. I saw it in his eager face.

But I leapt from the gate and slammed both feet into his chest.

He only had time to gasp before we both flew off the chariot and hit the sand hard.

I’d prepared for the fall, so I got up first. The duellator needed longer to catch his breath, recover, and rise. In that time, I spotted the weapon, ran to it, and scooped it up. He turned toward me, snarling.

“That’s Primus Porelion!” someone shouted. “The reigning champion!”

“Kill him, Porelion!” screamed another.

He stepped forward, then froze when he saw his own weapon in my hands.

“Run, or lose your head!” I warned, brandishing the axe.

He hesitated—then trotted after his chariot.

I dashed to the eastern gate, hefted the axe, and swung it at the thick wood. Splinters flew. The gate groaned but held firm. I had to keep checking the sky and the arena—watch for the wing-lizard or another chariot.

The crowd above booed, hurled coins, stones, even sandals. Spit splattered on my shoulders. I swung like a madman, drenched in sweat, panting. The gate showed barely any damage.

This is hopeless, I thought. The blade is made for flesh, not wood.

Then, as if I’d hit a hidden lever, the gate began to rise. But of course, it wasn’t me—it was opening from the inside. And all the other gates were rising too. I jumped aside and pressed myself to the wall. With luck, whatever came out wouldn’t see me.

Thundering footsteps. From the opening came a beast so massive, I could hardly believe my eyes. Seeing it from above had been one thing. Standing beside the armored giant was something else. The trihorn didn’t see me—it lumbered straight toward the center.

“Wait for the lizards,” Bantram’s whisper echoed in my head. “That’s when the guards leave the corridors.”

I darted forward—but just then the gate slammed shut again.

“No!” I shouted, pounding the wood. “Open the gate!”

It didn’t open.

I turned back toward the chaos. Two chariots had been wrecked. The spearman now fought on foot. His horse ran in circles, dragging a tilted cart behind it. The fighters were holding their own better than I’d expected. I had no idea how the final would be decided, how many needed to remain standing, or if any of us were meant to survive. I didn’t care. I had one thought—escape.

The trihorns charged from every direction. One fighter didn’t turn in time and was swatted like a butterfly. The beast’s horns pierced his back and sent him flying.

The heavy lizards snorted and pawed the ground. They were herbivores, but the blood smeared on our backs drove them mad—and I knew they’d go for us first before the duellators or chariots.

The lizard dove, claws raking a trihorn’s back. But it was too heavy to lift. The wing-lizard snapped at its neck, tearing skin. The trihorn bucked and tried to gore its attacker. The rider lashed the wing-lizard, forcing it to let go and rise again. The land beast, barely wounded, resumed its rampage.

Two of the giant lizards turned on each other—bellowing and clashing horns with bone-shaking force. And in that moment, I knew how I’d get out.

The wing-lizard swooped again, and I dropped flat to avoid its claws. I ran to the center and stopped within range of the battling trihorns. I hurled the axe, striking one on the hind leg. “Over here! Look at me!” I yelled, waving.

One turned, bloodied horns locking on me. It snorted—and charged.

I backed away.

It sped up.

I turned and ran—sprinting flat-out with the ball bouncing against my ribs. Sand shook beneath me. I glanced back. It was faster than I thought. Its head thrashed. It was gaining on me. The gate swam into view—still too far.

I’m not going to make it, I’m not going to make it, gods help me, I’m not—

I ran so hard one of my greaves came loose and flew off. I didn’t notice until it struck my other leg, threw me off balance, and sent me sprawling face-first in the sand—right in front of the gate.

That saved my life.

The trihorn didn’t have time to react. It barreled right over me—massive legs pounding the earth on either side—and with an earthshaking crash, slammed into the gate. Wood splintered into kindling. The beast halted halfway through the corridor. It bellowed, backed out, and trotted away.

By then, I was on my feet. I ran to the wall, dropped to a crouch, and made myself as small as possible. Whether the beast thought I was dead or simply forgot about me, I don’t know. But it returned to the chaos in the center, where only a handful of fighters were still standing.

I ran to the opening. The top of the gate still hung in place, planks scattered deep into the tunnel. A blessed cool breeze swept out, stirring dust around my feet.

The crowd above was in uproar—screaming for guards, waving their arms, trying to alert everyone to the broken gate.

I ran into the shadows.
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Out of the arena’s glare, the corridor was cool—bliss against my sweaty skin.

My eyes needed time to adjust to the darkness, but I didn’t wait—I sprinted down the hallway. From the theater, I could still hear the crowd’s outrage and fury at my exit, and it wouldn’t be long before the Mazuran guards caught wind of my escape.

At every door I stopped and rattled the handle. All were locked. I reached a large sliding gate that stood slightly ajar. A sour stench wafted out as I pushed it open, revealing a large room tangled with thick chains hanging from the ceiling and coiled on the floor like a nest of dead snakes. I heard flies buzzing and spotted a mound of lizard dung further in. This was where they kept one of the trihorns, I realized.

“What the hell happened to the gate?”

I spun around. A group of guards were approaching from down the corridor—torches in hand, spears at the ready.

“What are you doing here? Identify yourself!”

“It’s one of the fighters! He’s trying to escape!”

I darted into the stable, crossed the sticky floor, and yanked open another door. It wasn’t locked. I peered down the hallway leading deeper into the building—but they’d seen me. I wasn’t confident I could outrun them through the maze. So I made a quick decision.

When the guards entered the stable moments later, I was nowhere in sight.

“The door’s open!” one of them shouted.

“He’s gone into the east wing!”

Their armor clinked and clattered as they ran across the stable. I held my breath, listening until their footsteps faded into the distance. Then I pushed myself to the surface and gasped for air. My entire face was coated in sticky lizard shit. I fought my way out of the pile, gagging at the stench. The thick muck clung to my skin, turning my stomach—but I didn’t have time to throw up. I tore off the chestplate, unlocked the chain with the key the woman had given me, dumped the cursed ball, and ran back out into the hallway. I chose the next door on the opposite side and found a stairwell.

I ran up one level and continued down the corridor. Doors and passages lined both sides, and I had no idea which led out. I took a few random turns, ended up somewhere I recognized, and stopped, panting.

This is hopeless. I could run through this labyrinth all day. How am I ever going to …?

Then I noticed the torches on the wall. Their flames all leaned slightly to the left. That meant a draft—too mild to feel, but real. And where there was a breeze, there had to be an exit. I ran in that direction, following the flames.

From an open doorway ahead came a pale glow—daylight. I pushed the door open and stepped into a small room with two beds and a table. A window looked out onto the street in front of the theater. But it was too far down to risk jumping; if I broke an ankle, it was over.

I shut the door, wedged a chair against it, then yanked the sheets off the beds and started tying them together.

Footsteps echoed in the corridor. I froze. Guards. They stopped just outside.

“He’s in here!” a voice called.

The handle rattled. The chair held.

“It’s locked!”

“Kick it in, dammit!”

I fumbled with the sheets, tying knots with shaking hands.

This can’t be happening! How did they find me so fast?

Then I saw the trail of dung I’d left on the floor—and realized I’d led them straight to me.

A hard kick jolted the door, but the chair still held.

“Again!”

I tossed the improvised rope out the window and tied the other end to one of the bedframes.

The door slammed open with a crash, sending the chair skidding into the wall. The guards burst in just as I climbed onto the windowsill.

“There! Grab him!”

I gripped the sheet and dropped out the window. My palms burned as I slid too fast, but I landed on my feet. Just as I let go, the first guard climbed out and began to lower himself after me.

I ran down the street, turned into a narrow alley, emerged into an open plaza, down another lane, through a crowd. I felt light—weightless without the ball—and I ran, ran without looking back. Wind tore through my hair, my eyes watered.

Finally—once I was sure the guards had given up—I slowed down. I stopped to catch my breath. Then looked around the quiet street. I reached for my neck, as if to make sure the chain really wasn’t there.

“I’m free,” I whispered, and couldn’t quite grasp the words. “I’m really … free.”

***

I made camp beneath a cluster of olive trees. The branches swayed in the evening breeze, leaves shimmering between their familiar green and silver. My first night as a free man would be spent once again under an open sky.

As dusk fell over the plains, I sat with my eyes closed, listening to the silence. No rattling chains. No creaking wagon wheels. Only the soft whisper of the fire, the rustle of leaves, and a bird cry now and then.

The olives were hard and unripe, but I’d picked a few handfuls and eaten them. The bitter taste didn’t matter when you were hungry enough. The eggs I’d roasted over the flames—they tasted much better and filled me more.

On the way here, I’d come across a stream. I bathed and drank until I couldn’t swallow another drop. Under the bank, I’d found the nest where the green wading bird watched me anxiously. I’d driven her off, felt a stab of guilt as I took her large eggs—but I knew she’d lay another clutch before summer ended.

When I finally opened my eyes, the sun was gone and darkness reigned beyond the firelight. On the horizon, the theater loomed atop the city, a pale, lonely giant faintly lit from below by the city lights, like scattered fireflies in the dark.

I opened my hands and studied them in the firelight. Thought about everything they’d been through. Once, they were smooth and soft from the gentle saltwater of the Sapphire Sea, where Fabius and I dove for stones nearly every day. Now, scars traced abstract patterns in skin hardened by endless days of labor under the dry, burning sun. These hands had gripped weapons—used them to save my life and … used them to take another.

“None of it matters now,” I whispered, gazing back at the city. “It belongs to the past.”

Tomorrow morning I would head west. Soon I’d smell the sea. The ground would soften, reeds would replace grass. By midday, I’d be in Turakkas. And there, I’d meet the woman.

I lay down on my side, inching closer to the fire. My thoughts were alive, restless. But then they drifted—further and further—blurred at the edges.

I half-opened my eyes and murmured, “This is where my third life begins.” And then I slept.

I didn’t know there were still things from my former life left unfinished.


21


Under the hiss and pop of burning wood, I wake with a start.

I sit up. The flames haven’t died down—if anything, the fire has grown, licking hungrily at the wood, bark still untouched by black.

Above, the stars gleam—familiar constellations that always tell me where in the world I am. And across the fire, Onesimus sits cross-legged, watching me calmly. The firelight dances over his face.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, startled.

“You made it,” my friend replies, ignoring the question, smiling. “You got your freedom.”

“I did.” My smile fades. “But it cost blood.”

“Your own?”

“No.”

“Then it doesn’t matter.”

“How can you say that?”

“Think about it. Blood gets spilled for all sorts of things. Money. Power. Women. More money …” He shrugs. “Freedom’s one of the better reasons.”

I bite my lip but say nothing.

“So the woman really was a sign,” Onesimus goes on thoughtfully. “What about her?”

“She wants to meet in Turakkas. That was the price for her help.”

“Ah,” says the Ikamanian, sounding not the least bit surprised. “She’s not without talents. When are you meeting?”

“Before sundown tomorrow.”

“Then you’re on a tight schedule.”

“Not really. It’s less than half a day’s travel.”

“Exactly.” He flashes that mischievous smile I’ve never been able to read.

“I don’t get what—”

“He means you’re going back to Vucani.”

I whip around. Bantram is sitting there, stirring the fire with a stick, sending sparks fluttering into the night.

“Where did you come from?” I blurt.

“I don’t think you should do it, Cirino,” Bantram says, giving me a look—exactly the same look he gave me in the room before I went down to the arena.

“Go back?” I ask, confused. “Why would I do that?”

“Because of the key, of course,” Onesimus says, pointing toward my sandals. In the sole of one lies the key.

I reach down and pick it up. Look back at the fire. Onesimus and Bantram sit silently, watching me.

“But … I’ve got nothing to use it for anymore. I’m free of the ball.”

The Ikamanian gives Bantram a long-suffering look. “Freedom’s gone to his head already.”

“You’re not meant to use it on your own ball,” Bantram says patiently.

“You mean … yours?”

Onesimus spreads his arms. “Or Sakino’s. Or Mahlah’s. Maybe all of ours. Who knows? This is your plan, Rigan.”

I stare at the key, turning it between my fingers. The firelight makes it glow. I realize they’re right.

“It’s a huge risk,” I say, frowning. “I might get caught again. Or killed. Porcius must be furious. And the Mazurans running the theater are probably still on the lookout for me.”

Bantram nods solemnly. “Exactly why you shouldn’t go.”

“Then what?”

“Move on. Go to Turakkas. Find the woman. Do whatever you have planned. And then find a way home.”

A lump rises in my throat at the word home. The longing presses against my chest.

“You’re talking to a Rigan, Bantram,” says Onesimus with a knowing tone. “He won’t leave friends behind.”

“I saw him do it in Golgarki,” Bantram replies, locking eyes with me. “You did the right thing, Cirino. And you can do it again.”

“That was a fluke,” Onesimus says calmly. “If he had a second chance, he’d take Mahlah’s ball.”

They’re waiting for me to say something. “You think I should go back, Onesimus?” I ask.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“For your own sake.”

“Don’t guilt the boy,” Bantram cuts in, his voice sharp now.

The Ikamanian throws up his hands. “I’m advising him to do the right thing.”

“You’re advising him because you want your own freedom.”

“You think you know him?” Onesimus gestures at me. “He’s not a slave like you and I.”

“Exactly why he should go home—start rebuilding his old life. Before it’s too late.”

Onesimus shrugs, as if giving up on arguing. Instead, he looks across the flames at me. “It’s your choice, Cirino. But Porcius will soon notice the key is missing. And when that happens, he’ll change the locks. When he does, it’s over.”

“You don’t have long to decide,” Bantram adds, looking east. “Dawn’s already breaking.”

I glance at the horizon. “I don’t know …” I begin—but stop.

I’m suddenly alone by the fire.

“Onesimus? … Bantram?”

No one answers.

***

I sat up. The fire had burned down to embers. The eastern sky was glowing. Soon, the sun would rise.

I looked at the sandals. The key lay there, exactly where it had been in the dream. I picked it up. The moment I felt the cold metal in my palm, I knew what I had to do.
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The first rays of sunlight had barely touched the land when I reached Vucani.

Something inside me recoiled as I crossed the city limits and slipped between the buildings, but I was resolved to do what I had come back for.

I remembered where Porcius kept the wagon. The only problem was that I wasn’t certain whether he and the others were still in town. But I figured they were. He wouldn’t leave until he was absolutely sure I couldn’t be found again. I was still worth too much.

The outer district was just waking up to a new day. The smell of fresh bread made my empty stomach growl. A woman was sweeping her doorstep. A line of slaves carrying hoes and rakes trudged out toward the fields, led by a farmer. I felt a sting in my chest at the sight of their blank faces.

I found the wagon in an alley not far from the theater. Cautiously, I crept closer. The slaves were laid out in a row, wrapped in blankets and chained together. All four were still asleep. My heart began to pound. That had to mean he was out getting breakfast—or maybe he hadn’t even gotten up yet. Maybe he was asleep in a nearby inn and wouldn’t even notice …

Then I heard a snore I knew all too well. It came from inside the wagon. I froze.

Porcius was sleeping in the wagon. I stood motionless, heart hammering.

There’s no way I can free them without waking him … They’ll speak, and the chains will rattle.

I backed away, crossed the street, and thought. Should I give up? I could still leave the city and walk away unharmed. But I hadn’t come back just to quit at the finish line. Their freedom was in my hands.

Porcius must have been up late last night—probably searching for me. Or maybe it was a trap. That wasn’t unlikely. He was cunning. Maybe he was only pretending to sleep, trying to lure me in.

I ran a hand through my hair, trying to come up with something.

“Has the water broken?” came a voice from the building next to me.

“Yes, and she’s open. But something’s wrong, Father. She’s panting and swishing her tail …”

“We’ll have to cut her open. Fetch the ether.”

I stepped up to the stable door and peeked inside. The mare was lying on her side, breathing heavily. Her belly bulged, udder full—clearly ready to foal. The man crouched beside her, pressing a damp cloth to her muzzle. She thrashed her head but soon gave in, closed her eyes, and went limp.

“Will she make it?” asked the boy nervously.

“Maybe, maybe not,” the man replied. “If we don’t act, they’ll both die. Get me a basin of water—quick!”

The boy bolted out the door, gave me only the briefest glance, and ran down the street. The man had his back half-turned. He pulled a shiny knife from a leather pouch and wiped it clean on his shirt.

I slipped into the stable, crouched, and grabbed the cloth. I avoided looking at the mare. The man was far too focused to notice me. I left just as the boy came running back with the basin. He looked at me in confusion, but his father called out to him, and that was that.

I stretched my neck and looked into the wagon.

Porcius was on his side, mouth open, breathing in heavy gasps. His clothes were piled on the floor, and his massive body lay beneath a sheet. Only his sun-browned chest and one thick arm were visible.

The grate was ajar. That made me hesitate.

Did he forget to lock it? If he spent all night searching and only just returned … maybe.

But why does it feel like I’m a rabbit sneaking into the saber tiger’s den?

The wagon creaked softly as I climbed aboard. I pulled the cloth from my belt, held my breath, and crept toward the grate. I pushed it gently open. The hinges gave a faint squeak. I froze.

Porcius grunted. Rolled onto his back. Then resumed his rasping breaths.

I prayed there was enough ether left in the rag. If not, this could be a disaster. But it was soaked and reeked, and I recalled how the mare had been put out in just a few moments—clearly, the ether was strong. So I moved again and—

Porcius opened his eyes.

I gasped, and before I could think, I leapt over him, trying to press the cloth to his face. But the slaver was ready. He grabbed my arms, twisted around, and slammed me to the floor. His massive hands closed around my throat.

“I didn’t dare hope you were stupid enough to come back,” he growled, lips twitching with rage. “But I prayed to the gods for one last chance to kill you—and they answered!”

I’d dropped the cloth in the struggle. My hands clawed at his face, yanking at his cheeks and beard. He didn’t even flinch. His bloodshot eyes blazed with fury.

“You humiliated me—made me look like a fool in front of the Mazurans.”

Suddenly there was a knife in his hand.

My thoughts narrowed to a single goal: the cloth. It was my last chance. I scrabbled across the floor, fingers grasping—nothing but his sandals.

“Now I’ll do what I should’ve done long ago,” he hissed, teeth clenched as he drove the knife toward my chest. I felt the cold point press against my ribs.

Then my fingers brushed something damp. With a strangled cry, I swung the rag up toward his face.

Porcius flung his head back, made a furious face, tore the cloth from my hand and hurled it aside. Drops of ether clung to his beard.

“You miserable cur! I’ll—” But then the lines on his forehead faded. His eyes grew glassy. The hand at my throat loosened. “By all the cursed gods,” he mumbled, wrinkling his nose and swaying. “What did you … how … I …”

He slumped on top of me with a groan. The knife drove hard into my chest. I felt the blade pierce my skin.

With a cry of effort, I shoved his heavy body off me. The knife clattered to the floor. I gasped and pressed a hand to my chest. My fingers came away red—but the cut wasn’t deep. Just the skin.

I staggered to my feet, gave Porcius one last glance—he was flat on his back, mouth open, eyes rolled up—and jumped from the wagon.

The slaves were awake. Four pairs of eyes locked onto me. Their faces lit up.

“Cirino!” Mahlah cried.

“Did you … did you kill him?” asked Onesimus, hope bright in his voice.

I shook my head. “He’s unconscious. I don’t know for how long.”

“You came back,” Bantram said, laying a hand on my shoulder. “I considered the possibility, but I didn’t dare hope.”

A chill ran down my spine—Bantram’s words echoed Porcius’, without knowing it—but I forced a smile. I knelt and pulled the key from my sandal.

Mahlah gasped aloud.

I went to him first, unlocking the main chain. Then the collar around his neck. The tin ball fell with a thud. The small Keltan raised his hands to his neck, felt the skin, and stared at me in disbelief.

“I’m sorry I didn’t help you in the desert,” I said.

Mahlah’s eyes glistened. He said nothing. Instead, he knelt, took my hand, and kissed it.

Sakino had recovered from his stomach illness—though for a while we’d all thought he might die. He kept nodding as I unlocked him, like he couldn’t stop. He looked at me, still nodding. “I never thought this day would come. From my heart—thank you, boy.”

Then came Onesimus. I hesitated before inserting the key.

His smile faded. “What?”

“Do you want to be free?”

Onesimus looked at me like I’d grown a second head. “Does the sun rise in the east?”

“I want to hear you say it.”

“Why?”

“You said … back in the stable in Hambran … that you had nothing outside this life. You wouldn’t flee with me.”

He dropped his gaze, ashamed. Silence fell between us. Outside, the city was stirring for the day. Mahlah shifted restlessly.

“I was afraid,” Onesimus finally said, meeting my eyes. “But I want to be free.”

“Even if there’s nothing waiting for you?”

He shrugged. “Life is unpredictable. It’s terrible and beautiful all at once—but that’s life. I’ll find my way back … to something.”

Satisfied, I smiled and used the key. His tin ball hit the dirt between our feet.

I walked to Bantram, freed him from the chain, and moved to unlock his collar—but he stopped me.

“What is it, Bantram?”

He shook his head. “Not me, Cirino.”

For a moment I could only stare at him. “You … don’t want to escape?”

“I’m waiting for the rose petal, remember? If I go home now, my family starves. Times are hard in my homeland.”

“Come with me to Rigan.”

“Asuvian is my home. My great-grandparents built our farm. And besides, I belong to Porcius. If I flee, I’m a fugitive. Only he can grant me freedom.”

“But … what if the rose petal comes and he won’t let you go?”

Bantram winked. “Then I’ll remind him what I used to do for a living. I think that’ll change his mind.”

I smiled—a sad smile. “It’s your choice.” I looked at the three freed slaves. “Where will you go?”

“Mazura,” Mahlah said immediately. “You can get citizenship if you work.”

I was about to ask, then remembered—he’d been a street kid in Keltan. He probably had no family to return to.

“He’s right,” Onesimus said, nodding. “Mazura’s the best place to start over.”

Sakino stepped closer to Mahlah. “May I come with you? I promise I won’t slow you down.”

The Keltan nodded. “Two traveler, better than one, Sakino.” He climbed into the wagon. For a moment I feared he’d wake Porcius—though I couldn’t imagine why—but soon he returned with the slaver’s coin pouch. We split the gold. Nearly twenty stemas each.

“What about you, Onesimus?” I asked.

“Well, since Bantram passed on your offer—maybe I’ll take it?”

I blinked. “You want to come to Rigan?”

“If I’m welcome.”

I shrugged. “It shouldn’t be a problem. The law says every Rigan can bring two foreigners. Do you know where Porcius stabled the horses?”

“Three doors down, in a stable,” Bantram said.

“Then we’ll each take one.”

“One last thing, Cirino,” said Bantram, lowering his voice. “Porcius won’t forget this. And he’s a damn good tracker. Get to Rigan—fast.”

I swallowed hard and glanced at the wagon. “Thank you, Bantram. For everything.”

Onesimus looked down the street. “Let’s go before he wakes up.”

We parted ways, all five of us. Sakino and Mahlah went west. Onesimus and I headed north. And Bantram stayed behind.
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Hanging just above the horizon, the sun glared down as Onesimus and I reached Turakkas.

I had been a free man for over a day now. I was beginning to feel like someone waking from a long sleep, as though I’d spent years in a fog. My mind still hadn’t caught up to my new life; it was a strange feeling, suddenly being able to do as I pleased.

I felt like every person who looked at me could see right through me—like they knew I was nothing but a stray dog who belonged to a master. Of course, that was foolish. The only thing that might hint at our past were our worn tunics, but Turakkas didn’t look like a place where such clothes were unusual.

Onesimus must have felt the same way, because he fell quiet as we passed rows of houses.

“Are you sure she’s not playing you for a fool?” he muttered.

“Why would she?”

“There’s only one kind of person less trustworthy than a slave,” Onesimus said, “and that’s a woman.”

“Sounds like you speak from bitter experience,” I replied with a smirk.

“I just think we’re taking an unnecessary risk meeting her.”

The square wasn’t large—small enough that we could take it all in at once. At its center stood the town’s landmark: a marble statue of a proud warrior with sword raised high. Tucked beneath his arm was a jar, from which water trickled down into the basin at his feet. Green patches of algae clung to his legs, and a few small birds bathed in the fountain.

The warrior was a relic of the past—like most nations bordering Mazura, the Skazian warriors had long since been absorbed into the Mazuran army. After all, what use did a country have for its own warriors once it had allied with a greater, far more powerful realm?

I pulled my horse to a stop, and we dismounted. I tied the reins to a hitching post, and we strolled across the square as the setting sun turned the cobblestones red, as though blood had been spilled.

A couple of men stood chatting at a corner. A boy and a girl ran giggling across the square, playing tag.

“I don’t see her,” Onesimus said.

But then I did. She sat on a bench at the far end, hooded in what appeared to be a red shawl. I quickened my pace, relief blooming inside me, a smile tugging at my lips. I approached her from the side. She was holding a piece of bread, tossing bits of it to the ground, where three pigeons pecked eagerly.

I cleared my throat and said, “Good evening.”

The woman turned sharply. Her face was wrinkled and old, one eye swollen shut from infection.

I nearly stumbled back in surprise. Now I saw it wasn’t a shawl, but a monk’s hood, and the red hue had only been a trick of the light.

“Oh … I … I’m sorry,” I mumbled.

The old woman gave me a suspicious look, then returned her attention to the birds.

Onesimus placed a hand on my shoulder. “Maybe something’s delayed her.”

I didn’t get a chance to answer before a voice said, “I thought you would come alone.”

We turned. A young Barakan woman stood a short distance away, dressed plainly. I recognized the servant girl. Her shadow stretched long across the square, and her eyes were fixed on Onesimus.

“He’s my friend,” I said.

“My name is Onesimus.”

She looked at me. “The agreement was just you.”

“I’ll wait here,” Onesimus said quietly and strolled back toward the horses.

Once we were alone, the servant girl nodded and said, “My mistress wishes to see you. Follow me.”

We walked a few streets south until she stopped at a small plaza where a prayer tent had been set up. A thin plume of smoke drifted from the top, and the entrance flap was ajar. She gestured for me to enter.

I parted the flap and peeked inside. The tent was lined with traditional rugs and small granite idols that shimmered in the light of burning incense. Before Fortunia knelt the woman, her head bowed in prayer. She didn’t hear me until I stepped inside, and then she turned. Her hair fell freely beneath her veil, framing her face, and making her even more beautiful than I remembered. She no longer wore her elegant stola, but a long tunic instead.

“You came,” she said. I heard relief in her voice.

“I gave you my word.”

“Does anyone know you’re here?”

“Only my friend, Onesimus.”

She rose and moved to the entrance, peering outside.

“There’s nothing to fear,” I assured her. “My master hasn’t—”

“It’s not your master I fear,” she said, closing the flap, dimming the tent. She sat down again and motioned for me to do the same.

“I never heard your name.”

“My name is Zahira.”

“It’s a beautiful name.”

She gave a faint smile. “It means helper of those in need.”

“You live up to it.”

She studied me. “Now you can do the same for me. Remember? Your freedom for mine.”

I nodded slowly. “You want to flee from your husband, Selios. But you’re afraid he’ll come after you.”

She nodded, locking eyes with me. The incense smelled sweet—sage, I guessed—and made my head spin slightly.

“But how can I help you? I’m only one man.”

“Take me to your homeland.”

I frowned. “Are you sure?”

“Only across the sea will I be safe from Selios,” she said, her voice low, her eyes intense.

“Do you realize the danger of us traveling together?” I asked her. “It’s hard enough escaping Porcius. If your husband comes after us too … he’s rich, he has more men and more ways to track us down.”

She leaned forward and took my hand. “That’s why I need your help—don’t you see? I don’t stand a chance alone. A lone woman will draw too much attention. If we’re two, no one will notice.”

I considered. “Where is your husband now?”

“He’s still at our hotel in Vucani. Most likely out dining with his friends right now. We came to see the finals.”

I felt a stab of disappointment. Part of me had truly believed she’d followed me all the way from Tarabin, alone.

“So it was pure chance you saw me fighting in the square?”

“Yes, I was stunned when I recognized you. But I felt …” She trailed off.

“What?”

“I felt it was the gods’ will that we meet again.” We looked at each other for a moment. Then she added, “The last shows and matches end tomorrow, then we go home.”

“To Hambran?”

“No, we don’t live in Hambran. We were only there while Selios oversaw the temple construction. We live in Veron, in northern Mazura. But he’ll be alarmed when I don’t return to the hotel tonight. By morning, he’ll know I’ve left. Time is running short, Cirino.”

I groaned. “You’re asking a lot.”

“I’m only asking you to keep your promise,” she whispered. “Your freedom for mine.”

I rubbed my forehead and stared at the carpet. If not for her, I’d still be with Porcius. I owed her. So I nodded. “Fine. I’ll help you, like you helped me.”

She let out a breath of relief and bowed her head. Then she rose. “We must leave immediately. The fastest way to cross the sea is through the port at Kazana—”

“My only condition is that Onesimus comes with us,” I said, still seated.

“Do you trust him?”

“With my life.”

“Good.” She moved past me, but I caught her arm.

“Zahira, tell me how you got the key from Porcius.”

“I stole it, of course.”

“Really? But he always keeps it in his belt.”

She shrugged. “It wasn’t hard. I met him in the market and snatched it while he was busy haggling. I grew up on the streets. You learn tricks.”

“You were a street girl?” I said, surprised.

Her blue eyes sparkled. “Don’t you know a thief’s best trick is no one believing she’s a thief?” She reached out and helped me to my feet—then held up a leather pouch. I felt my pocket and found it empty.

I snatched the pouch back.

When we stepped out of the tent, the servant girl was waiting.

“I’m going with them to Rigan,” Zahira said. “You return to Selios before he notices you’re gone. When he asks …”

“They left under cover of night, and I know nothing,” the servant nodded. “Take care, my lady.”

“Thank you for everything, Helmis. I couldn’t have done this without you.”

The two women embraced.

“Looks like you’ve come to an agreement,” came Onesimus’ voice.

We turned to see him coming down the street.

“She’s coming with us,” I said.

He nodded. “I suspected as much. I take it that means we have even more reason to hurry?”

Zahira nodded. “I’ve secured a horse. We must leave at once.”
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Across the fire, Onesimus looked at me and said, “It’s about time you told me what we’re actually doing in Kazana.”

The moon had risen into the black sky, casting its pale light down over the hills. Far off to the north, the distant rush of the sea could be heard.

It was risky to camp out in the wilderness without weapons. We had picked up supplies in the town, and Zahira had paid for the roast now hanging over the flames. The horse stood chewing near a patch of lush grass a little way from the fire, alongside its companion—the stallion we’d stolen from Porcius.

“Kazana’s the quickest way to reach the northern coast,” Zahira answered. She had finished eating and was now braiding a handful of dry stalks.

“Yes, but that’s not the only reason, is it?”

I saw how Onesimus’ sharp gaze settled on Zahira.

“My sister Aemilia lives on the outskirts of Kazana with her husband and their daughter,” she said evenly. “I need to speak with them before heading north.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but she cut me off.

“It’s not a detour, Cirino. I promise we won’t lose time. It’s important I speak with them. Very important.”

“Why?” asked Onesimus. “Just to say goodbye? You could do that in a letter.”

“If I’m never coming back to Mazura, I won’t get another chance to see my sister,” Zahira said sharply. “Besides, they have something I need to retrieve.”

“What?” I asked.

She looked at me over the fire. “Just a small thing. Something very valuable.”

“When was the last time you spoke to your sister?” I asked.

“Almost half a year ago. I was allowed to visit them whenever Selios brought me to Kazana for important meetings with high-ranking officials.”

She already spoke of those memories as though they belonged to a closed chapter of her life.

“How old is your niece?”

“Five.” Zahira smiled at the thought. “She must have grown a lot since last time. Her name is Julia.”

Onesimus tossed the clean bone into the fire, sending a spray of sparks into the air. “Are they your only family?”

“Yes, we only have each other left.” Her expression grew distant. “Once, we were much closer.”

I waited for her to continue. She looked beautiful in the firelight—its glow warmed her lips and made her eyes gleam.

“We lived together through the hard years after my mother died. She took care of me and taught me how to survive on the streets. If it hadn’t been for her, I’d be long dead. But we managed—begging, stealing, whatever it took.”

“Street life isn’t easy,” said Onesimus. “I lived it most of my life.”

Zahira looked at him and seemed to soften. “I’m sorry. Do you have no family at all?”

I glanced between the two of them, realizing I knew very little about their pasts.

“I had an uncle,” said Onesimus dryly. “But I’d have rather gone without. I ran off with a friend the moment we were old enough.” He shook his head. “Sorry, you were saying …?”

Zahira continued. “My sister and I were taken in by a foster family. For the first time in a long while, our lives looked like they might improve. It was a kind couple with a son our age. Aemilia and he fell in love quickly. But when the mother found out, she was furious and forbade them from sharing a room. They had big plans for their son—he wasn’t supposed to marry some girl from the street. From that day on, everything changed. The parents no longer smiled at us. They watched our every move. But of course, the two of them found ways to be together. Their love only grew stronger. When we found out she was pregnant, they disowned us and threw us back out. Even though their son swore he’d stand by her. We were still living on the street when Aemilia gave birth. If Julia hadn’t been such a strong little girl, she wouldn’t have survived. After her birth, we had to change our lives. So we went to Mazura, like so many others, with a sliver of hope for fortune.”

“That’s where you met Selios?” I guessed.

She nodded. “I saw him one day at the market. I still remember how he walked—fine clothes, proud posture. He noticed me staring. I think he thought it was admiration, but actually …” She laughed quietly. “Actually, I was trying to spot where he kept his purse. I was planning to steal it.” Her face turned somber again. “He fell in love with me on the spot. At first, I only stayed with him at night. I was just happy to have a bed. But eventually, I gave in to his pleas and moved in with him, once he got promoted to builder and started getting work outside Mazura.” Her voice faltered. “He didn’t just give me a life worthy of a rich woman … he bought the house in Kazana for my sister and her husband. Julia came down with croup, and if she hadn’t had shelter and could afford a doctor, she would probably have died. Selios saved her life. He saved my family. And now I’ve left him … like some ungrateful street whore.”

“You didn’t have a choice,” Onesimus said gently.

“Of course I did,” she said, discreetly wiping a tear with her sleeve. “I could have stayed …”

“When you said yes to him, I mean,” Onesimus interrupted. “Your niece would have died. You, your sister, your brother-in-law—you would’ve remained on the streets. You didn’t do it for yourself. That wasn’t a real choice. He took advantage of your situation.”

“Onesimus,” I said, trying to stop him.

“I think … you’re right,” she said to my surprise, nodding slowly. “He’s clever. Very cunning …” Her eyes narrowed to slits. “I’d almost forgotten it, but now I remember feeling … tricked. Suddenly I had no choice but to stay with him for life, or risk him tossing Aemilia and Julia back on the street. He has a terrible temper, and he soon stopped treating me kindly. I didn’t dare imagine what he might do to me if I told him I wanted to leave. Of course I couldn’t show these feelings—not to Aemilia, not to anyone. So I buried them deep inside myself.” She turned her gaze to me, and I felt a warmth in my chest. “It wasn’t until I met you in the street in Hambran, Cirino … when I saw you fight for me. That’s when I remembered how I used to feel. I was reminded of the protection I’d longed for.” She shook her head slightly, seeming to regret the words. “Not that I need protecting. I can take care of myself. But I missed having someone who wanted to protect me. I missed being valued—not just as a beautiful mistress, but as a person.”

There was silence around the fire. None of us knew what to say after Zahira had poured out her heart.

“So you’re looking for a fool,” said Onesimus at last.

We both stared at him in surprise.

“What?” Zahira asked.

“In a world where survival is a battle, only fools care about others more than themselves,” said Onesimus with a shrug, as if it were common sense. “And Cirino’s got just what it takes.”

Zahira smiled.

“Are you calling me a fool?” I asked.

“I am. You came back for us, even though it nearly cost you your life.” Onesimus sighed and looked up at the sky. “The stars are more beautiful when seen with free eyes. I’d forgotten that. But now I’m going to sleep. We’ve got thousands of steps ahead of us before we reach Kazana.”

“Not necessarily,” Zahira said. “If we cut out to the coast and follow it west, we’ll cross into Bunesia unnoticed, and we should reach the port city of Kilkias within two days. From there, ships leave daily for Kazana.”

“That could save us many days’ journey,” I said, unrolling my blanket onto the ground.

“Yes, and days are precious,” Zahira said.

I looked at her and was just about to ask what she meant when I noticed the worry in her eyes—and realized. We likely weren’t the only ones on our way to Kazana to see her sister.
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Nothing stirred my homesickness like the view of the sea.

We traveled westward along the coast. The horses trotted steadily through the hilly terrain, leaving deep, blurred tracks in the soft sand.

High above us, a flock of seagulls circled, having been driven inland. If the old sapphire divers were to be believed, it was a sign that a storm was gathering and would hit the coast within two days. The air was thick with the wonderful smell of salt. I don’t think either Onesimus or Zahira noticed—it takes someone who’s lived by the sea to appreciate that scent.

“What did you do before all this, Cirino?” Zahira asked at one point. She was riding behind Onesimus, while I rode alone. “I hope your story isn’t as sad as mine or Onesimus’s.”

“I was a sapphire diver.”

I told her about the day I’ve dreamed of so many times since.

“Life can change suddenly in a single moment,” Zahira said, and I could hear that she spoke from experience.

“Cirino,” said Onesimus, in that thoughtful tone only he could pull off. “Have you ever dreamed past it? Beyond the part where the pirates took you?”

I thought for a moment. Shook my head. “The dream always begins the same way—me waking up in the reed hut to the sound of the sea lapping against the stilts, the morning sun warming my face. And it always ends the same: with me breaking the dove’s neck.”

“Can you remember what happened after that?”

“Yes. They took me.”

“No, but … can you actually remember it? The same way you remember the dream? Can you recall everything that was said and done?”

“No, not at all. I think they put a sack over my head. It’s … actually very blurry.” I’d never really tried to remember it before, but now I noticed something odd in my memory. “I think a few days went by—maybe more—where I only have vague flashes of memory. Time kind of bled together. The next thing I remember clearly is the sight of Porcius bending over me.”

“Hmmm.”

“Does that mean something?” I asked.

“You were probably just scared.”

But I could hear from his voice that Onesimus didn’t believe that explanation. I knew him well enough to understand he’d thought of something—and that he would share it when the time was right.

We traveled in silence for a while. I watched Zahira. Her brown hair swayed with each step, her tunic was wrinkled but still neat. Tiny beads of sweat glistened on her brow, and there were creases between her eyes.

“What are you thinking about?” I asked.

She was pulled from her thoughts and looked up at me. “My niece.”

“Tell me about her.”

She smiled sadly. “She’s five, and I haven’t spent much time with her.”

“Your voice gets warmer when you talk about her,” Onesimus pointed out. “I doubt you have nothing to tell.”

“She once said she wanted to be a princess when she grew up. When my sister explained that it required marrying a prince, she wrinkled her nose and decided instead she wanted to be a hairdresser for rich ladies. She convinced me to let her practice on my hair.” Zahira laughed and reached under her veil. “The missing patch at the back of my neck is finally starting to grow back.”

“She sounds like a lovely girl,” I said.

“Julia is the sapphire of my heart.”

“Why haven’t you had children of your own?”

She shrugged. “Selios wanted a son, but I … I didn’t want to carry on his bloodline. Julia is the daughter I never had. I love her more than anything in this world.” Zahira smiled, but I saw a shadow pass over her face, and she mumbled, “If anything happens to her …”

“Nothing will,” I said. “We’ll get there in time.”

Zahira looked at me for a long time. I could see in her eyes that she wanted to believe me.

I noticed her horse pick up the pace a little.

***

The sky was like a painting at the end of our second day of travel when Kilkias finally appeared on the horizon.

The reed-covered hills had flattened out, and the coast had turned into a long sandy beach where the tide crept a little higher with each wave. From a distance, the city looked like a child’s building blocks, set at the place where sea met land.

“Do ships leave port this late?” I asked Zahira over my shoulder. “Don’t they stop for the night?”

“I don’t think we need to worry,” she replied. “The Bunesians ship many kinds of goods to Kazana. Rich folks will pay extra for fresh ones.”

My stomach growled at the thought of food. At midday, we’d stopped for a quick break. I had caught two flatfish, Zahira had gathered a handful of blackberries from the bushes between the dunes, and Onesimus had built a fire where we cooked the meat and boiled water for drinking. If I hadn’t spent five years as a slave, the hunger would have been unbearable by now—but I felt only the familiar ache.

By the time we reached the harbor, dusk had fallen. Vessels of all sizes lined the docks—large freighters, small fishing boats, pleasure craft. By day, nearly a thousand sailors must work here. A few ships were actually manned and in the middle of being loaded. One had just pushed off.

Zahira stopped by a medium-sized ship where two men were hauling crates across a gangplank. She leapt down and handed me the reins. The men paused when they saw her.

“Evening,” she said. “You headed to Kazana?”

“Well, there ain’t many other ports across the strait,” said the older man, spitting thickly on the cobblestones. He was stout, flat-nosed, and wore a captain’s hat. “Why do you ask, lady?”

“Are you the captain?”

“You bet I am.”

“I need passage to Kazana. I’m willing to pay.”

“Pay with what?” asked the younger one—a greasy-haired youth—eyeing Zahira up and down.

She met his gaze, cold as ice. “With coins.”

“Might not be enough,” he said, laughing.

Zahira ignored him and pointed. “Those two men over there are coming with me.”

The older man glanced toward us and chewed his tobacco thoughtfully. “What about the nags?”

“They’re yours. We won’t need them anymore.”

“Still not enough.”

“You’ll get a hundred stemas on top.”

“Two hundred.”

Zahira shook her head. “We don’t have that much. But I’m sure other ships are setting out tonight …” She turned to walk back toward us.

The two sailors exchanged a look.

“Wait!” the older one called. “The horses and a hundred stemas is enough.”

“When will we arrive?”

“Noon. Maybe earlier, if the wind holds.”

“Do you have food on board?”

The sailor planted his hands on his hips. “If you want food too, I’ll need more than a hundred stemas …”

“She’s a tough haggler,” Onesimus whispered.

I nodded, watching with admiration as Zahira negotiated. She clearly had experience. But if she’d lived with Selios with little else to do, maybe shopping had been her outlet.

“Give the horses to Damrian here,” the sailor finally said, clearly not pleased with the outcome. He spat and looked at his companion. “Run them up to my place and get them in the stable. Make sure they have hay and water for the night.”

Damrian obeyed, casting one last look at Zahira—one she ignored, but I didn’t like—and then came over to take the reins.

“Come aboard,” the sailor said, hoisting a crate. “We’ll set off as soon as Damrian gets back. You two gents can lend a hand, if you like.”

“What are you hauling?” I asked.

“Skazian bulgur and lizard eggs,” he said, patting the crate. “Breakfast of the gods.”

We helped load the rest.

“I swore when we escaped Porcius I’d never do hard labor again,” Onesimus muttered.

I smiled. “It’s not so bad when you do it by choice, is it?”

“Work’s work,” he grunted, lifting the crate up the narrow gangplank.

Standing on deck, I felt something I’d almost forgotten—the gentle rocking of a ship beneath my sandals, rising and falling with the waves. A smile spread across my lips, and I was suddenly overwhelmed by a desire to dive into the sea. But the dark, murky harbor water was no place for swimming.

“Come below and have a dram,” the sailor offered, opening the cabin door and revealing stairs.

“We’d rather eat,” Zahira said.

“Fair enough. We don’t usually sail with more than Damrian and me, but I’m sure we can fit all three of you in the bunks.”

We went down to the cabin. The cramped space smelled of stale smoke and fish. Zahira sat on a bench by a small table while the sailor rummaged through a cupboard. He was more friendly now that we were his guests and chattered away nonstop.

“Hope you like camel meat and beans—we’re not exactly swimming in coin, you see. But it fills the belly, and there’s plenty more where that came from.”

“We’ll take what we can get,” said Onesimus.

“Yeah, you don’t look like picky types,” said the captain, sitting down with a groan. He spat into the chamber pot—and missed. “Name’s Gaius, by the way. Eat up, and maybe tell me your story while you do?” He poured himself a cup of wine that smelled sour and cheap.

We exchanged glances across the table. Zahira gave a discreet shake of her head.

“Our story’s not very interesting, Gaius,” Onesimus said. “Why don’t you tell us yours instead?”

It was wonderful to fill my stomach. I ate until I couldn’t manage another bite.

During the meal, Captain Gaius talked eagerly. At first he sipped his wine, but the gulps grew larger, his eyes glassier, and by the end he was slurring.

Damrian returned, and Gaius showed us the bunk room. He lit an oil lamp on the wall and gestured broadly. “Bit cramped, yeah. Bottom one’s mine, so looks like one of you’s on the floor.”

“No problem,” I said. “I’m used to sleeping on hard floors.”

The sailors went up to deck to cast off and raise sail. We climbed into bed.

“Gods,” Onesimus sighed, stretching out. “I can’t remember the last time I felt anything this soft under my back.”

Didn’t last long before we all drifted off.

***

I woke with a start. The bunkroom was dark. I could hear the captain snoring—he’d likely have a nasty headache come morning, but for now he was out cold.

Waves slapped against the hull. I lifted my head and noticed Zahira’s bunk was empty. Her voice floated down from above. Quietly, I got up and slipped out.

The damp night air hit me the moment I stepped on deck. The mist was so thick it was hard to see far, but there wouldn’t be much to see anyway—just black water on all sides. We were in the middle of the fjord.

The rudder stood unattended, held in place by a brace. I looked around but saw no one. Then I heard a voice at the stern, though I couldn’t make out the words. I walked past the helm and saw Zahira standing at the bow with Damrian beside her. He stepped closer and said something low. Zahira had her arms crossed and leaned away from him.

I approached. Damrian jerked his head around, greasy hair swinging. I gave him a look but said only, “Couldn’t sleep?”

“I never sleep well on ships,” Zahira replied with a yawn.

Damrian wiped his nose, scowled at me, and trudged off toward the rudder. Zahira didn’t even glance at him, just kept staring out over the sea.

Once we were alone, I said, “I don’t really like him.”

Zahira didn’t answer right away. “Sorry, what did you say?”

“Was he bothering you? Damrian, I mean.”

“Aren’t sailors always like that?” she said with a shrug. Then, as if something dawned on her, she looked at me. “Is that why you came up here? To check on me?”

“No, well, uhm …” I mumbled.

Zahira smiled wearily. “You’re sweet, Cirino. But I can take care of myself.”

We stood a moment in silence, looking out into the fog. Listening to the sea.

“You know,” she said, “I feel guilty about what happened in Hambran.”

“What do you mean?”

“It was my fault the slave owner found you in the forge. He saw me go in, heard us talking. He must’ve followed me and …”

“No, he already knew I was planning to escape. One of the other slaves told him. It had nothing to do with you.”

She looked surprised—and relieved. We stood in silence for a bit.

“What’s life like in Rigan?” she asked.

“A lot like here, but more peaceful. I think you’ll like it.”

“Is it true there are no slaves?”

“Yes. The former king abolished it, and the last slaves were freed. I was two years old at the time, so I never saw a slave until I became one myself.”

She looked at me. “You must miss home terribly.”

I forced a smile. “I try not to think about it.”

She nodded and didn’t ask again. A gust of wind loosened her shawl. I caught it before it blew away. Our eyes met as I wrapped it gently back around her shoulders.
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Kazana came into view at dawn, its harbor still wrapped in mist.

When Gaius called us up on deck shortly after midday, we saw hundreds of ships and boats on the horizon; some arriving, others just setting off. The mist that had hung over the sea since daybreak was finally beginning to lift, and the weather was clear.

“Kazana isn’t just some random fishing town,” said Onesimus, stretching. “It’s the navel of the world.”

“Exactly,” said Gaius, surprisingly fresh. “This is where nations trade and exchange. Here you can meet people from the north, from the west—everywhere! Goods come in from distant lands and are sent just as far out. Spices, clothing, animals, drinks, gems, holy texts, porcelain, women—you name it, Kazana has it.” He looked around at us, his bloodshot eyes gleaming. “I tell you, friends—if I didn’t have my old mother to take care of, I’d have moved here long ago.”

“Bring her with you,” Onesimus suggested.

“She refuses to leave Bunesia,” muttered Gaius with a snort. “She’s always going on about how she thinks the Grand Empire will crumble any day now.”

I looked at him. “How?”

Gaius shrugged. “Aw, she rambles about democracy and citizens’ freedom. My mother used to have a sharp mind, let me tell you. She worked at the Queen’s library and read who knows how many books—knew all the great philosophers.” The captain smacked his lips. “But there’s not much sense left in her now, poor old crow.”

“Your mother remembers a different time,” Zahira said. “A time none of us have known.”

Gaius nodded. “Just two generations ago, Mazura wasn’t any mightier than the other southern nations. Can you imagine? Their language has become nearly as widespread as Salmeric, most trade flows through Mazura …”

“Their temples are rising everywhere,” Zahira continued. “The empire keeps pushing its borders.”

“Yes, it’s incredible,” the captain agreed—even though I’m not sure that was the point Zahira was making.

“How do you think it started?” Onesimus asked him. “Why did Mazura begin expanding and gaining power?”

Gaius lifted his hat and scratched his scruffy hair. “Well, I don’t know that much history. My mother could lecture you from now until sunset, lad, but I think it’s hard to pin down exactly what did it. The right location, the right emperor, maybe just the times changing.”

“Selios believed it was the drought,” said Zahira. When we looked at her, puzzled, she added, “Have you heard of it? The infamous Great Drought? It happened a few years before I was born. It ruined the harvests for years for anyone without access to the Purple Sea. That drove many people toward Mazura to settle or buy food …”

“There you go,” the captain cut in. “Plenty of explanations, and they all probably hold some truth.” He gazed toward the harbor, now slowly drawing nearer in the growing morning light. “Either way, the empire’s here now, and I don’t believe in my mother’s gloomy predictions. I think Mazura will last as long as time itself.”

***

We docked at one of the long stone piers stretching out from the harbor like enormous fingers. The captain moored the ship, we paid him and thanked him for the passage.

The throng of people was intense. Fortunately, Zahira knew the area and led us southward. The crowd thinned gradually the farther we got from the harbor square and into the city proper.

Kazana is a remarkable city—hard to describe unless you’ve seen it for yourself. It resembles nothing else I’ve encountered. As we walked through streets and alleys, I felt the same overwhelming awe that had gripped Gaius and many others.

The houses were the tallest I’d ever seen, packed tightly side by side, as if builders had kept adding on until there was simply no room left. Facing the street were open shops and workshops where craftsmen worked while customers came and went. Shoemakers, butchers, jewelers, carpenters all displayed their goods; the many smells of leather, meat, and freshly cut wood nearly masked the stench of sweat and filth. The city’s commercial life was so vibrant and varied that at first, one might think that was all Mazura had to offer.

But when I looked up, I saw the many floors with endless rows of bleak, cramped dwellings, and I thought of termite mounds. Through some of the openings I saw four, five—even more—sleeping spots, but no other furniture. This was where the common folk lived, those without the money or skills to run a business, those who labored each day just to afford food.

As we rounded a corner, someone grabbed my arm.

“Spare a coin for a starving old man,” the beggar pleaded.

I yanked my arm away and stared in horror at the spot where his skin had touched mine.

“Don’t worry,” said Zahira, dropping a coin in his bowl. “Kazana is nearly free of the fleshrot. As soon as the sick are discovered, they’re sent out of the country.”

“Where to?” I asked, glancing back at the man. He bowed and waved after Zahira, babbling cheerfully.

“No one really knows,” she admitted. “The city council handles it.”

Farther down the street, the road had been dug up. An overseer stood watch as a group of slaves worked to repair the sewer. They were knee-deep in running filth, and the stench was unbearable.

A strange structure caught my eye a little farther on. It looked like a narrow walkway on heavy pillars, winding through the streets and across plazas, without any obvious purpose. But when I saw people gathered beneath it, bathing in water dripping from small holes, I realized what it was for.

“An aqueduct,” I murmured. “It’s huge—much bigger than the ones we have in Rigan.”

“It starts from a spring up in the mountains and branches out across most of the city,” said Onesimus. “The emperor had it built around the time I was captured.”

“Thanks to it, everyone has access to running water,” Zahira added.

We crossed a bridge over a sluggish stream and entered a wealthier neighborhood. The contrast was striking. Here, houses stood apart in ostentatious styles, each large enough for ten families.

We saw libraries, city halls, temples, and courthouses. These public buildings testified to prosperity, with their columns, gates, golden knockers, and gleaming roofs. Slaves swept the steps.

Zahira led us down a smaller street lined with modest houses. She stopped at a little white home, knocked, and we waited. The neighborhood was quiet in the early evening. It smelled of food, and children’s voices carried from somewhere nearby. The rest of the massive city buzzed faintly in the background, blending with the chirping of cicadas in a cedar tree beside the house.

The door opened, and a little girl with a doll under her arm looked out eagerly. Her eyes lit up when she recognized Zahira. “Auntie!” She threw her arms around the kneeling woman.

Zahira lifted Julia up, tears in her eyes. “It’s so good to see you again, my darling,” she said in High Mazuran, stroking the girl’s fair hair. “You’ve grown so much I hardly recognized you. You know what? I brought a couple of friends for you to meet.”

The girl peeked out, sniffled, and looked at us. “Who are they?”

“My name is Cirino,” I said in clumsy Mazuran. “Your aunt has told me many nice things about you.”

She smiled shyly. “Hi, Cirino.”

Onesimus bowed deeply. “An honor, fair lady. My name is Onesimus.” He surprised me by speaking almost fluently.

Julia giggled and wiped her eyes.

“Heavens above,” said a woman now standing in the doorway. She looked a few years older than Zahira. “Zahira … is that you?”

“Hello, sister,” said Zahira, embracing her.

Aemilia’s hair was darker and shorter, her gaze just as clear, but less guarded. She looked at Onesimus and me. “You show up unannounced. And bring company?” She’d switched to Salmeric, though I could tell she didn’t speak it daily anymore.

Zahira introduced us.

“Pleased to meet you. Come in. Diodoros is at work, but he’ll be home shortly. You can stay for supper.”

“No, we can’t stay,” Zahira said.

“What do you mean?”

Zahira glanced at Julia. “Can we speak in private?”

“Of course, but come inside first.”

Aemilia’s home had a pantry, furniture, porcelain, and a hearth in the kitchen where a pot was simmering. The kitchen smelled wonderfully of garlic and thyme. I even glimpsed a real bed in the loft.

“You have a beautiful home,” said Onesimus, sounding genuinely impressed.

“Thank you,” said Aemilia. “We’re not rich, but we’re better off than most.” I noticed the look she gave her sister as she said, “And we thank the gods for that.”

“Why are your clothes so dirty?” Julia asked, looking at Onesimus and me.

“Julia!” Aemilia snapped. “You don’t say things like that.”

“She’s right,” said Onesimus with a smile. “This is the only clothing we’ve had for a very long time. So it’s gotten quite worn.”

“Why? Don’t you have other clothes?”

“No. Hey, Julia, are these lovely drawings yours?” He walked over to the parchments scattered on the floor with some colored chalk. “Would you tell me what they show?”

“I left Selios,” Zahira said quietly once Julia had gone with Onesimus. She switched to Salmeric just in case.

Aemilia’s eyes widened. “Is that true?”

“I’m afraid he’ll come here, Aemilia. We got here as fast as we could, but we can’t be more than a day ahead. We have to leave the house tonight.”

“But … but … I don’t understand …”

Zahira quickly explained. “I’m terribly sorry to bring this trouble upon you, sister,” she finished. “But I … I couldn’t stay with Selios any longer. You have to understand how terrible my life was with him.”

“I suppose I’ve always known this day would come,” Aemilia said with surprising calm. “I never liked Selios, and you know that. But I didn’t realize things were that bad—you never told me about him. I feel awful for what you’ve been through for our sake.”

“Don’t think about that.” Zahira leaned forward and lowered her voice further. “But we have to leave, Aemilia. This is the first place Selios will look for me. I don’t know what he might do, but in any case, he’ll throw you out. Diodoros has a brother farther south, doesn’t he? That way you’ll be outside Kazana, and …”

“Zahira,” Aemilia said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Let’s talk over dinner, all right? If Selios can’t get here before tomorrow evening, we still have time to think things through. I promise we’ll leave if we must, but let’s sleep on it.”

Zahira sighed heavily. “I don’t know, Aemilia … I’d rather we all left tonight.”

I didn’t like stopping either—especially not in a place where Selios was likely to show up. On the other hand, we needed somewhere to sleep anyway, and it might as well be here. “I’m fine with staying,” I said. “As long as we leave again before sunrise.”

“Good. I’ll fetch some towels, and you show them the bathhouse,” Aemilia decided. “Meanwhile, I’ll cook a bit more so there’s enough for everyone.”

At that moment, the front door opened and a large man stepped into the kitchen. His arms were dusted with flour, and he carried two hefty loaves of bread. “Good heavens. I don’t recall our family being this large when I left this morning.”

“Father!” Julia cried out.
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Streaks of gold, purple, and deep violet colored the sky as we stepped into the dusty courtyard. A small communal bathhouse stood here, and cheerful humming could be heard from inside.

“Here,” Zahira said, handing me the towels before hurrying back into the house.

There were three pools inside. In one of them, a sun-bronzed man lay floating on his back, eyes closed. Only his face and a small paunch broke the water’s surface. He hummed to himself, unaware of our presence.

We undressed, filled the jars, and helped each other pour the cool water over our bodies, rinsing off the worst of the grime before getting into the pool.

“Oh, by the gods,” the man exclaimed, sitting up. He smiled broadly and brushed back his thinning hair. “I didn’t hear you come in!”

“We didn’t mean to startle you,” I apologized.

“No, no, that’s entirely my fault,” he assured us. “I tend to drift off when I’m—” He trailed off as he got a closer look at us. I saw his eyes trace the lines of our ribs and spindly limbs. He studied the nearly healed stab wound on my chest from Porcius’ knife, and the many scars on Onesimus’ arms and back from years of whipping. The red marks around our necks from the chains were still visible. Finally, he glanced at our pile of ragged clothes. His expression turned grave. “This bathhouse is private property,” he said, stepping out of the water. “It’s for the residents of this street. Slaves aren’t allowed.”

Onesimus and I exchanged a look filled with a tangle of emotions. My companion eyed the man with a dry smile. “We’re free men. Do you see any chains?”

The man blinked in confusion. “But … I thought …”

“We were slaves until recently,” I said, helping him out. “But we won our freedom.”

“Ah,” he said. “I’m glad to hear it. So what brings you here?”

“We’re guests of Aemilia.”

“I see. I apologize for the misunderstanding. Well, I should be going. Supper doesn’t eat itself, does it?” He grabbed a towel from a hook, briskly dried his round body, slipped on a clean tunic, and left the bathhouse.

Onesimus gave me a look. “We should probably keep our clothes on from now on.”

Roast pork, beans, fresh salad, and warm bread were on the table when we came in. Zahira was sitting on the floor with her niece in her lap, even though the girl was a bit too old for that. She proudly displayed a collection of bird eggshells from a small box.

“Would you like a couple of Diodoros’ tunics?” Aemilia offered, drying her hands on her apron. “He’s got plenty to spare.”

“Don’t worry about us,” said Onesimus, but she had already fetched them.

She held one against my chest; it was far too large. “Uh … Diodoros seems to be a slightly different size.”

“Let your husband keep his clothes,” I said. “We’ll buy our own as soon as we find a tailor.”

Aemilia sighed and set the tunics aside. “Well, let’s eat then.”

Diodoros came in from the other room and we all took our seats. It felt strange to be sitting at a set table again. The food was wonderful, but the mood was subdued. Only Julia talked freely, chattering to Zahira about everything she’d experienced since their last visit.

We hadn’t been eating long when there was a knock at the door. It opened, and the man from the bathhouse entered with a bundle of clothes in his arms. He gave us a hesitant smile. “Good evening—and bon appétit.”

“Good evening, Purix,” said Aemilia, surprised. “What brings you here?”

“Well, I apologize for interrupting your meal …”

“Don’t mention it,” said Diodoros, standing. “Would you like a bite to eat?”

“No, no, I’ve eaten, thank you. Actually, I just came because … I just wanted to …” He finally looked at Onesimus and me. “I’m terribly sorry for how I came across earlier. That wasn’t my intention at all … so I thought maybe … since I saw your clothes … you might need some new tunics?” He held the garments out, but didn’t approach. “They’re from my own tailor’s shop.”

I felt bad for him and almost smiled. Instead, I stood up. “Thank you very much, but we really can’t accept them.”

“Diodoros already offered us clothes,” added Onesimus.

“Diodoros?” Purix laughed warmly. “The big guy? I make his clothes custom because his shoulders and waist don’t match—and besides, he’s at least four sizes bigger than you two. No, these will fit you perfectly, I guarantee it. I’ve got an eye for such things.” He stepped forward and handed me the tunic.

I gave in and smiled. “Thank you, Purix.”

***

The meal landed heavily in my empty stomach. Afterward, Aemilia suggested a walk around the neighborhood. She probably wanted to say goodbye to the place.

On the way, we heard a whip crack behind us. Both Onesimus and I spun around. But it was only a farmer returning home with his lizard-drawn cart. Diodoros gave us a puzzled look but said nothing.

My heart quickly settled. But I noticed Onesimus kept glancing over his shoulder, checking alleys. And then it struck me—I had noticed other things about him since we escaped Porcius. Beneath the surface, a restlessness was starting to show. Just fleeting glances, or quiet gasps when he woke in the night and sat upright. But I knew him well enough to notice. I could hardly imagine how strange this must all feel to Onesimus, who had spent most of his life enslaved, now suddenly free. It would take time before the thought would sink in. What had he said again?

“They had become slaves.”

“But … they already were—”

“No. They weren’t. But they became so.”

I couldn’t help wondering—had it happened to Onesimus too? Was it too late now that he finally had his freedom back? I remembered how I’d felt the first signs of it myself, back in the desert, when Mahlah begged me to take his orb, and I’d felt nothing. I glanced at Onesimus and tried to shake the thought.

We reached a park so peaceful and beautiful that it made you forget you were in the middle of the city. Gentle shadows wrapped around us as we strolled between the trees. Overhead hung vivid green, unripe oranges.

We settled on a couple of benches. Julia—unaware she was seeing the park for the last time—chased evening moths hunting dew and nectar. Zahira joined her, and they laughed when one of them caught a bug.

“I still can’t believe we have to leave this place,” said Aemilia, brushing her hair behind her ear. “Part of me hoped we’d grow old here.”

Diodoros took her hand. “My brother will take us in for as long as we need, I’m sure of it. He might even help us find a new home.”

“Mother, mother!” Julia called, running over with cupped hands. “I caught one!”

“Well done, sweetheart. Let me see.”

The girl carefully opened her hands, but no moth emerged. She stared in surprise at her palms. “Huh … where did it go?”

“Maybe you missed it after all,” said Onesimus kindly. “Or maybe it was magic.”

Julia stared at him, her thoughts clearly racing. Then she decided he was joking and burst into laughter before running back to Zahira.

“She was supposed to start school this fall,” said Aemilia, watching her daughter fondly.

“Really?” asked Onesimus. “I thought schools were for boys.”

“The council passed a law in the spring—girls are to be educated too.”

“School is just one of many things the empire’s prosperity has brought,” Diodoros added. “We’ve been lucky to live in such a wealthy land.”

“I’m sure you’ll settle somewhere else just fine,” I said.

“There’s no place like Kazana,” he said. “Where else do you find clean streets and running water? The best schools and the finest doctors in the world? Wouldn’t you rather live here, if you could?”

I shrugged. “It’s not really a place for me.”

He stared at me, surprised. “What do you mean? Look around you!”

“Everything here was built by slaves,” I said. “Everything in this city exists thanks to those who benefit the least. I saw hundreds of poor people on our way here, but only a handful of rich ones. Is that really a good place—where the few live on the backs of the many?”

Diodoros was silent for a moment. “I must admit,” he murmured, “I’ve never thought about it that way.”

“I’m not sure it’s the right way to think about it either,” I said honestly, my thoughts drifting north. “Maybe it’s just my homesickness talking.”

“Zahira told me your story,” said Aemilia. “I’m sorry for all you’ve been through.”

We sat in silence for a while. Julia tripped and tumbled into the grass. Zahira knelt and started tickling her, making the girl squeal with laughter.

“She’ll handle the change just fine,” said Onesimus. “As long as she has you two.”

Aemilia and Diodoros exchanged a look. “Hasn’t Zahira told you?”

“Told us what?”

“It’s probably better she says it herself,” said Diodoros.

I noticed Aemilia’s eyes had grown wet.

I stood and walked over to Zahira. “Can I talk to you for a moment?”

I led her a short distance away, and she followed.

“Aemilia hinted that you have something to tell me,” I said. “Something about Julia.”

Zahira lowered her eyes, and suddenly it all clicked.

“By the gods … she’s yours?”

Zahira nodded and looked up at me. “Selios would never have taken me as a concubine if he knew I had a child.”

“Gods …” I muttered, looking over at the girl, who had now spotted a large moth on a bush. “Does Julia know?”

“No. We chose not to tell her, in case she mentioned it to someone who might pass it on to Selios.”

I thought about it. “You said you had something precious to collect. You want to take her with you to Rigan.”

“We just have to cross the sea, Cirino. She won’t slow us down, I promise.”

“Is Diodoros her father?”

“No. I got pregnant while we were living on the street. I never saw him again.”

Julia pounced and tried to grab the moth, but it fluttered up and tangled in her hair. She shook her head, her blonde curls flying. Aemilia burst out laughing.

“I don’t like the idea of taking her away from them,” Zahira said. “But on the other hand, I miss her terribly. And I’ve already lost the first five years of her life. Now I can finally give her a safe life—with me.”

“How are they taking it?” I asked, nodding toward Aemilia and Diodoros.

“They understand. Aemilia knew right away I had come for Julia. I think they’ve always known the day would come.” She took my arm and looked at me intensely. “I have to take her, Cirino.”

I looked at her for a long time. Then I nodded. “I’m sure both of you will be warmly welcomed in Lubrina.”
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For a long time, I lay on my back, one arm tucked beneath my neck, staring at the ceiling and trying to sleep. But sleep was far away.

My heart was pounding, and a strange restlessness tingled through my body, as if I were falling ill. I felt my forehead, but it wasn’t warm. I rolled onto my side. Onesimus had his back to me, as he had on so many nights when we slept under the open sky, wrapped in threadbare blankets. As usual, I couldn’t tell if he was asleep.

On my other side were the girls. Julia lay curled up in a ball, her face pressed to Zahira’s chest, and Zahira had her arms wrapped tightly around her. They looked unnaturally peaceful. But the sight did nothing to ease my unease. Something gnawed at me, and I didn’t know what. Maybe it was just—

From the street came the sound of hooves. A horse snorted. More than one. The steps stopped as the riders reined in. I sat up and listened. Zahira stirred in her sleep but didn’t wake. Voices spoke in hushed tones outside. As quietly as possible, I slipped into the kitchen. My heart now thundered. I unlatched the shutter and cracked it open.

The soldiers had dismounted. There were at least five of them, armed and carrying torches. Selios still sat on his horse, his face pale in the flickering light.

“Two of you go in,” he said. “She’s in there—I know it. Bring her to me.”

I stood frozen as the guards marched toward the house. Only at the sound of the handle did I snap out of it. I sprang toward the front door just as it burst open with a crash. The first guard appeared in the kitchen doorway. I slammed into him with my shoulder, knocked him to the ground, and he dropped his sword. The noise was deafening in the silent house.

The second guard cried out in surprise and swung his torch at me. I stepped back, dodged the first blow, but he swung again, and the flames hissed past my face. Burning oil spattered the walls. The first guard was scrambling to his feet, and I couldn’t take them both in the narrow hallway. I dropped to my knees, grabbed the sword, and parried the next strike. The torch broke in two, and the burning end fell to the floor. I thrust at him—he tried to block with the broken torch, but the sword tip grazed his upper arm, slicing the flesh. He screamed, clutched the wound, and backed out the door. I spun to face the second guard just as he pulled a knife and lunged. The sword sank deep into his belly. He dropped his weapon. I stared in shock at his sweaty face as he collapsed with a final gasp.

For a moment I stood there, sword slick with blood, trembling. Outside, the guards were shouting over one another, and Selios’ voice cut through: “Get in there, damn you! They’ve seen you! Find her before she escapes!”

“Cirino!” Zahira called, but I didn’t have time to answer.

I turned toward the open door, where the rest of the soldiers were running up. One of them raised a crossbow and fired. I dove aside and heard the bolt whistle past, slamming into the wall. Zahira screamed. I slammed the door shut, then drove the sword down into the floorboards with both hands. The guards hit the door just then—it opened a sliver, but the blade wedged it shut.

Behind Zahira, Onesimus appeared. “What’s going on?”

“Selios,” was all I could manage.

Another crash as the soldiers struck the door. Zahira screamed, but the sword held. I heard Julia begin to cry in the other room.

“Julia!” Zahira cried and ran to her.

I went to the window and threw open the shutters. Selios still sat on his horse.

“We’ve barricaded the door!” I shouted, ducking slightly as the guards turned their spears toward me. “The first one through that gap gets a bolt in the throat!”

Selios squinted, trying to see me clearly.

“Who’s speaking? I demand to know who’s inside!”

Diodoros appeared with wild eyes.

“What in the gods’ name is going on? Is that Selios?”

“They tried to break in, but Cirino stopped them,” said Onesimus.

Diodoros saw the dead soldier in the entry and the sword wedged in the door. He whispered, “Gods have mercy.”

Just then Aemilia and Zahira appeared, Zahira clutching Julia. The girl whimpered, clinging to her doll.

“Take Julia and get to the bedroom,” Diodoros said. Then he pushed past me and looked out.

“Selios! It’s me, Diodoros. What in the world are you doing here?”

“I’ve come to take back what’s mine, Diodoros!” Selios screeched. “My wife is in there with you, and I demand she come out—now!”

“Zahira? She’s not—”

“Don’t lie to me, Diodoros, do you hear me?” Selios shouted. “Tell me who just spoke!”

Diodoros glanced at me. I shook my head. If Selios saw me, we had no hope of getting out alive.

“Listen, Selios,” Diodoros tried. “I don’t know what has you so furious, but we can talk—”

Selios leaned down and spoke softly to one of his men. The soldiers lit fresh torches and split off, circling the house. Only one stayed beside him.

“What are they doing?” Onesimus asked.

“Diodoros!” Selios shouted. “You are on my property, and I demand to see Zahira now. If she doesn’t come out, I will burn this house to the ground!”

“We have to get out through the back,” said Onesimus. “Now, while we still can.”

“There’s no back door,” said Diodoros. “We could climb out a window …”

I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. Through the shutters of the west-facing window, I saw two figures with torches.

“It’s too late,” I said. “They’ve surrounded the house.”

Diodoros stared at me. “What do we do, Cirino?”

“Do you have any weapons?”

His face went pale and he shook his head. “I’m a baker, not a warrior. We don’t stand a chance against them. They’ll—”

“Zahira!” Selios’ voice tore through the night like a bird’s cry. “Zahira! Come out, now!”

I ran to the sitting room and scrambled up the ladder. Aemilia and Zahira were in the corner, with Julia between them. All three had wide, terrified eyes.

“He’s threatening to burn the house,” I said in Salmeric. “We may have to flee, fast.”

“Maybe … maybe I should talk to him,” Zahira whispered. “I could try to reason with him.”

“No!” Aemilia cried. “You’re not going out there, Zahira.”

We all stared at each other for a moment, none of us knowing what to do.

“Last chance, Zahira!” Selios screamed. “Or I set the place on fire!”

Julia began to cry. Zahira pulled her close.

“Help us, Cirino.”

I jumped down and ran to the kitchen.

“Selios, please!” Diodoros begged through the window. “My wife and I have done you no harm!”

I joined him and saw Selios had dismounted. He stood in the street, hands on his hips, the torchlight flickering over his face. Several neighbors had appeared, some edging closer to watch.

“He’s not listening anymore,” Diodoros muttered.

“Selios!” I shouted.

The Mazuran snapped his head toward me, stepped closer, squinting.

“You again! That voice—where have I …?” Then his face went slack with shock. “The slave from Hambran … I should have guessed it …”

“You really want six lives on your conscience? The gods won’t forgive that.”

Selios pointed at me, his body trembling with rage. “Send my wife out, and I’ll make your journey to the Mountain quick and painless.” His voice dropped. “Zahira meant everything to me. And you took her from me, you mangy cur.”

“If you still love her, you won’t harm her. Let me come out instead.”

“You’ll never understand what it means to love, you cursed little slave,” he hissed, eyes brimming with tears. “I should never have let your master buy your life.” He turned. “Guards, prepare yourselves!”

“No, stop!” I leaned out the window. “There’s a little girl in here, for the love of the gods!”

The guards hesitated. They looked at Selios.

“Burn it down, I said!” he screamed. “It’s my property, and I want it in ashes!”

The guards looked at one another, but none moved. One said, “But, sir … I have a daughter …”

Selios stormed over, yanked the torch from his hand, and hurled it through the window. I had to duck. The torch tumbled across the floor, spitting burning oil, and struck the table leg. Flames immediately climbed the wood.

Onesimus threw the blanket he’d been sleeping under over the fire, smothering most of it. But just then came a bang from the sitting room window as the shutters flew open. A guard leaned in, set fire to the shutters, and tossed in a torch. Another followed through the third window, nearly hitting Diodoros.

“We can’t stop it!” Onesimus cried, scrambling up. “We have to get out!”

“The moment we step outside, they’ll shoot us,” Diodoros said, spinning around. “By the gods, why is this happening? Our home …”

“You’re right, it’s hopeless,” I said. “He only wants Zahira.”

Diodoros stared at me. “Then she has to go out.”

“No!” I cried. “Diodoros, listen to yourself.”

He flung his arms wide. “It’s better than all of us dying! Zahira brought this trouble. I won’t sacrifice my family for her.”

“He’s right!”

We turned to see Zahira. She held her veil to her mouth. Behind her, Aemilia came down the ladder with Julia in her arms, covering the girl’s face with a cloth. Julia’s terrified eyes darted to the flames. The fire was spreading fast. The smoke was choking.

“We’ll suffocate soon!” Onesimus shouted.

“I’m going out to him,” Zahira said calmly.

“No, wait!” I cried.

Diodoros grabbed my arm. “Let her go, Cirino! She’s doing the right thing.”

I pulled away and stopped her. “Wait, Zahira. It’s certain death.”

“If I don’t go, we all die,” she said.

“I’m begging you, Zahira.”

She brushed my cheek with her fingers. Her eyes were wet with tears. Then she crawled to Aemilia, embraced her, and kissed Julia’s forehead.

I clutched my head, my nose stinging from smoke, trying to think. Fortunia, help us, please … show us a way … there must be something we can do …

Then my eyes landed on the hearth. I rushed over, dropped to my knees, and looked up through the soot-blackened shaft; a patch of stars was visible.

“We can get out this way,” I shouted, loosening the chain hanging over the coals.

“Onesimus, take the chain and climb up. You can help the rest of us get up faster. Maybe we can jump to the neighbor’s roof.”

Onesimus took the chain without hesitation, crawled inside, and vanished up the chimney like an animal. Zahira hesitated, the others crowding around the hearth.

I looked up—Onesimus had reached the roof.

“Onesimus!” I called. “What are you waiting for? Drop the chain!”

No response. For a terrible moment, I thought he’d fled and left us behind.

Then he appeared. “There’s nothing to tie it to. I’ll hold it. Here, Cirino!” He threw the end down.

“Zahira!” I called. “You first!”

“It … it’s too … late, Cirino …” Diodoros wheezed, struggling to speak. “We … we don’t … have the strength …”

Then I saw Aemilia’s face. Her eyes blazed with resolve. A moment too late, I understood her plan. She handed Julia to Zahira, snatched the veil from her sister’s hand, and leapt to her feet.

“Aemilia?” Zahira said in shock.

Diodoros didn’t realize until his wife was at the entry.

“No … no, Aemilia! What are you—”

“Climb out the window and flee through the yard,” she said. “Remember that I love you.” Then she turned.

“I’m coming out now, Selios!”

The door had caught fire, most of it gone. Flames reached hungrily as she threw the veil over her face and sprang out the opening.

Diodoros surged up, roared her name, and ran after her. I rose to stop him, but the smoke burned my eyes and throat. Diodoros staggered, hit the doorframe, and had to stop. How Aemilia had found the will to keep going, I’ll never know.

Through the opening, I saw her run into the street, still veiled. She passed the horses and kept running.

“There she is!” Selios screamed. “She’s trying to flee! Kill her!”

Two guards appeared. One raised a crossbow, aimed, and fired twice.

“No!” Diodoros shouted.

We saw Aemilia take the bolts and fall. Diodoros stumbled outside. The guards had gathered out front.

Behind me, Zahira was struggling with Julia toward the backyard window. Smoke stung my eyes, heat gnawed my skin, but I couldn’t move. Diodoros dropped to his knees by Aemilia. The bolts stuck from her back. They had gone deep. She was limp as he gathered her in his arms.

Selios came running.

“Get your hands off my wife, you filthy—”

But then he stopped. I saw his face freeze at the sight of the woman who wasn’t Zahira. His expression shifted—from seething hatred to confusion, then to horror. He backed away.

Diodoros cradled her and sobbed. Selios looked from the dead woman to the house. Recognition dawned. He turned his back, staggered to his horse, and climbed up.

“My lord?” one of the guards asked, but Selios said nothing. He just rode off down the street. The soldiers began to mount up to follow him.

I snapped out of my trance. I tried to move, but my legs gave out and I collapsed. Smoke and fire choked the air. I couldn’t see a thing. I tried to crawl, but my strength was gone. Unconsciousness took me.

***

What felt like ages later, I opened my eyes to someone calling my name. I expected to see the Mountain of Death—but instead I saw stars above. Strong hands were dragging me through the yard, away from the burning house.

I looked up and saw Purix, his cheeks black with soot.

“You’re awake? Thank the gods, you’re alive,” he said, laying me gently on my side. “The others are safe in my cellar. What about Diodoros and Aemilia? Are they still inside?”

I tried to speak, but my throat felt caked with ash, and I erupted in a coughing fit. I couldn’t breathe. I shook my head, and I saw from Purix’s face that he understood—it was too late.

Just then, Onesimus appeared.

“Tell me Diodoros and Aemilia are safe,” Purix begged, grabbing his arm.

Onesimus was panting. “Aemilia, she …” He shook his head.

“Gods be merciful,” Purix whispered.

“The men are gone,” Onesimus said quietly, sitting down beside me. “It’s over.”

I couldn’t speak. I just stared at the remains of the house, engulfed in roaring flames, its sparks leaping toward the black sky.
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One by one, we gathered in silence, the room heavy with unspoken grief.

Besides Aemilia’s little family, there were only Purix and a handful of relatives.

Julia stood between Zahira and Diodoros, holding their hands, doing her best to keep from crying—something she’d been doing all day.

The clearing was bathed in the red light of the setting sun. Diodoros and Julia had chosen the place because the edge of the forest formed a protective wall to the west, almost as if shielding the ceremony. And also because Aemilia had loved walking in the woods. The trees cast soft shadows across the ground.

Everyone’s eyes were on Aemilia. The wicker altar looked like a bed, and Aemilia looked as if she were only sleeping. Her hands rested by her sides, her face peaceful. Around her neck was the flower garland Julia had made.

The priest stepped forward. His white beard was grey at the tips, and his robe trailed along the dusty earth. With slow movements he traced blessings in the air above Aemilia. Then he turned to us and gave his speech. His voice spread across the clearing but quickly faded.

The whole day had felt slightly unreal. Maybe because I hadn’t slept at all the night before. I could only imagine how Zahira, Diodoros, and Julia must have felt.

At last, the priest took the torch and placed it beneath the altar. He stepped back as the flames caught the dry willow. Soon the fire crackled brightly and engulfed Aemilia.

***

We slept at Purix’s house that night.

The house where Diodoros and Julia now lived alone hadn’t burned to the ground, but the interior was ruined, and it would take time and money to make it livable again.

Purix was incredibly helpful. He’d taken care of everything and promised to do whatever it took to help Diodoros and his daughter get back on their feet. His own wife had died of illness years ago, and he had plenty of room for two more.

“I submitted the name of Aemilia’s killer to the city council,” he told us when he came home that afternoon. “They knew who he was, of course. If I hadn’t …” He shifted uneasily. “Well, let’s just say that if someone of lower standing than me had made the accusation, they probably wouldn’t have listened. Even I had to argue my case. Fortunately, they sent guards to investigate. He was arrested yesterday afternoon. They caught him just outside the city, heading south. I heard he tried to lie his way out of it. Claimed we attacked him and his men. Luckily several neighbors witnessed what happened. They’ll testify when he faces the judge tonight.”

Evening came with the darkness, and the night felt exactly like the day. We all lay on makeshift beds on Purix’s wooden floor, and from the others’ breathing I could tell none of them were asleep—not even Onesimus.

To my surprise, I eventually started drifting off. I hadn’t slept in two nights.

Before sunrise, Zahira left the house. I was worried when I woke and saw she was gone. But I found her in the park. She was sitting alone in the dew-wet grass and didn’t even look up as I approached.

“Should I leave you alone?”

She didn’t answer. I sat down beside her. We sat in silence for a long time. Eventually, she leaned against my shoulder.

“I can’t believe she’s just gone … She’s been there my whole life, and … I’ve always had her when I needed her … how can she just … disappear … like that …?” Her voice wavered, and she broke into sobs. “Oh, Cirino, I feel so awful … Aemilia is dead … she died because of me …”

“Aemilia died because of Selios.”

She shook her head, struggling to speak. “It’s all my fault … we never should have come here in the first place … it’s my fault she’s dead.”

“That’s not true, Zahira. You can’t—”

“Be quiet!” She took a deep breath and continued, trembling, “I never should have agreed to sleep here, it was a stupid mistake, and I’ll never forgive myself. He was after me, not her. She took my place because she knew what Selios would do, but if I’d just done the right thing in time, she wouldn’t be dead now, and I … I …” She gasped for breath.

“You’d be dead,” I said softly. “Aemilia took your place to save you, Zahira. It was her choice, and you couldn’t have stopped her.”

Zahira hid her face against my chest and cried bitterly. Her sobs were dry and deep, like she’d finally hit the bottom.

“She saved all of us,” I went on quietly. “Aemilia was a very brave woman.”

Slowly Zahira’s crying faded, but she stayed close.

Then I took a breath and said, “Do you still want to come with me to Rigan? Now that you no longer … have anything to run from?”

She looked around and sighed deeply. “Part of me wants to stay, but part of me wants to go with you. This is where I belong. But there’s nothing in this city that doesn’t carry bad memories. It was here I met Selios, and I’ll never forget … what happened to Aemilia.”

“It’s your decision. I want you to come, but I won’t try and sway you. Onesimus and I have to leave tomorrow morning. I doubt Porcius is still looking for us, but we can’t take that chance.”

She nodded. “I’ll think about it until tomorrow, all right?”

“Fine.” I kissed her forehead. “Want to head back?”

“Yes,” she said, sniffling. “I’m actually a little hungry.”

***

When we got back, Purix had prepared a large breakfast for all six of us.

“I asked him if he shouldn’t be at work, but he’s got someone covering the shop for a few days,” Onesimus muttered to me.

“That’s very kind of you, Purix,” I said gratefully.

“Don’t mention it,” he waved off, pulling out a chair for Zahira. “Try to eat a little, Zahira.”

She nodded and sat down, murmured a “thank you.”

“Julia, sweetheart, would you be a dear and fetch a full jug from the pump?” asked Purix. “I completely forgot I was out of water.”

The girl took the jug with her small hands and plodded to the door. Diodoros walked over to the window to keep an eye on her—he hadn’t let her out of his sight since that night.

Purix cleared his throat and looked around at us. “Right, something I want to tell you all—Julia doesn’t need to hear this. I got word this morning, about Selios.” He glanced at Diodoros and Zahira. “He’s confessed to everything, and … he … well, he’s been sentenced to death. It’ll happen at midday.”

Zahira stared blankly through Purix. A flood of emotions must have been churning inside her. The house fell silent.

“Will it be in the square in front of the council hall?” Diodoros asked.

Purix nodded.

“What about the others?” asked Onesimus. “His guards?”

“They’ve all been discharged. Except the one who … fired the arrows … he’s been sentenced to slavery and will be sold to the highest bidder.”

Just then the front door opened. Julia came in, dragging the filled jug.

“Thank you, sweetheart, well done,” Purix praised and helped her set the water on the table. “Now let’s get some food in us.”

None of us had much appetite.

After the meal, Diodoros pulled me aside. “Don’t tell Zahira, but I’m going to the execution. If you don’t want to go, stay here. But I’d … I’d like to have someone with me.”

I nodded, even though the idea of watching Selios be put to death turned my stomach. But I had to do it for Diodoros’ sake. “Of course, Diodoros. I’ll just ask Onesimus.”

“Thank you, Cirino. I’ll wait outside.”

I caught up with my friend and explained. He didn’t look thrilled, but said, “I’ve seen worse things happen to better people. I’ll come.”

As we headed to the door, Zahira caught my eye, and I stopped. Her eyes were glassy with tears again, and I could tell she’d guessed where we were going.

I went over and took her hands. “I’m really sorry, Zahira.”

She nodded, swallowed hard, and forced back the tears. “I don’t want to think about it. In a way, he’s already dead to me. I’ll talk to Julia while you’re gone. I’ll tell her the truth.”
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Rows of people had gathered in the square outside the council hall by the time we arrived.

It was no coincidence—they were all focused on the platform in front of the building, where a handful of men stood: an official in a long silk toga, a man dressed in black wearing a helmet that concealed his face, and two guards in the usual blue uniforms. Between them stood Selios, his hands shackled behind his back.

I had expected fear or anger at the sight of him, but all I felt was pity. His face was ashen, his hair a tangled mess. Even from this distance, I could see the sweat beading on his brow. He stared toward the horizon, but his eyes were vacant.

The judge stepped forward, and the crowd quieted. He read aloud from a scroll:

“For the murder of Aemilia Helanus, daughter of Blasius, Selios Horatius, son of Syfos, is hereby sentenced. By the will of Parliament and in the name of the Emperor, judgment is passed and punishment rendered …”

I looked down and stopped listening. I knew the law well enough—an eye for an eye, a life for a life—and my reason told me this was justice. But still, it made me sick.

“… death by the sword!” the magistrate concluded.

The guards forced Selios to his knees—he didn’t resist in the slightest. The executioner stepped behind him and raised the large sword until its tip pointed at Selios’s neck.

I glanced at Onesimus. His grimace showed he was trying to look away, but morbid curiosity held him.

I looked at Diodoros. His eyes were fixed on Selios, glistening.

I closed mine.

There was a collective gasp from the crowd, followed by a dull thud as Selios’s body hit the platform.

***

That evening, I went for a walk around the neighborhood. When I returned, Zahira met me at the door.

“I’ve made my decision, Cirino. I want to come with you to Rigan.”

“I’m glad.”

“I spoke with Diodoros, and he thinks it’s best if I bring Julia.”

Inside, Diodoros and Julia sat at the table. Zahira joined them and smiled at her daughter. “We won’t make you do anything you don’t want to.”

Diodoros nodded. “Both Za—your mother and I think you should go with her. And I’ll still love you just as much, even if you live on the other side of the sea.”

Julia looked back and forth between them. I could see the thoughts racing behind her clear eyes. “But … I’ll miss you a lot, Father.”

Diodoros pressed his lips together, reached over, and stroked her hair. “It will break my heart when you leave, too. But a girl needs her mother. And it may be a long time before I can give you a safe home again.”

“Will you come visit me?”

“As often as I can. And when you’re older, you can come visit me anytime you want.”

She looked thoughtfully down at her hands. “Will you … will you teach me to read and write, Auntie? I mean … Mother?”

“Of course I will.”

“Will you promise to write me letters as soon as I can read them, Father?”

He sniffled and smiled. “You can count on it, sweetheart.”

Julia nodded. Then her face crumpled, and she broke into tears. Diodoros stood and lifted her into his arms.

“I know how much it hurts right now, my girl. But I promise you, the gods are watching over you, and in the end, everything will be all right.”

“I … I know she wasn’t … really my mother,” Julia sobbed, “but I miss her so much …”

“I do too,” said Diodoros, and now tears ran down his cheeks. “But the pain won’t last forever, my darling. That I promise.”

She wiped her eyes and bit her lip. “I’ll miss Chloris and Barbara too, if I leave.”

“I’m sure you’ll make new friends in Lubrina,” I said. “There are lots of girls your age there.”

She looked at me. “Really?”

“Yes.”

“Are they nice?”

I smiled. “Some of them are.”

“But … I don’t speak their language.”

“I can teach you.”

She nodded bravely, as if that settled it.
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Even the sky mourned as we said goodbye to Diodoros in the bleak morning light.

Hidden behind thick gray clouds, the sun offered no warmth, and the rain fell in heavy drops. Both he and Julia were in tears.

“Take good care of my girl,” he said, embracing me. I gave him my word.

The mood was heavy as we walked down to the harbor. Even Onesimus was quiet. Zahira did her best to stay cheerful for Julia’s sake, but her smile was fragile.

“There’s no shortage of ships,” said Onesimus, scanning the busy harbor. “We just need to find one heading to Rigan.”

“Julia,” I said, kneeling down. “This is the first letter in the word Rigan.” I drew it on the wet stone with my finger. “This letter doesn’t exist in other languages, so if you see it, you’ve found a Rigan ship.”

She studied the symbol closely, then looked up and scanned the line of ships. Zahira took her hand. We moved along the docks, passing pier after pier, row after row of vessels in all sizes. Julia carefully studied the names painted on their hulls, and Zahira asked the crewmen at any ship that looked ready to sail.

“There!” the girl suddenly cried, pointing to a large cargo ship that was in the process of casting off its moorings.

Zahira called out to a sailor who came briskly down the gangplank at that very moment. “Are you crossing the sea today?”

“Sorry,” he muttered without stopping, “I only speak Rigan. You’ll have to talk to the captain.”

Zahira looked at me, confused. “What did he say?”

I was momentarily stunned to hear my native tongue. It took me a moment to find the words. “Uh … I speak Rigan. We … wanted to know if you're … sailing north?”

The sailor paused and looked us over with his weathered face. “Most of the passengers are headed to Gamrania and Asuvia, but Rigan is our first stop—captain’s got a shipment waiting.”

“How long until we reach Rigan?” Zahira asked, having caught the word.

I translated.

“That’ll depend on the weather, of course, but no more than a day and a half,” the sailor said, loosening a thick rope.

“That sounds almost too good to be true,” I said, smiling. “He says tomorrow evening at the latest.”

Zahira paid the man.

“Welcome aboard,” he said, jerking his head toward the gangplank. “You’re just in time—we’re casting off as soon as the last ropes are free.” He jogged toward the next mooring.

As we headed for the gangplank, I felt, just for a moment, that the adventure was nearing its end. I remember thinking: I can’t believe the gods have any more trials left for us. No more blood. No more death. No more—

A cold hand seized my arm, and a skinny figure stumbled into me.

I staggered back in shock, about to shove him away, when I recognized the voice murmuring, “Cirino … you help me … gratius…”

“Mahlah?” I gasped, gripping the small Keltan's shoulders to see his face. It was deathly pale, sweat and rain trickling from his hairline. His hand clutched his left shoulder, and my heart skipped a beat at the sight of the blood soaking through. My tunic was already stained—Mahlah was bleeding that heavily.

“Cirino,” he gasped, barely able to stay upright. I had to hold him to keep him from collapsing, and he screamed hoarsely as I accidentally touched his injured arm.

“What happened to you, Mahlah?”

“Mother, who is he?” I heard Julia ask. “Did … did he cut himself?”

“Come, Julia. You don’t need to see this.”

Onesimus stayed beside me, staring intensely at Mahlah. “Tell us what happened, Mahlah. You were with Sakino, weren’t you? Where is he?”

“Dead,” the Keltan gasped. “He’s dead.” His eyes flicked wildly, his head constantly turning. “He found us … he killed Sakino … but I got away … help me, Cirino …”

“Who?” I asked. “Who killed Sakino?”

“Porcius.”

“Gods have mercy,” Onesimus whispered, spinning around. “Did he follow you, Mahlah? Does he know where you are?”

“I … don’t know …”

“You need a doctor,” I said, struggling to gather my thoughts.

“Cirino, we have to go—now,” Onesimus said, grabbing my arm. “Porcius is somewhere nearby … if he finds us, we’re finished, do you understand?”

“We can’t just leave Mahlah.”

“Then bring him aboard … we’ll pay for his passage. Come on, for the love of the gods!”

“Gratius,” Mahlah whispered, and his legs gave out. I caught him and lifted him in my arms.

I looked around. People were starting to notice—some had stopped. Porcius wasn’t in sight, but he was close. Maybe coming this way now. Maybe he’d heard Mahlah’s cry. I imagined him pushing through the crowd, eyes burning with hate, shoving people aside, knife hidden at his waist, and—

“Cirino!” Zahira’s voice cut through the storm. She stood on the gangplank with Julia, shielding her from the rain. “I think they’re casting off! Come on!”

Two sailors stood on deck, ready to haul the gangplank aboard. “If you’re coming, now’s the time,” they called in Rigan. “The captain won’t wait. We’re already delayed by the weather.”

“Do you have a doctor on board?” I called.

They exchanged a glance. “No,” came the reply. “But you’ll find one as soon as we dock.”

“By then it’ll be too late,” I muttered.

“Don’t be a fool,” Onesimus hissed, reading my thoughts. “This is our chance, Cirino. You have to go home. Think of your brother!”

“I need to find a doctor,” I said, shaking off his grip. Mahlah had slipped into unconsciousness, and he was getting heavy. Blood dripped between my sandals and spread across the wet cobblestones. “I can’t carry him alone, Onesimus. Help me—we’ll find another ship as soon as we can.”

“But … Porcius,” Onesimus whispered urgently.

“Cirino!” Zahira shouted from the gangplank. “What are you doing? We had a deal—you gave me your word!”

I gave her one last look, then turned to Onesimus, who glanced from the gangplank to me. “You’ll be the death of me, Rigan,” he said, then came over and grabbed Mahlah’s legs.

We staggered into the crowd, moving as fast as we could without running.

Behind us, the cargo ship pulled away from the harbor.
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“Vua gadda … bulfa parin … dun bu ina … ina kali …”

Mahlah was mumbling incoherent words in Keltan, his head lolling from side to side. Now that he could no longer press against the wound himself, I had to shove my palm into it. It was hot and sticky.

“Doctor?” I asked random people on the street. “Where can I find a doctor?”

Most veered away, but a few pointed me toward a particular street. All the while I scanned the faces around me, fully expecting Porcius to appear at any moment, stab me in the ribs, and end it all. But we reached the street without seeing any sign of the slave master.

The clinic was wedged between a butcher and a weaponsmith. A sign above the entrance read Doctor Proditoris. Onesimus pushed the door open, and we stumbled into shelter. Tools I didn’t recognize hung on the walls, and the rows of jars and dried herbs filled the place with an exotic scent. I laid Mahlah on a cot just as a door to another room opened.

A small man with ruddy cheeks came out, still chewing something, and pointed a stiff finger. “What’s going on here? You can’t just barge in like—”

“We need help,” I cut him off. “He’s bleeding badly.”

“Yes, I can see that,” the man growled, chewing and scowling, “but you’ll have to take him elsewhere. You’re soaking my floor.”

“Aren’t you a doctor?” Onesimus asked desperately.

“I am, but I don’t treat slaves.”

“He’s not a slave—he’s my brother,” I lied.

Proditoris raised his eyebrows. “Really? And I suppose you could only afford decent clothing for one of you?”

I looked at Mahlah and realized he was still wearing his ragged tunic. I groaned. “Fine. He’s my slave. He had an accident.”

“And why should I believe that now? I’ve served as a field doctor for years—I can tell that’s a knife wound, not an accident. It’s a crime to aid fugitives, in case you’d forgotten.”

I thought fast. I reached into my pocket and felt the leather pouch Diodoros had given me. “I can pay.”

The doctor didn’t move, but his gaze lost a bit of its resistance. “How much?”

“Whatever you ask. But if he dies, you don’t get a single coin.”

He walked over and closed the door to the street. Then he slowly washed his hands in a basin. While he did, I peeled off Mahlah’s soaked tunic as gently as I could. The Keltan mumbled in his sleep.

Proditoris opened the wound with two fingers, giving me a glimpse of the bone before I had to look away, stomach turning. Mahlah groaned.

“That’s a deep cut,” the doctor muttered. “Pass me that box from the table.”

I did as he said. He poured some liquid into the wound, and Mahlah’s eyes flew open as he screamed in agony.

“Hold him still,” the doctor snapped when the Keltan tried to sit up. “Calm him down.”

“It’s all right, Mahlah,” I said, rushing over. “Just lie still. We’re at a doctor’s.”

Onesimus stood at the window, nervously watching the street where merchants milled about in the rain.

The doctor opened a jar filled with a thick vinegar-smelling substance. He pulled out a sharp little needle and unrolled a long thread from the box. He dipped it all in the vinegar before starting.

Suddenly Mahlah grabbed my arm and stared up at me with wild eyes. “Porcius?”

I glanced at the doctor, who was stitching him up. “He won’t find us.”

Mahlah relaxed slightly but clenched his teeth every time the doctor pulled the thread tight.

“Is there anything we’ll need?” I asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Ointment or herbs, so it doesn’t go bad.”

“I’ll wrap it. Just keep it dry and clean. In ten days, you can pull the stitches out. But if there are problems, I’m not liable, and don’t come running back.”

Mahlah stifled a scream and writhed.

“Can he get something for the pain?”

The doctor scowled like I’d tested his patience. Then he sighed. “Take a spoonful of the black powder in the jar on the table. Mix it with water.”

I sniffed the powder—it smelled of burned poppy. “Will it make him sleep?”

“Did you ask for a sedative?” the doctor snapped, tying off the thread. “It’ll dull the pain. Maybe make him drowsy.”

I gave Mahlah a spoonful, and he swallowed with difficulty.

“That’s all I can do,” the doctor said, wrapping a bandage tightly around the arm. Mahlah gritted his teeth. “If it’s still bleeding tonight, get him some mandrake root. That’ll ease the pain and help stop the bleeding.”

“Thanks,” I said, counting out forty stemas. “Is that enough?”

“Make it sixty.”

I handed over twenty more and helped Mahlah sit up. The doctor washed his hands again.

“If a big, bearded man comes asking for us …” I looked him straight in the eye. “You can’t tell him we were here. Promise me.”

Proditoris snorted. “What would I get out of telling him?”

“He’ll pay you. But our lives depend on your silence. Do you understand?”

“Just get out.”

“Promise me first.”

“You have my word,” the doctor said. “Satisfied?” He tried to sound sincere, but his eyes gave him away. He was lying.

“Come on, Onesimus,” I said.

Mahlah leaned on me, and the three of us headed for the door—

That’s when I saw Porcius through the window. He was on the other side of the street. The first thing I noticed was how much he’d changed. His cheeks were sunken, his belly gone, dark circles under his eyes. Soaked from the rain, he was speaking to a vendor.

Mahlah gasped. “That’s him!”

The vendor pointed in our direction.

I spun around and stared at Proditoris. “Is there a back exit?”

“No, there isn’t. That’s my private quarters, and you’re not—” But then he paused, clearly reconsidering. “Fine, come with me. You can get out this way.”

He led us into a storage room stacked high with medicine and tools. There was a small window with bars, but no door.

Then the door slammed shut behind us, and I heard a key turn.

Onesimus and I looked at each other in horror—we’d walked into a trap.

“No,” whispered Onesimus. “Gods have mercy, we—”

Then came a loud knock—the front door opening in the room we’d just left.

“What do you want?” the doctor asked, sounding annoyed, though not surprised.

“Where are they?” Porcius said. “I’m looking for three slaves. I know they were here a moment ago.”

There was a pause. I dared to hope the doctor would lie and say we’d run out the back. But then he asked, “What’s the bounty?”

I turned to Mahlah and Onesimus. They stared back, pale and wide-eyed. Porcius had a knife. Even three against one, we stood no chance. I grabbed a stool and jammed it under the door.

Onesimus ran to the window and shook the bars. They didn’t budge.

“It’s no use,” he gasped.

I felt something wet near my sandal and looked down. Rainwater was seeping in through cracks in the wall. I dropped to my knees and began digging. The first stone came loose almost immediately. Onesimus let out a shout, shoved me aside, and clawed at the wall, freeing another stone—almost big enough for us to crawl through.

“Great doing business with you,” I heard the doctor say. “They’re in here.”

Mahlah stared at me in terror. “He coming now.”

“Come on,” I said, dragging him toward the hole. Onesimus threw himself flat and forced his head through. He struggled to get his shoulders past, but twisted and slipped out into freedom.

Behind us, someone fumbled with the lock and shook the door.

“They must’ve barricaded it,” the doctor said. “Hey! Don’t you kick—”

There was a crash as Porcius slammed his boot against the door. The stool groaned, but held.

“Onesimus, take Mahlah!” I whispered frantically. I peered out, expecting to see my friend’s face. “What are you waiting for? Take—”

But what I saw was his heels running away. Not his face.

“Onesimus!” I shouted.

He stopped, turned. His face was pale as a sheet, tunic drenched in mud and rain. “I’m sorry, Cirino,” he said flatly. “I can’t lose my second chance.” Then he turned and fled down the street.

The door took another kick and cracked open.

“We won’t make it,” Mahlah whispered, voice trembling.

I thought fast, let go of Mahlah, leapt to my feet, and pressed myself against the wall behind the door just as Porcius delivered the third kick. The stool flew across the floor, the door burst open, and I had to flatten myself not to get hit.

Porcius stormed into the room, panting. He stopped in the middle of the floor. There was a painful silence.

“Where are they?” he asked.

I held my breath. I couldn’t see him, but I could see Mahlah. If his eyes wavered even once, Porcius would know where I was. But Mahlah held his gaze and raised his good arm to point at the hole, where rainwater was still trickling in.

Porcius stomped over and knelt. “Gods damn it,” he muttered, then stood and strode out of the room. I was dumbfounded at this—him just leaving Mahlah. Either Porcius assumed Mahlah was already mortally wounded, or he was just more intent on getting to Onesimus and me.

“Where are they?” the doctor asked stupidly.

“They’re gone. I’ll be back for my money later.”

The front door slammed. Porcius’s footsteps faded.

I didn’t move. The doctor slunk into the room, looking from Mahlah to the wrecked wall. “Damn slaves. Wrecking my place. And they left you behind? Fine friends they are.”

I stepped forward and shoved him hard in the back. He stumbled into the shelves with a shout, collapsing in a mess of jars and tools.

I rushed to help Mahlah to his feet, and together we hobbled out of the storage room and onto the street.

“What about Onesimus?” Mahlah asked.

“We have to focus on ourselves now,” I said. “Porcius is still hunting us.”

“What do we do?”

“We can’t stay in this city. But Porcius will spend the rest of the day searching the area. We have to wait until nightfall and try to find another ship.”

“You take me north with you?”

“We don’t have a choice. How are you going to survive with that arm?”

Mahlah looked at the bandage. His cheeks were finally starting to show some color again, now that the bleeding had stopped.

“First, we get out of here,” I said, and turned down a side street.
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Every main street was a risk, so we followed alongside cattle carts to avoid being seen. We crept through backyards and narrow alleys and hid under bridges. It was dangerous to pass through crowded places, but we couldn’t avoid it entirely.

In a poor part of the city, we came across the outlet of a sewer. Its flow ran into a muddy stream that carried the filth out of town. We crawled into the pipe, which was arched and tall enough for us to stand upright. A narrow ledge allowed us to walk. The stench was unbearable, the fumes stung our noses. But we were safe, and we settled in. Here we waited with the rats and insects for darkness to fall.

At one point, I was close to nodding off when Mahlah suddenly burst into tears.

“What is it?” I asked. “Does it hurt?”

“No, I … I’m just so sorry …” He covered his face and sobbed.

“Sorry for what? Are you scared?”

“No … oh, Cirino … I told Porcius your plan …”

At first I didn’t understand what he meant, but then it hit me. He was thinking back to what happened in Hambran.

“You don’t need to think abou—”

He grabbed my arm. “Do you forgive me?”

“Yes, I forgive you, Mahlah. Let it be in the past.”

He kissed my hand. I sat beside him, and he leaned his head on my shoulder. His sobs faded, though he was still trembling.

“Tell me a bit about your life in Asfas,” I said, trying to shift his mind elsewhere.

He sniffled. “There not much to tell.”

“Do you have any family?”

Mahlah shook his head. “I never know my parents.”

I paused a moment. “You were living on the streets when Porcius found you. How did that happen?”

“I grow up in church home for bastards. They give me food and bed. But when I was twelve, something happened that …”

Mahlah lowered his head and seemed unwilling to go on. But then he looked out at the murky stream crawling past the sewer opening. The rain had eased but still drummed overhead. His eyes grew glassy as he drifted into memory and began to speak.

“I fall in love with girl at orphanage. Helenia, her name. Daughter of priest. One day I find kitten in yard … it almost dead. I wash it, feed it. I give it to Helenia like gift. She happy, kiss my cheek. I think of her every day.” A smile came over his face. Then it turned dark as he went on. “One night I wake from singing on roof. I go up. Helenia there, kitten in lap. But also Brucius, big boy, beat me. I … I don’t know … what happened. My vision go strange. Head go empty. I … I run and … push Brucius … he fall down to street. Awful sound, Cirino, his bones break … oh gods, I realize what I done … Helenia scream …”

Silence fell in the sewer after Mahlah stopped and lowered his head. All I could hear was the trickling of water and a rat squeaking somewhere nearby. The rain had stopped, and the sun had come out.

“Did he die?” I asked. “Did Brucius die from the fall?”

The Keltan shook his head. “I don’t know. Early next morning, they send me to street. Church give no punishment … only banishment. I never hear about Brucius again. Or Helenia.” He sighed. “Next years I live on street with other homeless. I learn survive. Until day when Porcius …” He trailed off and sighed again.

This time I didn’t ask anything more. Mahlah leaned against me. His breathing grew heavy; the pain and memories had drained him. A moment later, he was asleep.
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Round us, the city had gone dark by the time we finally left the sewer.

Mahlah was better, though still in pain, and we hadn’t eaten all day. The streets were nearly empty, save for a few people out drinking or engaged in more illicit errands. We kept to the shadows as we made our way down to the harbor.

“Porcius go across sea?” Mahlah asked along the way. “You think, he find a ship?”

“I don’t know if he’s gone north,” I admitted. “But he has no reason to think we’re still here in the city, and that works to our advantage. If we can just find a ship that sets off tonight, I think we’ll make it to Rigan safely. With the gods’ help.”

I noticed Mahlah glancing sideways at me.

“What?”

“You really think gods help us?”

I’d said it more from habit than belief. “Well, I …”

“You think gods help us?” he repeated.

“Yes, I suppose I do. They helped us escape.”

“The gods not help me,” Mahlah said firmly. “You help me.”

I smiled, though something about the look in his eyes unsettled me.

Then he winced and clutched his stomach. “Ahh …”

“Is it bad?”

“I hold on a bit longer.”

A street before the harbor square, I came to a stop. This area was lined with sailors’ inns, taverns, and shipwrights’ shops. A couple of men staggered into an alley to piss, and the taverns rang with shouting and song.

“I’m going to try and find something to eat,” I said, lifting Mahlah’s arm off my shoulder. “You’ll have to stay here.”

“Why?” he asked, uneasy.

“This street’s full of rough types. They can probably tell you’ve got no money, but you’re an easy target if someone’s looking for a fight. We can’t afford more trouble.”

He nodded. “You right. We find place, I hide. What about there?” He pointed to an overhang above a stable squeezed between two tall buildings.

“That should do,” I said, interlacing my fingers. “Here, step into my hands.”

Mahlah hoisted himself up with effort. He sat against the wall and touched his bandage. “Wound not burst.”

“Good. Duck down if anyone comes by, all right?”

“Yes. Hurry, Cirino.”

I went down the street, sniffing to figure out where food was being served rather than just drink. I turned down a side alley and picked a smaller tavern that smelled of roast meat. The air was thick with smoke and ale. What remained of a wild boar hung over the hearth. I pushed through the tables and found the innkeeper—a big, sweaty man who had lost most of his hair.

“I need food,” I said loudly to cut through the noise. “Enough for two. I have …”

I was about to tell him what I’d pay, but just then I caught a voice through the din. I spun around and looked. A group of men had just left the place, the door slamming shut behind them. One of them had spoken, I was sure of it. But why had his voice made my heart pound?

It wasn’t Porcius, but I knew that voice. I couldn’t place him. Maybe it was Porcius’ companion, Tarix? No, I—

“I’m a little busy,” the innkeeper shouted. “I can give you two plates …”

“No, I need it to go. Fill a sack with meat for two, and I’ll give you ten stemas.”

He demanded twenty, and I had to pay. Fortunately, Diodoros had given me enough for the journey.

I quickly tucked the pouch away again before too many eyes could spot it. In return, the innkeeper cut off a couple of hefty chunks, tossed in two ears of corn and a handful of prunes. I took the warm bundle in my arms and made for the exit. The smell of the food made my mouth water, but I had to get back to Mahlah first.

As I turned down the street, a coarse laugh drifted toward me. Far off, I saw a group of shapes disappear around a corner. I hesitated. That voice again. My instincts told me not to let him see me. So I waited a little longer, then crept down to where I’d left Mahlah. The Keltan was nowhere in sight.

“Mahlah?” I whispered, but got no answer. “Mahlah, it’s me.”

He must’ve lain down and fallen asleep. I gently set the food down, jumped to the roof’s edge, and pulled myself up.

The ledge was empty. Mahlah was gone.

I dropped down and looked around. “Damn it! Mahlah, where are you?”

Had he climbed down? But why? To relieve himself? No, that didn’t make sense. He would’ve waited. And—

Between my sandals, I spotted a few dark stains. I knelt and touched the blood. It was still wet. More drops had fallen. A trail led down the street. Suddenly, it all clicked, and I stared toward the corner where the man with the familiar voice had vanished.

“Oh no … they took him.”

I grabbed the bundle and ran as fast as I could, following the blood trail. Inside, I prayed they hadn’t stabbed him. But why take him if he was as good as dead? Mahlah was only worth something alive.

The trail took me two blocks further. The men had moved quickly. I almost overshot the turn before the trail veered toward the harbor square. I rushed out onto the open plaza but came to a halt when I heard voices ahead.

The men were on the pier, boarding a ship. One of them had a figure slung over his shoulder, kicking and struggling. Mahlah’s cries reached my ears.

“Slavers,” I muttered, clutching my head as my worst fear came true. I counted four of them, all surely armed.

Then I saw the ship’s name, and it felt like my heart stopped.

Latrocinor, the black letters on the hull screamed. I would never forget that name. Barakan for I plunder. It was the same ship the pirates had used to abduct me five years ago.

I don’t know how long I stood there on the quay, alone in the dark, staring at the ship where the men were preparing to cast off. But a cough pulled me out of my trance, and I spun around.

A large figure was staggering out of a nearby alley, heading toward me. I quietly slipped behind a stack of crates. The man had dark skin, long black hair, and an open vest. He strolled across the harbor, sipping from a mug.

Behind him came a woman with tangled hair. She adjusted her worn dress, which might once have been fine, and called, “Wait! Where’s my money?”

“Money?” the pirate scoffed, turning around. I recognized the lisp.

“Yes, you owe me a hundred stemas.”

The man laughed hoarsely. “You weren’t worth a hundred. Get out of my sight, whore.”

“Pay up,” the woman snapped, grabbing his arm. “Or I’ll get my brother, and he’ll—”

I saw the knife slide from his vest. So did the woman—she took a step back.

“I’ll say this once more,” the pirate warned. “Leave.”

She turned, cast him a final hateful glare, and left the square. The pirate chuckled to himself, tossed back his head, and drank. I stared at his hand—it had only three fingers. The captain hurled the empty mug across the cobblestones, then lumbered toward his ship, muttering to himself. He passed close enough for me to smell the stench of sweat and ale.

“There’s the captain!” one of the crew shouted from the deck.

“Took you long enough, Rawan. Was she that ugly?”

The men laughed. I peeked out and saw the captain climbing aboard.

“Shut it,” he grunted. “Get those ropes off. I want to get out of this stinking town.”

“Where we headed?” asked one pirate, pissing over the railing.

“Don’t care,” said the captain. “As long as it’s north.”

“By the way, we got a gift for you, skipper. Balsir found him. He’s hurt but otherwise fine. Won’t talk, but we think he’s run away from his owner.”

“How much is he worth?” asked the captain. He shuffled behind the wheelhouse, out of sight.

I knew the hatch to the cargo hold was back there. I also knew that if I had any hope of sneaking aboard, the hold was my only option. I crept closer—but I couldn’t approach from the pier directly or they’d see me. So I slipped onto the neighboring ship and climbed aboard. I crawled along the railing, listening to the pirates hoist the sails.

“Good,” I heard the captain say, followed by the creak of the hatch slamming shut. “We can sell him. Vartan’ll pay a couple thousand for him, the old fool. Set course for Gystan.”

“Aye, skipper.”

“I’m turning in. Don’t wake me till sunrise.”

The cabin door shut. I peeked over the edge. The bow deck was empty. As Latrocinor began to drift forward, I climbed up and leapt across. I landed on deck and curled up.

“Push, dammit!” one of the men yelled.

None had noticed me.

I snuck around the opposite side of the wheelhouse and found the hatch to the hold. I opened it and peered down into the dark—barrels, crates, and nets. And Mahlah’s eyes, staring up at me. I climbed down and shut the hatch.

For a moment, I just stood there as the darkness closed around me. The hold had no portholes, only the faintest hints of night light seeping through the deck above. I had spent two days in this hold once—but I never imagined I would return. I was stunned and horrified by how vividly I remembered it now. Though I could barely see, I knew the faint rattling on the starboard side came from the chains—where I had once been bound, and where Mahlah was now. Opposite that was the wall to the sleeping quarters. The smell was exactly as I recalled—sea salt, rat droppings, spices, mold, and liquor.

“You come for me,” Mahlah whispered, his voice choked. “I knew you come.”

“Quiet,” I whispered back. “They mustn’t hear us.” I groped through the dark until our hands met.

“I try fight, Cirino,” he whispered. “But they—”

“Are you bleeding, Mahlah? Did they hurt you?”

“No …” He guided my hand to the bandage, and I felt it was soaked through. “I twist wound, make it open, when they take me. I know you follow blood.”

“That was smart,” I whispered. “But the wound—does it still bleed?”

“Not much.”

“Keep pressure on it until it stops completely.”

“What we do, Cirino? How we get away?”

I thought. “We’ll have to wait,” I said at last. “It’ll take most of the night to get you out of those chains, and you can’t swim ashore.”

“I can swim.”

“Not with one arm. We’ll have to wait till they dock—then we try to escape.”

Mahlah didn’t answer, but his breathing told me he didn’t like the plan.

Footsteps crossed the deck above us. One of the pirates shouted something, and another laughed.

“Once we’re clear of the harbor, they’ll likely turn in,” I whispered. “Only one will stay at the helm. Once they’re asleep, we can start working on the chains. Until then, we stay quiet.”
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Years of cargo had left the hold cluttered with crates, sacks, and broken junk.

I couldn’t risk one of the pirates suddenly coming down into the hold and spotting me. So I found a place in the corner behind two barrels, where I crouched with my knees pulled up to my chin.

I listened to the creaking of the ship, the thump of waves against the hull, the scurrying of rats, and the pirates moving around above deck, occasionally shouting at each other.

Eventually, we reached open sea. And sure enough, things soon quieted down above. The rain had stopped too, and the clouds cleared so that starlight filtered down to us. In exchange, snores drifted in from the sleeping quarters.

From time to time, I dozed off myself.

Around midnight, I suddenly became aware that the ship had fallen completely still, and I got up. Carefully, I crept over and pressed my ear to the wall. I felt a faint draft on my ankle and knelt. A splinter was missing from one of the boards. I peered through the crack. My eyes had grown so accustomed to the dark that I could just make out an arm hanging from one of the bunks. It was missing two fingers.

Cautiously, I started looking for something useful. There would be no weapons here—the pirates weren’t idiots; they used this hold to transport prisoners.

Under a sack, I glimpsed a bit of metal jutting out. I bent down, and just as I touched it, I heard a squeak behind me and felt a sharp sting in my calf.

I couldn’t hold back a cry of pain and shock. I spun around and kicked at the rat, which scurried off across the floor and vanished into the shadows.

“Cirino?” Mahlah whispered. “What happened?”

“Shh, be quiet.” I stood still and listened. The snoring continued. I checked my leg. The wound was bleeding. Not badly. But if the beast was carrying some kind of disease …

I shook the thought out of my head. I bent again and retrieved the metal object. It looked like a piece broken off an anchor. Unfortunately, it was the rounded end, not the point—but it was probably the best I could hope to find, so I tucked it into my belt.

Just then, footsteps passed above me. I looked up and could sense the figure through the gaps in the planks. He stopped by the hatch.

“Cirino,” gasped Mahlah. “Hide, hurry!”

I darted to the corner and crouched behind the barrels just as the hatch was yanked open. The ladder creaked as the pirate descended, and the glow of an oil lamp lit the hold.

He heard me! a thought screamed. He heard my outburst, and now he’s coming to find me.

I clamped a hand over my mouth to muffle the sound of my breathing—I couldn’t control it.

What would they do if they found me? Slit my throat on the spot? Toss me overboard and let the sharks have their fun? No, I was fairly certain they’d do something worse—they’d sell me again. Mahlah and I would be sold to a slave master, and it would all begin anew.

I forced myself to peek over the barrel lid. The pirate was coming straight toward me.

I ducked and grabbed the piece of metal. He must’ve seen me, because he came right up and set the lamp down on one of the barrels. I clutched my pitiful weapon and braced for a fight.

Brace for the light—don’t get blinded … go for his throat … it’s your only chance …

But then I heard him prying at the lid of the other barrel. He flipped it upright, and the rancid stench of rum hit my nose.

“Ahh,” the pirate sighed contentedly and took a deep sniff. He filled a jug, banged the lid back into place, grabbed the lamp, and started whistling his way toward the ladder again.

But suddenly, the footsteps stopped.

“I heard you talking just before I came down here.”

Mahlah didn’t respond. I held my breath.

“Do you understand me, slave? Do you know what I’m saying?” the pirate continued. “Were you talking to the rats? Or the gods? Neither will help you, friend. The rats just want to taste your flesh, and the gods don’t listen to slaves.” He laughed.

Then the ladder creaked again, and a moment later the light disappeared as the hatch slammed shut.

I exhaled in one long, trembling breath and collapsed. Sweat coated my body, and every muscle shook. I sat there for a while, trying to gather myself. When I finally stopped trembling, I crawled over to Mahlah.

“I think I can get you free with this. Hold the chain tight.”

Mahlah did as I said, and I began filing. The link was old and rusty. I worked in rhythm with the waves so the sound wouldn’t carry. Soon I reached the clean metal beneath, and before long the chain began to heat up. I was so focused I didn’t notice Mahlah was watching me at first.

“What?” I asked.

“You been here before? On this ship?”

I avoided his gaze. “Why do you ask?”

“I see how you move. You know this hold.”

I said nothing.

“They were the ones who took you? Weren’t they, Cirino?”

“Yes. But that doesn’t matter now.”

I kept working in silence. Sweat dripped from my nose. The chain had loosened enough that we’d soon be able to break it.

“We can’t escape,” Mahlah said.

“Of course we can. As soon as they start docking the ship, I’ll draw their attention so you can—”

“No. We can’t escape, Cirino.”

I stared at him. “What are you saying?”

The Keltan's eyes were narrow in the dark. “We kill them. They are evil.”

“It’s not our place to judge their punishment.”

“Not punishment,” he whispered. “We stop them. So they hurt no more.”

I swallowed dryly. “We’re not murderers, Mahlah.”

He searched my face, and I could barely stand the pain in his eyes. “Why you not feel anger? They stole your life.”

The question left me speechless. I didn’t know the answer myself. But I could see there was something Mahlah wasn’t telling me.

“Why does it matter so much to you?” I asked.

He didn’t answer. Instead, he grabbed my arm. “Think of your brother. We do it for him.”

I yanked my arm free and hissed, “I won’t take a life in my brother’s name. Don’t mention him again.”

Mahlah was quiet for a while before he said, “Then help me. Help me sink the ship.”

“And what about us?”

“The lifeboat. We escape in that. Wait till we near land.”

“You must be mad,” I muttered. “If we sink the ship, we drown. Unless they find us first, and if they do, they’ll kill us.” The thought of Fabius made my chest tighten. “Here, hold this.”

We each grabbed the ends of the chain and pulled away from each other. As we put our strength into it, the metal gave way with a small snap. Mahlah was free. The Keltan stood with a smile.

“Better stay sitting,” I said, rubbing my aching hands. “If he comes back down, he needs to think you’re still chained.”

“But what now?” he asked, reluctantly settling down.

“There’s not much we can do except wait.”

I closed my eyes and tried to rest. It was quiet for a while.

I must’ve dozed off, because when I opened my eyes, Mahlah was no longer beside me. Instead, I heard him grunting from the corner. I crept over and found him crouched down. He’d taken the anchor fragment and was trying to jam it between the floorboards. He put real effort into it, wrenching the tool back and forth. I didn’t know how long he’d been working, but the tip wouldn’t pierce the wood. Though the planks were old, they came from very strong trees.

“Mahlah,” I whispered.

But he kept working, panting in frustration.

“They’ll hear you,” I said, grabbing his arm. “Do you want to be caught? Stop!”

He shot to his feet so suddenly I nearly fell back in shock. His cheeks were wet with tears, and his eyes blazed in the dark. He clutched his wounded arm, breathing hard, and for a moment I thought he would scream. But then he collapsed and clutched his head. I knelt and took him by the shoulders.

“Mahlah… what is it?”

“Cirino,” he whispered. “Cirino, listen to me. There is something I didn’t tell. I knew my father. He was a fisherman in Asfas. We lived at the sailors’ home with many others. But … one day, he didn’t come back. The ship was raided by … by pirates. They killed my father. I was sent to the church home.” He paused and sniffled.

“I’m sorry, Mahlah,” I said, squeezing his shoulder. “But your father is dead, and nothing can change that. The gods will see that the pirates—”

“The gods,” he hissed, spitting at my feet. “The gods don’t care. We’re dust to them. How many boys must be condemned to slavery before almighty gods stop the pirates? How many lives destroyed?” The Keltan's body trembled, and his voice shook. “You may not be angry, Cirino, but I see you’re afraid. You don’t dare do what’s right.”

I stepped back as if he’d struck me. We stared at each other in the dark. Then I turned my back on him and trudged over to the chains. Sat down hard. He followed, but remained standing, looking down at me.

“Fine,” I nodded. “I’ll help you sink the ship.”
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The agreement hung heavy in the silence of the hold.

“When?” Mahlah whispered. “When do we do it?”

“We have to wait until we’re close to land, like you said.”

The Keltan nodded eagerly. “I sneak up on deck and keep watch.”

“No, we can’t leave the hold. The hatch is locked.”

“But how will we know …?”

“Sit down and be quiet.”

He obeyed. I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the hull. Through the wood I could feel the rhythmic thump of the waves. Meanwhile, I listened to my heart. It beat steadily. I began to count silently.

“We’re moving fast,” I said finally, opening my eyes. “The wind’s died down, and the waves are with us.”

I stood and climbed onto a crate. I pressed my eye to a crack in the deck. The opening gave me an almost full view of the starry sky. I murmured the first lines of the rhyme I’d learned before I could walk.

“Little shepherd, swift and free; from the east you rise, take me.”

I found the shepherd’s star in the east, faint but unmistakable in its reddish hue. As I whispered the rest of the ancient rhyme, my eyes followed the constellations.

“Searched the western well in vain; no goats found, just ache and strain.

He asked the old smith down below; the smith then told him where to go.

He sat beneath the forest tree, the little shepherd wept in plea.

A bluish tit flew from the limb, and showed the path ahead to him.

It led him to the southern cave, where shepherd drew his little glaive.

The fat old lizard, greedy beast, had swallowed all the goats in feast.

They journeyed eastward, hand in hand—

And so the shepherd reached his land.”

I carefully climbed down from the crate.

“Beautiful,” Mahlah whispered in awe. “What it means?”

“It’s a rhyme sailors use in Rigan. It helps remember where the stars are, so you can find your bearings. They told me we’re sailing north-northeast. The shepherd’s star is near the Cave now, which means we’re about halfway between midnight and dawn.”

“How long?” Mahlah asked eagerly.

“I heard them say we’re heading for Gystan. I think that’s a city in Ubrania; the course fits. At this speed, we’ll be there before sunrise. If we’re going to sink the ship, it has to be before the Shepherd reaches the Lizard.” I bit my lip and looked around. “But how are we going to do it?”

“We search,” Mahlah said, moving to the nearest sacks. “Must be something we can use.”

I stepped toward a crate, and my sandal brushed against something sticky. I looked down and for a moment thought it was blood from Mahlah’s wound. But when I touched the puddle, the liquid was warm and tacky. I sniffed it. Rum. One of the pirates had spilled some from his jug. I looked over at the barrels in the corner—and suddenly, the idea flashed through me.

“Mahlah,” I whispered.

The Keltan stopped searching and looked at me questioningly.

I said, “I know how we’ll do it.”

Without making noise, I tore off my other sleeve and dabbed it in the rum puddle until the cloth soaked it up. I wrapped it around the end of the anchor shard and carried it over to the chains. Then I began to strike the metal together. It clinked a bit, but I had to hope the pirates were used to the music of chains when the ship was in motion. The rust was quickly scraped off the shard, and soon sparks began to fly.

“Come on,” Mahlah whispered as he figured out the plan. “Come on!”

Suddenly, the damp rag burst into a flame so bright I nearly dropped it. The light stabbed at my eyes, but I stared all the same at the little torch burning brightly. Terrified and amazed, we stood frozen, watching the fire until it went out. Only then did I snap back to myself.

“It works,” Mahlah said, thrilled.

I set down the anchor shard and went to the barrels. I pried off the lids. One was half full. The other nearly empty. But it was more than enough. As carefully as possible, I tipped the barrels, letting the dark brown liquor spill across the floor. A good portion of the rum trickled down between the floorboards.

“Be careful not to get any on yourself,” I warned Mahlah.

I returned to the chains and tore off another strip of my ruined tunic to make a new torch. Soon the fire was burning again. I stood for a long moment, staring at the glistening floor.

“Do it,” Mahlah whispered.

I looked at him. “You understand what we’re doing?”

“Yes. Do it, Cirino.”

Hesitating, I knelt and let the flame touch the floor. A loud hiss sounded as the fire flared up, racing across the planks and engulfing the stored cargo. In moments, the hold lit up as if it were broad daylight. The heat hit my arms and face, and I stepped back. The fire caught instantly on the dry crates.

We went over to the corner with the hole into the sleeping quarters. Mahlah lay down, curled up, and held his tunic over his mouth and nose. I did the same, and we lay pressed together. Smoke already hung like a thick cloud beneath the ceiling. The flames coiled hungrily.

It wouldn’t be long now.
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Hot smoke filled the hold, burning my eyes and clogging my throat. The fire had spread faster than I’d expected and was dangerously close to our corner. I could hear Mahlah’s labored breathing—he’d start coughing any moment now.

“Fire!” a voice bellowed from the deck.

Heavy boots and shouting above. The hatch was torn open. Smoke billowed up to meet the pirate as he climbed down the ladder.

“By Necrotia!” he choked, waving his hand. “Get the buckets, damn it!”

Another pirate followed with a pail. They quickly formed a chain, passing it back and forth, while the last one hurled water at the flames.

“It won’t work!” one of them shouted. “The fire’s got too good a hold!”

“Is the captain awake?”

“Wake him, curse it! How in the name of all hells did it catch so fast?”

“Must be the rum, that blasted swill!”

It was time for our next move. I gave Mahlah a nod.

The Keltan was fighting back a cough, but the pirates were too busy to notice us in the far corner. I wedged the anchor shard into the wall and twisted. A plank snapped loose with a crack—luckily masked by the chaos. I pulled it free, and Mahlah crawled into the sleeping quarters. I followed.

Smoke had seeped through the cracks, but the air was clearer here. We stood and checked the bunks—empty. The captain was gone. I ran to the stairwell, glanced into the cabin—it too was empty—and dashed up to the deck. Mahlah was right behind me.

The cool night air was glorious. I gulped it down in great lungfuls. I grabbed Mahlah’s wrist, and while watching all sides, we crept around the wheelhouse to the stern.

One pirate stood at the hatch, sending buckets down. He ran back and forth between the hatch and the rail, where the bald one hung outside the ship on a rope, dunking the bucket in the sea. On the opposite side, the lifeboat hung from its ropes.

“What we do?” Mahlah whispered. “We can’t reach it without them see.”

“I’ll try to distract them,” I said. “As soon as they spot me, you run to the boat and cut the ropes, understand?”

He nodded.

I waited for the right moment—then sprang. Just as the pirate bent to pass the bucket through the hatch, I kicked him hard in the back of the knees. He roared and tumbled into the hold. I slammed the hatch shut and locked it.

I glanced over my shoulder—Mahlah was already by the lifeboat, tugging at the ropes.

“What’s going on, Thuran?” shouted the man at the rail. “What’s the holdup?”

I dashed to him. As he dangled there, I attacked the knot.

“What the …?” he said when he saw me.

I recognized him—he was the one who’d held the knife to Fabius’s throat. My heart pounded like a trapped animal.

“Where the hell did you come from? What are you doing? Stop that!”

He drew a knife and slashed at me. I had to step back. The knot was too tight. I couldn’t—

“You?”

The voice wasn’t a shout, but a whisper—and it froze my blood.

I spun.

There on the deck stood Captain Rawan. Smoke curled from the gaps in the planks and coiled around his legs. His eyes locked onto mine. He looked completely sober. In his hand: a curved saber.

“I never forget a face,” he said, baring his rotted teeth in something like a smile. “But I surely didn’t expect to see yours again.”

Below, angry shouts rose from the locked hold. Fists pounded the hatch. The fire rumbled in time with the crashing waves.

Behind me, the bald pirate had climbed back over the rail and dropped to the deck with a groan. “What’s going on, Captain? What about the fire?”

“Forget the fire,” Rawan said calmly. “It’s too far gone. My dear Latrocinor is going down.”

The bald man stared between me, the captain, and the hatch. “But … but the others …”

“There’s only room for two in the lifeboat,” the captain said, testing the saber with a hiss of steel. “You don’t want to fight for your spot, do you, Maikon?”

The pirate glanced once more at the hatch—his crewmates’ cries had turned to panicked screams and fits of coughing—then shook his head. “No, Captain.”

“Good. I still feel the rum in my blood, so I’m not as quick as I should be.” He tossed the saber to Maikon. “You deal with him. Then I’ll …”

He never finished. I saw the figure creeping up behind him—Mahlah with the anchor shard raised high. But Rawan must have sensed him. His face hardened.

“No, Mahlah!” I shouted as the Keltan swung.

Rawan spun, drew a knife, and drove it deep into Mahlah’s belly. The anchor shard fell.

For a heartbeat, Mahlah stood motionless, his face frozen in disbelief. Then he stumbled back and collapsed. Rawan wiped the blade on his trousers as he walked toward the lifeboat.

I rushed to Mahlah and fell to my knees. His tunic was soaked with blood. I pulled him into my arms. He mumbled something I couldn’t make out.

“Mahlah,” I said. “Can you hear me?”

He looked at me one last time—but his eyes seemed to look straight through me, up to the stars.

“Don’t despair,” Rawan called from the side. “You’ll see him again on the Mountain before long.”

I let go and stood on shaking legs.

Maikon approached with the saber raised and a savage grin. Fear surged through me—and I let my body take over. The pirate swung with a roar. I lunged in, ducked beneath the blade, and grabbed the knife from his belt.

He turned, startled, clutching his side where the blade had been. “Fast as a snake,” he snarled. Then he lunged again.

Heat pulsed from below, sparks rising between our feet. The deck would give any moment. My knife didn’t do much good. Maikon swung like a madman. I couldn’t get close enough to strike. All I could do was dodge.

The ship tilted sharply. The screams below had ceased. Only the crackling of fire and the rush of incoming water remained. The Latrocinor was about to capsize.

Then I saw my chance. Maikon overreached—his saber slammed into the deck. I caught the blade under my heel. He yanked upward—it snapped with a crack. I stepped forward to drive in the knife—and my leg punched through the deck. I crashed down hard, screamed as fire seared my leg. I yanked it out, tearing skin against splintered boards.

When I looked up, Maikon loomed above me. He laughed hoarsely and raised the saber’s broken stump. But with a thunderous crack, the boards gave beneath his weight, and he plunged through before he could even scream. The screaming came a second later, from the inferno below.

The ship was listing so badly now I could barely stand. I hobbled to the rail and looked down. The lifeboat was gone—only two weed-covered ropes remained.

Too late, I thought. He’s gone, and I’m going to drown with this cursed ship.

But then I saw him—Rawan, rowing away, never intending to wait for Maikon.

I cast a last glance at Mahlah. He lay on his back, brown eyes staring blankly at the stars, tunic beginning to smolder. I climbed the rail and leapt into the sea.

It was the first time I’d swum in five years, and for a moment I feared I’d forgotten how. But my body remembered. My leg burned as the salt hit the wounds, but I pushed through and closed the distance.

Behind me, the Latrocinor groaned and cracked, then capsized and sank. The flames vanished. Only the crash of waves and the slap of oars remained.

Rawan didn’t know I was coming. Confident he was safe, he rowed slowly now. As I neared the boat, I heard him mumbling to himself. I remembered a trick Fabius once played on me. I grabbed the edge, reached up, and caught Rawan’s arm. He shrieked and pulled back—but I’d already vanished back down below the surface. I came up on the other side.

He stabbed the water where I’d been. “Where are you, you little rat? Show yourself so I can gut you!”

I reached up and shoved him in the back. He toppled into the water with a curse. By the time he surfaced, sputtering, I was in the boat. He thrashed toward it, a terrible swimmer for a pirate.

“You filthy … slave brat!” he coughed.

I grabbed the oars and started rowing. He splashed after me, clumsy and desperate.

“Let me aboard! I’ll slit your throat, you mangy dog!”

He fell behind. As the distance grew, his fury turned to pleading.

“Wait, please! Have you no heart? I’m willing to make peace, boy. Let’s not fight anymore …”

Soon he couldn’t keep his head above water. Waves washed over his pale, terrified face.

“Mercy! Don’t you hear me? Answer me, damn you! Show mercy, Rigan. Please—whatever I did—I regret it! My life is in your hands, boy! Don’t let me drown like this …”

I said nothing. Over the rush of my breath, I heard myself mumble: “I’m not killing you. I’m just leaving you to a tough fate.”

I set my course north-northeast and rowed with all I had.

The captain’s cries faded quickly. Soon, they were swallowed by the sea and lost to the night.
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Ihad been rowing in silence for some time when something suddenly broke inside me.

It felt like I was deflating, like water leaking from a punctured leather pouch, and my body began to tremble. I buried my face in my hands and started to cry.

I sat like that for a long while. When the sobbing finally passed, I felt a little better.

The cuts on my leg were minor; the worst part was the burn. The skin was red and mottled, wrinkled in places. I splashed seawater on it. It both cooled and burned.

Rawan had taken a water flask with him. I drank from it greedily but decided to ration what was left. Then I took up the oars and began to row again.

The Shepherd Star drifted across the eastern sky. The waves went on forever in every direction, their gentle lapping against the boat’s sides becoming as natural as my own breath.

Slowly, my arms turned to stone. The oars felt like an extension of my aching body. I only stopped rowing to splash more water on my scorched leg. Blisters were beginning to form.

I started to doubt whether I’d made a mistake. Maybe land was farther than I’d judged. But I had no choice except to trust the course. My head spun with exhaustion.

Soon the sky behind me began to brighten. Sunrise was near. And with it, more thirst. Just as the first rays broke over the sea, I turned my head—and saw something on the horizon that wasn’t a wave. Hills, houses, a beach.

“Land,” I gasped, forcing my numb arms to row harder.

As the sun climbed, I fought the sea with everything I had. Cramps seized my arms and legs. My throat was dry. It seemed like an eternity before the boat gave a jolt and stopped.

I let go of the oars and turned. The beach was pale, and the sand glittered in the morning sun. I crawled over the edge, stepped into the water—only for my legs to give out beneath me. I had to drag myself the rest of the way. I had no idea where I was.

Then the last bit of will left my drained body, and I rested my cheek against the cool sand. The last thing I remember was a gull’s cry and the feel of waves lapping at my feet.

***

“Here, Mother!” The voice came from far away. It was delicate and high—a girl’s voice. “He’s here! I see him! It’s Cirino.”

I pulled myself out of the darkness, slowly returning to life. The sun scorched my back, my leg throbbed like burning coals, and sand clung to my face. I managed to open my eyes and saw two figures running along the shoreline. Julia was in front, and Zahira behind her.

I closed my eyes again and tried to move. Only a slight twitch from one arm. Then the girls reached me, and Zahira knelt beside me.

“Cirino?” she asked gently. “Can … can you hear me?”

I tried to speak, but only a hoarse sound came from my throat. Sleep rolled back in like a heavy cloud, snuffing out all thought, and my eyes slid shut once more.

“Get the water, Julia,” were the last words I heard.

***

The next time I woke, I was in the shade of some palms. I looked up in wonder at their sharp green leaves swaying and whispering in the breeze. The sky had darkened—the day was drawing to a close.

I sat up, surprised that I could move again. We were still near the coast, but on the other side of the dunes. In the grass beside me sat Julia and Zahira, and not far off a horse nibbled at a bush.

Julia gave me a gentle smile. “I’m glad we found you, Cirino.”

“I … I’m glad too,” I mumbled, rubbing my forehead. I noticed they’d wrapped leaves around my burned leg as bandages.

“Are you feeling better?” Zahira asked.

“Yes.”

“We reached the town around midday yesterday. When you didn’t arrive last night, we decided to ride up and down the coast. It was lucky we did.”

“Town?” I asked. “Which town?”

Julia answered, “Lubrina.”

The name knocked the breath from me. “How … how far …?”

“Not far,” Zahira said, pointing west. “We could be back before sunset, but I think it’s better if we stay here tonight. You’ll manage the ride more easily in the morning.”

But I was already on my feet—only to collapse after a few steps. Julia and Zahira helped me back into the shade.

“Eat now,” Zahira said, handing me a leather pouch. “It’s from town.”

I took it and opened it. The scent of rulka bread twisted my stomach into a knot. It was a Rigan specialty. I took a big bite, let the taste fill my mouth, and the homesickness swelled.

Then I remembered what had happened. “Mahlah,” I said slowly. “He … he’s …”

“We know,” Zahira said calmly.

I stared at her in confusion.

“The pirates, Mahlah, what you did with their ship … you told us everything in your sleep.”

There was no anger or judgment in her gaze. I understood then—she had forgiven me for breaking my word and leaving them to sail alone.

“But there’s one you didn’t mention,” she went on, eyes troubled. “Where is Onesimus?”

I shook my head slowly. “I don’t know.”

Zahira asked nothing more. I finished the rest of the bread in silence.
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None of the busy sailors, already hard at work when we arrived at the harbor early the next morning, had time for more than a polite nod. But their chatter filled my ears like lyrics from forgotten songs.

“Excuse me,” I said to an old woman selling rugs. “Maybe you can help me.”

“If you’re looking for a rug, then yes, absolutely, young man,” she smiled, revealing bare gums.

“No, thank you. But do you know the Eburnus family?”

She squinted. “I know most families in this town, my boy, and Eburnus rings a bell …”

“They’re sapphire divers,” I offered.

“Ah, yes, now I remember!” Her smile vanished. “Their eldest son was taken by pirates some years ago, wasn’t he?”

“Yes, he was.”

She shook her head. “Poor woman … to lose her boy like that. He must’ve been about your age, dear.”

“Do they still live in the house by the west bridge?”

“As far as I know. Tell me something—are you a newcomer?”

“I’m from Rigan, but I’ve … been away for a while.”

“Yes, I can hear it in your speech—still a bit foreign in your mouth,” she smiled. “Don’t worry. It’ll come back soon enough.” Her weathered face turned serious again. “Unfortunately, the country’s not what you remember …”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“There was a time when people slept soundly at night, and when …” She sighed, but then took my hand and smiled. “I won’t darken your mood, dear. Welcome home.”

“Thank you,” I said, handing her a coin for the help.

“May the gods bless you.”

We walked through the streets of Lubrina; I strode so quickly that Zahira and Julia had to trot to keep up. I couldn’t slow down. The closer we got to my old neighborhood, the harder my heart pounded. Every building, every scent awakened memories.

But something was off—small signs of damage, as if there had been trouble here recently. A broken arrow by the roadside, axe marks on a door, a thatched roof partially burned away.

When we crossed the west bridge spanning the bay, I spotted the house, and everything else fell away. I broke into a run. Zahira called after me, but I didn’t answer.

I ran the rest of the way home. Stopped in front of the house. The shutter on the front window had been replaced, the roof had sunk a little. The apple tree Fabius planted had grown taller than me.

Zahira and Julia caught up.

“Go on, Cirino,” Zahira said with a smile. “We’ll wait here.”

I walked around to the back. The hens and geese were gathered in a noisy cluster around the grain someone had just scattered on the grass, squawking and pecking for first dibs. Snorting came from the stable. The door stood open. I walked over. Haltan’s forelock had grown lighter, and the big stallion had lost some of his muscle with age. But those dark eyes watched me, and I could’ve sworn he recognized me.

By his trough, a young man stood hunched with a jug in his arms, pouring water.

When the horse snorted again, Fabius straightened. “What is it, Haltan?” He turned—and froze. We stared at each other.

“Fabius,” I said.

The jug dropped into the straw, spilling the last of the water. My brother stepped over it and threw his arms around me. He was so heavy now he nearly knocked me over. Muscles bulged beneath his tunic as he gripped me tight. He’d been a boy when we parted, and now I could feel stubble on his cheek.

“You … you … you came back.”

I inhaled the scent of his hair, and tears began to stream down my cheeks. I couldn’t say anything, so I just held him. Fabius wept too.

At last he let go and looked at me with wet eyes. I could see how my appearance startled him. I was thin, hunched, filthy, and scarred.

“I looked for you,” he said. “For a whole year. I went to the southern lands three times.”

“I told you not to,” I said, ruffling his hair.

He laughed, still crying. “I couldn’t give up on you … everyone told me I should forget you, but …”

“Where’s Mother?”

“At the market. Cirino, there’s so much I have to tell you. Things have changed a lot since …”

But he didn’t get to finish, because someone appeared in the stable doorway. At first I thought it was Zahira. But the woman was younger, carried a sack of grain, and had wavy red hair. “Cirino?” she gasped.

“Alexia,” I said, surprised.

Fabius smiled and sniffled. “I finally worked up the courage to ask her, like you told me to. She lives here now, Cirino.”

I noticed the ring on her finger, with a small blue sapphire that sparkled.

“That’s … that’s wonderful,” I said, smiling. “And I have someone I want you to meet. Come with me.”
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Gently, the door slid open without a sound, letting in a breath of cool night air.

The figure hesitated in the doorway, then stepped inside. The wooden floor creaked beneath his sandal. His dark eyes scanned the dim room, and he listened intently for any sound. But everyone in the house was asleep. He sniffed the air, as if he could smell that I was nearby.

Porcius crept through the living room, cast a glance into the kitchen, and paused. The slave owner no longer looked like himself. His clothes hung in ragged folds, his fingers were thin and crooked, and grey streaks had begun to appear in his beard. He had nothing left of his former life—it had vanished the morning I freed all his slaves but one.

Now, he had tracked down and killed Sakino—and probably Onesimus, too. Mahlah was dead, and I was the last. And I would be the greatest prize. My death would fulfill the only purpose Porcius had left: revenge.

He turned and spotted the figure lying under a blanket on the floor. I slept soundly, unaware that fate had just entered the room.

Porcius grinned. He had to restrain himself from rushing forward—any sudden movement might wake me, and there was no need to risk that. He walked slowly, carefully. Stopped behind me and listened to my breathing to be sure I was asleep.

Slowly, he knelt. His hand slid under his tunic and drew out the knife, the only true friend he had left. Slaves ran if given the chance—but blades remained loyal.

Now, Porcius wrapped both hands around the hilt and raised the weapon high above his head. His breath came in sharp bursts, a line of drool trailed from his lip. He stared at my neck, at the exact spot where he would bury the blade.

With a scream, he brought the knife down—and I jolted awake.

I rolled to the side, threw myself across the floor, and stared at the figure crouched where I had just been sleeping.

“Cirino, calm down!” came Fabius’s voice. He held a bowl of water in his hands. “There’s nothing to fear. It was just a dream.”

My heart pounded in my chest, and sweat soaked my face. I glanced around the dark room, searching for Porcius. But we were alone, just my brother and me, and at last my mind began to clear. I sat up against the wall, and Fabius came to my side.

“What about Zahira and Julia?” I croaked.

“They’re sleeping in the kitchen, just like Mother in her room, and Alexia with me. I heard you whispering in your sleep, and when I came in here with water …”

“It was him again,” I whispered. “In my dream.”

He sighed and wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “He’ll never find you, Cirino. I don’t even think he’s looking anymore.”

I wanted to believe him. But I knew Porcius. I’d seen him outside the physician’s house. I’d heard his voice. I knew he hadn’t stopped searching for me. I took the bowl and drained it.

Fabius’s fingers brushed the skin on my neck where the scars still reminded me of the chain. “You need time to get used to being free again. To learn to trust the people around you. The fear fades with time.”

“And the dreams?” I asked.

“I don’t know.”

My brother pulled me close until our foreheads touched. We sat like that for a long time in silence.

“How long since the last attack?” I asked.

“Only eight days. It’s happening more and more often.”

“I don’t think the Mazurans will stop until we surrender.”

“The king never will.”

“Maybe he’ll have to.”

“We’re Rigan,” Fabius said. “Proud, feared warriors of the north. For years, other nations have tried to conquer us—but we’re still here, aren’t we?”

I knew the stories—how Rigan had never bowed to any oppressor—but I feared this time might be different.

“Do you think the gods will ever forgive me?” I asked. “For the things I’ve done.”

“The gods know you only did what you had to do.” He paused. “I’m glad you burned their ship, Cirino.”

Something in his voice made me look at him—and I saw I wasn’t the only one haunted by nightmares.

“I’ve relived that day more times than I can count,” he said. “It sounds stupid, I know, but it always felt like … like a …”

“A meeting?” I suggested.

He looked at me, surprised. “Yes.”

“I think it was,” I said, and for a moment, I thought of Onesimus.

Silence fell over the room again, and I think we both sank back into memory—back to that cursed day five years ago when life was bright and full of promise, and the weather was perfect.

“By the way,” I said, raising my hand. “There’s something I swore I’d do if we ever met again.” I pinched his ear and twisted.

“Ow!” he yelped, pulling back. He looked at me, shocked—and suddenly looked exactly like the little brother I remembered. “What was that for?”

“Because you pissed on my feet, you little hog.”

Fabius stared in disbelief for a second—then burst out laughing. I couldn’t help but join him. Once the laughter started, it was as if it had waited five years to be let out. We sat in the dark room, shoving each other and laughing until tears rolled down our cheeks.

***

Thanks for reading.

This book was written over twelve years ago, back when I still wrote in Danish. While I mostly write horror these days, I chose to translate Cirino’s story because it had heart—and I felt it deserved a wider audience.

In the original Danish version, there was a hidden message: the first letter of each chapter spelled out a proposal to my then-girlfriend (now wife), Marianne. I figured this version needed a secret message too. If you're curious what it says, you’ll have to go back and find it.

Blood and Sand is the first of three books. Each one tells a personal tale, but together they reveal a larger story—the rise and fall of Mazura. (And yes, if you sensed a Roman Empire influence, you weren’t wrong.)

To check out the next book, visit nick-clausen.com/steel

—Nick
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