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Introduction

IN THE SHADOW OF SWORDS is the first book in the tales of Ciris Sarn. This is not the Lord of the Rings. Growing up, our house was filled with many books from authors my dad liked to read; Eric Ambler, Graham Greene and Robert Ludlum—to name just a few. Of course I found my way into the realms of fantasy and fell in love with J.R.R. Tolkien’s epic prose. But I was also enamored with the sword and sorcery of Robert Howard and the English translations of One Thousand and One Nights. This book blends elements of fictional espionage, dark fantasy and historical thriller together and pours them into an exotic locale full of intrigue and danger. Mir’aj is a place steeped in the Arabian Nights tradition; a wonderfully fresh setting for me. I am just dipping my toes into the water of this world—hopefully much more of it is still left to come. I’m not an expert on the historical cultures this story takes creative license with, and the responsibility for any error is my own.


Acknowldgements

AT LAST. It has been a seemingly endless journey, and I hope your enduring patience will be rewarded. This book could not have been finished without the incredible support of my family and friends. My appreciation goes to all of you who looked at the manuscript at some point along the way and offered suggestions. I still have a long way to go, but hopefully I can get better at this craft. I am ever grateful to Sasha Miller for first mentoring me and never accepting less than my best. Also to James Car-mack for his insight and wonderful workshops—your guidance allowed me to take the story in another direction and make it something much more original. I would like to give credit to Jesus F.Gonzalez for his work in helping me to make the plot flow at a breakneck pace and literally jump off the pages; Don Peters–for stepping into the game late and providing a big assist; Eric Uhland who is a master wordsmith. Further, I am indebted to Alan K.Lipton, Josepha Sherman, and Judith Tarr for each of their contributions. I would be remiss in not mentioning Samir Malik for the wonderful cover art; Chris Gonzalez in creating an amazing map of the world; and Joshua Vizzacco who designed the book for Errant Press. A job well done. To my beta readers—Bob Nagga, Phil Telford, and Laura Haglund—your feedback was much appreciated. Thanks to my peers at Absolute Write and SFF World who read parts of my book and shared their knowledge and expertise. In addition, to everyone else who crossed my path and offered to help me in some way—I am beholden to your kind hearts. This dream would not have become a reality without the support of my wife. I save the last of my profound thanks for her, who has been with me through all the ups and downs. Sorry this one took so long.


[image: ]


 

 

 

 

 

for my Dad



PROLOGUE

[image: ]

THERE WILL BE BLOOD

24.3.791 SC
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HE WAS almost there.

Hiril Altaïr’s heart pounded furiously as he raced across the square. A drum hammered in his head, until he felt as if it would explode from the pressure. Every breath shot agonizing pain down his sides.

Not now.

Not yet.

Sweat trickled into his eyes, blurring his vision. Still he ran. Each step thundered against the great expanse of stone, echoing, waking foreboding in his mind. Altaïr scanned the buildings for a familiar sign. Light flickered and caught his attention.

At last.

He spied a long standard of burgundy with gilded edges, swaying seductively in the wind. Blazoned in the center was a Qurnaj calligram of the word Eliës, rendered in the shape of a falcon.

Sanctuary.

But would they harbor him? Could anyone be trusted with the knowledge he held?

Nearing exhaustion, he stumbled and nearly fell just three paces short of the entrance to the Eliës embassy. The twin doors that faced the square were closed. Altaïr paused, panting, and dashed sweat from his eyes. This deadly game was finally at its end. Just three steps. Once he was across the threshold, he would be safe.

For how long, though?

The Eliësans would give him sanctuary. They were fiercely independent from the Sultanate of Qatana and the Rassan Majalis of Miranes’. Altaïr carried with him the proof—and could show them even more. He would make them believers, and they would have to protect him.

Altaïr was still half stunned by the revelations he had uncovered. Everything he’d been taught to believe was a lie. It had cost his friend’s life and the lives of four others.

How many others had already been killed?

He staggered up the remaining three steps. Just as he reached for the door handle, a faint whisper behind him broke the silence. Before he could react, something grabbed his shoulder with hideous strength and spun him around. Lifting him into the air as though he were a child’s toy, the unseen attacker slammed Altaïr into one of the embassy’s stone pillars, shattering bones, and then tossed him effortlessly back down the stairs. For a moment, Altaïr faced a wall of darkness as he landed on the ground, screaming in agony. The darkness receded briefly as he fought to stay conscious. Altaïr’s blurred vision found his attacker—a tall, menacing figure cloaked entirely in black, stretching a hand out toward him.

Ciris Sarn. Kingslayer.

A wave of dark scarabs flowed from Sarn’s fingertips, sweeping down on their prey. They flew to embrace Altaïr, shrouding him in a pulsing, inky mass. The creatures tightened around him and punctured his flesh, plunging Altaïr into unbearable pain.

The doors to the embassy promised sanctuary, but for Altaïr it was too late. He gave one last great strain against the merciless onslaught, to no avail. The spellbound creatures stripped away his skin, ripping apart muscle and sinew as he flailed helplessly—and hopelessly—to escape.

Altaïr looked up into the cold black eyes of the assassin. The hooded form of Sarn gazed back at him with no trace of mercy or remorse, his face lined in angles, sharp and unforgiving.

The pain swelled as time slowed, seemingly endless, and Altaïr knew that the sight of the assassin would be his last.

It ended with the sharp, swift movement of a thin blade whispering through the air. Cruel steel pierced Altaïr’s eye and drove deep into his skull. HIS head wrenched back in a silent scream as a crimson curtain fell, then faded into eternal darkness.

His last thought was of his wife.

Marin.
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THERE WAS only one thing left to do.

The scarabs had done their work. Now that Hiril Altaïr lay dead before him, Sarn reached into the folds of his clothing and removed four thin, leather-bound books and laid them next to the body. Dassai wanted these books, but Sarn was not concerned with his avarice.

For now, he had his own matters to attend to.
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He spoke the arcane words as he sprinkled a pinch of ebon dust from a small glass vial. The disk-shaped granules covered the body and sent out a clear message.

An assassin’s mark.

A bright flash lit Sarn’s eyes as he gazed at a shimmering mirror of blue-metallic liquid outlining dark blood and shards of bone—the last remains of Hiril Altaïr. It continued to expand before engulfing the ruined body in a pool of cobalt.

Soon the alchemy began to subside. The mark was invisible to all others save for one man.

Sarn rose. He had fulfilled his duty. He was jinn-bound to the Sultan and thereby his lackeys, men such as Dassai. He had been compelled to kill Altaïr, but he did not care about the books. Let Dassai retrieve them himself.

Pealing across the city, the bells of many masjids tolled sonorously.

Istanna had ended.

Across the great square, Sarn disappeared into a small passageway, a shade lost in deeper shadow. The silence lasted for only a brief moment, until a flock of sable-winged gulls gathered,

squabbling greedily over their newfound feast.

The doors to the embassy remained closed.
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I AM a coward.

This thought plagued the mind of Nabeel Khoury as he watched the man die.

He did nothing.

Said nothing.

He watched it happen and wept.

As the Rais of Havar, Khoury had known the man who would be killed. He also knew the assassin’s identity. Sarn had killed before in Havar, and Khoury had let it happen then, too. Still, he felt unclean, his conscience tainted by the evil done.

Yet he did not stop it.

Because I am a coward.

Khoury was under orders from Emir Malek himself, delivered to him by Fajeer Dassai. You did not cross either man if you wanted to live. Havar was a valued sheikdom of Qatana, and the Sultan’s reach was long. Malek and Dassai played politics as they pleased, and there was very little the sheikh’s chief administrator could do about it.

Hiril Altaïr was to die—and Nabeel Khoury had made sure it happened.

Khoury felt shame as he witnessed the execution, watching from a safe perch high above as Sarn marked the mutilated form that had once been a man. He knew his life would be irrevocably changed after this—and it would not be for the better.

You are a coward.

Yes, he thought again. No one came to Altaïr‘s defense, and I made sure of it.

Khoury had met days earlier with an envoy of Eliës. Therewould be a killing. It would take place in the square on the high holy day of Istanna. Leave your mind free of guilt, he’d told the envoy. It was of no concern. Just be sure that you do not open your doors to this man or hinder the assassin in any way, and there will be no trouble.

Khoury said the words and left the bribe. Just as he had done with a dozen others.

He had met Altaïr twice before. The first time was years earlier, the second just a few days ago. Altaïr’s reputation as a skilled siri preceded him—experienced, thorough, and loyal. A good man, thought Khoury—something he was not. Altaïr had come to Havar looking for answers. But Khoury was uncertain of the questions. He’d learned only a little, some from Altaïr, some from Dassai, who’d shown up two days later. And now Altaïr was dead.

Khoury fixed his eyes on Sarn. The assassin knelt beside Altaïr and laid something next to him, just outside the pool of blood that surrounded the dead man. Khoury could not tell what the object was, but Sarn’s actions were strange and they’d caught his attention. Sarn stood and then was gone, leaving the square as quickly as he had entered it.

Was it a trap?

Did the assassin still lurk, just out of sight, looking to see if anyone would show? Dassai had mentioned nothing to him about Sarn leaving something.

Khoury wanted to know. He needed to know.

But caution and fear held him in place. Merely by interfering, he risked his own death. The royal family was never to be crossed, and apart from Sarn, Dassai might have been the most dangerous man Khoury had ever met. So Khoury waited, chewing his nails, and did nothing.

He was a coward.

He waited for several hours. Biding his time. The street remained deserted. It was late; there was no traffic. No one exited out of the building, either.

The ruined flesh and bones of Altaïr remained on the steps to the embassy, along with the object Sarn had laid down. The more Khoury studied it, the more he began to realize it was a book of some kind.

He looked up at the moons. Their positions told him it would be some time before the street below saw any life again.

Khoury looked again at the object that lay beside Altaïr’s body. The urge to go outside and retrieve it was intense, but he resisted. The longer he stood at the window peering down, the stronger the urge became. Was he still a coward?

Only time would tell.
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SILENCE.

Gone were the screams of unspeakable pain as wax-acid poured over feet and then legs, eating away tissue, muscle, and bone. Still, there were no pleas from Tariq Alyalah—nothing revealed out of desperation and terror.

The torture of the sufi had lasted for more than two hours. Each drop of candle wax sizzled as it seared skin and mingled with blood—a sickening sound that could be heard quite plainly once the wailing had ceased and the old man had finally died.

Fajeer Dassai looked over the corpse that leaned against the curved side of the room. The white distemper paint on the wall around the body, now charred black, had peeled away, and a thin layer of ash dusted the stone floor. Lifeless eyes stared out of Alyalah’s emaciated face. Its mouth was agape. Shriveled, cracked lips receded to expose a scattering of brown and yellow tobacco-stained teeth. The sufi’s blood-soaked suriah robe was torn away at the navel as though he had been bitten in half by a shark; there was nothing left of him below the waist.

The stench of melted flesh invaded Dassai’s nose despite the clove-laced cotton stuffed into his nostrils. He blew out the last of the candles that had been used to torture the sufi, his face so close to the flame that it flared amid the gray, death-tinted shadows.

He had already worked his way through every room, from the top of the misal’ayn down the three hundred sixty-five steps to the crypt and anbar buried deep beneath the surface. This was the last room left. Soon enough he would locate Alyalah’s private records. Somewhere within the walls or floor of this mirsd—this sacred chamber—rested a hidden cache of books that contained secrets so powerful they would change the beliefs of nearly everyone alive in Mir’aj.

Tariq Alyalah would have had Hiril Altaïr smuggle them out of Qatana, possibly turning them over to the Eliësans. Dassai had outwitted him, though, by sending Sarn out to murder Altaïr. The assassin would kill the siri before he could take possession.

It was imperative that Dassai possess these relics. This tower would not keep them secret from him much longer. Once found, these books would endow him with wealth and power to rival the mightiest of sultans.

The room was small and barren, with no windows or furnishings. Embedded in the floor was a mosaic of brown and tan square tiles laid out in an intricate circular pattern, progressing from large to small until it formed a ring, one foot in diameter, in the center of the mirsd. Within this ring was set a copper seal engraved with a burning sun. Light filtered down from a gap in the high domed ceiling, illuminating the pattern set in the floor.

It was here.

Dassai picked up a brushed brass candleholder, twenty-six inches long, fashioned like a spear. He rapped it hard against the floor, sending the stick of wax skidding across the tiles. Wedging the pointed end beneath the copper seal’s edge, he worked it clockwise around the perimeter until it stopped against a hiddenclasp. He pried until he had exposed the clasp, applied a quick, hard snap, and broke the barrier. Removing the disc revealed a shallow recess with just enough room to house several small books.

The cache, however, was empty.

Impossible!

Dassai screamed in rage, slamming his fists on the floor. He stared down at the empty hole, noticing that stone had been crudely chipped away from the bottom and filled with fresh dirt. Dassai dug his hand into the loose soil, searching until his fingers found the slender neck of a wine bottle. He pulled it out and wiped the grime from the green glass. Empty. He examined the smudged lettering.

It was his own fucking label.

Dassai seethed with rage. He should never have counted on Sarn. Hiril Altaïr was dead; there was no question about that. He’d received word himself only an hour before setting off to deal with Alyalah. But what he hadn’t realized, until this very moment, was the possibility that the assassin had come here first. Dassai had wasted precious time waiting for Alyalah to return to the tower, obviously unaware that his abettor in the plot had been here only hours previous.

Did the assassin take them for himself?

The more he thought about it, the more enraged he became.

Sarn, he thought. I will cut your head off and shit down your throat.

Somewhere in Havar he knew the assassin was laughing.


Part One
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NO WAY OUT
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“TOMORROW THEY’RE going to cut off your head, old man.”

Sarn looked out into the night through the high narrow window of the old man’s cell. Three moons hung in the dark sky; Cilíín, a milky crescent, shone brightest, illuminating a feeble, sickly figure draped in threadbare rags. The old man leaned against the wall, seated on a crude stool, the lone piece of furniture in the cramped cell. The intruder jarred him awake.

“It is all I have left to give,” the old man said. “They have already taken my hands and feet.”

He held out the stumps of his arms, sliding his leg stumps across a floor of sand and pebbles. He moved closer to the bars that separated them.

Sarn felt little remorse. The man was a criminal. Just after dawn, in the cold morning air, he would be taken out to the square and executed. That was the law.

“Did you bring the wine?” the old man asked.

“Yes,” Sarn said. “Two bottles.”

“Good. Very good.”

Sarn retrieved a bottle from the folds of his black juma and uncorked it with the same lock-pick he had used to break in.

“Sorry, no glasses tonight,” Sarn said, a barely perceptible smile lingering on his lips.

“Do not worry, my friend. I’m sure you will think of something.”

Crouching down, Sarn passed the bottle between the bars and pressed it to the old man’s lips.

Sarn let him get a small taste before pulling it back.

“Do you have it?” Sarn asked.

The old man nodded.

“Show me.”

“Please. I promise. Give me another drink.”

Sarn relented, allowing himself to play the game; he tipped the bottle again.

The old man sighed. “A strong red.”

“Enough of the mirage. Now tell me,” Sarn snapped, grasping the bars.

“You, too, are a fool, then. Did you not look into my eyes and take notice when you first saw me?”

Angered, Sarn nearly let the wine bottle slip from his fingers. “I did not have to come tonight,” he said. “Remember that.”

Lurching toward the iron bars, the old man rasped, “Look, damn you!”

Sarn had no choice but to continue the morbid charade. Steeling himself, he looked past the old man’s haggard, bearded face, filthy hair, disheveled clothes, and sickly pallor. He tried to ignore the stench of piss and shit, putrid breath and brown, rotted teeth.

Sarn focused on the old man’s eyes. One of them was false.

As recognition dawned in Sarn’s eyes, the old man nodded and cackled. “I knew you would see the truth! Jehal did it for me! Burned it right out, he did!” He paused. Sarn waited. “There wasn’t much pain. I’d endured so much already. He did a fine job with the marble, I’d say. They never even guessed it.”

“HOW proud you must have felt,” Sarn sneered, but his curiosity was piqued.

The old man squeezed his face between the bars. “Take it out! I’d do it myself, but you know I can’t…” He raised the scarred stump of his right arm.

“What the fuck for?”

“You know why,” the old man replied. He looked hard at Sarn. “Don’t feign ignorance with me; and don’t insult me. Jehal hollowed out this glass orb. And that is where you will find it.”

Sarn didn’t hesitate. He pressed his thumb against the old man’s eye socket, and with one quick motion, plucked the marble

out. He dug the hidden object out of the hollow and palmed it.

“Now, give me back my eye,” the old man said.

Sarn fitted the marble back into the old man’s dank socket, fighting back a wave of revulsion.

He looked down at his prize: a small button with ridges carved in its surface, and five thin strands of what appeared to be hair woven in the buttonholes.

“Do not lose it,” the old man warned. “I went to great pains to find this for you.”

Knowing full well that it was the key to his freedom, Sarn carefully pocketed the object, then retrieved the second wine bottle from his juma and removed the cork. Sarn would let the old man drink his fill. That, at least, he deserved.

After some minutes, the old man’s head nodded into oblivion, both bottles empty at his feet.

Sarn leaned in closer. “When morning comes and you pray to Ala’i for the last time,” he whispered to the old man, “remember, father… God is great.”
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SARN WOKE with a start.

Something was wrong. He opened the shuttered window, and the sudden brilliance of the suns blinded him. After his vision cleared, Sarn observed his surroundings. Closely packed buildings of worn stucco and stone overlooked narrow streets that wended in all directions. A breeze carried the scent of honey, melon, and orange.

It was deceptively serene.

Sarn dressed and then stood for a moment at the foot of his bed, listening. He heard voices from below, faint but discernible. He had slept too long. Last night’s encounter with Barrani had troubled him, but what he’d received nurtured a spark of hope inhim. Dassai had lured the assassin into Havar by once again using Sarn’s father as bait. It was clear with the death sentence that Dassai’s patience with Sarn was at its end.

Yet this fateful meeting with Barrani had not proved fruitless.

Sarn reached into his pocket and fingered the talisman, calmed by his mere possession of it. Then he grabbed his gear and moved across the room. He listened at the door. Nothing. Sarn paused again for a few seconds before turning the handle and opening the door just wide enough to slip into the empty hallway. He left the key in the lock and descended the stairs.

He was in the coffeehouse of Azraf Lahteeb. The man was just one of many in the sheikdom whom Sarn knew well and kept close to him. Due in part to Sarn’s efforts, Lahteeb had risen from a beggar-thief in the souks to a prospering business owner. He ran a number of busy coffeehouses, but also worked the black market and was a trafficker in women. Lahteeb would keep him safe. They shared mutual interest, though they did not trust each other.

When he reached the ground floor, Sarn stepped through a doorway and onto a wide veranda. Beneath the boundless blue of the sky was an even bluer sea. White cubes of houses cut a dazzling line between air and ocean. The high walls of arcaded terraces ran upward to the still higher domed mosques and cylindrical minarets of Havar. Beyond the south gate, olive-clad, vineyard-laden rolling hills shone green in the distance.

Sarn took a deep breath. HOW long would it be before he had to carry out more dark deeds for his paymasters? In the past, premonition had played its part—the unease he’d felt earlier would not prove unfounded.

He was in trouble.

A fountain bubbled in the corner, shaded by an almond tree. Sarn did not pray, but the ablution would clear his mind. He removed his shoes and washed his feet. When he was finished, he cupped his hands and splashed his face with the jasmine-scented water. He dried himself with one of towels that lay beside the fountain.

Running along the edge of the veranda was a low wall covered with flowering bougainvillea. From this vantage point, Sarn watched the activity of the port as the sound of midday bells rang, pealing out over the harbor. Crowds of people made their way from the quays and moorings to the north gate that led into the medina.

Sarn picked an orange from a low-hanging branch and bit into its sweet, blood-red pulp as he considered his options. He needed money. But to emerge now might prove dangerous. Sarn’s exile had lasted nearly a year, and there were many people looking for him.

The most significant of those was Fajeer Dassai.

Two months earlier, Sarn had sent a message to Lahteeb, who was also a wine dealer, to have him look for prospective buyers of rare, highly desired wines that were exclusive to the cellars of the royal family. Illegal trading in wine was both risky and profitable, a chance Sarn was more than willing to take. However, weeks had gone by without word before he got an answer. Lahteeb had set up an afternoon meeting today with Sarn and a wine merchant named Aban Seif al-Din.

Lahteeb had wanted them to meet here, but Sarn refused. He never trusted anyone too far. He would take Lahteeb’s money and hospitality, but caution still ruled. After some negotiation, they agreed to meet at the Najid shisha near the Badhel Souk; it would provide crowds for cover, and plenty of escape options.

Sarn decided against going back into the coffeehouse and slipped over the wall, dropping ten feet down to the street below.

Navigating his way to the souk, he scanned the faces returning from midday prayers. Most wore white thobes, some wore long abayas of bright-hued material similar to his own. His clothing, although designed to keep the wearer cool, felt stifling as he traversed the maze of narrow flagstone passages. A light wind drifted in from the sea but seemed to pass around him as though he were shielded by some unseen force, and gave him no relief from the heat.

The noise of the souk reached Sarn well before he entered it. The breeze was heavy with the scent of exotic spices, and the very air seemed to shimmer with color. Throngs of people dawdled at merchants’ stalls to haggle and gossip. Peddlers called out, hoping to entice him with their wares.

But he took no interest; he maneuvered through the souk’s labyrinthine byways until he reached the opposite end and spied a sign for Najid. The shisha-house rested on the corner of a wide street under the shade of green-leafed plane trees.

Sarn waited, hidden in the shadows. He watched as Aban Seif al-Din approached Najid. The man was alone, the street quiet at a time when it should have been much busier.

A cloud passed above, dimming the bright sunlight. Sarn watched the merchant closely. Another man, twenty feet behind, trailed al-Din. As the cloud cover deepened, a feeling of dread settled over Sarn.

Receding farther into the shadows, he scanned the street and the buildings. Last night’s encounter had brought with it the foreboding of danger—and his instincts had never proved him wrong.

Sarn had to leave Havar immediately; he could not let himself be found.

Again.
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TWELVE DAYS.

He’d avoided Fajeer Dassai for almost one full year now. A few more days and the curse would be lifted from him forever.

The curse had bound Sarn to the Sultan, and because of it, he’d become a slave-assassin, dispatching various enemies of the royal family—and anyone else who’d been foolhardy enough to cross the crown. At times, Sarn had despaired of being free of the curse—giving up hope of ever being able to live without thesuffocating hopelessness that came from playing the role of Dassai’s puppet—his tool for killing. He’d escaped in the past but had always been found quickly. This time, thanks to help from a friend in Riyyal—Rimmar Fehls—he’d managed to stay on the run.

Just… twelve… more… days….

Sarn hissed. Defeat seemed the only option now. The button and thread in his pocket were not enough to shatter the spell. He needed an arcane word to use along with them. Without it, they were not the keys to his freedom but the chains that bound him. But he was out of time, and in this matter of fate there was no way out. Somebody had recognized him again, and he would have to return to Dassai.

But Sarn would not make it easy for him.

A company of assassins was hunting him. But who? mused Sarn. The White Palm? Slen Thek? The Haradin? It could be any—or all—of them. His own recklessness had led him to this predicament.

Sarn had nearly walked into the trap set for him at Najid. His intuitive sense of danger saved him; and he’d spent a week on the run—alternately hiding and then slipping out of one city and into another.

Sarn crouched on a clay-tiled roof, surveying the city that stretched out below him. As the twilight encroached on Oranin, he felt that familiar pull in his stomach—a cold, elemental feeling. The curse was calling to him.

For more than twenty years he had done the bidding of Raqqas Siwal, the Sultan of Qatana. Sarn had no choice. He was jinn-bound. Yet the Sultan had rarely commanded Sarn himself. That task was delegated to one of his sons, Malek aït-Siwal, and one other.

Fajeer Dassai.

Sarn cursed again under his breath. With catlike stealth, he leaped from his perch and landed on the empty terrace. He paused for a moment before dropping down into an empty alleyway below.

He remained silent in the shadows. The narrow street was lit with oil lamps that flickered in the growing darkness, sending aromatic plumes of smoke into the air. He walked into a maze of deserted streets and passages that ran in all directions like the web of lies that had ensnared him. The second sun was beginning to set, its crimson orb sinking behind the tall buildings that loomed above him.

Daylight would soon abandon Oranin. Sarn had to make the most of it; there was no shelter for him in the night.

He was a marked man; enemies were endemic to the killing trade. Sarn ventured a quick scan of one of the city’s main thoroughfares and then stepped back into the shadows of the alleyway. Years of practiced stealth and trained intuition took control of his actions, and he pinned himself against the cool stone wall.

The ever-present wind that channeled through Oranin’s streets rose to a gale, as if it were intent on alerting his enemies. Suspicion rapidly turned into reality, and he knew that his gamble had cost him dearly. Yet seeing his father for the last time had given him half the prize he needed. Now he lacked only one thing. A name.

Sarn took a deep breath and moved out of the shadows, keeping close to the walls as he slipped past several small intersections, his stride light and silent. He threaded his way through narrow streets and even tighter alleyways, moving toward the east gate of the city.

He knew from experience that one could wander the maze of Oranin for days on end. The city was a labyrinth of buildings, streets, and courtyards. Stark white structures coated in layers of gypsum plaster, they seemed to lean precariously forward like looming ghuls, creating narrow footpaths that wove throughout Oranin. Without local knowledge or a guide, it was almost impossible to tell each street apart.

Sarn paused once more as the streets darkened. He rested, crouching in an alleyway where there was no illumination fromthe windows above. Beneath his feet, the flagstones were rough but uniform. He listened, straining his acute hearing for any trace of sound. There were too many places for his pursuers to hide, too many safe houses where they might lurk.

A moment later Sarn was gone again, passing through an alleyway so small that he could reach out and touch the walls of the towering buildings on either side. Though it was only dusk, the street was lost in darkness. The city’s old quarters were perfectly laid out for any man who wished to move from place to place and yet remain out of sight. Sarn had always found this reassuring but at the same time his gut told him that if he could hide here, then so could others.

Leaving the sanctuary of the dark, he crossed into a large square illuminated by soft starlight and the milky silver of a waning moon.

Suddenly, he pressed himself into the shadow of the nearest building, heart racing, skin prickling with anticipation. He pulled out a blade.

He was not alone

4

SARN HEARD the sound even before the arrow flew.

He threw himself flat and crawled toward an alcove. The arrow shattered against the wall directly above him, and tiny shards of wood, stone, and plaster peppered his legs. Sarn quickly considered his options.

From his temporary shelter, he could see the huge, rectangular courtyard, bordered on three sides by an arcade of arches. Doorways in the two opposing walls of the square—to his left and right—led into zaouia schools.

Centered opposite him was the entrance into the Grand Mosque of Sidi-Amorad, its towering minaret and fluted domeshrouded in night. Sarn slipped from the alcove and moved along the wall to his right, searching for another sanctuary from the unseen archer. He could sense the man’s presence on the wall to the left of the mosque entrance. He could also sense two other assailants hidden in the corners. They were funneling him into Sidi-Amorad.

Sarn knew it would be empty. Evening prayers were over; the mass of worshippers that had been crowded into the square just one hour ago would all be gone.

A series of richly carved wooden doors extended almost the entire width of the mosque. All save two were closed; Sarn entered, keeping close to the walls. He wove through the columns and arches that led to the central nave.

The interior architecture was overwhelming. Each column and arch was beautifully wrought from alabaster and granite and inlaid with arabesque patterns of faience tiles. Sarn had seen few places of equal grandeur outside of Qatana.

He caught the glimpse of a red-robed figure retreating across the limestone floors, deeper into the mosque. Bait for a trap soon to be sprung with no way out. Sarn smiled. He was all in.

Sarn peered beyond the portico into the nave. On the east and west sides were the two sacred mihrab niches. Seven large bronze lamp clusters lined the domed ceiling of the prayer hall, each one shimmering with a multitude of glass lamps burning fragrant oil. Directly below, a circular minbar was built into the center of the nave. Numerous prayer rugs and carpets lay scattered about the floor. North, beyond the lamps in the nave, stood a tomb like a well-disciplined sentinel, shrouded in darkness.

He could just make out the silhouette of one assassin. But he could sense the presence of the others; he knew there were three killers in here with him.

Sarn drew back into the shadows.

Someone had given them payment. Sarn had little doubt that it was Dassai. He’d played this game before. Dassai fed on the violence, and it didn’t matter whose blood was spilled.

Sarn pulled a small carved-stone box from a pocket above his belt. He opened it, revealing two scorpions, black and streaked with thin bands of white and yellow. He knew firsthand how dangerous they were.

Holding the scorpions by their tails, he whispered, 
[image: ] and flung them toward the nave.

He waited.

The air was heavy with the aroma of jasmine, burning frankincense, and the stench of sweat left behind by the departed worshippers.

Suddenly a horrific scream resonated through the vast interior of the mosque, shattering the stillness. Two red-robed figures shot from within the prayer niches, flailing their legs, trying to shake off the small but lethal creatures. They fell to the ground, kicking and slapping at their thighs and calves.

Their frantic cries continued; they frothed at the mouth, eyes glazed. Finally their screams and struggles abated. The scorpions emerged from the men’s robes and skittered up their bodies and across their faces, crawling into their open mouths. Each man convulsed and then lay silent.

Now only one enemy still lived.

Twenty feet away a dark figure slipped from the shadows. Sarn gripped the hilt of his blade and braced himself.

The Slen Thek assassin drew his saif and advanced toward Sarn. “If you are looking for peace, you won’t find it here. Dassai is tired of waiting for you.”

“Is he?” Sarn knew from previous experience that Dassai found much pleasure in these tests.

The assailant struck with lightning speed.

Blade met blade with a clash of steel. The assassin followed through on his swing and Sarn leaped back, brandishing his weapon in a defensive move. The assassin’s eyes narrowed, seeking an opening.

The assassin swung his sword again.

Sarn lashed out with his own, centering all his strength and concentration in the maneuver. Sword locked with sword.

The assassin stepped forward and lunged. Sarn ducked and brought his blade up, slicing deeply into his assailant’s right thigh. The assassin let out an involuntary cry, and then jabbed with his saif again, narrowly missing Sarn’s neck. Sarn stepped lightly aside and swung low, this time cutting into the back of his assailant’s calves. The assassin stumbled.

Sidestepping his would-be executioner, Sarn brought his blade around in a quick downward motion, cleaving the man’s head from his shoulders. Body and head separated and fell. Blood spurted from the severed neck, a cascade of scarlet painting the floor.

Sarn stood for some moments in the center of the nave, listening. Waiting. The imams had not noticed the brutal encounter.

Sarn edged his way back to the entrance. Peering out, he surveyed the square.

Deserted.

Sarn slipped out of the mosque and back into the empty streets.

This time, he wasn’t followed.

5

SARN LISTENED.

As he prepared to leave, the faint calls of morning prayer drifted above the city, which had already sprung to life.

Prosperous Oranin had grown well past the established city walls to include hundreds of caravanserais grouped beyond each of the city’s four gates. Among these, one of the largest, Isfahan Caravanserai, rested like a jewel beside Ras’mal Hari—the Cape Cities Road. Here, in this opulent but functional place, Sarn had passed a safe evening. Isfahan was a long rectangular maidan builtof limestone blocks, remarkable for its size, with a broad exterior lined with a single continuous tier of portico, making it both accessible and well-protected.

The second sun was just beginning to rise; Sarn could already feel the growing heat of the day. It was doubtful he was still being followed. Still, because of the attack at the mosque, Sarn couldn’t be certain.

As focused as Sarn was on leaving the caravanserai, he was distracted by thoughts of Jannat, his most recent seduction. One of Dassai’s four wives, Jannat ran an extensive vineyard near the Haffal Mountains. Sarn had lived in secret with his very accommodating hostess for nearly a year, seducing and bedding her with pleasure, satisfying his needs with thinly-disguised contempt. Reflecting on the illicit relationship with Jannat, orchestrated for his own personal gain, Sarn realized with continued distain that the cost to her would be greater than she could have imagined.

Dassai would have to kill her.

Sarn smiled. Jannat was no longer the mistress of a vineyard, but instead a common whore, an intolerable disgrace in the eyes of her husband. She was of little concern or use now to Dassai or Sarn. Dassai had other wives to comfort him in his loss. Dassai also had pride, which he would not sacrifice at any cost. Sarn was the cause of his scorn and humiliation. Soon after, Dassai had arrested Barrani and put a price on Sarn’s head. Dassai had as much derision for Sarn as he had for Jannat.

So be it, then.

Still reflecting on his satisfying indiscretion, as well as the price on his head, Sarn left his room and headed downstairs to the bar. As he passed the second-story landing, the morning light from the hallway window reflected dimly on the wall.

Sarn continued his descent to the lower floor of the caravanserai, pausing in the doorway as he peered into the dark bar. He canvassed every crevice, examining the shadows beyond the feeble glow of the jasmine-scented lamps.

He stepped inside, passing through the crowd of patrons. He found himself in the midst of a steady murmur of speculation about a deadly assassin, even as he walked by.

As Sarn’s presence became known, a hush spread and the voices faded into silent stares. He pretended not to notice and made his way to the bar.

“Naveen,” Sarn said, smiling as an attractive, dusky woman dressed in an abaya, her hair wrapped in a headscarf, approached the bar. Sarn leaned across and gave her a soft kiss on both cheeks, something that he would seldom have dared elsewhere.

“Coffee? Or are you here just to waste my time?” Naveen said with a faint smile. She was the proprietor of Isfahan and ran it with her sister, Layyena.

“Just one cup,” Sarn answered, surveying the room, aware of eyes and ears focused solely on him. “I must go soon.”

“Two dirans, unless you are going to pay me for the room as well.” Naveen hadn’t missed his mention of departure.

“Of course.”

Like her sister, Naveen was no-nonsense and direct. She and Layyena were strong women. Without them and their network of caravanserais, Sarn would have been vulnerable last night after his altercation at the mosque. He might well have owed them his life.

As he sipped his coffee, Sarn spied the faces in the crowd—mostly locals, but he could see there were a few travelers. He watched the sisters go about their business. What an incredible asset to him they had already become. He could not afford to lose his connection with Isfahan and the two women who controlled it. Sarn’s success depended upon his continued ability to manipulate them.

Layyena had not questioned him when he’d arrived late last night and asked for a single room at the top of the rear tower. He’d been in luck; one was available, and he was given a key. If any other assassins had followed him, they would have made their presence known. The fact that they hadn’t—coupled withhis observations of the patrons in the bar this morning—told him he was safe.

For now.

Traffic was already brisk on the Cape Cities Road outside Isfahan, which was crowded with caravans of horses and camels bearing men and dry goods. Street vendors were busy from the gates of Oranin all the way to the caravanserai, hawking their wares to passersby.

Time to go.

Without another word to the sisters, Sarn left behind his unfinished coffee and passed through the crowd, avoiding their questioning stares.

He slipped out of Isfahan and into the rain-scented morning.
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NOT A WORD.

Three weeks, and nothing from Jannat. She employed a number of messengers, and he’d left enough of a trail if she felt the need to look for it.

Sarn had last seen her at the riad. She was leaving for Pashail, where Dassai wanted her in his bed. That never lasted, Jannat had told him. They would enjoy each other for a few days, then Dassai would get bored with her and the sea and go back to Riyyal. But after the traps laid for him, Sarn wasn’t so sure Jannat was safe.

She might already be dead.

It was evening when Sarn left the Ras’mal Hari caravans, following a small road eastward, away from the coast. The heavy silence of the night matched his mood.

He was still being followed.

Most likely it was either one of Jannat’s messengers or more spies working for Dassai. Sarn did wonder, however, whether Dassai had reached the end of his patience with Sarn’s rebelliousness and replaced the spies with more assassins. Sarn developed a plan to deal with either, his hatred of Dassai and disgust for Jannat fueling his determination.

On the road he expected to encounter riders—mostly couriers ferrying information between the misal’ayn and Oranin. Few would challenge him directly, but there were rewards for relaying Sarn’s whereabouts, as well as personal satisfaction. Sarn would study their riding styles, the better to spot those who paid too much attention to him as they passed.

It mattered little to him. There was a good chance Jannat was gone for good. If not, she wasn’t clever enough to hire new messengers to hunt for him, and he knew most of those she employed.

Sarn stopped to give his horse a short reprieve, taking refuge at a berkeh surrounded by wild oats. There were better places farther along, but the horse was tired, and though the place was exposed, he could not afford to push his mount.

Sarn heard the two riders approach. With no time to seek cover, he held his ground, watching as they dismounted on the far side of the pond, conspicuous not only because of the timing—arriving shortly after him—but because of the superb condition of their horses. Not couriers. For Sarn, there was no such thing as being too cautious. He checked his weapons and his options.

The riders removed nothing from their saddles and packs, further arousing his suspicions—they were not planning to be here long.

“Six seconds,” he whispered under his breath: the time it would take to reach the saddle, grab the reins, and wheel back onto the road.

“Ten seconds,” he whispered again, for it would take that long to assault the two before they could respond.

He chose the first option, clicking softly to his horse. Her ears pricked and she turned immediately, knowing what was needed.

They’d been in this situation before.

Sarn ticked off the seconds in his mind as he jumped up, slapped the reins on her flanks and disappeared into the night.

“Nine seconds,” he whispered to her. “Not bad at all.”

The riders followed, their purpose unclear, their employer uncertain. But he was definitely the target. Was he to be robbed? Killed? Followed?

None of these suited him. Sarn would either elude or slay them. Nothing else was acceptable. Nothing would prevent him from facing Dassai on his own terms.

The pursuers kept their distance. Not thieves or assassins, then. These were trackers—paid to trail, not confront him. His familiarity with the terrain and his riding skill soon separated him from his pursuers.

Sarn mouthed thanks to them, as any small part of him that had been willing to relax was gone. No man escapes his own deeds, and his were darkest of all. He would always be hunted. The two riders were just the beginning. There would be more once he arrived at the riad.

Dawn broke as he drew near a stone spire that rose into the pale morning sky. He gazed at the tower crowned with a massive jewel, shimmering in the first moments of sunlight, windowless save for slits ringing the uppermost level.

The misal’ayn was perched on a ridge in the foothills to the west of the twin cities that comprised the sheikdoms of Oranin and Havar. It provided a sufi—a mystic seer—with a commanding view for at least a dozen farsangs in all directions. From the tower he could see west to the Haffal Mountains, east to the sea, north to Marjeeh and the sheikdom of Tanith, and south to Pashail and distant lands beyond.

The ashen-hued obelisk of Burj al-Halij had long been in the service of Qatana, one of many scattered throughout Mir’aj. It was said to have been carved by stone-jinn ages ago. Sarn had seen only nine such towers in all of his travels, though he’d heard rumors of many more.

It was a majestic site; one less encumbered would pause to enjoy it.

Sarn did not stop.

And no one followed.

HIS path took him through deep valleys down to the sea, then up a steep, rocky path nearly washed out by recent storms, forcing him to dismount until the trail leveled out and became more stable. The track soon turned back eastward, wending through the foothills. Sarn stopped near a flowering acacia tree at the edge of a small stream. He pulled the saddle off his horse and let her roam in search of grass and water.

Sarn retrieved dried meat and hard bread from his pack and, leaning back against the tree, he let his thoughts wander on another path—the dark, dangerous road of his past that had brought him to this place. He thought of his father and his father’s gift to him. Barrani was dead by now, but he’d given Sarn a glimmer of hope before the end. Skirting the edge of real emotion, Sarn allowed himself this moment of quiet reflection.

In time, Sarn lifted his pack, re-saddled his horse, and resumed his journey home.

He was ready.
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SARN WAITED.

he’d stopped for a brief respite. Surrounding him were ancient vineyards, which were among the most highly regarded and most sought after in all of Qatana. Trellised vines of grapes draped the cloud-dappled hills. The wines produced here were excellent—dark and full-bodied reds as well as fruity whites with hints of citrus.

Am I doomed to forever relive the past? Sarn reflected, gazing out over the land. The scene reminded him of his childhood summers, when he’d toiled in his uncle’s vineyards in Annafi: a distant memory faded almost beyond recall. Until now.

Where have the years gone? Sarn felt the impossible desire to reverse time to a point when he could have altered the course of his life. But he knew it could never be. There was no going back.

Sarn stood and listened. There was only the quiet breeze and a falcon’s distant call. His horse had wandered farther than usual, the temptation of incense grass luring her astray. He was alone.

Sarn tired of waiting he called to his horse, who answered the signal with a ringing neigh. The horse cantered up, and he leapt into the saddle and galloped away. Sarn felt the rush of anticipation course through him, his pessimism sloughing off, replaced by a renewed vigor.

His fate still lay ahead.

Racing along well-worn paths that marked the final miles of his journey, Sarn could see the purple-blue silhouettes of the Haffal Mountains in the distance as dusk approached. The twilight failed to dampen his mood. Sarn knew that he would make it to the riad before noon tomorrow, where Dassai no doubt waited.

Neither killing nor his epithet—Kingslayer—bothered him. Having to kill at Dassai’s orders—that was entirely different.

The talisman his father had given him was the key to his freedom. But to unlock it, he needed to confront the Sultan, and this would require the aid, willing or not, of the man who held his chains. Sarn relished the thought of breaking them, and afterward looking into Dassai’s eyes as he slit the man’s throat.

Sarn’s thoughts focused on the coming confrontation. The yearlong affair with Jannat was an effective—and bloodless—weapon he’d relished using against Dassai. What better way to stab a man in the back than to bed his wife?

But it had not been enough. Dassai had been oblivious. So Sarn had arranged for him to find out; therefore he knew Dassai would be waiting for him at the riad.

Sorting it out in his mind, Sarn realized that some puzzles still remained. Shortly before he received the cryptic message to visit

Barrani in Havar, Jannat had disappeared. She simply left. Those she employed had not seen her depart, nor could they give him any information concerning her whereabouts.

Why? What was the cause? If she knew he’d betrayed her to Dassai, that would be reason enough to leave, to escape a certain and painful death. But he doubted her ability to recognize his true intentions.

He had no feeling one way or the other for Jannat’s life or death. Yet her disappearance had been inexplicable.

Now he wasn’t so sure.
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SARN STARED in disbelief at the scene below him.

The flourishing landscape that he remembered was blackened, scorched, as if efreeti of the Rim al-Saraya had flown over the mountains with a demon-wind and burned the land in their wake.

Everything was gone.

Dry winds carried black streamers of smoke, streaking the horizon with long fingers of darkness.

His mount reared up as he pulled the reins tight and stared at what had once been his refuge—now razed to the ground.

This had not been part of the plan.

Sarn cursed, spurring his horse forward, hooves pounding the sun-baked earth.

As he descended the hill, he was met by the powerful, acrid odor of burning grapevines. Some grapes still clung to the vines, their once plump bodies now withered and bled dry.

Sarn slowed the horse to a trot, his eyes scanning what was left of the riad. The house showed no signs of life.

His nose detected a different scent on the wind. He knew it all too well.

The sweet, sickly stench of death.

Sarn slowly led his mount through the ruined gates of the estate, toward the burned-out riad. A grisly horror lay before him.

The reek of charred human flesh hung in the air. Vineyard workers had been cut down in the fields and left for the fire to consume. Most were scattered amid trellises and stone debris. Some had been hacked, some speared; arrows protruded from others’ bodies. Others had been beheaded, or disemboweled.

Sarn jumped from his horse and approached the qoos, which still stood in the aftermath of the fire that had engulfed the house.

Some of the stone and brick from the riad had held firm against the flames. Most of it, however, lay in a pile of blackened rubble, still smoldering. The panes of lead-crystal windows were gone. Two lower walls and a tall chimney remained intact. But otherwise, everything was gone.

In the gloom of dust and ash that dimmed the light of the second sun, Sarn perceived movement within the ruins, a long shadow creeping across the smoldering wall.

It was Dassai.
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“IT IS a shame that it had to come to this.”

Fajeer Dassai stepped forward, facing Sarn. It was the same man Sarn had known for years; yet it wasn’t. The fierce brown eyes still gleamed above the sharp nose. But his hair had retreated to the farthest reaches of his scalp, cut short and graying around small-lobed ears. Lines grooved his cheeks, intersecting the caverns that extended from the tip of his nose. Time had not been kind.

“Really, it is a shame,” Dassai said calmly. “It pained me deeply to learn that my wife would consort with someone like you.”

“I imagine it did.”

Dassai smiled. “But I take some satisfaction in the discovery,despite your both taking such great pains to conceal the affair from me.”

“You learned of it only because I wanted you to,” Sarn said.

For the briefest fraction, Dassai’s eyes widened in surprise before relaxing again. Few would have caught it, but Sarn was one of those who could.

He grinned.

When Sarn had entered the burned out building, he’d instinctively put his back against the qoos. It served him well now. Dassai pulled a slender, silvery-white rod from his robes and began tapping it against his left palm as he paced in front of Sarn.

Maneuver all you want, Sarn thought. You can‘t get behind me.

He made no move to counter Dassai. Sarn was better at the game than his opponent, and Dassai knew it. There would be no attack. Dassai would not take the gamble.

The source of the riad’s destruction was now apparent. The firestorm that had swept through the place had sprung from the mystical artifact in Dassai’s hand.

Dassai stopped. “Interesting,” he said. “You haven’t asked about Jannat.”

Sarn shrugged.

His opponent cocked his head to one side. “Have you no interest in her fate?”

“Not particularly.”

“The whore got her wish. I sold her as a harem slave. Now she’ll pleasure hordes of beggars until she’s dead.”

“I wouldn’t underestimate her.”

“How so? She’ll never escape.”

Don‘t be too sure.

“Probably not, but she will survive. The woman has talent.” Sarn smiled wickedly. “But perhaps you never experienced that.”

Dassai visibly struggled to contain his emotions. Sarn pressed the attack.

“So all this,” Sarn asked, waving his hand. “This is your

revenge on her? Or me?”

“I did it because I could, Ciris,” Dassai replied, lips curling in a twisted smile.

“Even if it costs you dearly,” Sarn said, shaking his head. “That’s not like you, Fajeer.”

“What’s hers is mine!” Dassai said. “You think you can come in here and help yourself to my possessions?”

“I did it because I could.”

Dassai paused. “Predictable,” he said contemptuously. “I am disappointed in you, Ciris.”

“Why?”

“Did you honestly think you could just walk away? Surely you knew better. You cannot break this curse.”

“I guess we will have to wait and see,” Sarn said, glowering at Dassai.

“With all I have done, you should thank me for cleaning up after you.”

“Give you thanks?”

“A man such as you must have gone mad, hiding in this place for a year, cowering like a rat.”

“Well,” Sarn said, drawing out the word slowly. “Your wife did make the time pass much more sweetly.”

Dassai laughed. “Always quick with the tongue, just as you were as a child.

“But I’m not the only one looking for you. You’re being hunted again. Had it not been I, others would have come to do the same.”

“Perhaps. And the message to visit Barrani came from you?”

Dassai smiled.

“I thought as much,” Sarn said, nodding. “His fate was sealed long ago, and not by you.”

“No matter. Your father is dead. Did you like my other gifts?”

“The quality of your assassins is lacking,” Sarn said. “You should have spent more.”

“Don’t mistake my actions,” Dassai said, waving off Sarn’s reply. “They accomplished what I wanted them to do: like dogs driving prey toward the hunters. It was all meant to lead you here.”

“I would have come anyway.”

“And if I had wanted you dead, you would be.”

“Many others have said that, and yet I still stand.”

“Don’t mistake me,” Dassai said. “You are skilled in your craft. You’ve been a useful tool.”

“Fuck you,” Sarn said, stung.

Dassai smiled. “Easy, my friend. You usually have more restraint. I’m afraid you may have forgotten that it was my instruction which has served you so well.”

Yes, it has, Sarn thought. And soon my skills will be used against you. Sooner or later, he would get vengeance.

Sarn spied Dassai’s minions creeping out of the lingering smoke, winding through the blackened debris, ready to intervene.

But he was unconcerned. Dassai wanted him here for a reason, and Sarn did not think it was to cut him down. No, Dassai had something else in mind.

“Your men need work,” he said, nodding toward the minions.

“I see your confidence does not waver,” Dassai said.

“I see no reason that it should.”

Dassai’s servants stepped from the shadows. There were twelve in all, well-armed, with crossbows at the ready. Taking Dassai now would mean sacrificing himself.

Is it worth it?

No. That time would come.

“You know I can have you killed,” Dassai said.

“You said that before. Same answer—perhaps. But if that is your choice today, it will be the last one you ever make.”

“But where you were once just a thorn in my side, you have given me the justification to dispose of you.”

It was true. The crime of dishonoring a man’s name was grave. Jannat would soon pay the price, if she had not already. Those around her had as well, because they had been aware of the disgrace. The crime for adultery extended to all involved in the act. Sarn felt a rush of adrenaline.

“If that is your desire, so be it,” he said. “Honor is hard; death comes easy.”

“Calm yourself. I still have need of you,” Dassai said.

“Do you?” Sarn said warily.

“As I said before, I allow you to live because I still have some use for your… ah… particular set of skills.”

“Oh? Sarn asked, intrigued in spite of himself.

“You will return to Havar and find a man named Hiril Altaïr. And there you will murder him.”

Sarn knew the man’s name—a very capable siri. But why would Dassai want this man dead?

Dassai continued, “Mark him when you are finished. I need to know it was you who made the kill. Then leave for Riyyal. The Sultan has called for you.”

“What use does the Sultan have for me?”

“That is not for you to know,” Dassai answered.

It was clear to Sarn that Dassai didn’t know, either.

Sarn looked at Dassai, then at his men who had come to surround him. “Not much of a choice then?”

“You never had one,” Dassai said. “Every time you run, you are lying to yourself. There are only two things that you do, that give you any worth: you kill to survive, and you survive to kill. Never forget that.”

“I must try to keep that in mind,” Sarn responded. “Someday soon I will revel in spilling your blood.”

“You have your duty.”

“So be it,” Sarn said, brushing past Dassai and through his men.

They will all die, Sarn decided. It would start with Altaïr—but it would end with Dassai.

“Pity this place had to burn.” Dassai called out as Sarn mounted his horse. “But what is it they say? ‘Nothing in life is without loss.’“

Nothing indeed. There was little more to hold Sarn here, but then again, there never really had been. Sarn gave it one last glance before spurring his horse and galloping away.

He did not look back again.

10

AT LAST.

Dassai’s mind raced as he watched the horse and rider grow smaller, fading into the landscape like a wisp of smoke in the wind.

His plan was set into motion, and Ciris Sarn would serve as the centerpiece in this game of deception. The attention surrounding the assassin would afford him all the time he needed.

He reveled in the thought. Sarn would deliver him the seeds of power, while orchestrating his own destruction.

It was perfect.

A cruel smile lit Dassai’s face.
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