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            1
Giorgina

         
         Giorgina had always enjoyed the anonymity of the veils the Daughters of Izdihar wore, but never more so than she did now,
            when she was technically a fugitive.
         

         
         She adjusted the black wrap to seamlessly hide her red hair, then carefully settled the thick wooden piece against her nose
            to ensure the veil wouldn’t flutter away in a breeze. Wearing the face veil was an old-fashioned custom, but it was not exclusive
            to the Daughters, so it would allow Giorgina—and Malak, who was donning her own face veil—to walk through the streets of Alamaxa
            unrecognized and relatively unaccosted.
         

         
         Giorgina could hardly believe it had only been two days since their escape from jail, two days during which a sizable Zirani
            army had made itself comfortable at the city’s western border. The army had formed a large camp just outside the Alamaxa Citadel
            walls, with seemingly no intention of attacking.
         

         
         The Alamaxa Daily was delivered to Zubaida’s brothel, where they were hiding out, but even Alamaxa’s most respectable newspaper struggled to
            understand what the army’s intentions were, besides intimidating Parliament. Zirana had not yet made any specific demands,
            and Parliament seemed willing to wait for them, as though attempting to delay the inevitable for as long as possible.
         

         
         “Cowards as always,” Etedal scoffed.

         
         Giorgina had said nothing to this. Etedal had steadily grown more irritable and volatile in the past two days. They were all
            anxious, but Etedal had taken to constantly fidgeting and scoffing loudly in a way that seemed to demand an answer that no
            one had. Thus far, Giorgina and the others had done their best to ignore this.
         

         
         Giorgina also suspected the stagnancy of the past two days had given Etedal little to do but think of Labiba. With that, Giorgina
            could easily sympathize. When she struggled to sleep at night, she alternated between luridly colorful visions of Labiba’s
            bloodied galabiya and Naji Ouazzani’s crushed body.
         

         
         Yet Giorgina did not think she agreed entirely with Etedal’s assessment of Parliament’s character at this moment. She had
            little faith in the senators generally, but at this point it seemed waiting was far more prudent than blindly reacting, since
            they knew nothing for certain.
         

         
         More frustrating for Giorgina personally was not knowing precisely how intent the police were on finding her and Malak. Mention
            of their escape had not seeped into the Alamaxa Daily as Giorgina had expected it to. Whether this was because the police did not want to reveal their incompetence or because
            other matters had taken precedence, Giorgina was not certain. Still, she doubted the police had simply forgotten. Attia Marwan,
            who had gleefully arrested them himself, was sure to remember them and note their absence. More likely their escape had been
            reported to Parliament. But there was nothing she could do about that now.
         

         
         Bahira, who had settled back into the brothel with unease and worried she might draw the police after her escape from prison,
            now scowled at Malak and Giorgina as they adjusted their veils.
         

         
         “You shouldn’t be going out at all,” Bahira insisted. “It’s too dangerous.”

         
         Malak settled her veil down over her face so that only her eyes were showing. “No one will recognize us.”

         
         “But there’s no point to this,” Bahira argued. “You just want to see her.”
         

         
         Malak raised a single eyebrow, and Bahira looked away, a slight blush on her cheeks.

         
         “Nehal and Nico have resources,” said Malak. “We can’t stay here forever, after all.”
         

         
         “It’s been two days,” countered Bahira. “There’s an army at our gates. Half the city’s evacuating.”

         
         “Those with money and second homes, anyway,” Etedal said. She was lying on Bahira’s mattress, moodily picking at a loose thread.

         
         Etedal’s words brought to mind Giorgina’s own family. Were her father and sisters still going to work? Or were they hiding
            in their small home, frightened of what the army might do? Could they even afford to be afraid? To evacuate? They had an aunt
            who lived a few miles south of Alamaxa in a small farming town, but with what resources would they undertake that journey?
            The train didn’t go there, even if they could afford train tickets. The journey on foot would be perilous and would take weeks.
            No, they would not flee unless they were forced to. She was not certain if she wanted them to stay or go. She wanted them
            safe, but she also wanted them close, even if they were estranged from her.
         

         
         Once they were both ready, Giorgina followed Malak downstairs to the first floor of Zubaida’s. It was too early for the brothel
            to be bustling with activity as it usually was in the evening, but Zubaida’s never closed, so there were still patrons being
            entertained in the darker corners of the parlor.
         

         
         Only the barkeep glanced at Malak and Giorgina as they crossed the parlor and exited into the streets of Bulaq, one of the
            biggest slums in Alamaxa. It was not necessarily where Giorgina might have chosen to shelter, but given her dire circumstances,
            she was grateful for Bahira’s employment as Zubaida’s accountant and for the brothel madam’s willingness to shelter the four
            of them.
         

         
         Giorgina and Malak walked down winding alleys splattered with mud and donkey droppings. A skinny stray cat tangled in Giorgina’s ankles and would have tripped her if Malak had not caught her arm. They walked hand in hand until they emerged from the depths of the slums and onto a wide main street where they could hail a mule cart to carry them the rest of the way. 

         
         Giorgina stood close to Malak, who held out her hand for a passing mule cart, which stopped to allow them on board and rushed
            off before Malak and Giorgina were fully seated. Giorgina’s fingers scraped against the wood of the cart, sending vibrations
            through her body. She gritted her teeth, forcing the discomfort down.
         

         
         The cart took them as far as Ramses Street; they had to walk the rest of the way to Nico and Nehal’s house. By the time they
            arrived, Giorgina was sweating beneath her black garments and veil, but she would not dare to remove a single layer until
            she was safely indoors.
         

         
         But that respite wasn’t imminent. There was a commotion at the door of Nico’s house; the familiar palanquin was at the ready.
            Malak gripped Giorgina’s hand to stop her walking and tugged her back. The two men standing at the door were uniformed police
            officers; one was tapping his foot impatiently, arms crossed, while the other had his hands on his hips.
         

         
         A moment later, another figure joined them, one Giorgina recognized with a slight lurch: Nico. She felt, upon seeing him,
            a wave of relief, but she tensed at how disheveled he looked. It was as though he had just been pulled out of his study; he
            held a travel suitcase that looked full to bursting. He spoke to the police with big gestures that conveyed irritation, but
            they only stared solemnly back, shaking their heads. Finally, with resignation, Nico motioned for them to go inside the house,
            but he did not follow them in; instead, he made for the palanquin. The police disappeared inside.
         

         
         Giorgina’s heart pounded, but she tugged Malak forward. “Come on.”

         
         “The police—”

         
         “We’ll make it.” Giorgina was not certain where her confidence came from, but she was very aware that they needed to speak to Nico, and that need eclipsed her fear. 

         
         She and Malak rushed to the palanquin, where a young man Giorgina recognized was preparing the camel.

         
         Giorgina lifted her face veil. “Medhat,” she said quietly.

         
         He turned to her with a slight startle, then gave her a bemused smile. “Hello—you’re Lady Nehal’s friend, right?”

         
         Giorgina returned his smile. “That’s right. Giorgina. I was hoping my friend and I could speak with Lord Nico?”

         
         “Oh, sure, just give me a minute to ask.” He knocked on the palanquin door and stuck his head inside; barely a moment later,
            he was helping them in.
         

         
         Nico pulled Giorgina in with some relief. He did not let go of her hand, even when Malak joined them and removed her own face
            veil. Giorgina settled beside Nico, their hands still intertwined. After the past few days, it was a comfort to be near him
            again. She wondered when they would again have a peaceful moment together.
         

         
         Nico knocked on the roof of the palanquin, and they began to move. He turned to Giorgina.

         
         “You’re all right,” said Nico, sighing with relief. “Thank the Tetrad. I went to try to post your bail but they said you weren’t
            in your cell and I didn’t know what—”
         

         
         “I escaped,” interrupted Giorgina.

         
         “She helped all of us escape.” Malak was watching them with something like fondness. “She’s gotten far better at controlling
            her earthweaving.”
         

         
         Giorgina swelled with pride, but it mingled with guilt at the memory of the death of Naji Ouazzani and the knowledge that
            she had inadvertently caused the current siege of the city. She glanced down at the hand in her lap, loathing the mixture
            of triumph and shame she felt. Nico squeezed her other hand without a word.
         

         
         “Now, where is Nehal?” asked Malak.

         
         Nico grimaced. “Oh no. I was hoping you knew.”
         

         
         Malak went very still for a long moment, until she blinked. “What does that mean?”

         
         Nico ran a hand through his hair, which he did often when he was frustrated; the blond curls became even more disheveled.
            “She vanished the night of your arrest. She’d been speaking with one of our guests on the roof, and then the bells rang, and
            I went to find her, but she was nowhere to be found. Then I heard you’d escaped, and I thought maybe she’d had something to
            do with that.”
         

         
         “We haven’t seen Nehal at all,” said Giorgina slowly. “I don’t understand. Where is she?”

         
         “I have no idea! The police seem to think she’s become a fugitive, and since she’s out on bail, they’ve seized the house.”
            Nico grimaced. “My father summoned me home, ranting about Nehal as always.”
         

         
         “Nehal wouldn’t run away,” said Malak. “That’s not in her nature.”

         
         “Wouldn’t she?” argued Nico. “If we’re talking about her nature, I’m sure the last thing she wants is to risk being trapped
            in prison for any length of time, so is it so unlikely she tried to find freedom?”
         

         
         “Were her belongings missing?” Malak asked.

         
         Nico hesitated for a moment, as though giving this question the utmost consideration. “Well, no, her things are still in her
            room.”
         

         
         Malak waved a hand, as though this explained it all.

         
         And to Giorgina, it did. While it was not an entirely outlandish thought that Nehal might flee, the logistics of it made little
            sense. Why would she run so suddenly, without any belongings, and without letting Nico or Malak know? Why would she not avail
            herself of her parents’ resources? Surely if she intended to skip bail she would have asked for their help to return to her
            hometown of Ramina and vanish there.
         

         
         So no, Georgina didn’t think Nehal had run away. But that meant she hadn’t left of her own accord.

         
         “She wouldn’t just leave,” said Malak, coming to the same conclusion as Giorgina had. “She’s in trouble. She must be.”

         
         Frowning, Nico looked out the tiny window of the palanquin, though he must not have been able to see much of the outside through
            the intricate lattice design. “If she is, I have no idea where to even begin looking for her.” He looked at Malak. “Do you?”
         

         
         Malak’s lips pursed infinitesimally. “I don’t.”

         
         “And what about the massive army camped at our gates—you know people are starting to evacuate?” He shook his head. “It’s all
            madness. I’m tempted to evacuate myself, and . . . Giorgina, you should come with me,” he blurted. “We can leave together,
            leave all this behind.” He looked at her imploringly.
         

         
         Giorgina was startled by her unwillingness to flee Alamaxa. This was her home, after all, and her family was still here. She
            told Nico as much.
         

         
         “Bring your family!” Nico waved a hand in the air, as though bringing her entire family along with them or convincing them
            to come was no matter at all. “I’ll work it out, somehow.”
         

         
         But it was not just her family. Giorgina had started something, however inadvertently, and was it not her responsibility to
            finish it? She couldn’t simply leave the chaos behind and hope someone else would take care of it. That had never been in
            her nature, not since the day she’d decided to join the Daughters of Izdihar.
         

         
         Before she could tell Nico this, Malak said quietly, “The police will likely be overseeing any evacuations out of the city.”
            She exchanged a quick look with Giorgina. “Giorgina’s name and image could be on some sort of fugitive list, even if they
            haven’t advertised it. She could be arrested trying to escape. It’s safer to stay put for now.”
         

         
         Nico looked stunned, but recovered quickly. “Fine. Then I’m not leaving. Where are you both staying? Are you safe? I could—”

         
         “We’re all right, Nico,” Giorgina interrupted gently. “We’re staying with Bahira, at a place called Zubaida’s, in Bulaq.”

         
         “Oh, in . . . Bulaq? I—all right.” He looked somewhat flustered, as though he had far more to say about their residing in Bulaq, but instead he just reached into his pocket. “Then take this. Both of you.” He pulled out a wad of money and split it in two. 

         
         Somewhat to Giorgina’s surprise, Malak accepted the money with absolutely no hesitation. When Giorgina wavered, Malak gave
            her a wryly amused look. “We’re in rather dire straits, and pride does very little for the desperate.”
         

         
         At that, Giorgina took Nico’s offering with a nod of thanks, though she could not quite meet his eyes.

         
         “I just want to do something to help,” Nico said. “Anything you need, whatever I can do.”

         
         “I’ll certainly let you know,” said Malak. “At this point, though, I’m not entirely sure what there is to be done.” She sat
            back, brow vaguely furrowed, gaze directed at nowhere in particular. “I’m convinced Nehal’s in trouble, but I have no idea
            what kind.” She refocused her gaze on Nico. “What do her parents think?”
         

         
         Nico shrugged again. “They’ve been asking around, and they spoke to the police commander, but no one seems to know a thing.”

         
         Malak shook her head. “Where could she possibly be?”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2
Nehal

         
         Nehal felt herself going in and out of consciousness. She opened her eyes, stirred, and felt the fog in her mind begin to
            clear, but almost immediately she went under again, her limbs too heavy to move, as if a wave had overtaken her.
         

         
         She had no sense of time or place. When she opened her eyes, the world was as dark as it was when she had them closed, so
            she kept them shut. She was tired, so tired, and the strength it would take to sit up felt monumental.
         

         
         Then, minutes or hours later, she felt herself coming awake and staying awake. It took effort to peel her lips apart; her
            mouth was so dry her teeth stuck together. With great effort, she lifted her arms and pushed herself up, inhaling sharply.
            Nausea and dizziness overtook her immediately, and she shut her eyes until she felt steady enough to open them again. It was
            some time before the room stopped spinning.
         

         
         Even thinking felt like too much effort. She struggled to pull her thoughts together, to make sense of where she was and what
            had happened, but she could not seem to focus long enough to do so. She settled for examining her surroundings.
         

         
         She was . . . somewhere very dimly lit. A single lamp hung in the corner of what appeared to be a very small limestone room; scratchy yellow stone formed a sort of cave entrapping Nehal, with metal bars forming the fourth wall. It was so silent Nehal could hear her own rapidly fluttering heartbeat. 

         
         At the foot of the bars was a tray holding a jug of water and a bowl of medjool dates. She was so weak she could barely even
            feel the water. Weakly, she crawled over to the jug and, with shaking hands, lifted it to her mouth. A great deal of the stale
            liquid dribbled out and over her blouse, but Nehal’s parched mouth sang in relief. She set the now half-full jug down and
            reached for the dates, devouring all of them before she could even consider whether it was wise, whether they might be poisoned,
            or whether her stomach could tolerate such sweet food at the moment.
         

         
         When she was finished eating, her head began to clear. She still felt weak, off-kilter, but not so much like she was going
            to die, which, she supposed, was a marginal improvement. Her thoughts began to coalesce, and she tried to marshal them to
            order, to recall what had happened to her.
         

         
         The last thing she remembered was standing alone on her rooftop, and then . . .

         
         Attia Marwan.

         
         Somehow, he had been there, in her home, and he had injected her with something. She touched her neck where the needle had gone in and winced, surprised to find
            the injection site still sore. She had lost consciousness after that, and now she was here, wherever here was. Was this his revenge, then? Nehal felt a prickle of fear but buried that with rage. That son of a dog had kidnapped
            her!
         

         
         How dare he kidnap her? Who did he think he was? Who did he think she was?
         

         
         Her fury brought on a rapid heartbeat. She took deep, slow breaths to try to calm herself. She was not especially successful.

         
         Very slowly, she dragged herself to her feet, leaning on the bars for support. She pressed her forehead against the metal
            in an effort to see, but the lamp provided very little light. She could barely see her own hand if she stretched it out.
         

         
         “Hello?” Her voice echoed eerily in the cavern. No response came, though Nehal had not truly expected it to. Halfheartedly, she kicked at the bars; they gave a bone-shuddering clang that made Nehal wince, but still no one came. 

         
         With a frustrated sigh, she sat back down, leaning her head against the cold, hard wall.

         
         Where could Attia be keeping her? He could not possibly have snuck her into the police station jail cells, could he? But these
            walls did not look like the prison cells. Could Attia have taken her to a prison outside the city? It seemed impossible, but
            with the latitude he and his fellow officers were given, perhaps he could have. Nehal grimaced. Perhaps no one would have
            even blinked at seeing Attia carrying an unconscious woman. The thought turned her stomach, and again she marveled that Uncle
            Shaaban, the man who had bought her presents and lifted her onto his shoulders, was one of them. She hated that it had taken
            her so long to see through him.
         

         
         Exhaustion overtook her once more. She closed her eyes and fell asleep.

         
         Minutes or hours later—time meant little to Nehal down here—she heard the scrape and creak of a door being pushed open. Nehal
            opened her eyes with a start, at first unsure if she had dreamed the noise. But then she saw the glow of a lamp in the distance,
            just beyond the bars. The lamp was held high by a tall figure preceded by a much smaller one, gently illuminated in the light.
            The woman stopped in front of Nehal’s cell and simply looked at her. Nehal could only stare back.
         

         
         She looked so . . . elaborate, like Nehal did when she was going to fancy dinner parties or to the opera, only more so. Her
            milk-pale face was framed by a thick black fringe of hair, much like the old-fashioned Ramsawi style, only this woman’s hair
            was pin-straight, and her fringe was flat and shiny. The rest of her hair was a mixture of braids and twists woven through
            with golden beads and pulled up to sit behind a pure gold headdress dangling with rubies.
         

         
         But it was her clothing that made Nehal sit up straight. She wore a traditional Zirani caftan with billowing sleeves and a wide jeweled belt, and, even across the darkened room, Nehal could see the fine quality of the fabric. 

         
         For a moment, the two women only stared at one another, until Nehal cocked her head. “Are you the welcoming committee?”

         
         The other woman smiled slightly, but the gesture did nothing to soften her sharp, hooded eyes. She gestured to the person
            holding the lamp, which was rather larger than the one in Nehal’s cell. They set it down on the ground beside the woman and
            disappeared into the shadows before Nehal could look at them closely.
         

         
         “Are you going to say something or just stare at me?” Nehal demanded.

         
         The woman took a step forward, the patronizing smile never leaving her face. “You do not much resemble your portrait.”

         
         If the woman’s clothing had not been revealing enough of her origins, her Zirani dialect would have betrayed her.

         
         Nehal crossed her legs and rested her elbows on her knees. “And why, precisely, have you been staring at my portrait?”

         
         The woman’s fingers, clasped together at her waist, were heavily bejeweled. “Naji Ouazzani showed it to me, when he reported
            to me the existence of a highborn bloodweaver.”
         

         
         A chill ran through Nehal. “And who might you be?”

         
         “Would you care to venture a guess?”

         
         Nehal had no patience for this. “Enough with the theatrics already. Who are you? Why am I here?”

         
         The woman’s large dark eyes were like endless voids. “I am Queen Rasida of the Zirani Kingdom.”

         
         Nehal’s heartbeat quickened, but she only laughed as loud as she could, though even to her ears it sounded forced. “I’m important
            enough to warrant the queen herself coming out to Alamaxa, am I?”
         

         
         “Oh, but you are not in Alamaxa anymore, Lady Nehal.” The queen of Zirana swept a hand at their surroundings, a delicate and
            elegant gesture. “You are in the city of Tiashar. Welcome to Zirana.”
         

         
         Nehal stared at her. How long had she been unconscious? From Alamaxa’s western border, Tiashar was at least a ten-day trek across the Sahi Desert. Going by boat was far quicker, but it was still a three-day journey. How could she not remember three full days? Fear began to skitter its way down her back, but she ignored it. “Attia kept me drugged, then.” 

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “He’s working for you.”

         
         “In a manner of speaking.”

         
         Nehal dug her nails into her palms. There was a riot of rage within her, and she could no longer deny her fear. She was in
            Zirana. As impossible as that seemed, there was too much evidence to doubt it. Which meant she was alone in a country that
            had made its hatred of weavers like herself very clear. She glanced at the water jug, which was still half full. It was not
            nearly enough to attack with, but it was better than nothing.
         

         
         “All right.” Very slowly and with a grunt, Nehal got to her feet, but Rasida was much taller than she, and Nehal had to lift
            her chin to meet the other woman’s gaze. “You clearly sought me out specifically. Why?”
         

         
         “You are very direct, Lady Nehal,” said Rasida. “I appreciate directness. I appreciate honesty. So I will be direct and honest
            with you in turn: you are here to prove a point. To change the fates of millions of people.”
         

         
         “For someone who claims to be direct, you’re being rather vague,” said Nehal wryly. “I have no idea what any of that means.”

         
         Queen Rasida tilted her head, considering Nehal. “You know of Zirana’s crusade against weaving, yes?”

         
         “Oh, it’s a crusade against weaving, is it?” said Nehal. “That’s what you’re calling it now, to make it sound honorable and righteous?”
         

         
         Rasida ignored her sarcasm. “It is honorable and righteous. In fact, we have struggled to find an equitable solution. My king and I have no desire to harm weavers; after all, none of you asked for your affliction. But recently, our scientists have made a brilliant discovery.” She paused, as though hoping for Nehal to ask what this discovery was, but Nehal only stared flatly back at her, and so Rasida continued, “A medicine. A simple injection, and the solution to all of our problems.” 

         
         Rasida smiled, her expression almost gentle, almost pitying, but not quite.

         
         “What are you saying?” Nehal asked slowly.

         
         Softly, Rasida asked, “You’ve not realized yet?” She glanced at the water jug.

         
         “Realized what?” But even as Nehal asked, she was beginning to understand, and as her hand went up to her sore neck, the realization came
            crashing down upon her like a physical weight.
         

         
         They would not have left her here with water if they thought she could weave.

         
         Nehal’s stomach twisted. Heedless of Rasida, she dove for the water jug, knocking it over in her haste. The water spilled
            across the tray, onto the rough dirt floor. Nehal flattened her palms against it, feeling the physicality of the water, the
            damp.
         

         
         Rasida was wrong. Nehal could feel the water, her natural awareness of her element seeking it out. The connection was weak,
            yes, but only because Nehal was exhausted.
         

         
         Then she tried to weave.

         
         Her muscles seized. She was overtaken by a wave of pain that seemed to come from deep within her body, as though it was rebelling
            against itself. She gasped and doubled over, her gorge rising. She felt water in her throat, water in her nose, but there
            was no water, only pain, pain so deep the room was swaying.
         

         
         It took a long time for the pain to abate.

         
         “No . . .” Her voice came out raw. On her knees, Nehal scraped her nails against the dirt. No. It was not possible. This was not possible. Weaving came from the Tetrad, surely nothing man-made could block it. She was
            only tired. She just needed food, rest—
         

         
         But even when she had been sick, even when she had felt her worst, Nehal had always been able to weave.

         
         Nehal shook her head, gritted her teeth. She lifted a hand, slamming it down on the tray, splashing water. She tried again
            to weave, as though the pain from a few moments ago had been nothing more than a fever dream, a nightmare from which Nehal
            could wake if she only tried hard enough.
         

         
         But the pain was just as real the second time. Nehal seized with it, curled up so stiffly she could hardly breathe. She took
            short, slow gasps until her heartbeat slowed enough for her to take a deep breath. She looked up at Rasida, who was staring
            down at her sadly.
         

         
         “No.” Nehal struggled to her feet, dragging herself over to the bars, flinging an arm out towards Rasida. Her guard, who had
            thus far remained hidden, stepped forward, wrenching out a sharp, curved sword and pointing it at Nehal’s head.
         

         
         Rasida had not flinched. She placed a hand upon her guard’s wrist and they slowly lowered their weapon, but their gaze did
            not leave Nehal, and it was only then that she realized the guard was a woman. Nehal blinked, confused, but she had no time
            to process this revelation. She looked at Rasida.
         

         
         “What have you done to me?” Nehal’s voice shook with fury. “Where’s my weaving? What have you done?”
         

         
         “We have given you a gift, Lady Nehal,” said Rasida calmly. “Do you not see the brilliance? Weaving is an affliction, but
            how can one fight an affliction that brings no suffering? The gods made your path a difficult one, but we have brought you
            salvation. Whenever you attempt to weave, you will feel the pain of your affliction, and so, over time, the desire to weave
            will erode. We have saved you, just as we will save weavers across this continent, and eventually, all the known world.”
         

         
         “You . . . are fucking insane,” snarled Nehal. “Give me back my weaving. Give it back, give it back to me!” Nehal could hear herself descending into hysteria, but she did not care. She couldn’t care, not when she couldn’t weave.
         

         
         Rasida only frowned. “You’re rather vulgar for a highborn lady, aren’t you?” She swept the train of her caftan forward as
            she turned her back on Nehal. “I’ll give you some time to calm yourself. We will discuss this further at a later time.”
         

         
         “Don’t you dare leave!” Nehal shouted after the queen. “We’re not done, get back here! We’re not done! Rasida! Give me my weaving back!”
         

         
         But Rasida did not even pause. As though they had not heard Nehal, Rasida and her guard left and shut the door behind them.

         
         Nehal’s eyes stung with furious tears. She stumbled back, falling to the ground beside the overturned water jug. Drops of
            water fell slowly from its sharp mouth. Nehal stared at them with longing. She reached out, but her fingers trembled, and
            she felt, with overwhelming acuity, something she had never before experienced.
         

         
         Nehal was too afraid to weave.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            3
Giorgina

         
         Giorgina awoke to the sound of an explosion.

         
         She startled, nearly toppling off the floor mat she shared with Etedal, and wondered at first if the sound had come from a
            dream. But beside her, Etedal was stirring awake, and across the room Bahira was sitting up, looking startled. Beside her,
            Malak still slumbered, seeming to have slept through the noise.
         

         
         “What in the name of the Tetrad was that?” Etedal demanded.
         

         
         Around them the brothel seemed to come alive. Giorgina heard shouts and calls, the shuffling of hurried footsteps, and the
            slamming of doors.
         

         
         Bahira shook Malak roughly. “Malak, wake up!”
         

         
         Malak blinked her eyes open and sat up slowly. “What is it?”

         
         “Something’s happening,” said Bahira. “There was—”

         
         Another explosion shuddered in the distance. This one seemed louder than the one that had come before, though perhaps that
            was only because Giorgina was now fully conscious.
         

         
         Instantly, Malak’s demeanor shifted; the sleep vanished from her expression and her eyes glowed with an alertness that seemed
            almost preternatural. “Has the army attacked?”
         

         
         “How should we know?” said Etedal.

         
         Malak climbed to her feet in one graceful movement that Giorgina suspected was aided by windweaving and quickly went to peer out the window. After a moment, Giorgina joined her. 

         
         All she could see was a crowd of people in the street. Many seemed to have rushed out of their homes in states of partial
            undress, and several were barefoot. She could see them speaking to one another and gesticulating, but she could not hear them.
         

         
         “Anything?” asked Bahira.

         
         “There is no way to know what’s happening from this room,” said Malak. Giorgina thought she heard a kernel of frustration
            in the statement, and she sympathized. They were safe in Zubaida’s, which was no small thing, but they were also trapped,
            isolated, and unaware.
         

         
         “You’re right.” Etedal stood, smoothing her galabiya. “I’m going to get us something to eat.”

         
         Giorgina startled, but before she could say anything, Bahira reacted.

         
         “Something to eat? Have you forgotten you’re a fugitive?”
         

         
         Etedal shrugged as though this were only a minor inconvenience. “We’re in Bulaq. There are no pigs here. And I’m starving.”

         
         Bahira looked at Malak for help, but Malak only gave her a small shrug.

         
         “Malak isn’t going to stop me,” said Etedal, wrapping herself in a black veil, “because she’s desperate to find out what’s
            happening.”
         

         
         Malak said nothing to deny this.

         
          

         Etedal was gone for over an hour. Bahira busied herself with her accounting, though it seemed inconceivable to Giorgina that
            the world could simply be soldiering on as usual in the midst of a possible attack, but of course it was. Malak and Giorgina
            had divided last night’s edition of the Alamaxa Daily and were thumbing through it, though Giorgina was having a difficult time focusing.
         

         
         When Etedal returned, she carried something wrapped in greasy newspaper. She tossed it to the floor at Giorgina’s feet, then sank next to her. She started to peel it open. 

         
         “Well,” she said, crinkling the newspaper. “They’ve fired on the citadel.”

         
         “They did what?” said Malak sharply.

         
         To their collective frustration, Etedal slowly held up a steaming taamiya sandwich and bit into it.

         
         “Blew a hole in the wall,” Etedal continued, her mouth full, “and destroyed the bell tower.”

         
         Giorgina sat back, stunned. The citadel that had guarded Alamaxa for hundreds of years, with a hole in its wall? The heavy
            bell tower, older even than the citadel, a pile of rubble?
         

         
         “How?” Malak asked. “What did they hit it with?”

         
         Etedal shrugged. “Not sure. That’s all anybody knows.”

         
         “Are the Zirani invading?” asked Bahira.

         
         “Nah, not just yet. Everyone’s saying they’re still standing there, just watching.”

         
         “So what now?” Bahira turned to Malak.

         
         Malak looked deep in thought. It was a long moment before she answered Bahira. “They want something,” she said slowly. “This
            attack was a warning, a promise of capability. They must be negotiating with Parliament.” She turned away, looking out the
            window with the barest hint of a frown. Bahira and Giorgina waited, while Etedal continued to eat, crunching on spicy torshi
            with her sandwich.
         

         
         “Giorgina.” Malak turned to face her. “I have an idea that might mean you would no longer be a fugitive. But it involves us negotiating with Parliament.”
         

         
         Giorgina blinked. Of course she wanted to be free of the fear of arrest, but showing up on Parliament’s doorstep would surely
            prompt them to arrest her on sight.
         

         
         Malak sensed Giorgina’s hesitation. “We wouldn’t speak to all of Parliament immediately,” she said. “First, we would see a
            senator friend of mine.”
         

         
         “You don’t have any friends in Parliament,” said Bahira incredulously. “Anyone who sees you will have you arrested.”
         

         
         “Not Hesham.”

         
         “Hesham? Are you joking? That snake would do anything to improve his position in Parliament—”
         

         
         This caught Giorgina’s attention. “Wait, do you mean Hesham Galal?” she asked. “The senator who came to speak to us at the
            protest?”
         

         
         Malak nodded. “He’s also the minister of defense. We’ve worked together before—”

         
         “That doesn’t mean he’s your friend,” snapped Bahira. “Especially not now!”
         

         
         “—and any negotiations will have gone through him,” continued Malak without pausing.

         
         Giorgina thought for a moment. “What’s your idea?”

         
         “If I’m correct, Zirana is going to offer an ultimatum: surrender or be attacked with whatever strange weapon they’ve got.
            I’m going to suggest we use every weaver we’ve got—including you and me—as a reason Parliament shouldn’t capitulate.”
         

         
         Bahira threw up her hands. “Why would they agree to that?”
         

         
         “Because,” said Malak, piercing Bahira with an intense stare, “I’m very good at what I do.”

         
         Whether Malak was referring to her powers of weaving or oration did not matter; she was excellent at both, and everyone in
            the room knew it. Bahira pursed her lips.
         

         
         “What do you mean, ‘suggest we use every weaver we’ve got’?” Giorgina asked slowly, her mind turning over the possible meanings.

         
         “There will be a confrontation of some sort,” said Malak. “A battle, perhaps. You and I might end up in the thick of it. We
            would offer our skills in exchange for pardons.”
         

         
         Etedal snorted, tossing her greasy wrapper on the floor. “So you two walk off free because you’re weavers while I’m stuck
            here? You all see the irony in that?”
         

         
         “You have nothing to bargain with,” said Malak. “Giorgina and I do.”

         
         Giorgina released a soft breath. If she agreed to this plan, was she consigning herself to something as outlandish as a battle? Giorgina was not built for battles, nor did she want to be. She had become better at controlling her weaving, yes, but she
            certainly did not have skills to offer.
         

         
         “I’ll do my best to have you set aside, if it comes to it,” said Malak, as though she had intuited Giorgina’s fears. “You
            won’t have to fight. You’ll just be by my side.”
         

         
         Giorgina considered this. Sometimes Malak spoke with such conviction that it was difficult not to trust her. But Malak had
            also been certain the march on Parliament would not end in violence, and that had left Labiba dead at the hands of the police.
            Malak was very clever, to be sure, but she was not prescient.
         

         
         But still, if Giorgina could leverage her earthweaving to scrub her arrest record clean, shouldn’t she take that opportunity?

         
         “All right,” said Giorgina. “I’ll go with you.”

         
          

         Giorgina was jittery with anticipation until she and Malak began to get dressed at sunset. Bahira had remained sullen for
            most of the day, and Etedal, after pacing for hours, had decided to go out for a walk, despite everyone’s protestations.
         

         
         “I can’t just sit here!” Etedal had erupted in frustration. “You and Giorgina get to gallivant wherever you want and I’m supposed
            to sit in this room like a child, waiting to be told what to do?”
         

         
         No one argued with her after that, though Giorgina wished she’d had the willpower to do so. Etedal was not normally so churlish, nor so heedless of danger. But perhaps that had been Labiba reining her in. Giorgina felt a stab of grief. She
            wished Labiba were here with them now. Everything would have been the same, but it would have been easier, somehow.
         

         
         Giorgina and Malak wore their face veils again and descended into the fray . . . and a fray it was: Giorgina could see Alamaxans with their meager possessions piled atop their heads, children trailing them. 

         
         Where would they even go? They were leaving the only homes they had for some promise of safety, but they were going to end
            up on the streets, weary and hungry. Fear was compelling, and nobody knew when or where the projectiles would land next. That
            was enough for terror to seep into the populace. It was evident in the raised voices, the hurried and harried walks, the constant
            glances up at the sky.
         

         
         Giorgina wasn’t immune, knowing that at any moment they could possibly be struck. All she had to assuage her was Malak’s belief
            that the Zirani army would not do so just yet.
         

         
         Night had fallen fast, and flickering shadows filled the streets. The makeshift Parliament building was just a few streets
            north of Malak’s house. It was a little surreal to be in this neighborhood and not be attending a meeting for the Daughters
            of Izdihar. Giorgina wondered where all those women were now—probably scattered through the city, with the ones who were dependent
            on the Daughters’ resources likely scrabbling and desperate.
         

         
         She and Malak were desperate too, weren’t they? Giorgina could hardly believe they were simply going to walk into Parliament. Malak must have had an extraordinary amount of trust in Hesham, and Malak did not trust easily, so this
            put Giorgina a little at ease.
         

         
         “I have a plan,” Malak had said, and Giorgina believed her.

         
         When they arrived at the squat building with its peeling paint, it was surrounded by police. The last time Giorgina had been
            here, she had given a speech to at least a hundred people, had looked a senator in the eye and refused to back down. She had
            been thrown in prison for that uncharacteristic defiance, but, perhaps somewhat surprisingly, she did not regret any of it.
            She wished it had all gone differently, of course, but she did not regret her actions.
         

         
         “Don’t worry.” All Giorgina could see of Malak was her eyes. “Follow my lead.”

         
         Ignoring her thumping heart and grateful for the veil that hid her face from view, she followed Malak.

         
         “Good evening, sir,” said Malak to the police officer at the gate. “I’m here on a matter of some urgency—I need to see my
            cousin, Hesham Galal. Could you tell him Manar is waiting for him?”
         

         
         The officer looked a bit startled. “Oh, well, Parliament is in an emergency session now, miss—”

         
         “I know, I do,” said Malak, pitching her voice so that she sounded near tears. “But I desperately need to speak to him. If
            we could just be allowed to wait in his office while you alert him? Please, he’s the only person my father and I have got
            in the city, and I don’t know what else to do—” She cut herself off with something that sounded like a sob.
         

         
         The policeman shuffled awkwardly, exchanging a glance with his compatriot, who shrugged.

         
         “All right,” he said. “If you’ll follow me . . .”

         
         Despite the circumstances, Giorgina could not help but smile at Malak’s nerve. The policeman led them down a dingy hallway
            and stopped at one of the many identical doors lining the hall.
         

         
         He motioned them inside. “If you’ll just wait in here . . .”

         
         “Thank you so much,” said Malak.
         

         
         It was astonishing to Giorgina that he had simply believed them, but she supposed most policemen were content to believe women incapable of subterfuge. They were naturally predisposed
            to assume they were helpless, and if it worked in their favor, Giorgina wasn’t going to protest, no matter how patronizing
            this attitude was.
         

         
         The office was ascetic and dark, the light from a small, cloudy window doing little to brighten up the space. There was a
            rotting bookshelf on one side and a low desk on the other. Malak wandered, peering at anything she could see, as though gathering
            any possible information.
         

         
         “What exactly are you going to tell him about me?” asked Giorgina while they waited.

         
         “Only enough to convince him you’ll be an asset,” said Malak.

         
         “But I . . .” Giorgina paused. “I know you said you’d try to keep me aside, but if you can’t, and if I weave, I’ll only cause
            more damage.”
         

         
         Malak turned to face Giorgina, her head tilted. “Like in the courthouse?”

         
         Giorgina blanched, her mouth parting in shock. “You—how did you—”

         
         Malak reached for Giorgina’s hand and squeezed it. “There were very few logical possibilities, especially once you revealed
            yourself to be an earthweaver.”
         

         
         “I’m so sorry,” said Giorgina miserably. “I know I ruined your trial. I made everything worse, but I couldn’t control it—”

         
         “Hush, Giorgina, I know,” Malak reassured her. “Control is very difficult when you’ve had no practice. I don’t blame you,
            and I don’t expect anything of you.”
         

         
         Giorgina had no time to respond, because the door swung open and a man walked in, the policeman at his heels. Giorgina recognized
            the stately senator, with his russet-brown hair and upturned eyes, immediately. He frowned at them.
         

         
         “Manar?” he asked.

         
         Malak widened her eyes and said, effusively, “Cousin!”

         
         Hesham’s nostrils twitched. He waved the police officer off. “Leave us.”

         
         Once he shut the door, Malak lifted her veil, and Hesham gave a deep sigh. “Why am I not surprised?”

         
         “Nice to see you as well,” said Malak wryly.

         
         “You’ll forgive me if I don’t offer you refreshments.” Hesham sat on the floor behind the low desk and gestured for Malak
            and Giorgina to do the same. “Who’s your friend?”
         

         
         Malak glanced at her, and Giorgina took this as a cue to remove her own veil. She could not countenance removing it entirely, but she pushed it back a bit so tendrils of red hair slipped around her face. Hesham raised his eyebrows. 

         
         “This is Giorgina,” said Malak.

         
         “You,” he said. “From the protest.”

         
         Giorgina nodded.

         
         “Hesham.” Malak drew his attention away. “What’s happening at the citadel?”

         
         Hesham looked at her for a long moment, as though debating whether or not to reveal what he knew, but then he sighed. “Zirana
            attacked.”
         

         
         “We do know that much. With what?”

         
         Hesham leaned his elbows on the desk and set his chin on his clasped hands. “They’re calling them cannons. Something like trebuchets, only far more powerful, with much stronger projectiles. A rather startling new innovation.”
         

         
         “But they fired on the citadel and stopped,” said Malak. “Why?”

         
         “A warning. A threat. A demonstration.” Hesham waved his hand. “Take your pick. They’ve given us an ultimatum. Surrender and
            allow them to occupy Alamaxa, or they begin firing on civilian areas at random.”
         

         
         Giorgina’s fingers curled on the fabric of her galabiya. Hesham’s words solidified Giorgina’s worries into imminent realities
            rather than abstractions.
         

         
         Malak did not appear surprised. “When do they need a response?”

         
         “Dawn.”

         
         Giorgina drew a sharp breath. That was so soon, but of course they would not want to give the city too much time to confer
            and plan.
         

         
         Malak nodded. “And our army is . . . ?”

         
         “Occupied on the eastern border,” said Hesham flatly. “The Loraqi seem to have gained quite a bit of formidable weaponry in
            recent months.”
         

         
         Malak raised an eyebrow. “What an interestingly timed coincidence.”

         
         Hesham grimaced. “Quite.”

         
         Giorgina looked between the pair of them. Alamaxa’s border skirmishes with Loraq had endured since before Giorgina had been
            born, and though they were constant, they had never before seemed truly dangerous, only an expensive nuisance. “You think
            Zirana is funding them?”
         

         
         “The Zirani royal family is exorbitantly wealthy,” said Hesham. “And their citizens are taxed heavily. It would make sense
            to corner us like this.”
         

         
         “But surely you’ve got some reinforcements?” said Malak, steering the conversation back to Alamaxa.
         

         
         Hesham sat back, waving a hand. “We’ve called on the reserves, but they can’t do very much against these cannons, which is
            the point. Zirana doesn’t want to kill their soldiers in close combat, so they simply attack us from a distance with their
            new weapons. And I can’t risk calling back the soldiers that are holding back Loraq, not until we’re certain we need them.”
         

         
         “And you don’t think you will?” said Malak sharply. “Are you considering capitulating to their ultimatum?”

         
         “It is . . . not an unpopular idea in Parliament,” said Hesham.

         
         “I doubt it’s popular among the citizenry.”

         
         “Malak—”

         
         “I have another idea,” said Malak firmly.

         
         Hesham’s lips curled. “Yes, I suspected that’s why you’re here. Do tell.”

         
         Malak raised an eyebrow at Hesham’s tone, but her own remained even-tempered. “You make use of all the weavers at your disposal, rather than trying to pretend they don’t exist. Including Giorgina and me.”
         

         
         Hesham’s gaze cut to Giorgina, then back to Malak. “I see.”

         
         “In exchange for our help, you pardon us both.” Malak sat back.

         
         “Oh?” Hesham let out a humorless laugh. “Is that right?”

         
         “You know what a skilled weaver I am,” said Malak. She motioned to Giorgina. “Giorgina is just as skilled. We would be doing our country a service, putting our lives at risk. It’s not unheard of to grant pardons in exchange for wartime service.” 

         
         Giorgina kept her expression neutral, hoping she would not betray Malak’s lie, which she had delivered without a single beat
            of hesitation. Giorgina, a skilled weaver? Her hands tightened into sweaty fists.
         

         
         Hesham shook his head. “Parliament will never agree—”

         
         “You and I both know you can make them agree,” interrupted Malak. “You’re the minister of defense. You’re the prime minister’s groomed successor. He’ll listen
            to anything you’ve got to say, and the others will fall in line. You just need to give them a convincing argument, and then
            don’t give them time to debate.” She gave him a pointed look. “Considering these so-called cannons are blasting holes in our
            walls, it shouldn’t be too difficult to convince your colleagues to decide quickly.”
         

         
         “I see you have this all planned out.” He turned to Giorgina. “And you’re in agreement with all this? You want to put yourself in that sort of danger?”
         

         
         “Neither of us wants to put ourselves in danger,” answered Giorgina carefully. “But we already are in danger, along with the rest of the city. We do want to help and . . . get something in return.” She hoped this had been
            a satisfactory answer.
         

         
         Hesham sighed. “We could pull all the weavers at the Academy . . . this is what they’ve been training for, after all, even
            if most of them are still green as grass,” he muttered, more to himself than to either of them.
         

         
         “They’ll have me at the helm,” Malak replied.

         
         Hesham frowned. “They won’t want to listen to you.”

         
         “Then make them.” Malak leaned forward. “Again, don’t pretend it will be a challenge for you.”

         
         Hesham drummed his fingers on the desk, lips pursed.

         
         “With windweavers on the wall—with me on the wall—the projectiles won’t make it through,” said Malak. “I guarantee it.”
         

         
         After a moment, Hesham nodded slowly. “Fine. I’ll bring it to the session. Is it too much to ask that you wait here?”
         

         
         Malak raised her hands. “We can wait, so long as we have your word that you’ll let us leave if things don’t go in our favor.”

         
         Hesham got to his feet. “You would think that after all I’ve done for you, you wouldn’t need my word that I won’t throw you in jail,” he said irritably.
         

         
         “But . . .”

         
         He sighed. “But you’ve got it anyway.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            4
Nehal

         
         When the door to Nehal’s cell creaked open the following day, she rose to her feet, ready to confront Queen Rasida once more.

         
         But it wasn’t Rasida who walked through the door.

         
         It was Attia Marwan.

         
         He sauntered into the room as though he owned it, a smug smile stretched across his pale face. He looked well rested and refreshed;
            his beard was neatly trimmed and he wore a freshly laundered police uniform in Zirani violet.
         

         
         The sight of him unearthed rage in Nehal. She gritted her teeth and pulled her hands into tight fists. That this man, who
            had so brazenly murdered Labiba, was able to walk free while Nehal was imprisoned was an injustice so infuriating Nehal almost
            trembled. She wanted to punch him. She wanted to claw his eyes out. She wanted to take hold of his blood and bring him to
            his knees in agony.
         

         
         It was as though Attia could see all her desires and her inability to act on any of them, and so he laughed. “How very, very far the mighty have fallen.”
         

         
         She couldn’t help it. She tried to pull the blood in his veins, but the wrenching pain attacked her just as she lifted her
            hand. She doubled over, leaning on the bars for support. Her chest fluttered with panic.
         

         
         Nehal refused to accept that her weaving was gone. She refused.
         

         
         Her weaving was given to her by the gods; it was not possible that something as pedestrian as a chemical injection could block
            it. She simply had to overcome the pain.
         

         
         But there was so, so much pain.

         
         Attia laughed again, his delight evident. “No bloodweaving this time?” He held up his hands invitingly. “I’m waiting, my lady.”

         
         Nehal bit her tongue.

         
         “Nothing to say either? That’s a welcome change.” He held up a pair of metal handcuffs. “I’ve come to escort you to the throne
            room.”
         

         
         “So you’re their errand boy now, is that it?” Nehal spit out. “I’m not surprised. It’s all you’re good for.”

         
         Attia’s wide grin slipped just a bit, which gave Nehal some satisfaction. “I’d recommend you collect that filthy tongue of
            yours. Without your weaving, I can do whatever I want to you.”
         

         
         Nehal sneered. “That’s the only way you can do anything, isn’t it? To prey on those weaker than you, and to bow and scrape
            to those above you. You’re nothing more than a coward.”
         

         
         His hand reached for a knife on his hip, almost instinctively, but didn’t pull it out. He only stared at her, violence flashing
            in his eyes, his expression darkening. Unease crept into Nehal’s stomach. Still, she would not give Attia the satisfaction
            of her fear.
         

         
         Slowly, he inserted a key into the lock of the bars. He kept his eyes on Nehal as he turned it. Nehal heard the lock click
            open, and Attia withdrew the key, then pulled the bars open.
         

         
         Nehal sprinted, but Attia must have been expecting her to run, and she did not make it past him. He caught her around the
            waist, lifting her off her feet, and tossed her back violently into the cell. She landed hard on the stone floor; the impact
            reverberated through her bones and made her gasp.
         

         
         “Are you that stupid?” Attia demanded. He knelt beside her, reaching for her wrist. Nehal drew back, then lurched forward
            to punch Attia in the jaw.
         

         
         It was not a particularly hard punch, as she had very little leverage and very little strength besides, but she had still hit him hard enough for him to stumble back. Unfortunately, it seemed all she managed to accomplish was to annoy Attia, who slapped her so hard she was flung back, stunned. 

         
         Attia did not wait for her to recover. He lifted her by the hair and flipped her over onto her belly. He straddled her and
            begun to pull the handcuffs around her wrists. She struggled, but it was no use; he was too strong. In a moment her wrists
            were bound so tightly she could hardly move them at all. Attia leaned forward, his breath hot on her ear, fingers tangled
            in her hair.
         

         
         “You are lucky,” he rasped, “that I am an honorable man.”

         
         Nehal stilled, his implication all too clear. Oh, how she despised this vile man and all his ilk. The satisfaction in his voice when delivering his threat, knowing how it would frighten her, knowing that he held this power over her. She
            wanted to cause him all manner of pain. She wanted to tear him apart. She wanted to drain his blood through his skin and watch
            him scream.
         

         
         She wanted so much, and yet she could do nothing at all.

         
         Attia wrenched her up viciously by the hair; Nehal’s scalp screamed in pain. “I strongly suggest you behave.”

         
         Nehal seethed but could do nothing except obey, nothing but try to ignore Attia’s strong grasp on her upper arm dragging her
            forward, heedless of her inability to keep up with his long strides. She would rather fall flat on her face than ask him to
            slow down.
         

         
         He took her up a flight of rough stone stairs. Nehal stumbled on her long sleeves, and Attia just pulled her along without
            pause. They emerged from the damp dungeon into a corridor made of shining blue marble and lined with windows. The light, after
            days of near-complete darkness, stung Nehal’s eyes. She shut them against the sudden glare, but twinkling lights danced along
            her eyelids, giving her no reprieve.
         

         
         Attia did not wait for her eyes to adjust. Nehal did her best to squint, and by the time they reached a single oak door set into a massive archway, she could keep them at least partially open. On each side of the door stood two men holding sharpened staffs as tall as they were. 

         
         Attia nodded at them. “I’m expected.”

         
         One of the guards opened the door and slid inside. Nehal didn’t miss Attia’s irritation at being made to wait. After a moment
            the guard came back and motioned for Attia and Nehal to step through.
         

         
         The throne room was a gilded enclosure. Nehal knew the Zirani royal family was wealthy, but this was wealth beyond imagination.
            The walls were a mosaic of gold, for Tefuret’s sake, as was the floor. Threaded throughout the gold were purple sapphires in delicate geometric patterns.
            The entire hall sparkled.
         

         
         The odor of pungent jasmine and gardenia petals overwhelmed Nehal with nausea. In the center of the room was a star-shaped
            fountain wider than Nehal was tall; the soft trill of the water echoed in the otherwise empty chamber. The sight of the water
            further turned Nehal’s stomach. It was like she was being mocked.
         

         
         There was nowhere to sit except for the two occupied thrones at the head of the room, beneath an ornate archway set into the
            glittering wall.
         

         
         On one throne sat Rasida. She looked even more resplendent than the first time Nehal had seen her, dressed in a silk overcoat
            with shining gold filigree that made her appear twice as wide. Her hair was again piled high on her head in a dizzying mass
            of thick braids interwoven with gold and jewelry. Gigantic earrings dangled from her ears, and around her neck were three
            heavy necklaces. It was amazing she didn’t tip over. Eyes heavily lined in kohl landed on Nehal as Attia led her forward.
         

         
         Beside Rasida lounged a striking square-faced man with deep-set eyes and a very prominent nose. Unlike Rasida, who looked as regal as a queen should, King Hali appeared somewhat disheveled, but purposefully so: his shirt, unbuttoned nearly to his waist, was tucked into loose dark trousers, which were tucked into leather boots. It was something a day laborer might wear, not a wealthy king. But when Nehal looked closer, the wealth was apparent: the white shirt was fine and silken; the trousers, made of the finest cotton; the boots, expensive leather. 

         
         The crown sitting atop his dark curls was as ornate as Rasida’s headdress and full of purple sapphires that brightened his
            eyes. He looked at Nehal from beneath long lashes, his expression that of lazy amusement.
         

         
         There were three other people in the room: two men and a woman. The woman was the very same guard Nehal had seen with Rasida
            earlier, and she stood at Rasida’s side once more. One of the men was a guard, clearly Hali’s; the other, middle-aged, his
            dark hair threaded heavily with gray. He stood off to the side, overseeing the proceedings, his hands tucked into the billowing
            sleeves of his caftan.
         

         
         Attia bowed to them all, then violently shook Nehal when she did not follow suit.

         
         “Show some respect,” he snapped.

         
         Nehal wrenched herself out of his grip. “Fuck off!”
         

         
         Attia caught her again and raised his free hand.

         
         Before he could strike, Rasida rose out of her chair.

         
         “Attia!” Her shout echoed in the empty chamber. Attia froze.

         
         Nehal turned to see Rasida glowering, her eyebrows drawn together in a hefty scowl that transformed her face entirely. Her
            hands were drawn into fists.
         

         
         Attia looked hesitant. “Your Majesty—”

         
         “How dare you raise a hand to her?” Rasida demanded.

         
         “You don’t know this woman like I do; she needs a firm hand,” Attia protested.

         
         King Hali let out a loud laugh. “I don’t know what barbarian trenches you hail from, Attia, but here in Zirana striking women
            is . . . frowned upon.”
         

         
         His voice, deep and melodic, startled Nehal, as did his words. She was not certain what she had expected, precisely, but the
            volatile King Hali of Zirana arguing against striking women was not it.
         

         
         Attia flushed. Nehal held back a smirk even as she relished his discomfort.

         
         “As you wish.”

         
         “Yes, indeed,” King Hali drawled. “As we wish. Don’t make us remind you again.”
         

         
         Chastened, Attia nodded, but his jaw was clenched.

         
         Slowly, Rasida sat back down. “You may unchain her. She is no danger to us.”

         
         “But—”

         
         “I am not accustomed to repeating myself, Mister Attia,” Rasida warned. Hali relaxed farther into his chair and smiled lazily
            at his wife with apparent fondness.
         

         
         Attia did not protest further. Grudgingly, he unshackled Nehal; she rubbed at her wrists and took the opportunity to take
            a step back from Attia, who glared venomously at her.
         

         
         “Lady Nehal,” Rasida began, “I hope you have had an opportunity to consider my words.”

         
         Nehal turned to face her. “You stole from me.”

         
         “We have helped you,” countered Rasida. “As we will help all weavers. Rather than resist us, you could work with us. Become a symbol of change—”
         

         
         Nehal sneered. “You want me to convince other weavers to willingly take this drug, is that it? You’re out of your mind.”

         
         “Why is that?” asked Rasida. “Do you truly believe mere humans like us are meant to wield these godlike powers? And when so
            many of you cannot control yourselves? I have witnessed firsthand the damage that comes from uncontrolled weaving—”
         

         
         “Uncontrolled,” interrupted Nehal, “only because it goes untrained. If you permitted weavers to learn their craft instead
            of banning it, this wouldn’t be an issue.”
         

         
         “And so we should encourage the creation of a contingent of supremely powerful human beings, far above their brethren. Is
            that any better?”
         

         
         “You’re small-minded,” said Nehal. “That’s your problem.”

         
         Rasida shook her head. “And you are stubborn, rooted in your own beliefs. Why do yours outweigh mine? Will you not even consider
            the truth of my words?”
         

         
         “Your words are nonsense,” said Nehal. “So, no. I’d like to go back home now.”

         
         Rasida pursed her lips. “I am afraid that is not yet possible.”

         
         “I already told you I’m not helping you,” said Nehal. “What do you get out of holding me prisoner?”

         
         “You are not a prisoner.” Rasida sat back in her chair. “You are my guest, Lady Nehal.”

         
         “Guests are free to leave, Rasida,” said Nehal. “Guests aren’t put in lightless dungeons.”
         

         
         “That was a temporary precaution,” said Rasida.

         
         “So am I free to leave, then?”

         
         Rasida gave her a small smile. “You can certainly try.” She gestured to the fountain. “You may even attempt to weave, if you
            like.”
         

         
         The older man at King Hali’s side took a step forward, letting his hands fall to his sides. “Your Majesty—”

         
         “Trust me, Iraten.” Rasida’s eyes never left Nehal.

         
         Nehal narrowed her eyes. “What is this, a joke?”

         
         “I never joke, Lady Nehal,” said Rasida. “It is only that our vizier, Lord Iraten, has had some trouble believing in the efficacy
            of our new medicine. You are our first truly . . . independent test subject.”
         

         
         Nehal let out a laugh that sounded, even to her ears, a little hysterical. “Test subject? Do you even hear yourself?”

         
         “See, Iraten?” Hali grinned. “She’s powerless. Otherwise she would have attacked by now.”

         
         Nehal fumed at his words, but he was right. If she tried to weave, she would again be assaulted by unassailable pain.

         
         For the first time in her life, Nehal was completely powerless, and it infuriated her.

         
         “It is truly a marvel of science, Your Majesty,” said Iraten slowly. He stared at Nehal as though she were an animal he did not wish to provoke. “I will alert the Conclave of Lords.” 

         
         “As you should.” Rasida turned to Nehal. “Lady Nehal, you will remain here as my guest until you are presented to the Conclave of Lords, and Mister Attia will be your escort. You’ll have comfortable lodgings
            befitting of your station, of course. I apologize for the initial uncomfortable accommodations.”
         

         
         Attia grabbed Nehal’s arm, fingers digging into her flesh. She gritted her teeth but held her ground.

         
         “He hurts me,” Nehal said in a clear, loud voice. “Is that the kind of escort you would give to me, Queen Rasida? He wanted
            to strike me in front of you. Imagine what he does when you’re not present.”
         

         
         This gave Rasida pause. Her gaze cut to Attia, who protested, “Your Majesty, I wouldn’t do anything against your wishes.”

         
         Nehal met Rasida’s gaze again and didn’t let go. “If you’d do me the courtesy of this one favor, as a fellow woman. Don’t
            leave me alone with him.” Nehal hated having to beg, but the thought of being alone with Attia again was nauseating.
         

         
         Something flickered in Rasida’s careful expression. She was quiet for a moment; then she turned to the female guard at her
            side.
         

         
         “Athar,” she said. “You will be responsible for Lady Nehal for the foreseeable future.”

         
         Attia let go of Nehal and stepped forward. “Your Majesty—”

         
         “You will remain by my side, Mister Attia.” Rasida’s tone invited no argument.
         

         
         Attia could not quite conceal his anger, but he could not argue with Rasida either. Nehal breathed just a bit easier when
            it was Athar who stepped forward and took hold of her upper arm, her grip noticeably gentler than Attia’s had been. Attia
            threw her a look of contempt, and in return Nehal gave him a stare as cold and contemptuous as she could muster. Without her
            weaving, her arrogance was all that was left to her, and she intended to make as much use of it as she could.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            5
Giorgina

         
         “‘Everything he’s done for me,’ Hesham says.” Malak leaned back with a sigh. “As though he hasn’t asked for something in return
            every time.”
         

         
         Giorgina tried to parse the nature of their relationship and found she could not quite understand. “How did you begin working
            together?”
         

         
         Malak’s mouth twisted in what might have been a sardonic grin. “I sound bitter, don’t I? It’s not altogether fair; Hesham
            is a better man than most if not all the current sitting senators. He’s far easier to work with, at any rate.”
         

         
         Giorgina noted that Malak had not answered her question but did not ask again. If Malak had wanted to share that, she would
            have. Still, it made Giorgina somewhat more reticent than she otherwise would have been. It was a reminder that Malak relied
            on deflection even with those closest to her. She wondered if anyone in Malak’s life truly saw all of her, and if that was
            lonely.
         

         
         They settled into a companionable silence that did not last for very long; Hesham returned swiftly.

         
         “You’re both to go to the citadel,” he announced without preamble.

         
         Malak raised an eyebrow. “That was very quick.”

         
         “We’re scared and desperate, as you said,” said Hesham flatly. “That would tend to result in quick decisions.” He motioned for them to follow him. “You don’t have to wear those veils anymore.” 

         
         Malak discarded hers with relish. Giorgina was more hesitant. She wanted to remain anonymous for just a bit longer. But at
            this point, it would likely draw more attention than keep her unnoticed.
         

         
         Hesham led them around the back exit, where a palanquin awaited. It looked nothing like Nico’s stately palanquin; in fact,
            it more closely resembled the palanquin Giorgina’s sisters had rented, little more than a plain box of carved wood. The inside
            was laid out with a threadbare blue rug.
         

         
         “You’re accompanying us to the citadel, then?” asked Malak when Hesham joined them inside the palanquin.

         
         “We’ve called all the weavers from the Academy.” Hesham shifted, smoothing his galabiya around his knees. “I’m to meet them.
            That, and of course, Parliament doesn’t entirely trust you to do as promised.”
         

         
         “And who better to play chaperone?” Malak grinned, and something in Hesham’s expression softened just a little. It seemed
            more of an exchange between old friends than reluctant allies, and Giorgina thought perhaps she understood the pair of them
            better.
         

         
          

         The Alamaxa Citadel was a massive four-domed structure constructed entirely of limestone that had long since become the color
            of the sand surrounding it. A pair of weaver-made wrought-iron gates led into a large courtyard with a few scant palm trees,
            their leaves swaying lazily in the warm breeze. Beyond the courtyard was the citadel itself, its four domes rising taller
            than any other building in Alamaxa.
         

         
         At the gate stood four Ramsawi soldiers, dressed in the traditional military uniform of loose trousers and tight vests. They held muskets in their hands, ready to be utilized at a moment’s notice, but they must have recognized the palanquin, for they only waved empty hands when it approached them. Hesham took a moment to help Giorgina down, but when he offered Malak his hand, she jumped, landing gently, the sand beneath her feet rippling outward. 

         
         Hesham rolled his eyes at the show of windweaving. “Of course. How could I forget?” He glanced at the guards. “Wait here a
            moment.”
         

         
         They could see him speaking to the guards in low tones, but his words were too quiet to be heard. After a moment, he motioned
            for Malak and Giorgina to join him.
         

         
         The soldiers allowed them to pass with nary a word, though they couldn’t hide their curious glances. Hesham’s presence was
            enough to forestall any questions.
         

         
         The first thing Giorgina saw past the gates were the remains of a bell, surrounded by pieces of rubble larger than her head.
            She stared at it with some foreboding until Malak motioned her forward with a hand on the small of her back.
         

         
         They followed Hesham across the courtyard, which was enclosed by high limestone walls, and through the inner gates, which
            were again guarded by musket-wielding men who allowed them to pass after a moment’s conversation with Hesham. When they stepped
            inside, hidden from the sun’s rays, the temperature immediately dropped, so quickly as to induce Giorgina to shiver. It was
            dim, and she had to squint to follow Hesham.
         

         
         Up until a few generations ago, the citadel had housed the royal family, but they had long since moved to more comfortable
            accommodations. Giorgina couldn’t blame them. She could not imagine sleeping, waking, eating in a place like this. But it
            had been built to be a fortress, and it could not be faulted for that. Despite her slowly escalating dread, she could not
            help but feel a small thrill to be standing now in the middle of such an ancient building, one she had always stared at from
            across the river.
         

         
         But this thrill was dashed the more she encountered the reality of her situation. Hesham led them upwards, his teal robe billowing out behind him as he took large, quick strides, greeting soldiers they met on the way, all of whom saluted him back. How could Giorgina revel in the relief at being pardoned if she was being confronted with the reality of an impending battle? 

         
         The stairs seemed endless and were inconsistently shaped, some so high that Giorgina struggled to climb them. By the time
            they reached the roof, she was nearly out of breath, and Hesham was similarly winded. Only Malak breathed easy, and Giorgina
            wondered if this had to do with her windweaving.
         

         
         Hesham took only a few moments to catch his breath; then he led them forward and onto what appeared to be the citadel wall,
            which wrapped around the city’s western border. It was far too dark to see much, but Giorgina knew the wall stretched out
            on either side of them for a significant distance, though not one long enough to provide a strong defense for the city, not
            anymore. When the citadel had first been built, those walls had enclosed Alamaxa entirely, but they had not kept up with the
            city’s growth. The edges of the wall now hugged homes and storefronts rather than desert dunes.
         

         
         In theory, the Zirani army could simply march to the edges of the wall and invade the city that way, though it would mean
            trampling through civilian areas. It appeared they were attempting to avoid doing so, however, and were instead utilizing
            their cannons to give them an advantage.
         

         
         Giorgina couldn’t see the army, but she could see pinpricks of light that surely were meant to illuminate an army camp. She
            tore her attention away from those flickering lamps and focused on the wall, which was currently crowded with Ramsawi soldiers.
         

         
         Hesham approached an older, grizzled man in army attire and shook his hand firmly. “General Fawwaz. Any movement?”

         
         Fawwaz shook his head. “They’re honoring their promise, it seems.” He eyed Malak and Giorgina. “And who are . . . ?”

         
         Briefly, Hesham outlined Parliament’s strategy. Fawwaz’s bushy grey eyebrows drew together into a stern line, but he only
            nodded.
         

         
         As Hesham had explained to Malak and Giorgina on the way over, Parliament had sent a message to the Academy, asking them to bring over all of their male weavers. It would amount to a sizable contingent. The windweavers would fight with Malak, and Giorgina would join the earthweavers. The thought of being separated from Malak was an unwelcome one, but Giorgina was quickly beginning to see that she had no way out. 

         
         You can weave, she told herself firmly. You’re not lying about that. Just do the best you can.

         
         It was not enough to placate her, but it grounded her a little.

         
         There was little to do but sit beneath the ramparts and wait for the weavers to arrive, which they did a few hours later,
            just as the blue-black sky was softening to indigo threaded with rose pink. They came in quietly, having been warned of the
            importance of absolute silence and secrecy. Giorgina and Malak got to their feet tiredly when the men arrived.
         

         
         One of them gawped. “You’re Malak Mamdouh.”

         
         Malak gave him a mild look. “Yes. Do I know you?”

         
         “Of course you don’t,” he sneered. “But I know you. Doesn’t everyone? What’re you doing here? You should be rotting in prison where you belong.”
         

         
         Malak raised a sharp eyebrow but said nothing.

         
         A man with sleek swept-back black hair gave him a light smack on back of the neck. “Malak Mamdouh is here at the behest of
            Parliament and the minister of defense. Are you questioning their judgment, Talaat?”
         

         
         The young man pursed his lips as though that was precisely what he wished to do.

         
         Another man, more of a teenage boy, with protruding ears and an entirely bald head, swung an arm around Talaat’s shoulders.
            “Talaat’s always putting his foot in his mouth.” His toothy grin was far too cheerful for the current circumstances.
         

         
         Talaat shrugged the bald boy off. “Shut up, Fikry!”
         

         
         Hesham stared in disbelief. “Children. You’ve brought me children.”
         

         
         “We brought you all of our male weavers, just as you asked,” said the sleek-haired man. “If you didn’t want children, you should have specified.” 

         
         “I didn’t think it needed specifying, Nagi,” said Hesham irritably. “These boys have been at the Academy for what—less than
            a year? Where’s everyone else?”
         

         
         Giorgina had been thinking this herself; the weavers standing before her amounted to less than thirty bodies.

         
         Nagi shrugged. “They declined to come.”

         
         “They declined?” Hesham repeated in disbelief. “They have no right to decline. Their free terms at the Academy are contingent on their military
            service.”
         

         
         “Their free terms at the Academy are contingent on military service after they graduate,” said Nagi.
         

         
         “They’re honor-bound to come to our aid!” said an outraged Fawwaz.

         
         “No, they’re not,” said Nagi dryly. “They’re contractually obligated, and only upon graduation. Very kindly pointed out by
            a student whose father is a lawyer.”
         

         
         “This is unbelievable,” Hesham muttered.

         
         Nagi shrugged. “Talk to Yuri.” He pointed to a foreign-looking older man at the back of the train of weavers. He was speaking
            with three others, who Giorgina assumed were instructors. One of them was a woman who Giorgina was startled to find she recognized.
         

         
         She did not know her, or even know her name, but she had seen her at the courthouse, earthweaving after Giorgina had accidentally
            shattered the building. An irrational thrum of fear went through her, even though surely the woman would never be able to
            connect Giorgina with that incident.
         

         
         She must be the earthweaving instructor at the Academy; no wonder she had been so skilled.

         
         Nagi pulled Giorgina’s attention back to him. “I of course know who Malak Mamdouh is, but your friend . . . ?”

         
         “Another skilled weaver,” said Hesham stiffly, and Giorgina again felt her heart skip a beat at that descriptor, her attention torn from the female instructor. “They’ll be joining you all.” 

         
         Nobody was pleased by this revelation, but most seemed simply confused or wary. Perhaps they didn’t even care at all that
            Malak and Giorgina would be fighting alongside them, but were much more concerned with the fight itself, and what its consequences
            might be.
         

         
         “Send Zirana our answer now, Fawwaz,” said Hesham. “Before the sun comes up and they see who we’ve got here.”

         
         They filed into place and waited. An intense heat foretold the sun’s rise, and the sky began to fill slowly with light. Giorgina
            could not help but marvel at the sight. Before her the city of Alamaxa spread like a field of wheat. On the other side of
            the wall was a sizable army, their black tents and deep violet uniforms like ink drops against the pale desert. She spied
            two cannons almost immediately. They looked minuscule from this distance, but Giorgina had seen the damage they had caused.
            If they were fired into the city . . . she couldn’t imagine how many lives would be lost.
         

         
         Six windweavers, including the bald-headed Fikry, gathered around Malak just as the army at their feet began to shift. A group
            of soldiers lined up behind a cannon and began to shift it into place, angling it towards the citadel.
         

         
         Malak straightened. “They’re moving.”

         
         A lanky man Giorgina assumed was the windweaving instructor sidled up to Malak. “You and I can stop the initial impact.” He
            turned to the students. “Everyone else, be ready to support.”
         

         
         The weavers moved into position and readied themselves. On the other end of the rampart, earthweavers were gathering in place.

         
         “Miss Giorgina,” said Hesham. “With the earthweavers—”

         
         “Giorgina stays with me,” said Malak.

         
         “That’s not—”

         
         “She can fight well enough alone. Better, even. Trust me, Hesham.”

         
         Hesham threw up his hands. “Fine, fine.” He went to join Fawwaz.

         
         “Eyes on the cannon,” said Malak, who moved to stand in the center of the line of weavers. She planted her feet firmly on
            the ground.
         

         
         Then the second cannon began to be moved into position.

         
         “Don’t get distracted!” Malak admonished as her weavers’ gazes began to turn towards the other cannon. “Look forward and focus
            on our own target!”
         

         
         Malak gave orders in the same way she gave speeches, and she emanated the same magnetism. The windweavers obeyed her orders
            without hesitation.
         

         
         Giorgina glanced at the group of earthweavers on her other side. Were they expected to stop another projectile, assuming it
            was made of material they could weave? Surely that would be far more difficult than simply slowing a projectile’s path with
            a wave of wind.
         

         
         Swallowing thickly, Giorgina resolved to help as much as she was able. She could not stand there among all these people fighting
            for their lives and simply do nothing. There were two cannons and two groups of weavers who could stop their projectiles.
            They could manage.
         

         
         Just as Giorgina calmed herself down with these logistics, a group of Zirani soldiers started to tear down one of their black
            tents. Giorgina frowned in confusion, and then her eyes widened.
         

         
         Beneath the tent was another cannon.

         
         “Damn it all,” she heard Fawwaz utter.

         
         “We ought to have expected this,” said Hesham.

         
         Fawwaz shook his head, then turned to one of his soldiers and spoke in a voice that carried. “Go to our ground battalion.
            Take all the fireweavers we’ve got and tell them to charge. Go, go, go!” he shouted at the Academy’s fireweavers.
         

         
         Suddenly the first cannon was fired; an ear-splitting bang shook the air. The projectile approached with sickening speed, and Giorgina could not help but instinctively take several steps back. She had to pinch herself to so she wouldn’t run, though the temptation was strong. 

         
         The windweavers began their deflection before the projectile reached the castle walls, and Giorgina could see that they struggled
            to slow it down. Its speed was ungodly, and its size was astonishing, bigger the closer it got. One of the weavers, an older
            man, fell to his knees, breathing hard from the effort. The others maintained their grip, however, and the projectile slowed.
         

         
         But they could not celebrate their victory; there was another ear-splitting roar, and another projectile flew towards them.
            A group of scattered earthweavers gathered to try to stop it, and Giorgina tried to help, but the projectile was moving too
            fast. It was too slippery to catch.
         

         
         It struck the ramparts with an earth-shattering explosion that scattered rubble in every direction. Giorgina was thrown to
            the ground but miraculously had enough presence of mind to raise up her hands and hold back debris in midair, preventing it
            from hitting her or the windweavers behind her.
         

         
         Giorgina was astonished by her quick reflexes, but she had no time to ponder that. She sat up, letting the rubble down before
            her slowly so it would not do more damage to the citadel wall.
         

         
         To her right, the windweavers still standing—Malak and three men—held the projectile above their heads while Malak shouted
            instructions Giorgina could not process. She could only watch as the windweavers hurled the projectile back where it came
            from, crashing it into the cannon that had fired it.
         

         
         The weavers cheered weakly. Malak’s hands fell to her sides, exhaustion evident in their slight tremble.

         
         Then there was a loud crack, like fabric being torn, and the ground beneath Giorgina’s feet shook.

         
         The wall was collapsing beneath them.

         
         Giorgina’s first instinct was to run, but there was nowhere to go. Fear clawed its way up her throat as she stumbled into the rubble. She tried to reach out, to hold on to something, but it was too hard; this wasn’t like grasping solid earth. This was like scrabbling at sand, and she couldn’t hold on to it. The rubble was rock, rock that she could control, but to do that she would have to think, to know what she wanted to wield and what she could do about it, but when the ground vanished beneath her feet there was nothing in her mind but sheer panic. 

         
         And then she was falling. She felt a sick rush go through her belly as she rapidly gained speed, hair fluttering up on either
            side of her. She forgot that she was a weaver, she forgot her name, she forgot where she was and what was happening. Her mind
            was entirely clear of thoughts, and full only of utter terror.
         

         
         Terror—and a shout in the back of her mind, more of a feeling than an actual voice, and something rushed through Giorgina’s
            body. Suddenly she felt the air around her, felt its mass and velocity. It felt like a solid object she could grasp, and so
            she did.
         

         
         Her actions were pure instinct. She made the air cradle her, slow her fall. She held on to it with all her concentration,
            slowly lowering herself. The pieces of the citadel ramparts that were still standing grew more distant.
         

         
         Finally, an eternity later, Giorgina felt herself hit the ground with little more than a gentle bump.

         
         She lay there for a moment, trying to catch her breath, attempting to slow her racing mind. She shut her eyes, but her thoughts
            seemed to flash before her eyelids, and for a moment she felt like they did not belong to her. She opened her eyes again and
            focused on the sky, which was a clear pale blue, too peaceful for such a day. She took deep, slow breaths.
         

         
         She was surrounded by rubble, which had fallen much faster than she had. She could feel its presence the way she had always
            felt rock and sand and crystal. Only now, she could feel the air around her as well.
         

         
         And that was not all.

         
         There was . . . something else. What else? Her mind felt crowded, heavier, more unwieldy than anything she’d experienced before, as though her thoughts were stretching to gigantic widths and pushing her skull open. 

         
         She wanted to sit up, but she did not think she could. Instead she flattened herself completely against the earth, hoping
            that might literally ground her. She blinked slowly and very firmly took deep breaths until her mind began to settle.
         

         
         Giorgina was not certain how long she lay there, curled up in her own reality, but at some point, she heard a voice calling
            her name. Moving felt like an ordeal, so Giorgina simply stayed still.
         

         
         Then Malak came into her line of sight, her dark hair a light brown with dust and debris. Her face was streaked with a similar
            color. She knelt beside Giorgina, who continued to stare up at her blankly. Very carefully, as though Giorgina might shatter,
            Malak placed one arm beneath her back and pulled her up.
         

         
         A swirl of dizziness eddied around Giorgina’s brain. She blinked rapidly. In the distance she thought she could hear shouting.

         
         “Thank the Tetrad you’re alive.” Malak’s breathing sounded harsher; her chest rose and fell in swells. “How . . . how did
            you manage that?”
         

         
         Giorgina was looking at her hands, which lay cradled in her lap. Before she could fully consider the meaning of her words,
            she looked up at Malak and said, “Windweaving.”
         

         
         To her credit, Malak’s expression did not change, though Giorgina saw a brief shimmer of shock pass through Malak’s glass
            facade.
         

         
         Gently, Malak lifted Giorgina from the ground. Very softly she said, “Let’s get you out of here.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            6
Nehal

         
         Athar marched Nehal out of the throne room, though she was careful to walk at a reasonable pace. They returned to the blue-marbled
            hallway. Now that Nehal could keep her eyes open, she was able to take note of the similarities to Ramsawi architecture: the
            geometric patterns, the shades of blue, the decorated windows. It was a reminder that Ramsawa and Zirana shared much more
            than language and religion. Theirs was not a history Nehal was intimately familiar with—she would have to go to Nico for that—but
            even she knew that they had once been allied under a single empire, until it all got pulled apart.
         

         
         Nehal took a moment to examine Athar. She looked older than Nehal, perhaps thirty years old or so, and had Giorgina’s light-skinned
            olive complexion. That was the only feature she and Giorgina had in common, however. Athar was tall and wiry, with well-defined
            arms, and like Rasida, had a thick black fringe cut straight across her brows; it must have been the fashion in Zirana. The
            rest of her very short black hair was pulled back into a low tail.
         

         
         Perhaps Athar sensed Nehal’s gaze, for she turned to glance down at her. Up close, Nehal saw that Athar had a square jaw,
            a small mouth, and sharply hooded brown eyes.
         

         
         Nehal had never seen a female guard before, and, despite everything, could not resist being intrigued. Were there other female guards in Zirana? Or was Athar an anomaly, a woman who had clawed her way up despite all obstacles? Or perhaps she was family to Rasida—they had similar eyes after all—and functioned as a sort of lady-in-waiting? But Nehal had never heard of a lady-in-waiting dressing in men’s clothes or carrying weapons. 

         
         Nehal asked, “Are female guards common in Zirana?”

         
         Athar glanced at her. “Not common, precisely, but not rare enough to cause a stir, either.”

         
         They reached a spiral staircase, the handles carved with stars, the steps a veiny marble like the walls. Beyond the stairs,
            towards the left, was a window that looked out onto a courtyard, and beside it, a nondescript wooden door. A woman who looked
            like a servant opened the door and stepped outside, and Nehal reacted before she could think.
         

         
         She twisted violently in Athar’s grip, feeling the guard’s fingers slip away, and ran down the stairs. But she was not used
            to the strange spiral and had to grasp onto the railing to avoid falling. By the time she righted herself, Athar’s hand was
            on her again, her grip much tighter this time.
         

         
         “There is nowhere to go, Lady Nehal,” said Athar. “Trust me, running is pointless.”

         
         “I don’t believe you,” said Nehal breathlessly.

         
         “Then be wary of disobeying Queen Rasida.” Athar pulled Nehal up roughly and continued dragging her along. “When Queen Rasida
            is unhappy, King Hali is unhappy, and he’s not a pleasant man when he’s displeased. Even Queen Rasida can’t hold him back
            when he’s angry.”
         

         
         Nehal swallowed. She was very tired of living in fear of unpleasant men. But perhaps Athar was right and there was nowhere
            to run. The courtyard was likely enclosed by walls, and Nehal would never be able to scale them.
         

         
         Off the landing, they swerved onto a much more modest and windowless hallway. It was laid with hexagonal tiles in shades of green and lined with carved wooden doors. Athar led her to the very last door. 

         
         “This will be your room.” Athar opened the door. “We don’t lock our guests in, but there will be a guard at the foot of the
            stairs, so you won’t get anywhere.” She paused. “You don’t have to worry about me hurting you, but I won’t be around all the
            time. And remember: don’t make King Hali angry.”
         

         
         Nehal held her tongue but stepped through the door. It felt like willingly stepping into one’s own prison cell, lovely as
            this one might be in comparison to the dungeon she’d woken up in. She turned to look at Athar, who was leaning on the door
            handle.
         

         
         “A servant will be sent up to help you bathe and dress. You’ll be brought lunch. Tonight you’ll be presented to the Conclave
            of Lords.”
         

         
         Nehal’s mouth twisted in anger. They would truss her up like a doll and parade her around, would they? It was precisely what
            her parents had done when they married her off, but Nehal had managed to make that work in her favor. Perhaps there would
            be someone at this conclave who would recognize this farce for what it was and see the folly of holding a foreign noblewoman
            captive. Perhaps someone would insist on seeing Nehal home.
         

         
         It was a vision too optimistic for Nehal, but she held it close anyway. She had little else to keep her company.

         
         After Athar pulled the door shut, Nehal took a moment to examine the room. True to her word, Rasida had given Nehal comfortable,
            if modest, furnishings. There was a large bed piled with colorful pillows, a plush maroon carpet, and a large carved wardrobe.
            By the balcony doors was a low table and seat cushion.
         

         
         Nehal approached the balcony, hoping to get a better sense of her surroundings. But she was not so high up that she could
            see Tiashar; in fact, all she could see was a garden with a cluster of lemon trees. With a sigh of frustration, Nehal turned
            back to her bed and spotted a jug of water and a tin cup on the nightstand.
         

         
         Her chest constricted. She swallowed the sudden lump in her throat, walked to the water jug, and poured herself a cup. She took a long drink, then filled the cup again, as though the water could cleanse her. When she was too full to drink any more, she set down the cup and looked at the water in the jug, which had settled. She hovered her palm above it. 

         
         Nehal thought back on all her training at the Academy, to her evenings spent in the ocean back in Ramina, to all the times
            in her life when manipulating water had felt like second nature, as natural as cracking her knuckles. With all that in mind,
            she tried to pull the water out of the jug.
         

         
         Nehal expected the pain this time and was better able to guard against it. But it was still there, and she was forced to grit her teeth, keening, as her muscles seized. She fought past it with all her strength, until her
            eyes watered and she trembled.
         

         
         The surface of the water shifted ever so slightly, like a mild wave.
         

         
         Elation would have coursed through her, but Nehal’s body was screaming at her to stop, and so she did. She let go of the water
            with an exhale, and the shock of the vanishing pain floored her. She stumbled to her knees beside her bed, her breath coming
            in short spurts. Her stomach hurt so much she lay down on the floor and dug her fingers into the rug, needing to grasp something, anything.
         

         
         Had the water even moved at all? Perhaps it had just been the breeze? Nehal couldn’t be certain if it had all been simply
            a delusion. So she shut her eyes and lay there until the pain faded, though the memory of it was visceral.
         

         
          

         The servant that arrived at sunset was a stout older woman with dark hair, and she came with Athar at her heels. The servant very carefully did not look Nehal in the eye, and Nehal reluctantly allowed the woman to do her work—she was certainly not the enemy here, and protesting would only make her job more difficult. With gentle hands she helped Nehal bathe and styled her hair. Then she helped Nehal put on the violet caftan Athar had brought with her. Putting her in traditional Zirani clothes seemed like an excessive indignity, but Nehal doubted refusing would do any good. It was such a negligible matter to refuse, in any case. Nehal was hardly a child. She would wear the damn caftan quietly and with as much dignity as she could muster. 

         
         “Thank you,” said Athar to the servant when she was finished. To Nehal, she jerked her chin at the door. “Can I trust you
            to walk without having to hold your hand?”
         

         
         Nehal scowled but said, “You can.”

         
         She followed Athar down the hall and back down the spiral stairway. They did not go towards the courtyard that Nehal had attempted
            to escape to earlier that day; rather, they went down a different hall and took several turns. With the daylight rapidly dissipating,
            the hallways all looked the same. Lamps hung along the hall, but they had yet to be lit.
         

         
         Finally, they entered a dining hall that opened up onto a small courtyard. The walls of the courtyard, three times Nehal’s
            height, were bright pink and backed against a copse of trees. One of the branches dangled into the courtyard, tantalizingly
            low . . . if she could jump high enough to reach that branch . . . if it didn’t snap . . . if she could climb it . . . if
            she could climb down . . . but no, there were too many possible ways for that plan to fail, and it would take her far too
            long.
         

         
         Zirani nobles in full regalia mingled in the courtyard. There were thirteen of them in total, along with King Hali, Queen
            Rasida, and, to Nehal’s displeasure, Attia. A round table in the center of the courtyard was laid out with plates and silverware.
            Servants brought in platter after platter of steaming hot food.
         

         
         Nehal’s lunch earlier that day had been meager fare, and she realized she was starving. She could already smell sizzling kebab
            and freshly baked flatbread. Her stomach growled.
         

         
         King Hali was the first to notice her. He grinned and raised his glass of sweetwine. “Our guest of honor has arrived!”

         
         The nobles grew quiet as they turned, almost as one, to face Nehal. She walked forward until she was in the courtyard itself.

         
         “Indeed.” Rasida stood by her husband. “Our honored guest, Lady Nehal of the House of Darweesh.”

         
         All eyes were on Nehal, and she glared at the entirety of the gathering with as much spite as she could muster.

         
         “She means prisoner.” Nehal’s voice rang clear. “I am not here of my own accord, and if any of you had an ounce of honor you would demand I be
            returned to my family at once.”
         

         
         There was silence, but for King Hali’s laugh. “Ah, but on Zirani soil, a weaver can be nothing but a prisoner, for their own
            safety. You see our predicament, don’t you?”
         

         
         “You’re a despicable son of a—”

         
         “Please!” Rasida raised her voice and motioned to the table. “Let’s all take a seat and enjoy a meal together.”

         
         Reluctantly, Nehal sat, and to her disgust Attia took the seat on her right.

         
         Servants brought in more food and jugs of drinks, setting them on the table and flitting back to the dining hall as quick
            as flies. One servant leaned across Rasida and began to pour what looked like tamarind juice into a clear glass, but Rasida
            held up a hand to stop her.
         

         
         With a bow, the servant set the jug onto the table. Rasida stood, held the jug high, and began to pour. The juice foamed,
            but Rasida paid it no attention. She focused her gaze on Nehal, who stared hungrily at the liquid.
         

         
         “Lady Nehal is a famed waterweaver in Ramsawa. Many of you have read about her in our newspapers.” Rasida continued to pour,
            her eyes never leaving Nehal’s face, her tone matter-of-fact. “But as you can see, she weaves no more.”
         

         
         The affront of the open taunt stunned Nehal. The Zirani lords did not seem shocked, only pleasantly surprised. Attia scoffed
            in amusement.
         

         
         Nehal ignored them all and did the only thing she could: she stabbed her knife into a kebab and began to chew with as much anger as she could. She ignored the Zirani lords, who stared at her with open fascination. 

         
         “Yes, eat, please,” said King Hali in amusement. “We certainly would never dream of starving our honored guest.”

         
         Nehal ignored him. Soon enough the rest of the table turned to their plates as well, and conversation began once more until
            the chatter became a cacophony.
         

         
         Attia leaned towards her as casually as he could. “I’m glad to see you’re somewhat behaving yourself,” he murmured. “You’re
            learning.”
         

         
         Nehal gripped her knife and fork so hard her knuckles paled. She ignored Attia.

         
         “I know you can hear me,” Attia taunted. “What, have you finally been beaten into submission?”

         
         “If you don’t shut up I’m going to stab you with this knife,” said Nehal through gritted teeth.

         
         Attia laughed. “I’d love to see you try.”

         
         Nehal turned to him, unsure of what, precisely, she was going to do or say, but, before she could decide, the pink wall behind
            them exploded.
         

         
         Nehal was hurled forward, crashing into Attia, and the two of them collapsed on the ground, along with most of the others
            who had been seated at the table. Dust and debris filled the air, a smokescreen so thick Nehal could hardly see two feet in
            front of her. Shouts and screams filled the courtyard.
         

         
         “What the fuck is happening?” Attia, whose hair was studded with debris, shot to his feet, yanking Nehal up with him. Then,
            as gunshots began to fill the air, Attia cursed and pulled them both back down again.
         

         
         Nehal blinked, adjusting. Her fist was still clenched around the knife she had been using to eat. She peered through the smoke, which stung her eyes, trying to home in on the direction of the explosion, and—yes. She could just make it out. The wall had been cracked open. There was a hole in it big enough to fit her, and it led into the trees. It led outside the palace. 

         
         She glanced around her. Men and women in masks filled the courtyard and were fighting with the guards who had come running.
            Sparks of fire glowed through the smoke, then moved unnaturally forward.
         

         
         Nehal gasped. The masked fighters were weaving.
         

         
         She had no time to mull this over, to consider what this meant, or who these attackers were. All she knew was that the wall
            was gone, and it left her with a potential escape route. But when she tried to get to her feet, Attia wrenched her back.
         

         
         “Don’t you fucking dare!” he snapped.

         
         Panic and fury blazed in Nehal. Had he seen the cracked open wall? Did he know what she intended? Or did he simply feel entitled
            to control her movements? Attia’s fingers were wrapped so tightly around her arm she suspected she would bruise. That he had
            ever felt entitled to lay a hand on her, that he had brought her here in the first place—
         

         
         The knife was still clenched in Nehal’s fist. Attia’s attention was focused on the attackers, not on Nehal.

         
         She rolled and stuck the knife in Attia’s eye.

         
         His agonized scream was drowned out by the commotion in the courtyard, but Nehal heard it quite well, and it thrilled her
            to see Attia curl in on himself, clutching his eye. Blood seeped through his fingers, and Nehal smiled, only a little surprised
            at how easily this violence came to her.
         

         
         No, not violence.

         
         Justice.
         

         
         But she couldn’t linger. She couldn’t hesitate. She lurched to her feet and ran for the wall.
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Giorgina

         
         “I want to see my mother.”

         
         Those were Giorgina’s first words when she could speak properly. She had not put much thought into the sentiment, but now
            that she had voiced it, she realized how much it was true. She wanted to see her mother and her sisters. She wanted some kernel
            of familiarity to bring her back to the world she was accustomed to, where she was only Giorgina Shukry and not whatever she
            was turning into. She wanted to be somewhere she could ignore the cacophony in her head.
         

         
         Malak looked somewhat alarmed by this, but after a moment, she nodded, and began to lead Giorgina away from the citadel.

         
         “Did everyone . . . were people hurt?” Giorgina asked.

         
         “Only a small section of the ramparts collapsed,” said Malak. “You and four others fell through.”

         
         Giorgina heard what Malak had not said: the others had died, while Giorgina, somehow, had survived.

         
         “The fireweavers on the ground were able to burn one of the cannons,” Malak continued. “I destroyed another, and one of the
            earthweavers got the third. We don’t have to worry about those projectiles anymore.”
         

         
         “What about the army?”

         
         “Retreating. They don’t want a ground battle.”

         
         “Does that mean . . . is it over?”

         
         Malak gave her a bracing smile. “I doubt it. I suspect they’re regrouping and waiting for further instructions.”

         
         Giorgina’s legs trembled slightly. She felt entirely off-kilter, like she was walking through a fog. Malak’s hand on the small
            of her back kept her steady as they walked through the alleys of Alamaxa. When a mule cart passed by, Malak flagged it down,
            and they climbed into it. It was empty but for them.
         

         
         “Do people think I . . . died?” Giorgina asked.

         
         Malak hesitated. “I didn’t linger to ask. But I suspect so, yes.”

         
         “If they find out I’m alive . . .”

         
         “They’ll assume you did something very clever with your earthweaving,” said Malak gently. “You’re sure you want to see your
            family right now?” Her eyes roved down Giorgina’s clothes. Giorgina realized she must look terrible. But she could think of
            nowhere else she’d rather be than in her own room with her mother and sisters. They wouldn’t turn her away now, surely.
         

         
         “I’m sure,” said Giorgina, and Malak did not protest.

         
         When they came upon the river they found a felucca to take them across, and Giorgina gazed at the water, wondering, because
            she couldn’t help but wonder. But she did not act on her curiosity. She had no wish to know, just yet, if water had come under
            her command as well.
         

         
         At the eastern banks of the Izdihar they walked once more, until Giorgina’s legs ached, but her neighborhood came into view
            soon enough, and the sight of it filled her with hesitation. She was reminded of the last time she had seen Hala, her mother,
            and the final argument she’d had with her sister Sabah. What would it be like to see them all now? Would her father even let
            her inside the house? Surely even he could see that they had bigger problems than his personal sensibilities?
         

         
         Then again, how easily had he rejected his own daughter before? But she stifled those thoughts. They were here now, and Giorgina was willing to face whatever her father could throw at her. 

         
         She and Malak walked in silence. Most of the storefronts and shops on the street were open, and they even had a few patrons.
            The world did not stop for war.
         

         
         Giorgina’s building was eerily quiet. She could not be certain if that was because the inhabitants were hiding or if they
            had evacuated. But most of the people in this building were as poor as Giorgina’s family and would have had nowhere to go.
            They would not leave their only home for the promise of the unknown, not until their home left them no choice.
         

         
         When they reached the door to Giorgina’s apartment, Malak hung back. “Do you want me to wait here?”

         
         Giorgina paused. She could not imagine her father welcoming Malak Mamdouh into his home. But surely, surely he would not make
            a scene, not now, not with everything else that was happening? Surely he would simply be relieved to see his daughter safe,
            even after he’d shunned and exiled her?
         

         
         Or perhaps Giorgina was simply engaging in self-delusion, because that was easier than facing the reality of who her father
            was. Either way, she had come too far to succumb to him now.
         

         
         “No,” said Giorgina finally. “Come inside.”

         
         Malak nodded and joined her by the door. Giorgina knocked three times.

         
         After a moment, a hesitant voice asked, “Who is it?”

         
         Giorgina’s breath skittered; it was her father. She had not expected him to be the first person she would speak to. But she
            was a different person than the one who had been pushed out of her home. She had power at her fingertips. She had endured
            far more than her father had ever imagined her capable of.
         

         
         So she took a deep breath and said, “It’s Giorgina.”

         
         There was a moment when Giorgina thought he wouldn’t even open the door, so he could continue pretending his second-oldest daughter did not exist. 

         
         But the door swung open.

         
         A mess of emotions played openly on Ehab Shukry’s face: disbelief and confusion, relief and disdain, followed by an affected
            cold mask.
         

         
         “I thought you were in prison,” he said flatly.

         
         “I escaped,” said Giorgina simply.

         
         Ehab narrowed his eyes at Malak. “What is she doing here?”
         

         
         Giorgina was not entirely certain how to answer that. But then she glimpsed her mother, who made her way past Ehab and without
            hesitation swept Giorgina up in a hug.
         

         
         “Thank the Tetrad,” Giorgina’s mother murmured into her hair. “Thank the Tetrad you’re safe.”

         
         After a moment Giorgina returned her mother’s embrace, warmth flooding her as she inhaled her mother’s familiar scent.

         
         Ehab scowled as Hala pulled Giorgina inside, and that scowl deepened when Malak followed. He shut the door somewhat reluctantly,
            but said nothing as he watched Giorgina embrace her sisters, Sabah and Nagwa. Malak hovered by the door, hands clasped behind
            her back, smiling genially at Sabah and Nagwa, who were staring at her with open curiosity.
         

         
         “What’s happened to you, my daughter?” Hala asked, holding Giorgina back to look at her. “You look frightful.”

         
         “There was a fight at the citadel, right?” asked Nagwa, her eyes wide as coins. “You weren’t caught up in all that, were you?
            Were you, Giorgina?”
         

         
         It was the easiest lie, and one readily provided for her. “I was,” said Giorgina. She looked at her mother. “Could I wash
            up? Change?”
         

         
         “This isn’t a hotel,” said Ehab flatly.

         
         They all turned to stare at him. Malak narrowed her eyes.

         
         “No, it’s not,” said Giorgina. “It’s my home, Baba, and I have as much right to be here as you do.”

         
         Simple words, but they seemed to have an effect. Ehab’s jaw worked thoughtfully, then he nodded, but jerked his chin at Malak.

         
         “She doesn’t,” he said.
         

         
         “I wouldn’t have made it here alive without her,” said Giorgina. “What sort of hospitality would it be if you threw her out?”

         
         Ehab pursed his lips.

         
         Very loudly, Hala said, “Let’s not waste time, then. Come, Giorgina, let’s get you cleaned up.” She looked hesitantly at Malak.
            “You too, habibti, you look a mess. Come wash up.”
         

         
         Malak seemed startled to be addressed so kindly. She hesitated, looking as young as Giorgina had ever seen. Sometimes Giorgina
            forgot that Malak was only a few years older than she was, and had been an orphan for a very long time.
         

         
         “Come on,” said Hala, gently but firmly.

         
         Malak joined them, and the women all went into the bedrooms.

         
         They did not have a bath chamber, not really, because that was far too expensive, but they did have running water and a small
            space cordoned off by a cheap cloth where they could wash. For a moment, Giorgina was embarrassed to have Malak here in this
            makeshift space, but she knew Malak wouldn’t care.
         

         
         Hala pumped a bucketful of water, then instructed Nagwa to heat it and bring it back. While they waited, Hala pulled open
            a chest of clothes and began to dig some out. Sabah limped to the bed and sat, unable to keep her eyes off Malak, who stood
            off to the side.
         

         
         When Nagwa returned with the warm water, Giorgina went in first with her mother, who helped her unbraid her hair and peel
            her clothes off. She was sticky with sweat, and her clothes were stiff with dirt.
         

         
         Giorgina let herself be a child again, let her mother help her wash and comb her hair. When they were done Hala wrapped a
            towel around Giorgina and led her outside, where Malak still stood awkwardly across from Sabah.
         

         
         “Go on, habibti,” Hala said to Malak. “Nagwa, hand her a towel.”

         
         Nagwa sprung to her feet immediately, and Malak smiled her thanks.

         
         Hala helped Giorgina dress, then sat her down and began to braid her hair.

         
         “Where are you staying, Giorgina?” Hala asked softly. “How did you get into this mess?”

         
         “I’m . . . staying with a friend,” said Giorgina. “I’m safe.”

         
         “Safe?” said Sabah sharply. “Does this friend live in the Alamaxa Citadel?”

         
         Giorgina sighed. The thought of explaining everything to her family brought on a bone-deep exhaustion. All she wanted to do
            was crawl under the covers and sleep.
         

         
         She knew they meant well, and she knew Sabah only asked her out of concern, but how could they understand? Even months ago,
            Giorgina had felt like a stranger to them, removed from their lives.
         

         
         Especially now . . . with whatever had just happened. Giorgina had not given herself a chance to think about it properly,
            not really, because it was too big, and she was too tired, but how could she deny it any longer? She’d successfully managed
            windweaving, somehow, for the first time in her life. A second element.
         

         
         A second element.

         
         “Well?” Sabah demanded.

         
         “Enough, Sabah,” Hala admonished. She tied off Giorgina’s braid and rested her hands on her shoulders, squeezing gently. “Leave
            your sister be.”
         

         
         “Leave her to get herself killed, you mean?” Sabah shook her head, and lowered her voice to a whisper. “With the help of that
            woman in there? Ever since Giorgina got mixed up with her it’s been one disaster after another.”
         

         
         “Hush now, she’ll hear you!” said Hala.

         
         Giorgina closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them, turning to take her mother’s hand in her own. “I just missed you all,” said Giorgina quietly. “I wanted to see you. To make sure you were safe. I don’t want to argue.” 

         
         Hala sat down beside her. “There’s no arguing here.” She gave Sabah a meaningful look. “Why don’t you just rest for a bit,
            while your friend finishes up?”
         

         
         Sabah threw up her hands in frustration, then got up, leaving the bed to Giorgina. She didn’t think she could actually fall
            asleep, but still, it was enough to lie down on a soft mattress and pull the covers up to her chin. They smelled like the
            jasmine oil Nagwa liked to use, an expensive one Giorgina had bought for her two years ago, and that Nagwa had apparently
            been carefully rationing ever since.
         

         
         She heard Hala and Sabah whispering, but could not make out their words, and for that she was grateful. She pulled the covers
            up over her head to block out the light pouring in through the window, and in moments, she was asleep.
         

         
         She woke what seemed like seconds later, though it must have been longer, as the sun had shifted in the sky. By the window
            sat Malak, brow slightly furrowed, dressed in one of Giorgina’s galabiyas, a deep green one with simple gold embroidery at
            the sleeve and necklines. It was one of Giorgina’s best, one she wore only for special occasions; she assumed her mother must
            have dug it out for Malak. It looked strange on her. Giorgina had only ever seen her wearing the clothes of noblewomen and
            rich merchant ladies, the loose trousers and long vests Nehal wore.
         

         
         The thought of Nehal was an uncomfortable reminder that they still had no idea where she was.

         
         “Are you worried about her?” asked Giorgina.

         
         Malak turned to Giorgina with a small smile. “You didn’t sleep for long. I hope it was restful.”

         
         Giorgina sat up. She felt far better than she had earlier that morning, enough to notice that Malak had once again evaded
            her question.
         

         
         “It was. You didn’t answer.”

         
         Malak made a sound that was a cross between a laugh and a sigh, as though she were about to indulge Giorgina. “I am . . . very worried about Nehal. But where do I start looking? Hesham and Nico don’t know anything. Neither do her parents. Do I walk
            the streets shouting her name? What can I do, except trust that she’s taking care of herself?”
         

         
         “I’m sure she is,” said Giorgina. “She’s one of the most capable people I’ve ever met.”

         
         Malak still looked troubled. “She is. Which makes me think she’s in dire straits, because what sort of trouble could she not
            get herself out of?”
         

         
         Giorgina sat beside her, but she had no comforting words to offer.

         
         “I need to go see Nico,” said Giorgina finally. “I’ll ask him if he’s learned anything new.”

         
         Malak’s eyes grew alert. “So you’re not going to stay here?”

         
         “I can’t,” said Giorgina, her words a near whisper. “As much as I want to, I don’t think that’s possible. I can’t just bury
            my head in the sand here.” She shook her head. “And I can’t get them involved in whatever is happening. I need to keep them
            separate from it all, as much as I can. I just needed to see them one last time.”
         

         
         Malak smiled dryly. “Oh, Giorgina. I didn’t know you were so fatalistic.”

         
         Despite herself, Giorgina laughed a little. “Dramatic too,” she said, and Malak laughed with her.

         
         They must have been heard, for there came a heavy knock on the door before it swung open. Ehab stood there, looking mutinous.

         
         “You’ve spent long enough here,” he said. “It’s time for you to leave.”

         
         Malak and Giorgina exchanged a glance. Then Giorgina looked at her father, at the venom behind his words. Once, that venom
            would have cowed her, but Ehab seemed so small now. It seemed like Giorgina’s fear of him belonged to another world.
         

         
         Hala came up behind Ehab. “Ehab, please—”

         
         “What?” he spat. “She’s still gallivanting around with women like that. Even after they landed her in jail. Clearly they’re her family now, not us.”
         

         
         Malak stood and offered Giorgina a hand. Giorgina ignored her father and embraced her mother, whispering in her ear, “Don’t
            worry. I’ll be all right. And I’ll come back.”
         

         
         Hala’s eyes were shiny with tears. Behind her, Sabah scowled, arms crossed, and Nagwa’s eyes were wide as she came to hug
            Giorgina.
         

         
         “Take care of Mama and Nagwa,” said Giorgina to Sabah.

         
         Grudgingly, Sabah nodded.

         
         And then Malak and Giorgina left. Giorgina did not look back.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            8
Nehal

         
         Nehal ran straight through the trees, their branches scraping her cheeks and snagging her hair. Thankfully, that didn’t last
            long. The palace was not actually in the middle of a forest; in fact, it was in the middle of the capital, Tiashar. The trees
            thinned out almost immediately, giving way to densely packed buildings. She flattened herself against a wall, breathing hard,
            grateful to her training at the Academy; if not for those sessions with Murtada she would not have been able to run at all.
         

         
         She looked back. The walls of the palace were still too close. People had stepped outside their homes to investigate the sound
            of the explosion, and many were now staring at her curiously. She ignored them as best she could and began to walk as fast
            as possible without drawing more attention. But it was difficult to be inconspicuous when she was dressed as regally as she
            was, yet covered in dirt and debris. Nehal could taste the dust on her tongue, and her skin was already beginning to itch.
         

         
         Because she had no sense of where she might be, Nehal simply picked directions at random, only glancing back every now and then to make sure she was going farther from the palace, not closer. The streets of Tiashar looked identical to her, much as the streets of Alamaxa had the first time she had visited. She did her best to avoid eye contact as she meandered her way down various lanes. She had no idea how she might begin to forge a path towards Alamaxa. For now, she could only disappear into the bowels of Tiashar. 

         
         Nehal glanced back once more. The palace walls finally seemed far away enough. There was only a little relief at the thought.

         
         What in the world was she supposed to do now?

         
         Her feet ached, there were cuts on her face, she was sweating through her clothes, and she was completely lost. She was devoid
            of her weaving skills in an unknown city after dark. She could only see a few steps in front of her. She needed to get off
            the streets somehow.
         

         
         Her clothes were probably excellent fabric. Could she trade them? Sell them? The idea had merit, but could she simply walk
            off the street into any shop and sell an item of clothing? Would she need to find a seamstress or a fabric shop? Would one
            be open so late in the evening?
         

         
         Perhaps she could ask around, find a store, any store, where she could browse and talk to someone. But, she realized belatedly,
            she seemed to be in a purely residential area, and not a particularly nice one at that. She felt stares and whispers trailing
            her, so she walked faster, but the street only seemed to get darker and quieter. The eyes on her grew heavier.
         

         
         Nehal’s heart thudded as she walked. She was keenly aware of how powerless she was and how little she could do about it.

         
         Perhaps she could find a place to hide and wait for the sun to rise. She rounded the first corner she saw and found herself
            in a very narrow alley, its sides filled with spilled-over garbage. The smell was nauseating, and Nehal started to back out
            when she bumped into someone.
         

         
         She was not quick enough to escape the hands that clutched her on either side and whirled her around. Her heart leapt into
            her throat. Instinctively, she tried to pull the blood in her captors’ veins, but this was a mistake; the pain dizzied her
            so much she struggled to hear what her captors were saying.
         

         
         “I like those fancy clothes,” said a voice directly ahead of her. Nehal could barely make out the man’s features in the darkness of the alley. “They could fetch a lot.” 

         
         Nehal struggled against the hands holding her, but they shook her roughly enough to hurt, and she went limp.

         
         “I’ll trade you for them,” she said weakly.

         
         That made all three of them laugh. They didn’t even give her a response.

         
         “Now what’s a proper young lady like you doing out here?” The man was close enough now for Nehal to smell his breath, and
            it stank of shisha.
         

         
         “If you don’t let me go there will be consequences.” The threat would have been stronger had Nehal’s voice not been shaking.
            “You have no idea who I am.”
         

         
         He shrugged. “Nah, I don’t. Doesn’t matter, though. Strip her.”

         
         Nehal shrieked as her captors’ hands found her clothing and tore it away from her. She was not strong enough to resist, and
            as they tugged her shoes off, she thought perhaps she ought not to struggle. Perhaps if she were docile these men would simply
            take her clothes and leave her be.
         

         
         “Hmm.” The man’s voice came again, assessing. Nehal’s eyes had adjusted somewhat to the shadows, and she saw his broad shoulders
            and square jaw. “What are those undergarments made of? Silk?” He chuckled. “I’ll be nice and let you strip yourself of those.”
         

         
         “No.” Nehal took an involuntary step back. “You can’t. You can’t just . . . I have nothing else.” She wore nothing but a little
            white slip that reached her knees. If they took it she would have nothing at all. Bile rose in her throat, but she made her voice docile, frightened, girlish. “Please, sir, you can’t just leave me in the
            street with . . . with nothing at all. Please.”
         

         
         The man scoffed, but he did not immediately move to accost her. Nehal waited, her heart beating so hard her chest hurt. What
            would she do if he refused? He’d take it from her by force and then what?
         

         
         She flinched when the man shifted, but she quickly realized he was only removing his coat. He threw it at her feet.

         
         “It’s old and ratty, but better than nothing.” She thought she saw him smile. “That slip alone will buy me three coats and
            a week’s meals.”
         

         
         Nehal swallowed. Now grateful for the dark, she quickly removed her slip and tossed it over, then snatched up the coat the
            man had given her. It was thin and itchy and stank of shisha smoke and dried sweat, but it buttoned up and fell to her ankles.
         

         
         The man bowed to her with a flourish. “Thank you for your services, my lady.” Then he left, guffawing with his companions.

         
         Nehal stood still. She recognized how lucky she had been in this encounter—it could have gone far, far worse. She’d heard
            the stories and had read newspaper clippings about women who went where they shouldn’t go and suffered at the hands of men.
            Nehal shuddered involuntarily, barely able to lift her head. They hadn’t even let her keep her shoes, but it was still far
            better than what they might have done.
         

         
         Well, she thought bracingly, at least now I’ll surely blend in.
         

         
         But blend in where? Do what? Nehal had no options, and she would have fewer still as it got later in the night. She could
            hardly just walk through the streets and hope for the best. No, the safest option was to hide, as she had initially planned,
            until it was morning, when she could see where she was going or ask directions or do something that wasn’t stumbling around
            in the dark.
         

         
         So she remained in that alley, found herself a dark corner, and curled up. At some point, she drifted off into a restless
            sleep.
         

         
          

         When Nehal woke, the sun was shining directly into her eyes and had been for some time, judging by the heat on her cheeks. She held a hand up to shield her face and struggled to her feet, her throat absolutely parched. Water. Where could she find water? She had no money. She probably looked like a street urchin. Where did street urchins get water? 

         
         But she would find nothing by standing still. She made her way out of the alley, wincing as her bare feet stepped on rough
            pebbles, and in the light of day realized she must still look ridiculous, in her overlarge coat and face full of makeup. And
            her hair . . . she reached up and undid the complicated hairstyle the older servant had given her last night. Once her hair
            was loose around her shoulders, she ruffled the curls and bound them into a bun.
         

         
         Nehal walked aimlessly. Her stomach ached with hunger, and the soles of her feet turned raw. Her throat was so dry it felt
            like she was swallowing sand. She passed storefronts that sold drinks, but whenever she approached, the proprietor shot her
            a dirty look, so she veered away. It must have been obvious from her appearance that she had no money, and they did not seem
            willing to offer charity. In the meantime, she had no way to earn money or force it from someone.
         

         
         It was a predicament Nehal had never before encountered. Normally, she could always rely on her weaving, and if not, then
            she could fall back on her family name and all the wealth and resources that came with that. It was difficult to countenance
            that she couldn’t simply leverage her family name now for food and drink, with the promise of later payment. But how would
            anyone know she was who she said she was? They’d likely think her mad. In this country, her name meant nothing. And without
            her weaving, Nehal felt like nothing. With everything taken from her, she had no idea what to do.
         

         
         Then something stopped her in her tracks—the sight of water being woven.

         
         It was just a trickle, really, discolored water wrenched up from the muddy floor, but it was still enough to tempt Nehal’s
            parched throat. Deliriously, she wondered if she might walk through it with her mouth open.
         

         
         But she had no chance to consider that addled notion. For the weaver was not simply weaving for the fun of it: he had been cornered by what looked like four policemen, who were fast advancing. 

         
         Of course. Nehal was in Zirana, where weaving was entirely forbidden.

         
         She backed away until she stood under the patched awning of a storefront, but it was not far enough. She could still see.
            The weaver struggled to control his element, struggled to weaponize it against his opponents. She wasn’t sure it would have
            mattered—the four policemen did not give him a chance to fight.
         

         
         They closed in on him with shouts, whipping out their batons and viciously beating him across the face, along his arms, on
            the back of his neck. The weaver collapsed, his face bloody, but still the policemen did not relent. They continued to pummel
            him with their pointed boots, even when the man stopped resisting.
         

         
         When they pulled his sagging body off the ground, Nehal was startled to see that he was still breathing, although that was
            about all he seemed able to do. Blood dripped from his mouth. One of his teeth clattered to the floor.
         

         
         A policeman banged his baton loudly against a light pole. “That’s what happens to weavers who don’t submit!” he shouted, loudly
            enough for the whole street to hear. “Remember that when you think of defying the king!”
         

         
         And then they were gone, dragging the beaten weaver along, his feet trailing on the ground and gathering mud.

         
         Nehal sank to the floor, her legs trembling the same way they had after she had escaped the fire at the Parliament.

         
         I’m not afraid, Nehal insisted to herself. I’m just tired and hungry.
         

         
         A hand on her shoulder made her flinch. But it was only a woman, old enough to be Nehal’s grandmother, who had come out of
            the shop behind her.
         

         
         “You look like you’re about to faint, my daughter,” the woman murmured. “Here, drink this.”

         
         She offered her a beaten tin cup with a yellow-orange liquid. Nehal did not stop to think. She took the offering and downed it in a single gulp. Mango juice. It was warmer than Nehal had ever had it, and watered down too, but still, it was the most delicious thing she had ever tasted. Her parched throat sang in relief, and her head cleared with the rush of sugar. 

         
         “Thank you,” said Nehal hoarsely. “Thank you so much.”

         
         The woman shook her head disapprovingly, but she was not looking at Nehal. Rather, her sad gaze was directed at the pool of
            blood the weaver had left behind. “It happens so much more often now. It’s enough to shock anyone.”
         

         
         Nehal did not know what to say, and so she said nothing. After a moment, the woman gently took the empty cup from her. “Why
            don’t you run home now? It’s not safe on these streets for a young girl like you.”
         

         
         But Nehal had no home to run to. This woman had offered her one kindness already, so perhaps she would be willing to offer
            more. “Do you know . . . the way to Alamaxa?” Nehal asked hesitantly.
         

         
         The woman looked at her in surprise. “The city?” she said uncertainly. “In Ramsawa?”

         
         Nehal tried to smile, as though this was nothing more than a casual chat and her life was not on the line. “The very same.
            How would one travel there?”
         

         
         “Are you from there, then? I do hear it in your voice . . .”

         
         Nehal laughed to circumvent the question. “Do you know how I would get there?”

         
         The woman half laughed and half sighed, her confusion evident on her lined face. “Well . . . a hired caravan, I suppose, to
            take you across the Sahi Desert? That’s a long journey though. A ship would be quicker. But I don’t think either option would
            be cheap.” She eyed Nehal’s coat.
         

         
         “Of course.” Nehal got to her feet. “How would I . . . earn enough money?”

         
         “Oh, my daughter, if earning money were so simple, no one would struggle.” But she smiled as she said this, and Nehal could see she was not trying to be cruel. “I suppose there are . . . ways, as I’m sure you’re aware, but you wouldn’t want to put yourself through that . . .” 

         
         That type of work had crossed Nehal’s mind, of course, more than once, but it was not yet something she was willing to endure.

         
         “Could I . . . could I help you in your shop?” Nehal looked behind the woman to the small store full of fruit. “I could clean.
            Cut up fruit. Whatever you need.” It would not necessarily earn her enough for a trek to Alamaxa, but at least it could keep
            her fed for a few days.
         

         
         The woman looked genuinely regretful. “I’m sorry. My granddaughter helps when she can, and it’s just the two of us, you know . . .
            there’s barely enough to go around as it is . . .”
         

         
         Nehal started to back away, blushing furiously. “Of course, I understand, just thought I would ask . . . thank you. Thank
            you.”
         

         
         She walked away as fast as she could, as though she could leave the humiliation behind. But as Nehal stumbled through the
            streets of Tiashar, her hunger growing with every step, she suspected there was far more privation yet to come.
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Giorgina

         
         Giorgina and Malak parted ways shortly after leaving Giorgina’s house. To see Nico, Giorgina needed to go somewhere Malak
            would not be welcome. Giorgina was likely not welcome there either, but she hoped she would pose less of a shock than Malak
            Mamdouh.
         

         
         Lorenzo Baldinotti’s estates stood in the distance now, and it brought Giorgina little comfort to know that Nico was inside.
            She had told Malak only that she needed to see Nico, that he held in his possession something that was likely to give her
            answers . . . and surety. Malak had not asked questions, only bid her luck.
         

         
         The Baldinotti estates were so massive Giorgina could hardly believe only Nico and his parents resided there. A group of three-story
            taupe buildings that took up half of a cobbled street, they loomed like giants as Giorgina approached. Under the arched entrance,
            she hesitated for a long moment and took a breath to steady herself.
         

         
         When she knocked, the door was opened by a servant girl whose eyes widened when she looked at Giorgina. Did she . . . recognize
            her? Or were her eyes widening in curiosity rather than recognition? Giorgina hoped it was the former.
         

         
         “Yes?” said the girl politely.

         
         “I’d like to speak with Nico Baldinotti, please.”

         
         “And you would be . . . ?”

         
         “Tell him it’s Giorgina.”

         
         The servant gave her a quick once-over, then performed a perfunctory bow and gestured for Giorgina to come inside. They walked
            past a doorway with fringed and tasseled curtains into a brightly lit parlor. The walls were painted with a variety of colorful
            peacocks that stared at Giorgina with beady black eyes. She looked at her feet instead, at a plush blue rug that ran the length
            of the room. Large windows looked upon the inner courtyard, where date trees swayed lazily in the heat.
         

         
         Despite all the time Giorgina and Nico had been together, she had never before stepped foot inside his home. She marveled
            at the size of the parlor, which was even bigger than Malak’s, and recalled that there were two other parlors besides.
         

         
         Her feet hurt and she desperately wanted to sit down, but it seemed too casual somehow, and she did not think she would be
            comfortable. So she ignored her exhaustion and stood, arms wrapped around her waist to keep herself steady. She distracted
            herself by looking out the windows into the inner courtyard. It was like a scene from a painting. Shrubberies with pink and
            red flowers lined the walkway, in the middle of which sat a crescent-shaped fountain. It was so peaceful, utterly indifferent
            to what was happening outside its walls.
         

         
         When she heard footsteps and the swish of parlor curtains, she let her arms fall to her sides and turned, expecting Nico,
            but it was not Nico.
         

         
         It was Lorenzo Baldinotti.

         
         Giorgina had never seen him before. Aside from the coloring they shared, he and Nico looked nothing alike. Lorenzo was thin
            and somewhat lanky, with very sharp, pointed features.
         

         
         “I’m surprised you would dare to come here,” said Lorenzo almost conversationally.

         
         Giorgina could only stare at him, this man who had upended her life plans and caused her so much strife. He looked down at Giorgina with obvious contempt, and she waited to feel fear, or shame, or anything that she assumed she might have felt upon first meeting Nico’s father, who so clearly despised her. 

         
         Instead, she felt a small measure of her own contempt, along with a sort of tired resignation. What could this man do to her
            now that she had not already endured? She had lost her family, spent nights in jail, faced police abuse, and braved a terrifying
            battle that had nearly killed her.
         

         
         No. Lorenzo Baldinotti could not frighten her now.

         
         “I’m here to see Nico,” said Giorgina, her voice steady and sure. “He has something of mine.”

         
         Lorenzo twisted his face into a frown, but before he could speak Nico stepped into the parlor.

         
         Upon seeing him, Giorgina felt a brief moment of surreality. Nico looked so neat and well dressed, in a blue galabiya that
            brought out his eyes. Unlike the last time she had seen him, when he’d been unceremoniously ejected from his home, his blond
            hair was swept back neatly, and his beard was freshly trimmed. Like his parents’ courtyard, he seemed entirely removed from
            the world outside these walls.
         

         
         Looking at Nico like this, in his parents’ home, without Nehal, she could almost feel herself stepping back into a different
            time, a time before everything had become so muddled. This caused in her a dissonance so uncomfortable Giorgina felt its physicality
            in her chest like an ache. She mourned for something that had never been, that she could never have. She focused, instead,
            on the relief she felt at seeing Nico. He still belonged to her, and she to him.
         

         
         Before Nico could say anything, Giorgina said, “I need to speak to you in private.”

         
         “I—” He glanced once, very quickly, at his father, as though considering asking him to leave, but Giorgina knew that he never
            would. She herself could never have asked such a thing of her own father, and he was similar to Lorenzo in many respects.
         

         
         Lorenzo crossed his arms and glared, making no move to depart. Giorgina looked expectantly at Nico, who, while deliberately looking away from his father, said, “Let’s go to the study.” 

         
         Giorgina felt Lorenzo’s heavy stare on her back as she followed Nico down the hall and into a large room lined with bookshelves.
            Nico closed the door and gave a sigh of relief.
         

         
         “Giorgina, what’s happened?” He took in her appearance as though trying to discern why she would have taken it upon herself
            to come to his father’s house. It was, if not quite a risk, then certainly a bold choice, but Giorgina would not have done
            it if she’d had any other options.
         

         
         Instead of answering Nico immediately, Giorgina allowed herself to sit down by the low desk in the back of the room, tucking
            her legs beneath her. She waited for Nico to settle across from her, so close their knees were touching. He covered her hand
            with his own.
         

         
         “It’s nice to have a private moment together,” he said quietly. “I can’t remember the last time we had that.”

         
         Giorgina remembered: at Etedal’s house, when she had awoken from her three-day slumber, after the disaster she’d made of the
            courthouse. Before that, it was when she had gone to him after the virginity test. But she couldn’t recall the last time they’d
            had a peaceful moment together when she wasn’t in distress. It must have been sometime before he’d married Nehal. How long
            ago had that been? It felt like a lifetime.
         

         
         “Do you think we’ll have that again?” Giorgina could not seem to look at him as she asked this; instead, she stared at their
            intertwined hands.
         

         
         “Yes.” He said it so vehemently Giorgina believed him. But she had been led astray before by his promises, hadn’t she?
         

         
         The thought of Nehal reminded her of one of the things she was here to ask. “Have you heard anything about Nehal?”

         
         “No, nothing. I’ve alerted Parliament, and I thought of reaching out to Mohsin to put something in the Alamaxa Daily, but my parents think we should wait.” His mouth twisted. “Though they likely just want to avoid any infamy. . . . I’m waiting on a response from her parents.” 

         
         Giorgina nodded, her thoughts too cluttered and distracted to fully process what he had just told her.

         
         “Nico.” Giorgina finally looked up and held his gaze.

         
         “What’s the matter, Giorgina?” he asked gently.

         
         She nearly laughed at that. What wasn’t the matter? So she started at the beginning: with Malak’s plan, their agreement with Parliament, and the battle on the wall.
         

         
         “She shouldn’t have put you in that position!” interrupted Nico. “A battle? What was Malak thinking?”
         

         
         Giorgina wondered now if she had acted too hastily in agreeing to Malak’s plan. She was usually far more judicious, but it
            was difficult to weigh all options when you had very few of them. But now she was a free woman and did not have to fear arrest.
            She did not regret that outcome.
         

         
         However, she had something else to be afraid of.

         
         Giorgina continued her story. “Nico, when the wall fell, I . . .” How to say it? She was surprised to realize that she hadn’t
            needed to say it aloud yet. Malak had not needed Giorgina to explain.
         

         
         Now, though, she needed to explain. There was no use talking around it. “I used windweaving.”

         
         Nico blinked. “What?”

         
         “I was . . . falling. I thought I was going to die.” Giorgina frowned, recalling her terror, her panic, the way everything
            had fled from her mind. “And then I could feel the wind all around me, and then it was buffeting me, slowing my fall.”
         

         
         Nico’s eyes widened with every word. “That’s . . . that’s impossible.”

         
         And now, finally, here was the reason she had come to him.

         
         “Impossible for all except one person,” said Giorgina. “Nico, do you still have Edua Badawi’s letters?”
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Nehal

         
         Nehal was starving.

         
         She had not eaten in nearly two days. She felt very close to dying of thirst, and she very much did not appreciate the irony
            of this. She was still unable to weave without an intense burst of pain that brought an abrupt stop to her attempts. She thought
            perhaps the pain was decreasing, but she might simply have been adjusting to it. Either way it was still powerful enough that
            it was impossible to overcome.
         

         
         As usual, Nehal found herself suffering the rashness of her decisions. Could she not have stayed at the palace, played along
            with Rasida, and waited until an opportune moment arose? Instead she had escaped at the first chance she saw, without thinking
            through what would come next.
         

         
         Nehal had always liked in herself her ability to act quickly, but at the moment her impetuousness plagued her.

         
         She could barely walk, but she forced herself to take one step after another, hoping someone might take pity on her and offer
            her something to eat. She would take anything, anything at all.
         

         
         And if she could, she would steal anything, because she was desperate.

         
         The opportunity greeted her when she saw a fruit seller packing up his wares. It looked like he was closing up his shop. She approached slowly, hoping to steal an orange or mango when his back was turned, but then she saw the policemen hovering. Abruptly, Nehal stopped. 

         
         They looked to be watching the man, and they seemed impatient.

         
         “Hurry it up!” one policeman shouted.

         
         “I’m going as fast as I can,” said the man. He was about as old as Nehal’s father, but he was thin, with heavy bags under
            his eyes. He was moving fast to gather the fruit he had laid out into a large wagon.
         

         
         Nehal took a step forward, knowing what she did was reckless but hungry enough to attempt it. “I can help, Uncle,” she said
            softly. She said it in the Zirani dialect, hoping she’d done it well enough to be believable.
         

         
         The man looked up at her, confused, but said nothing when she gathered a bushel of apples in her arms and dumped them into
            his wagon. He did not notice that she managed to sneak one of those apples into her pocket.
         

         
         The policemen glared at her. “So eager to help a tax evader, are we?” one sneered.

         
         Nehal paused, unsure if she should respond. It was the fruit seller who spoke.

         
         “I didn’t evade, I swear!” he insisted. “I paid all I could. If you would just give me another week—”

         
         “King Hali doesn’t wait.” Another policeman shrugged, looking somewhat apologetic. “Sorry, Uncle, but there’s always another
            shopkeeper who can afford to pay taxes.”
         

         
         Nehal continued to help the fruit seller collect his wares, until finally his shop stood empty, and he gazed sadly at his
            fruit. The police then began to close up his shop.
         

         
         Nehal followed the fruit seller. “I’m sorry, Uncle,” she said, and meant it. “I would buy your fruit if I could.” If she had
            her wealth, if she were Lady Nehal Darweesh again, she would buy all of his fruit.
         

         
         He gave her a sad smile. “Thank you for your help, my daughter.” Then he dug around his wagon and pulled out a particularly large mango. “Here. For helping me.” 

         
         Nehal was so hungry she did not hesitate to take the mango, though the weight of the stolen apple in her pocket now caused
            her guilt, an emotion she despised. But it wasn’t as though she could turn him down or return his apple. This mango would
            be her only meal of the day, and the stolen apple could help her survive the next.
         

         
         For a moment she was tempted to continue along with the fruit seller, throw herself upon his mercy and ask for shelter. But
            here was a man so poor he could not afford to pay his taxes and had been forced out of his only means of sustenance because
            of it. Even if he were kind enough to help her, what sort of millstone would she be around his neck?
         

         
         Nehal thought better of it. She allowed herself to lose him in the crowd.

         
          

         Nehal devoured her mango in far less time than she would have liked; she would have preferred to save half of it for later,
            but once she started eating it she lost all semblance of self-control, and then, before she could even begin to think about
            what she had done, the mango was gone.
         

         
         She only had the apple left. She had to stop herself from eating that as well, even as her stomach groaned for more food.
            That apple could be the only thing standing between her and starvation.
         

         
         And she was still no closer to going home. She had been on the street for days, thirsty and hungry and scrambling for shelter,
            any hidden place where she could sleep restlessly and uncomfortably without worry of being accosted. On her second night,
            a gang of rowdy street children had startled her awake by yanking at her hair, and she’d had to fight her way through them
            to get them to stop.
         

         
         To accomplish anything at all, she needed money. She could do nothing with directions to Alamaxa or information on how she might return if she did not have the money to make that information useful. But there was no way to earn that money. Even if she gave in to desperation and considered prostitution, she would not even know how to begin. 

         
         That her weaving was gone was an added humiliation. The sight of water taunted both of her thirsts. If she still had her weaving,
            she might have at least been able to perform for money.
         

         
         Or—no, Nehal realized, that would have only landed her in jail. She recalled the weaver who had been beaten bloody by the
            police. Weaving in Zirana was entirely illegal, and weavers were jailed for the crime of existing.
         

         
         That might have been worth it, though. Even if her weaving would have landed her in jail, Nehal still wanted it back. She
            was desperate for something, anything, to make her feel like herself again.
         

         
         And then, through the crowd, Nehal met the eyes of someone who could only make her already terrible predicament far worse.

         
         Athar.

         
         Nehal did not pause to think. She simply turned and ran.

         
         “Wait!” Athar shouted after her. “Nehal, wait, wait!”

         
         Nehal did not wait.

         
         She ran blindly, stumbling past irritated passersby, struggling to stay upright when her body felt so light and weak. She
            heard Athar’s footsteps pursuing her and desperately tried to increase her speed, but it was all she could do to stay conscious.
         

         
         She rounded a corner, nearly slipping as she skidded to a turn, and found herself running down a dark, twisting alley. When
            she rounded another corner, she stopped, because she was faced with a dead end.
         

         
         The sight of the brick wall forced Nehal to her knees. She was breathing hard, and her mouth was so dry she could taste it.
            Well then, she reasoned, perhaps it would be better to be retaken prisoner. At least as Rasida’s prisoner, she had access
            to food and water and a bed. It was better than dying in the streets, wasn’t it? Either way, there was absolutely nothing
            she could do now. She was trapped.
         

         
         She heard Athar catch up and forced herself to her feet; Nehal would be damned if she would be taken without a fight, at least. She held up her hands, balling them into fists. 

         
         Athar took a breath, then blinked at her. “What in the name of the Tetrad are you doing?”

         
         “I’m not coming with you,” said Nehal hoarsely. Inwardly, she cursed at herself, but she could not seem to stop herself from
            being contrary.
         

         
         Athar took a step forward, pausing when Nehal tensed.

         
         “Is this really necessary?” said Athar. “I can easily capture you, you know.”

         
         Nehal scowled at her and did not lower her fists. Athar sighed.

         
         “All right,” she said. “I hadn’t wanted to do this in the open, but . . .” She glanced around, saw that they were alone, then
            said in a low whisper, “I don’t work for Rasida. I spy on her. I’m a weaver, like you.”
         

         
         Nehal blinked. Then she scoffed. Whatever she had expected to hear from Athar, it was certainly not that. “What?”

         
         “My grandmother is the leader of a group attempting a rebellion,” said Athar in a low voice. “My connection to her was unknown,
            so I was able to be hired as part of the palace guard.”
         

         
         Nehal shook her head, her fists seeming to lower of their own accord. “I don’t . . . I don’t understand.”

         
         “I’m going to assume you’re just tired and hungry, and not stupid,” said Athar tartly. She tossed a skin of water to Nehal,
            who caught it clumsily. She did not even pause to think, or wait for Athar to offer: she brought the skin to her lips and
            drank.
         

         
         It was the best water she had ever tasted. She felt her tongue soften, her throat soothe.

         
         “All right, that’s enough.” Athar, who had managed to come close to Nehal without her noticing, snatched the waterskin from
            her. “You’ll vomit it all up if you drink too fast.”
         

         
         Nehal eyed the waterskin hungrily. Athar snapped her fingers in front of Nehal’s face.

         
         “That scene at dinner? When the courtyard wall came apart?” said Athar. “That was for you. If you hadn’t run away so fast, I would have come for you.”
         

         
         “What was for me?” asked Nehal wearily. “The explosion?” Her thoughts were so sluggish, she struggled to catch up. Was Athar
            saying that that explosion at the palace had all been a distraction meant to free her from Rasida?
         

         
         “My people broke in for you,” replied Athar, confirming Nehal’s assumption. “The risk of capture was considered a fair sacrifice in exchange for bringing
            you over to our cause. But then you fled and we lost four of our people to Rasida’s jailers, and all for nothing.”
         

         
         Nehal shook her head. “Why didn’t you give me a warning? A hint? Anything?”
         

         
         “Because I wasn’t sure it was happening!” said Athar. “The plans were confirmed only moments before the dinner began. And
            until then, I didn’t want to reveal who I was.”
         

         
         So Nehal had suffered on the streets for days because Athar hadn’t seen fit to let her in on her plans? But she was too tired
            to be angry, and what was done was done. Athar was here now, and she was not taking her back to Rasida. Nehal didn’t care
            about anything else.
         

         
         She asked, “Your cause . . . what do you want with me?”

         
         “We’re going to take you back to Ramsawa,” said Athar. “In exchange for a favor from your government.”

         
         So it was not an altruistic rescue then, but an exchange of services. That sat more comfortably with Nehal.

         
         “All right,” said Nehal. “Get me off these streets, and we can discuss your terms.”
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Giorgina

         
         Edua’s letters all began with the phrase “Dearest Rahma.”

         
         There was no indication of who Rahma was, only that she had grown up with Edua and that Edua loved her very much. Reading
            through the letters, Giorgina found that Edua became a person rather than a story.
         

         
          

         
            Dearest Rahma,

            Do you remember when I would light up my fingertips for us so we could be warm at night? You were always so scared the bedsheets
               would catch fire, but I couldn’t watch you shiver. The Academy is always warm. I don’t know how they do it, only that it’s
               something with fireweaving. I wish you were here with me. I hope you’re warm too.
            

         

          

         There were seventy-seven letters, and any other time Giorgina would have loved to read the letters slowly, to savor them,
            to take notes on their contents and perhaps turn them into an article for The Vanguard, but now, when she was hunting for specific details, she forced herself to keep focus, despite the colorful portrait Edua painted of the Academy. 

         
          

         
            Dearest Rahma,

            I feel like I’m in a different city altogether! There’s the Academy, but then there’s so much around it. The island is bigger
               than I ever thought. We’re surrounded by all these merchants who want to sell us things, veils and sweets and candies, things
               they never gave us at the orphanage. And the Academy gives us money to spend. Can you imagine? Money, just given to us, to
               do with whatever we like!
            

         

          

         Giorgina could not help but smile a little at the palpable enthusiasm. Edua sounded like an eager child here, which made sense:
            she would have been thirteen or so when she was taken from her underfunded orphanage in Banha to train at the Academy.
         

         
         “She sounds so ordinary,” said Nico, who was reading his own stack of letters, spectacles on his nose.

         
         “Yes, she does,” murmured Giorgina. “But she was young, I suppose . . .”

         
         Edua did not date her letters, so it was difficult to discern which ones came first, but Giorgina thought she could sense
            a maturity, a more serious tone, to some of them, and she began to place them into a sort of order.
         

         
          

         
            Dearest Rahma,

            I’m often more tired than not. The instructors say they work us so hard because they don’t want us to die in the war. I don’t want to die either, but I wish I could tell them that I didn’t ask to be brought to the Academy or to be forced to fight in someone else’s war in the first place. What do I care if the Talyani want to live in Ramsawa? Let them. It’s not as though any part of Ramsawa ever cared about me. 

            When I even hint at these thoughts, they tell me I have no national pride. I don’t understand what that means, but they won’t
               explain it to me when I ask. They only shrug and tell me I’m not smart enough to understand. I don’t think they understand
               either, Rahma. Do you?
            

            All I know is you and I used to talk about leaving, when we were all grown up, and going somewhere, anywhere else.

            I still want that for us, someday.

         

          

         Mostly, Edua sounded sad and a little defeated to Giorgina, like many drafted soldiers. She did not sound power-hungry or
            cruel, and this gave Giorgina some comfort. Still, it wasn’t what she was looking for, and so she kept reading.
         

         
         And then Giorgina saw it.

         
          

         
            Dearest Rahma,

            Something strange happened. I know you’re not going to want to believe it, but I promise you it’s true. We were doing a training
               exercise, and I was up against this windweaver, Waheeb, who never liked me much. He’s some rich city kid, thinks folks from
               Banha are ignorant farmers. I try to ignore him, but somehow we ended up sparring on the roof.
            

            Then things happened so fast. Waheeb gave me this smirk, and I realized the instructors weren’t paying attention to us. They
               were talking to each other. They weren’t even looking. Waheeb shot this blast of wind at me, and I was supposed to be trying
               to deflect these things with my fire, but he was too fast, and I was too close to the edge, and I fell right off and into
               the Izdihar.
            

            They’d taught us how to swim when we first got to the Academy, but I was never very good at it. But it wasn’t just that. Waheeb’s blast had stunned me, and I couldn’t think straight. When I fell into the water it filled my lungs before I could react, and then I was drowning. Rahma, it was—I don’t know. I thought I was going to die. It was terrifying. 

            But then there was something in my head. I don’t know if I can even describe it to you. It was like a shout with no sound.
               Pressure. Like my skull was filling up with water. I don’t know.
            

            And then I felt the water around me the same way I can feel fire. My body just reacted. I pulled myself to the surface and
               then to shore.
            

            Do you understand, Rahma?

            I used waterweaving.

         

          

         Giorgina paused and looked up to find Nico watching her. She couldn’t quite meet his eyes as she thought back to what she
            felt when she fell off the citadel wall. Her experience was so similar to what Edua had just described. She went back to the
            letter.
         

         
          

         
            Everyone was shocked. Even Waheeb wasn’t smirking, but staring at me like I was . . . I don’t know. They’ve called in someone
               from the Order, a sheikh, I think.
            

            But Rahma, I felt so different after. I could sense things differently. My body was unfamiliar. So that night, after everyone
               was asleep, I went out into the courtyard and sat in the sand and dug my fingers into it. I pulled out a clump into my cupped
               hands.
            

            I didn’t even have to try. It was like a door had been opened. I just felt the sand, felt it in my bones, just like I’ve always
               felt the fire. So I just willed it, and the sand flew.
            

            Earthweaving . . .

            I have no idea what’s happening to me. Have you ever heard of anything like this?

         

          

         Giorgina lowered the letter. Edua’s words struck at her, their familiarity making her stomach churn. Since her fall, Giorgina had felt like she inhabited a different body. It was like she could feel more than ever before; she had a growing awareness of not just earth, but the wind on her skin, the fire around her, the water she drank. 

         
         She gripped the letter in her fingers more tightly than she should have. She forced herself to let go, lest the paper rip
            in her grasp.
         

         
         “Do you think she wasn’t the only one?” asked Nico.

         
         Giorgina shook her head. “How would we not have heard of others?”

         
         “I mean, I doubt it’s common,” said Nico uncertainly. “But it looks like it’s something that has to be triggered. Edua almost died. So did you. But I
            doubt that’s the only factor . . .”
         

         
         Giorgina said nothing. She flipped to the final letter, which was disappointingly short.

         
          

         
            Dearest Rahma,

            I don’t think they’ll let me write to you anymore. They’re keeping an eye on me always, and the sheikh has become my constant
               companion. Asking who I write to. What I say. I’m scared. I’ll keep writing what I can, if I can. But I’ll save all that money
               they give us. Enough to buy a ride down to Banha, where I can finally see your face again.
            

         

          

         Giorgina set the letters down.

         
         “That—that can’t be all there is, Nico,” said Giorgina. “There has to be more.” She reached for his stack of letters, though
            he’d already gone through them, but a quick, sharp knock at the door interrupted them. The door swung open before Nico could
            say anything.
         

         
         Lorenzo Baldinotti stood in the doorway. When he saw them, he frowned in disbelief.

         
         “Are you two reading?” he asked.
         

         
         “Baba, please—”

         
         Lorenzo waved a hand to silence Nico. “It’s past midnight. The girl needs to go.”

         
         Nico glanced at Giorgina, then back at his father, and swallowed hard. “I’m not going to send Giorgina out into the streets
            this late at night. She’ll stay in one of the guest rooms.”
         

         
         “I am not running an inn.”
         

         
         “Please, Lord Lorenzo.” Giorgina stood, though she was tired, too tired to stand, to argue, to walk across the city in the
            dead of night. “You know the streets are dangerous for women now. If I could impose on your hospitality for just one night?”
         

         
         Lorenzo blinked at her, then pursed his lips. “Fine. I’ll send you off in the palanquin.”

         
         “No.”

         
         Nico got to his feet and took a step towards Lorenzo. Giorgina was startled to see that, when he drew himself up to his full
            height, Nico was taller than his father and far broader as well.
         

         
         Lorenzo narrowed his eyes. “What did you say?”

         
         “Giorgina is going to stay the night.” Nico’s tone was uncharacteristically firm.

         
         Lorenzo scoffed. “Or what?”

         
         “Or I’ll leave with her.”

         
         Lorenzo laughed outright. “And do what? Where would you even go? What, are you going to trawl the streets like a beggar?”

         
         Nico met his father’s hard gaze. “Exactly. Imagine the scandal the papers could make of that. Lord Niccolo Baldinotti, begging
            in the streets.”
         

         
         Lorenzo paled. For a long moment he simply glared at Nico. Then he turned away and, without looking at either of them, said,
            “I want her out of my house by tomorrow.”
         

         
         When he swung the door shut behind him Nico relaxed, and Giorgina realized how tense he had been: shoulders high up near his neck, hands clenched into fists. 

         
         “Nico, that was . . .”

         
         Nico let out a long breath. “You know, after I gave that interview to Mohsin, Baba was furious . . . but there was nothing
            he could do. He called me all sorts of names, of course, but it’s not like he could hit me anymore, not when I’m twice his
            size.” Nico gave a hollow laugh. “Not to mention, ever since I saw Nehal attack him with waterweaving, he’s become a bit less
            intimidating.”
         

         
         Giorgina laughed for the first time that day. “You’ll have to tell me that story sometime.”

         
         Nico gave her a tired smile, then sat back down beside her.

         
         “Do these help?” he asked. “The letters?”

         
         “I don’t know.” They were interesting, to be sure, and confirmed . . . what? That Giorgina shared an experience with Edua
            Badawi? That she would turn into her? She felt closer to her, that was for certain, but she was no closer to determining what
            to do next.
         

         
         “You look exhausted.” Nico took her hand in his. “Let me take you to your room. I’ll bring you dinner, and then you can just
            rest. We can think of something tomorrow.”
         

         
         And though it seemed like the opposite of what she should be doing, Giorgina nodded, because she was tired, and her eyes burned,
            and all she really wanted was to fall asleep and not have to think about any of this at all.
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Nehal

         
         Nehal was still hungry, but Athar had let her have the waterskin, so she took intermittent sips, wanting to make it last as
            long as possible.
         

         
         It was a relief to have someone to follow, with a destination in mind, rather than aimlessly wandering the streets. Nehal
            did not have to think, or worry, about where her feet were taking her and if there would be food there. Athar had promised
            Nehal something to eat, and she had no choice but to believe her.
         

         
         As soon as they were out of the alley, Athar flagged a mule cart that carried them for some time, and Nehal marveled at the
            relief her bare feet felt. Eventually they found themselves in an entirely different neighborhood than the one Nehal had spent
            her days wandering in. After the cart dropped them off, they walked some more, until Nehal’s feet grew sore again and she
            became dizzy with hunger. She took out her apple—though she’d been wanting to save it, just in case—and bit into it ravenously,
            just so she could keep going.
         

         
         Finally, Athar stopped in front of a small home. It was very different from most of the homes Nehal had seen in Tiashar so far, but it seemed to be in a style common in this particular neighborhood: it had only one floor and was made of some sort of mud-brick that gave it a soft, rounded look, like a freshly baked loaf of bread. Inside, the ceiling was low, the rooms dark. 

         
         Athar waved her hand over a lantern and fire immediately flared within. Nehal looked at the dancing flames jealously.

         
         “The drug Rasida injected me with,” said Nehal. “Tell me what I can do to fix it.”

         
         Athar sighed. “It’s complicated.”

         
         “Then explain it to me like I’m a child.”

         
         “My grandmother will explain it better than I can,” said Athar instead.

         
         Athar gestured for Nehal to follow, and she was too tired to argue. The rooms in this house looked almost like caves, and
            Athar took her into one at the very back, which seemed to be the kitchen.
         

         
         “Where’s your grandmother?” asked Nehal, looking around.

         
         “She’ll be here soon. You hungry?”

         
         The question was both insulting and yet so welcome that her eyes inadvertently watered. Without a word, Athar pulled a loaf
            of bread out of a towel and set it in front of Nehal. Then she took out some sort of hard cheese and began to slice it. Nehal
            didn’t wait for her; she started on the bread. It was soft and still fresh, and Nehal relished every bite.
         

         
         Without turning to look at her, Athar said quietly, “Slowly, yeah? Or you’ll throw it all up.”

         
         Reluctantly and with great effort, Nehal slowed down, taking her time to chew and waiting a few seconds before taking another
            bite. Then she took the cheese slices Athar set in front of her.
         

         
         Athar began making tea, putting an ungodly amount of sugar in a small pot along with a handful of fresh mint leaves. The smell as it steeped was lovely, like something from another lifetime. It hit her very suddenly, what she had not had time to consider before: she missed her home. She missed her family, she missed Malak, she missed Ridda, and she missed Nico and Giorgina. She wanted to see them all again, to be Nehal Darweesh again, drinking tea in her parlor. She wanted to sleep, truly sleep, as she had not been able to for days. 

         
         “When is your grandmother getting here?” Nehal asked again. She had a bit more energy now that she’d had something to eat.
            She felt her head beginning to clear.
         

         
         Athar sat at the table, cradling her cup of tea. “Soon.”

         
         Nehal pursed her lips, then blew on her tea, inhaling the minty scent with deep breaths. Just as it was cool enough to sip,
            she heard the door of the house creak open, and she set her cup down and stood.
         

         
         “We’re here, Teta Kaouthar,” Athar called. “She’s here with me.”

         
         The woman who entered the kitchen did not look old enough to be a grandmother. Broad-shouldered and brown-skinned, she had
            thick dark hair pulled into two plaits that reached her waist. She appraised Nehal as she removed her outer wrap and placed
            it on one of the counters, then knelt to sit beside Athar.
         

         
         “Why don’t you sit down, girl,” said Kaouthar.

         
         Nehal had never been so informally spoken to in her life. Once, she might have bristled, but titles hardly seemed important
            now. Keeping her eyes on Kaouthar, she sat back down.
         

         
         “So, it looks like your people seem to have held off Zirana’s army—for now,” said Kaouthar.

         
         Nehal started. Somehow, she had forgotten all about the ringing bells and what Yusry had suspected they indicated about an
            incoming army.
         

         
         “Was there an attack?” said Nehal.

         
         “Yes. And your government finally decided to make use of its weavers, it seems,” continued Kaouthar. “Good for them.”

         
         The reminder of weaving made Nehal stiffen. She squeezed the remaining bread in her hand so hard it began to crumble. She
            stopped, not wanting to waste the food, and took a small bite instead. Kaouthar watched her, seemingly waiting for a reaction.
         

         
         Nehal swallowed. “I want my weaving back.”

         
         “Of course you do.” Kaouthar leaned forward. “We can help you. And we can bring you back home. All we ask in return is your support.” 

         
         “Rasida wanted my support too,” said Nehal wearily.

         
         Kaouthar smiled grimly. “I think you’ll find we’ll ask far less of you than Rasida.”

         
         “Then stop dancing around it and just ask. What do you want from me?”

         
         “We would like you to speak up for us in your Parliament. Tell them we saved you from Rasida’s prisons and returned you home.
            Ask them to support our cause.”
         

         
         “Your . . . cause,” repeated Nehal slowly. “What exactly would that be?”

         
         Nehal could guess, certainly, but she needed them to say it. She had to know what she was throwing her support behind.

         
         “In Ramsawa, the Daughters of Izdihar are fighting for their right to vote,” Kaouthar said slowly. “We would like to achieve
            the same. For all citizens.”
         

         
         They were planning a coup, then, with the intent to become a republic like Ramsawa. It was not at all surprising to Nehal,
            given the way Hali and Rasida governed.
         

         
         “Our Parliament despises the Daughters of Izdihar,” said Nehal. “What makes you think they would support you?”

         
         “Because if Hali and Rasida are distracted by dealing with us, they won’t have the resources to dedicate to invading your
            country,” countered Kaouthar. “Your people should like that, eh? You let me do the negotiating. Just ask Parliament to sit
            down with me, with an open mind.”
         

         
         Kaouthar was vastly overestimating Nehal’s influence with Parliament. At this point, Nehal suspected they could barely even
            stand her. But if Kaouthar didn’t know that, Nehal was certainly not going to tell her. Not if this would get her home.
         

         
         It was not a terrible plan. Nehal could see the underpinnings of it. Once she was returned safely, Parliament would surely be grateful to those who had saved a woman of a prominent Ramsawi House, more so if Nehal publicly supported them. 

         
         And it wasn’t as though Nehal did not want to support them. They were fighting for their rights the same way she was, the same way Ramsawi women were. Nehal had witnessed
            for herself how the Zirani lived under the monarchy. The memory of the beaten and bleeding waterweaver being dragged away
            by the police ate at her constantly.
         

         
         The Ramsawi Republic was flawed, but surely it was better than being beholden to the decisions of a monarchy?

         
         And if Nehal could somehow use her name and fame to help these people win their freedom, why shouldn’t she? She had told Nico
            to do the very same, hadn’t she?
         

         
         Not to mention, of course, Kaouthar was going to tell her how to get her weaving back. Even if she wasn’t able to get her
            home, there really was no question of refusing if Kaouthar would make Nehal whole again.
         

         
         Nehal bit down on her remaining piece of bread and chewed slowly, making a show of thinking. When she swallowed, she looked
            at Kaouthar and nodded once.
         

         
         “You have a deal,” said Nehal.

         
         Kaouthar smiled. “Of course we do.”
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Giorgina

         
         Giorgina slept poorly. She could not seem to stop her thoughts from racing all around her head, and then, when she finally
            felt herself being lulled to sleep, she sensed a presence in the back of her skull, a voiceless shout that startled her awake.
            She had unsettling dreams rife with strange writhing figures, incomprehensibly large. When she woke, her eyes were dry, and
            she was nearly as exhausted as she had been the night before.
         

         
         At least the guest room Nico had put her in was lovely.

         
         It was reminiscent of the room she had slept in when she had stayed with him and Nehal at their home, comfortable and decorative
            and lavishly furnished. The bed was soft and smelled like lavender, the mashrabiya looked out onto the courtyard, and Giorgina
            was always warm without being overly hot.
         

         
         Soon, a servant brought in a breakfast tray with fresh bread, a kind of hard cheese Giorgina knew of but had never tasted
            because it was so expensive, three crunchy falafel balls, a little bowl of fava beans mixed with tahini, and a cup of black
            tea with milk on the side. It was more food than she’d ever had for breakfast. On the tray was also the day’s Alamaxa Daily, which made Giorgina laugh to herself; she knew Nico usually read the paper with his breakfast, and wondered if he’d given
            her his only copy.
         

         
         The first article she noticed was about Malak’s pardon. She couldn’t help but smile in relief when she read that Malak had been pardoned for bravery in defense of country. She stumbled a bit at the last line of the article, which read: “Alongside Miss Mamdouh, compatriot Giorgina Shukry was also pardoned of her misdemeanor crimes due to her courageous weaving defense at the Alamaxa Citadel.” 

         
         She could not quite believe it. Hesham had assured her, but Giorgina had had very little reason to trust that he would keep
            his word. But keep it he had.
         

         
         Yet it wasn’t only relief that flooded her at the public pardoning, because now it was all out in the open. Giorgina’s name,
            her earthweaving abilities, her association with Malak. It seemed somewhat laughable to Giorgina that not long ago she had
            been so concerned with her reputation, when it was now entirely in tatters. It was all a little surreal.
         

         
         She instinctively wanted to share these revelations with Labiba, and when she immediately realized she couldn’t, she felt
            a powerful grief, so intense it constricted her chest. She set the newspaper down and took a deep breath in an attempt to
            make the ache go away. She swallowed it down, because if she allowed herself too much space to think, she would cry, and Giorgina
            was too tired to cry.
         

         
         She wished she could take her grief and feel it all when she chose, and then be done with it, rather than being confronted
            with it when she least expected. But she suspected that she would, for the rest of her life, have grief as her unwanted companion,
            no matter how much time passed. It would behoove her to accept that, so she was not so taken aback each time.
         

         
         Once she was done with breakfast, she carefully rebraided her hair, then laid her shawl atop it. She was not altogether certain
            what she should do now.
         

         
         Edua’s letters had not revealed as much as Giorgina hoped, but perhaps she had missed something, a clue that would guide her next steps. She should read the letters again, but wondered whether that was a waste of time . . . even though all she seemed to have at the moment was time. 

         
         She shook her head—one thing at a time. Quietly, she let herself out of her room and went downstairs to Nico’s study, hoping
            she would not run into Lorenzo on the way. Instead, she ran into another person she had been hoping to avoid: a woman with
            dark hair who shared Nico’s smile. His mother, Hikmat.
         

         
         “Good morning, habibti,” said Hikmat pleasantly. “Did you enjoy your breakfast?”

         
         Giorgina blinked, somewhat stunned by this congenial greeting. “I—I did, Auntie, thank you.”

         
         Hikmat nodded somewhat absently, then leaned in close to Giorgina and lowered her voice, as though they were sharing a secret.
            “It’s highly improper for a woman such as yourself to spend the night outside of her home, and in a strange man’s house at
            that. You should hurry back home.”
         

         
         Giorgina stared at her. Despite her words, Hikmat was smiling genially, as though she were doing Giorgina a favor.

         
         “Nico has something of mine,” Giorgina lied. “Once I have it back, I’ll leave.”

         
         Well, it was not entirely a lie. Though Edua’s letters did not belong to Giorgina, they did not belong to Nico either. They belonged to nobody at all,
            nobody besides the long dead woman named Rahma, whom Edua had loved enough to correspond with regularly.
         

         
         But Hikmat didn’t need those details, not when she was not being particularly honest with Giorgina. Her smile seemed frozen
            in place, and it certainly did not reach her eyes.
         

         
         Giorgina was reminded of her conversation with Shaheera Darweesh, Nehal’s mother, the morning after she had awoken in Nico
            and Nehal’s home. This was the same sort of false congeniality Shaheera had maintained, and in a way Giorgina appreciated
            it. It was a lie, but it allowed both of them to maintain their dignity.
         

         
         “Why don’t I take you to Nico?” Hikmat suggested, only a hint of command in her tone. “He’s been in his study since dawn.”

         
         Giorgina did not need or desire a chaperone, but she knew Hikmat wanted her gone and so would do everything in her power to oust her. Giorgina followed Hikmat to Nico’s study. The door was slightly ajar, and Hikmat pushed it all the way open without preamble. 

         
         Nico sat behind his desk with his spectacles on; his hair stuck out in various directions, as though he’d been running a hand
            through it constantly. In front of him lay Edua’s letters. He looked up at their entrance and stared.
         

         
         “Mama, what—”

         
         “Well, Nico, this young lady claims you have something of hers, and she cannot leave without it.”

         
         Nico glanced at Giorgina, who could do little but give him a careful look and hope he understood. Thankfully, he caught on.

         
         “Yes,” said Nico. “Would you give us a moment, please, Mama?”

         
         Hikmat frowned. “I can’t leave you alone together, Nico. You know that.”

         
         Giorgina pursed her lips and, before Nico could argue, she stepped forward; she had no desire to be in this house for a moment
            longer. “It’s all right. Nico, if I could just have the letters . . .”
         

         
         She tried to convey without words that they could simply speak later, but Giorgina needed the letters, needed anything that
            might help ground herself. She wanted to pore over them until she discovered something.
         

         
         Nico’s jaw tightened when he glanced at his mother, who looked at him with that same pleasantly neutral—yet in no way benign—expression.

         
         Giorgina approached him to take the letters he had begun gathering. In a low voice, she said, “I’ll be at Malak’s house.”

         
         Now pardoned, Malak could return to her own home, and she had invited Giorgina to find her there and stay with her, after
            she was finished with Nico.
         

         
         “Sorry,” Nico muttered back. “I’ll find you later.”

         
         He packaged the letters in a small satchel, which Giorgina hung across her shoulders and made sure was hidden by her shawl. Then she turned and left, nodding politely at Hikmat, whose tight smile was still in place, now tinged with just the slightest bit of satisfaction. 

         
          

         Returning to Malak’s house was like returning to a different time. It had not been so long ago that Giorgina had been here
            attending meetings, and now . . . now everything had changed. She gave herself a brief moment at the door to get her bearings,
            then knocked.
         

         
         Malak herself opened the door, smiling with relief when she saw Giorgina, who was equally relieved to be back.

         
         The parlor was quiet.

         
         “I thought you were going to bring Etedal?” Giorgina asked.

         
         Malak sighed. “I asked her to come stay. She refused.”

         
         “But . . . why?”

         
         Malak’s lips parted, but it took her a moment to speak. “I suspect she still hasn’t forgiven me for my part in Labiba’s death.”

         
         Giorgina frowned. “None of that was your fault,” she insisted. “The police—”

         
         “Nevertheless,” Malak interrupted gently. “It’s fine. She needs someone to blame, and Attia Marwan isn’t here. If it helps
            her, I’m happy to fill the role.”
         

         
         “Malak—”

         
         But Malak only placed a warm hand on Giorgina’s shoulder. “You should bathe. Come, I’ll show you.”

         
         She led Giorgina to the second floor of her house, which Giorgina had never seen before. They walked past three closed doors
            Giorgina assumed were bedrooms, and then they arrived at the bath chamber. It was a miniature of the larger public bath chambers
            enjoyed by wealthy women, where attendants flitted to and fro, pouring hot water and providing towels, and very similar to
            Nico and Nehal’s private baths, only smaller.
         

         
         Like most things, it was more luxury than Giorgina was used to.

         
         She sat on the edge of the large round basin in the center of the room. “I have Edua’s letters.”

         
         Malak began to fill the tub with water. “And are they useful?”

         
         Giorgina removed the satchel and held it on her lap. “I’ve only read them once. I’ll go through them again.”

         
         Gently, Malak took the satchel from her and placed her hand over Giorgina’s. “Just relax for a moment, habibti. Finish your
            bath and then come to the first room; I’ll have some clothes set out for you.”
         

         
         Grateful for some direction, Giorgina removed her sweaty galabiya and underthings, then sank into the warm water, which Malak
            had scented with orange blossoms. Giorgina submerged herself for a long moment, then broke the surface with a deep breath
            and sat with her knees close to her chest.
         

         
         She stared at the water almost mutinously, then held out her hand. Surely, it would not be so simple. . . .

         
         But it was as though a dam had been broken. Giorgina willed the water into her palm, and it rushed upwards, soaking her hand
            when it made contact. She flinched, yanking her hand away involuntarily. She swallowed hard.
         

         
         She had not expected it to be so easy, and it was unnerving.

         
         All that was left now was fire. Terrifying as fire could be, what better place to attempt fireweaving than submerged in water?
            Giorgina still hesitated—fire did not burn a fireweaver, so if Giorgina summoned it, it would not burn her . . .
         

         
         But what if it did?

         
         She might have laughed at that absurdity, though she wasn’t certain if it would be out of amusement or panic. Likely panic,
            though. And how could she not be on the verge of panic, with only Edua as an example?
         

         
         Still, she cupped her hands together, holding them open as though she were cradling a blossom. She needed to try, to settle
            her suspicions. She took a deep breath, held her hands far from her face, and called fire.
         

         
         The flame that appeared in her hands was larger than Giorgina had meant for it to be, rising up so high it nearly singed the ceiling. She gave a gasp and submerged her hands, immediately putting out the flames. 

         
         Her palms didn’t even feel hot.

         
         That was it, then. Whatever Edua Badawi had been, Giorgina was the same.

         
         She tipped her head back and rested it on the rim of the tub, her red locks floating around her. Why was this happening to
            her? She already struggled to keep a hold on her earthweaving, and now she needed to keep three other elements quiet as well?
            And why, why, had all these elements come to her? Why had they come to Edua, and why only to them? Or was it only to them?
         

         
         Giorgina could not come up with answers no matter how much her thoughts raced, so she tried to put the questions out of her
            mind, if only for a little while. For now, she would just endure, as she always had.
         

         
         She relaxed in the warm water, in the peaceful quiet of Malak’s home, enjoying a rare moment of peace by herself.

         
         When she was done—truly clean for the first time in a long time—she saw that Malak had laid out some of her own clothes for
            Giorgina, garments she was unaccustomed to wearing: the loose trousers, vest, and undershirt favored by upperclass women.
            She managed to dress herself easily, however, and found that the clothes fit her rather well. It was a bit strange, wearing
            something so much more form-fitting than a galabiya. She wasn’t sure she liked being so constricted.
         

         
         Malak was not in the parlor, and so Giorgina followed the sound of plates and footsteps. She found Malak in the kitchen, cooking
            rice.
         

         
         She smiled when Giorgina entered. “I have to warn you, cooking is not one of my strengths.”

         
         Giorgina laughed. “Nor mine, not really. What are you making?”

         
         It was only rice and lentils, which was all Malak had, but between them they made a passable meal, which they shared in the parlor. 

         
         “I have to tell you something,” said Malak as they were eating.

         
         Giorgina looked up at her questioningly.

         
         “Parliament has formally requested our presence tomorrow.”

         
         “What? Why?”

         
         “To thank us for turning the tide yesterday.”

         
         “I didn’t do anything,” said Giorgina. “And don’t the pardons suffice as thanks?”

         
         “I suspect the pardon comes with conditions, which they’ll explain tomorrow.” Malak shrugged. “And don’t dismiss your contributions. You were there when many others wouldn’t have even dared. And you
            survived. That’s all that matters.”
         

         
         “Is it?”

         
         “It’s not as though we can refuse their request. But I wanted you to be prepared.” She paused. “Are you all right?”

         
         Giorgina set down her spoon. “What about you? Who asks if you’re all right?”

         
         Malak’s laugh was nothing more than a quiet breath. “I’m . . . fine. I have to be.” She gave Giorgina a wry smile. “I’ve become
            very good at compartmentalizing over the years.”
         

         
         Giorgina hesitated and then said, “Nico hasn’t heard anything about Nehal. Have you?”

         
         Malak looked away. “Nothing. Nobody knows anything. Her parents are looking, along with the police commander, but . . .” She
            shook her head. “I’m so accustomed to tackling any problem that comes my way, because it’s usually clear how I should approach
            it. I don’t know what to do with something so nebulous.”
         

         
         They finished their lunch under a blanket of tense silence, the specter of Nehal’s fate looming heavily. Afterwards, Malak
            needed to catch up on some paperwork, and Giorgina wanted to dedicate her time to reading Edua’s letters once more. While
            Malak stayed in the parlor, Giorgina retreated to the bedroom Malak told her she could have for as long as she needed it.
         

         
         “It’s yours,” was all she said. It was comfortable though surprisingly austere, with no personal effects to distinguish it. Still, it was the nicest bedroom Giorgina had ever called her own. 

         
         She buried herself in the pillows on the bed with the letters held tightly in her hands. She started rereading each one from
            beginning to end. She still wasn’t quite sure what she was looking for. She did not think Edua had been writing in code, or
            that there was some hidden message in the letters, but perhaps Giorgina could interpret something differently after another
            read? There were people—academics—who dedicated their lives to a particular interpretation of a text, after all.
         

         
         But she wasn’t one of those people. And as she reread the letters for the fourth time, she was beginning to lose hope of discovering
            anything. Then she paused at a sentence she had already read multiple times:
         

         
         
            Everyone was shocked. Even Waheeb wasn’t smirking, but staring at me like I was . . . I don’t know. They’ve called in someone
               from the Order, a sheikh, I think.
            

         

         Giorgina recalled another line, and flipped to it.

         
         
            They’re keeping an eye on me always, and the sheikh has become my constant companion.

         

         The Academy had brought in a sheikh. This was not by itself unusual; Giorgina would have expected them to. Though the sheikhs
            of the Order of the Tetrad were not generally believed to be able to commune with the gods, they still served them. And if
            weaving was at the time believed to be a gift from the gods, surely Edua was considered the most gifted of her time. It wasn’t
            too far-fetched to imagine that her teachers thought the sheikh knew something that the Academy didn’t.
         

         
         As she thought about it, it made sense, considering how mysterious the sheikhs could be. The Order of the Tetrad was not a particularly transparent organization. It was well known they had private archives that were inaccessible to the public—and, really, to everyone but the longest-serving sheikhs. Nico and Giorgina had mused on them often, and Nico, likely to quell his curiosity, had said that the archives probably contained nothing more than philosophical debates or liturgical information. But they had no way of knowing for sure, and now Giorgina suspected that wasn’t the case. 

         
         This suspicion was bolstered by the fact the sheikh, according to Edua, did not leave her side and monitored who she spoke
            to. Perhaps he was worried she would say something he did not wish her to. Something meant to be kept secret.
         

         
         Giorgina needed to speak to a sheikh, then, and she was resolved to do so except . . . Why would any of them speak to her,
            let alone reveal to her information meant to be kept hidden? And she was nearly certain that’s what it would take. It was
            unlikely that just any sheikh would have truly arcane knowledge about the Tetrad. No, she would at least need to speak to
            someone somewhat important—either to gain their knowledge or to gain entry to finding the knowledge herself.
         

         
         Giorgina set down the letters and frowned in thought. Soon enough, she had formed a plan, and though she did not feel especially
            good about it, she convinced herself that she would have to go through with it.
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Nehal

         
         Kaouthar and her group decided to take Nehal back to Ramsawa by ship. Crossing the desert would take far longer, and besides,
            they were likely to run into Zirani troops on the way. By ship, they would sail from the Zirani coast until they reached Damia,
            a large seaside city only a few miles west of Ramina. Then they would make their way south towards Alamaxa.
         

         
         Nehal was eager to return home and perhaps have a night of restful sleep. For the three days it took Kaouthar to plan the
            journey, Nehal slept beside Athar on a thin, flat mattress on the floor. Every night, she struggled to relax, her body aching
            and shivering, her mind racing. She often woke up in the middle of the night, tossing and turning. The bags under her eyes
            doubled in size. She wondered if she was getting sick.
         

         
         It did not help that she was mostly confined to a small bedroom. Various people came and went, and while Nehal heard them,
            she had been forbidden from making herself known. She understood the need for secrecy, but that did not make her confinement
            easier to bear.
         

         
         And then, finally, it was time to leave. Athar dressed her in common Zirani attire. Most young Zirani women did not wear veils or shawls; instead, the fashion was a tight cap with a veil sewn into it, which could then be made to lie across the hair and neck. Her caftan was very like a galabiya, only cinched at the waist and with shorter sleeves. It all felt strange and only served to remind Nehal just how far away from home she was. 

         
         The journey to the coast was an exercise in stealth. Nehal traveled with a young man Athar had introduced as Ramiz. They would
            meet Kaouthar, Athar, and several others at a secluded coastal area, where they would all board a small shipping vessel in
            the evening.
         

         
         Ramiz was solemn and quiet for much of the journey, only addressing Nehal when he needed to give her orders. But it was not
            as though she could interrogate him about anything out in the open, within earshot of fellow travelers. In any case, he was
            not unkind, but she sensed he was a reserved sort of man.
         

         
         So she remained silent as well.

         
          

         The ship was far smaller than Nehal had expected, with dusty white sails that unfurled at the behest of three windweavers
            at their base. One of them, a smiling man around Nico’s age, introduced himself as Bayoumi; he was Kaouthar’s grandson and
            Athar’s half-brother.
         

         
         “I’ve never seen so many weavers in a single family,” Nehal told Bayoumi when he introduced himself.

         
         He laughed, and Athar shrugged. “Stroke of luck.”

         
         “It is rare,” Bayoumi admitted. “But it is also just luck.”
         

         
         They set sail at dawn, and were due to arrive in Damia three days later, where they would change into Ramsawi garb to better
            blend in. Once they arrived in Alamaxa, Nehal would make their appeal.
         

         
         She hoped it would indeed be so easy.

         
         Kaouthar, who suffered from seasickness, confined herself to belowdecks even before the ship set sail, which left Nehal with Athar and Bayoumi for company. Bayoumi was mostly busy windweaving into the sails, while two waterweavers guided the waves. Nehal stared at them longingly. Never had she felt more bereft of her waterweaving than at this very moment, at sea, surrounded by water that she could not use. 

         
         Kaouthar had promised her there was an antidote and said that she would tell her more once Nehal fulfilled her end of their
            bargain. For a moment Nehal had wanted to hit the old woman, or at least shout at her, for keeping Nehal in this sorry state
            for even a minute longer, but she tried to see it from Kaouthar’s side. Nehal was an unknown noblewoman whose loyalties were
            uncertain. There was every chance she could abandon the Zirani once she was safe in Ramsawa. She had no intention of doing
            so, but they couldn’t know that.
         

         
         She understood, but she still seethed.

         
         Athar, whose fireweaving could accomplish little at sea, lounged beside Nehal, looking out at the undulating waves. Nehal
            had never seen her look so at ease; it softened her features immensely.
         

         
         “How did you and Bayoumi manage to get so good at weaving?” Nehal asked Athar, gesturing to her brother, who was carefully
            positioning wind in the ship’s sails.
         

         
         “We do our best to teach each other.” Athar watched Bayoumi fondly. “Teta Kaouthar is a fireweaver like me, so she taught
            me. Bayoumi was taught by one of Teta’s old friends.”
         

         
         “How did you keep it all a secret?”

         
         “It’s tough, of course, but not training is a risk too. With no control, your weaving can erupt anytime. You live your life
            in fear of your own abilities. That’s no way to live.”
         

         
         Nehal took a moment to recall her brief time on Tiashar’s streets. “I saw a weaver get arrested by the police on the streets,”
            she said slowly. “They were . . . brutal.”
         

         
         Athar looked off into the distance. “Police usually are.”

         
         Nehal turned away. She had had so much faith in Uncle Shaaban, faith that he would trust her, that he would do the right thing instead of blindly supporting his cadre of officers. She thought back on how that faith had enabled her to flaunt her weaving, to waltz in the streets with her face and name on full display. It seemed a bit childish now. She thought of what Malak had said to her that night in prison, about picking one’s battles, staying silent, lying in wait. She thought she understood Malak’s perspective a bit better now, even if she still didn’t entirely agree with it. But sometimes fighting got you killed, and what good was it to die out of spite? 

         
         Athar must have been very good at lying in wait. She lived her life serving Rasida—protecting her—the very woman who was making her life, and the lives of Athar’s comrades, miserable and dangerous. She could have tried
            to assassinate the queen, and yet Athar waited for her moment patiently. And when it presented itself in the form of Nehal
            instead of a bloody knife and possible execution, she took it.
         

         
         “How did you become Rasida’s personal guard, anyway?” Nehal inquired.

         
         Athar, who was leaning back on her palms, looked at the pale sky when she answered. “They advertised. I applied. I climbed
            the ranks.”
         

         
         Nehal pursed her lips at the frustratingly vague answer. “How could they possibly not have known your connection to Kaouthar?”

         
         Athar shrugged. “I’m a bastard,” she said easily.

         
         For a brief moment Nehal was stunned into silence. She decided not to comment on this particular revelation, since Athar was
            so deliberately casual about it.
         

         
         “But you’re a woman,” continued Nehal. “It must have been difficult to climb the ranks.”

         
         At this, Athar finally sat up and looked at Nehal. “Women generally have more freedoms in Zirana than they do in your country.
            And our noblewomen tend to want other women protecting them, not men.”
         

         
         That made a certain amount of sense. “I envy you,” Nehal admitted.

         
         Athar laughed. “Do you? You probably grew up in some big house getting your every whim catered to, my lady. Meanwhile Teta and I scrounged for everything we’ve got. Why would I care about getting the vote when I can’t afford to feed my family?” 

         
         Nehal opened her mouth, but then forced herself to close it again, to think on what Athar had just said. She was not certain
            she had a good answer.
         

         
         Athar continued, “Sure, you struggled for a few days in Tiashar. But some people struggle like that all their lives.”

         
         “I . . . saw,” said Nehal. “The poor, being accosted.”

         
         “The poor. Most people, you mean?”
         

         
         “I mean no offense by it,” Nehal protested.

         
         Athar shrugged. “I know you don’t. It still doesn’t change the fact you’re a noblewoman. You see things differently.”

         
         “Are you saying you’d prefer to have no rights at all if only it meant you were rich?” said Nehal.

         
         “I’m not saying it’s one or the other. But you can’t deny that with wealth you can circumvent a lot of restrictions.” Athar
            squinted at the sun, which was just beginning to peek out from a cluster of puffy white clouds. “I feel bad for the poor women
            in your country.”
         

         
         Nehal was quiet, her thoughts wandering to Giorgina. Giorgina had no rights as a woman, she struggled as a weaver, and she
            barely made any money. Nehal had used her own advantages to suit herself often, and she had tried to use her wealth to benefit
            the Daughters of Izdihar, but had that been enough?
         

         
         According to Athar, most likely not. If she was being truthful with herself, Nehal was starting to agree with her, and the
            guilt settled in her stomach a little too heavily. Nehal hated guilt, but perhaps everyone needed to feel a bit of guilt occasionally.
         

         
         “It’s fine, princess,” Athar drawled, and Nehal bristled at the endearment. “We’re gonna need all those fancy titles of yours
            to work to our advantage. Don’t you go disowning your family just yet.”
         

         
         “I hadn’t intended to,” said Nehal wryly.

         
         Athar scoffed. “Yeah. I didn’t think so.”
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Giorgina

         
         Giorgina dressed carefully for her trip to Parliament. Malak once again lent her something to wear: fine fabrics in muted
            jewel tones. With her hair pulled into a large bun at the nape of her neck and an emerald-green shawl laid atop her head,
            Giorgina could hardly recognize herself.
         

         
         Unlike Nico and Nehal, Malak did not have a palanquin at her beck and call, so they hitched a ride, though a far more expensive
            one than the mule carts they had relied upon when Malak did not have access to her usual funds. This one was drawn by a handsome
            golden-brown mare and was enclosed, with a cushioned seat.
         

         
         They arrived at Parliament quickly enough; Malak did not live far. Malak announced their identities to the guards at the door,
            who had clearly been told to expect them, because they stood aside to let them in without pause. Giorgina followed Malak into
            a dimly lit, drafty corridor lined with offices. At the end of the corridor were two doors guarded by another pair of men;
            one of them looked at Giorgina a little too closely. She turned away, bracing herself for more stares.
         

         
         The doors opened into a cramped square room that was nothing like the grand domed room where the Daughters had held their protest. A paltry amount of light sifted in through two small, clouded windows. Candles had been lit in makeshift sconces, but they only made the space feel like a dungeon and did nothing to help the sweltering temperature. The tiled floor, despite clearly having been vigorously cleaned, looked tired and worn. 

         
         Several tables had been arranged to form a three-sided square. Around thirty men sat around the table, but the empty chairs
            outnumbered them.
         

         
         Malak cocked her head. “Where is everyone?”

         
         “Many of our number have evacuated,” said one of the men flatly. He sat in the center, dressed in full upper-class regalia:
            a galabiya of thickly spun blue cotton, a heavy golden robe, and a turban that made his thin, pointed face appear longer.
            A thick gray beard betrayed his advanced age.
         

         
         Giorgina’s lips parted in surprise. She had never met the man in person, but of course she recognized him: the prime minister,
            Mokhtar Mahfouz.
         

         
         “Including Prince Hani?” asked Malak.

         
         “He will return as soon as it is safe.”

         
         “The Zirani have retreated,” Malak pointed out.

         
         “They will return,” said Hesham, who sat at Mokhtar’s right hand. Heavy bags hung under his usually sharp, upturned eyes.
            “They aren’t finished with us yet.”
         

         
         “We’ll push them back when they do,” said Malak. “We have weavers. They don’t.”

         
         Hesham sighed, rubbing at his beard. “Why don’t you introduce your . . . compatriot.”

         
         Malak took a step closer to Giorgina. “My friend and . . . compatriot, Giorgina Shukry.”

         
         Giorgina acknowledged the senators and prime minister with a small nod, but said nothing.

         
         “Well,” said the prime minister, “I trust both of you are aware you have been granted an official pardon. It is, however,
            conditional.”
         

         
         Malak cocked her head in a show of surprise, though Giorgina knew she had expected this. “Conditional? I don’t recall Hesham telling me that when we negotiated.” 

         
         “It wasn’t a negotiation,” replied Mokhtar. “Your release from prison is provisional.”

         
         Malak was expressionless. “And the provisions are . . . ?”

         
         “You are no longer to disturb the peace,” continued Mokhtar. “You and your Daughters of Izdihar will be silent.”

         
         “I see. So we are to be silent and content with scraps, is that it?”

         
         “Must you always be so damn combative?” snarled another senator. “We’re at war.”

         
         “Yes.” Though Malak’s tone had not shifted, to Giorgina she sounded tired. “I am well aware, but—”

         
         The senator spoke over her. “You should be on your knees thanking us for pardoning you, and for ignoring what we frankly all
            know to be your unnatural behaviors!”
         

         
         There were gasps in the room; Giorgina stiffened and tried not to convey any emotion on her face. Of course she knew there
            were rumors swirling around about Malak’s relationships, and while she knew they were true, she could not believe that this
            man had spoken so bluntly.
         

         
         Malak, to her credit, did not falter. “That’s quite a serious accusation, Senator Tariq,” she said mildly. “Though I imagine
            for it to have any merit would require serious proof. Do you have proof, Senator?”
         

         
         Senator Tariq looked around. “We all know what you get up to—”
         

         
         “Without proof, rumors will always remain just that.” Malak’s gaze roved up and down the senator with marked disdain. “But
            I can assure you that I’d never be found kneeling before any man . . . especially not one such as yourself.”
         

         
         Senator Tariq’s features twisted in outrage. “You insolent—”

         
         “Enough!” Mokhtar’s firm declaration silenced the mutterings in the room. “We are not here to discuss sordid rumors, Tariq.
            If you have nothing pertinent to say, I’ll not hear you speak.”
         

         
         Tariq glared down at his notes but said nothing more. Giorgina was glad for Mokhtar’s intervention.

         
         “Malak,” continued Mokhtar. “You and Miss Giorgina are bound to continue assisting the army in whatever capacity is required.
            You will confer with Hesham as to the details.”
         

         
         Giorgina did not relish the thought of another battle, but her weaving was now public knowledge, and if she would be forced
            to use it violently, she should at least know how. And yet it was these men who had prevented her from having the choice to
            attain such knowledge. Perhaps, in such dire times, they would be amenable to changing their minds?
         

         
         Sensing dismissal, Giorgina took a step forward. “Might I make a suggestion, Prime Minster?” she asked softly.

         
         Mokhtar frowned at her, but nodded. “Go ahead, my daughter.”

         
         Heartened by his tone, Giorgina smiled as beatifically as she could manage. “The Weaving Academy—might it be opened to train
            female weavers, at least temporarily? There are many women in Ramsawa who could be a great asset to our fight against Zirana,
            if given the chance. But they would benefit from actual instruction—myself included.”
         

         
         There was a drawn silence.

         
         Hesham leaned forward. “I second this suggestion, Prime Minister. Zirana has already surprised us once with their technology.
            What if they do so again? Who knows what else they’ve got? We have to be prepared to use everything at our advantage, and
            the Tetrad has gifted us weavers.”
         

         
         Weavers, referred to as gifts—such words had not been spoken in Parliament since the days of Edua Badawi. Giorgina saw frowns
            sprout on many more faces in the room, including the prime minister’s, though his looked thoughtful.
         

         
         Rather slowly, Mokhtar nodded. “I understand your concern. But we are at war with Zirana due in large part to our reopening
            of the Weaving Academy. Accepting more students will not help our cause.”
         

         
         Giorgina’s hopes plummeted.

         
         Hesham was not deterred. “But, sir—”

         
         “I also don’t believe women should be made to withstand the violence of war,” Mokhtar said finally. “What kind of men would
            we be if, rather than keeping our women under our care, we sent them out to war?”
         

         
         “You know you could give them a choice, Prime Minister,” said Malak dryly.

         
         Mokhtar glared at her. “Not another word from you, Malak, if you please.” He turned to Hesham, who looked as though he was
            preparing another argument. “Hesham, if anything, we ought to be considering shuttering the Academy’s doors. It will placate
            Zirana.”
         

         
         “Placate them?” asked Hesham. “Should that be our goal?”

         
         “Avoiding war should always be our goal,” said Mokhtar heavily.

         
         Though Giorgina agreed with him in theory, she did not think that in this case they could do anything to placate Zirana. She
            could not imagine the Zirani willingly ending the aggression they had instigated until they achieved their goals.
         

         
         “We’ve already used weavers against them, sir,” protested Hesham.

         
         “And we will not do so again,” Mokhtar insisted. “Especially not women!”

         
         Malak leaned towards Giorgina. “Well, you tried,” she muttered.

         
         Mokhtar waved a hand. “You are both dismissed.”

         
         At least they were finally leaving Parliament, to return to the peace of Malak’s home. Giorgina was still so tired; she wanted
            time to rest, to think, to let the dust settle.
         

         
         But just as they turned to the doors, they swung open.

         
         Four people stood before her, and one of them, wearing an expression that was somehow both immensely irritated and profoundly
            exhausted, was Nehal.
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Nehal

         
         Nehal saw Malak first. Was she hallucinating? Had her malnourishment in Tiashar affected the functioning of her mind? Or was
            it her time on the crossing? Nehal, who had never in her life experienced seasickness, had spent much of the final two days
            on the boat vomiting, until she felt like she’d been completely drained of all fluids.
         

         
         She blinked several times, and then noticed Giorgina and the crowd of men behind her and Malak, who were staring with a combination
            of shock and dismay.
         

         
         And Malak—she was staring with a look Nehal had never seen on her face before. Not quite shock—she was too controlled for
            that—but it was as animated as Nehal had ever seen her, nonetheless.
         

         
         Nehal was not hallucinating.

         
         She wanted to reach out and collapse in Malak’s embrace, to find some measure of calm in her steady, familiar warmth, in the
            smell of orange blossoms.
         

         
         But an entire audience surrounded them. This audience was why she was here. So, without looking away from Malak, Nehal announced,
            “I’d like to speak to the prime minister.” Then she pulled her gaze away towards Parliament—or what was left of it. Most of
            its members were missing.
         

         
         Nehal took a few steps closer to them, with Athar, Kaouthar, and Bayoumi trailing carefully after her, blending in well in their Ramsawi attire. She stopped directly in front of Mokhtar Mahfouz. But it was not he who first spoke. 

         
         “Nehal!” A senator twisted himself across the table and took her wrists. Her cousin Hamed, Parliament’s House of Darweesh
            representative, held her at arm’s length and examined her, as though to ensure she was not a falsehood. “Where have you been? Do you have any idea what you put us all through? Your parents have been absolutely—”
         

         
         “What I put you through?” Nehal wrenched herself out of his grasp. “Do you think I was on holiday? I was kidnapped!”
         

         
         Hamed stared at her blankly. “What are you talking about?”

         
         Nehal restrained herself from punching his teeth in, and it was then that Kaouthar spoke up.

         
         “The lady speaks the truth,” she said. “She was a prisoner of Queen Rasida and King Hali, in Tiashar.”

         
         Kaouthar did not need to identify herself further; her Zirani dialect was enough to cause Hamed, and most of the others in
            the room, to stiffen.
         

         
         But Hamed was not yet prepared to relent. “And who might you—”

         
         But Mokhtar spoke over him. “Enough, Hamed. I want to hear what Lady Nehal—and her guests—have to say.”

         
         Nehal swept past Hamed and looked only at the prime minister. “The night the Alamaxa Citadel bells rang, I was kidnapped by
            Attia Marwan, a Ramsawi police officer. He’s still in Zirana, and if you were to check, you would see that he has been missing
            since that night.
         

         
         “You have spies in the Zirani palace, I’m sure. Speak to them, have them confirm my account. Queen Rasida had no wish to keep
            me secret; I was the guest of honor at her Conclave of Lords,” she added bitterly.
         

         
         “I see,” said Mokhtar somewhat skeptically. “But why?”

         
         Nehal fought past the rapidly developing lump in her throat. “They’re developing a drug meant to stop weaving. They injected me. I—I haven’t been able to weave since.” She stared resolutely forward; she had no desire to see Malak or Giorgina’s expressions, though she wasn’t sure the smug apathy on some senators’ faces was any better. “She intended to use me as a sort of advertisement, I suppose.” 

         
         “Lord Mahfouz, this is a ridiculous story,” Hamed complained.

         
         Nehal turned to glare at him, angry and, she hated to admit, a little hurt—she and Hamed had never truly gotten along, but
            he was still her cousin. They had grown up together. She would have expected some measure of support from him.
         

         
         “I am a Lady of House Darweesh,” Nehal hissed. “I’ve not sunk so low as to make up stories like some recalcitrant child.” You imbecile, she added silently.
         

         
         “Especially not when those stories can easily be confirmed,” said Mokhtar.

         
         Well, at least someone in Parliament could think logically.
         

         
         Hamed looked uncertain. “Sir—”

         
         Mokhtar held up his hand, and Hamed fell silent immediately. “These people,” he said, nodding to Kaouthar, Bayoumi, and Athar.
            “Who are they?”
         

         
         Nehal took a deep breath and made introductions. She told him that they had saved her from the clutches of the Zirani monarchy,
            that they had brought her home, and that they were the leaders of Zirani rebels who wished for Ramsawa’s support to change
            Zirana’s rule.
         

         
         Mokhtar looked to Kaouthar. “Is this so?”

         
         Kaouthar inclined her head and spoke carefully. “It is not only weavers that have suffered under the reign of Hali and Rasida.
            Our people are desperate for change, and we look to Ramsawa as a model. We desire an elected parliament of our own.”
         

         
         Mokhtar looked at Nehal. “And you vouch for them, Lady Nehal?”

         
         “I do,” said Nehal firmly. “I owe them my life.”

         
         “Then we should speak in private,” said Mokhtar gravely. “Hesham, set up a meeting—tomorrow.” He turned back to Kaouthar.
            “In the meantime, my secretary will secure you lodgings.”
         

         
         A middle-aged bald man seated in the shadows stood up. “I’ll make arrangements. If you will just wait for me at the main entrance.”
            He hurried away.
         

         
         Mokhtar then waved them away. “Until tomorrow. You are all dismissed.”

         
         Nehal blinked.

         
         Was that all? Had Nehal actually managed to convince him? She could not help but feel a little bit of pride.

         
         When the doors shut them out of the room, Nehal threw her arms around Malak. She held her tight for as long as she dared,
            burying her face in her neck. She desperately wanted a private moment, but this was all she had, so Nehal let go after a slightly
            inappropriate—but hopefully not noticeable—length of time.
         

         
         When Giorgina smiled at her, Nehal knew at that least one person had noticed, but this was Giorgina, so Nehal grinned and
            hugged her too, and after a brief moment of hesitation, Giorgina hugged back. Nehal was surprised at how familiar, how comfortable,
            this felt.
         

         
         “How are you?” asked Nehal, turning from Giorgina to Malak. “When I was last here you were both in jail.”

         
         “Giorgina got us out,” said Malak, looking proudly at Giorgina. “Her weaving’s much improved.”

         
         Giorgina smiled bashfully, and this reminded Nehal of what she was owed.

         
         She turned to Kaouthar. “All right then—the cure. How do I get my weaving back?”

         
         Athar and Bayoumi exchanged a quick, subtle glance, and that was when Nehal’s stomach dropped.

         
         “If you lied to me—” Nehal began.

         
         “I did not lie,” said Kaouthar calmly. “You need no cure—once the drug leaves your body, your weaving should return.”

         
         A swirl of emotions enveloped Nehal. She only had to wait?
         

         
         “You deceived me,” said Nehal flatly.

         
         Kaouthar waved a hand dismissively. “We promised you information. I did not say what sort.”

         
         “How do I know you’re not lying?” Nehal demanded.

         
         “I’m sure you’ve felt it happening already,” said Athar. “You certainly look sick. It’s the drug leaving your body. You’ve
            only had a single dose, so it won’t be too awful, but the drug is made to be addictive. I’ve seen weavers struggle with it.”
         

         
         Nehal swallowed. That was why she felt so strange, so sick and tired, and like her bones itched? Why she’d vomited so much
            on the voyage over? That, at least, made sense, because it had been utterly nonsensical that the sea would inspire in her
            anything like that.
         

         
         Was this the drug being purged? Did that mean the return of her weaving was imminent? She hated how sick she felt, but she
            hated the absence of her weaving even more. She would endure anything if it meant her power would come back to her.
         

         
         “It requires regular injections, then, this drug?” asked Malak.

         
         Athar shrugged. “As far as I know. They’re hoping to make it permanent, but they need more . . . subjects.” Athar’s mouth
            twisted at the word.
         

         
         Somehow, Nehal had managed not to think about the logistics of making this drug. But of course they’d needed to test it on
            weavers, to inject them with failed iterations . . . how many weavers had suffered to see this drug produced? How many had
            died?
         

         
         She felt her fingers flexing involuntarily, reaching for an element that was no longer there . . . but would be, soon. Nehal
            bit her lip, wondering how soon that would be.
         

         
         Mokhtar’s secretary chose that moment to appear, and he gestured for Kaouthar, Athar, and Bayoumi to follow him.

         
         “We’ll speak again, Nehal,” said Kaouthar. “May the Tetrad be with you.”

         
         Nehal’s irritation at having been lied to warred with her gratitude to the old woman for bringing her home. “And with you.”

         
         She felt Malak’s hand gently lay against the small of her back.

         
         “Let’s go,” Malak said softly. “We can talk everything through.”

         
         Though she wanted nothing more than to go home with Malak, she knew that could not be her first destination.

         
         “I think I should go home first,” said Nehal wearily. “Find Nico, and my parents . . .”

         
         “Nico’s with his parents,” said Giorgina quietly. “Your house was seized.”

         
         Nehal felt her eyes widen. “What? Why?”
         

         
         Giorgina and Malak exchanged a look, and Giorgina said, “Well, it was assumed you’d just . . . fled. To escape trial. And
            since you were out on bail . . .”
         

         
         Nehal blinked at her. Somehow, she had entirely forgotten that she had a trial awaiting her, and she hadn’t even considered
            that it would be assumed she’d fled.
         

         
         “Well, I’m back now, and I certainly didn’t run away,” said Nehal irritably. “Do you know if my parents are still here? At the Darweesh estates?”
         

         
         “I think they evacuated,” said Giorgina. “Many people did.”

         
         “Good.” The thought of her parents here, in the city, with her little siblings, when Zirana could invade at any moment, was
            harrowing. “Let’s go find Nico, then.” She would rather not see Lorenzo, but it would be a warm roof over her head, and Nico
            would be able to send a missive to her parents, letting them know she was safe. She wished she could speak to them herself,
            see the triplets, but she knew they were better off safe in Ramina.
         

         
         The problem now, of course, was that Malak and Giorgina could not come with her to see Nico, no matter how much Nehal wanted
            them to. Neither of them was particularly welcome under Lorenzo’s roof. Before she could say her goodbyes, Hamed emerged.
         

         
         “Cousin,” he said stiffly. “I’m here to make sure you find your way back home safely.”

         
         Nehal glared at him for a moment, but realized that she didn’t actually have a plan to get home, so she only sighed. “Fine.”

         
         She turned back to the others. “I’ll come visit soon. You’re staying with Malak?” Nehal asked Giorgina, who nodded.

         
         “Good.”

         
         “Hurry up,” Hamed interrupted.

         
         Nehal gave him a withering glance but followed him after one last look at Malak and Giorgina. Hamed led her down the corridor
            and to what looked like a side entrance, where he hailed a servant.
         

         
         “Do you not believe me, still?” asked Nehal, while they waited for the servant to find them a palanquin.

         
         “I never know what to believe when it comes to you, Nehal.” Hamed leaned against the door with his arms crossed, deliberately
            not looking at her. “All I know is you cause trouble, and trouble always finds you.”
         

         
         “I didn’t ask to be kidnapped—”

         
         “Didn’t you?” Hamed turned to face her. “Attia Marwan, you said? I spoke to Uncle Shaaban. He’s the policeman you accosted,
            isn’t he? He didn’t tell me what you did, but it sounded serious.”
         

         
         Nehal pursed her lips into a flat line, recalling the night she had gone after Attia and used bloodweaving for the first time.
            “He’s the policeman who murdered my friend and would have walked free.”
         

         
         “That’s not what Uncle Shaaban said. So I suspect if you hadn’t assaulted this officer, he wouldn’t have developed a vendetta
            against you.” Hamed waved a hand in the air as though painting an imaginary picture. “Imagine where you might be now if only
            you’d simply been a well-behaved wife and lady like other women.”
         

         
         Hamed’s words rankled, because there was some truth in them. If she had not gone after Attia, he might not have gone after
            her in turn. But what? Should she have just sat by and done nothing, knowing what he’d done to Labiba?
         

         
         Perhaps attacking Attia had not been prudent, but it had been better than doing nothing. Nehal would suffer the consequences
            of her mistakes if it meant knowing that at least she had tried to do the right thing. Even if she had failed miserably.
         

         
         But this was not a conversation she wanted to have with Hamed. He was not someone who deserved to be privy to her thoughts—or her doubts. He was only her cousin, and a member of Parliament, who would believe the narrative that suited him. 

         
         So Nehal, uncharacteristically, said nothing, because Hamed was not worth arguing with, and because she was tired. She wanted
            to eat, and sleep, and bathe. She wanted to be warm. She wanted to wear soft cotton and curl up under a warm blanket.
         

         
         When the palanquin arrived, Nehal allowed one of the boys to help her inside while Hamed paid and gave a destination. They
            did not look at each other when he rapped on the palanquin and the camels began to walk, and, mercifully, he did not attempt
            to speak to her.
         

         
         Nehal had a moment of rest, then, but it was a moment that put her in touch with her body, something she had been avoiding
            for some time. She could not sit still. She shook her head and her knees and rapped her fingers rapidly on her thighs. If
            she just tried to be, she could feel . . . something, running beneath her skin. This feeling—it had been building up for days, and now that she
            knew it was there, and what it was, she was overly aware of it. Aware . . . and worried. What was the drug doing to her as
            it left her body? Would her weaving come back the same as it was, or diminished? Would she be diminished?
         

         
         Nehal kept up her fidgeting until the palanquin stopped, and she was even more exhausted when the palanquin boy helped her
            out. She smiled at him; he was very young, about twelve, and was missing one of his front teeth. He gave her a bow and she
            wished she had money to tip him with, but she had nothing at all, so she walked past him to rap on the door of the Baldinotti
            estate.
         

         
         The servant who opened the door only had to glance at Nehal for a moment before her eyes widened comically in recognition.

         
         “My lady!” she exclaimed. “Please, come in, I’ll alert Lord Nico at once.”

         
         Nehal turned to Hamed, who nodded at her and closed the door of the palanquin, which quickly began to move. She was surprised he hadn’t insisted on walking her into Nico’s arms, but was very happy to see the back of him. 

         
         Nehal followed the servant inside, pausing in the entryway while the girl rushed away to find Nico. She trailed her way into
            the parlor, her lips quirking when she remembered that this was where she had first met Nico all those months ago.
         

         
         She heard footsteps behind her, and when she turned, Nico was there, in a dark green galabiya. She smiled at him, surprised
            at how good it was to see him.
         

         
         “What—how—where did you—” He shook his head rather than continue to stutter.

         
         Nehal sat down and invited Nico to do the same; he sat across from her warily.

         
         “Are you hungry?” He eyed her worriedly. “You look like you haven’t eaten in days.”

         
         This was very close to being true; the food provided on the ship had been unappetizing at best.

         
         “I will eat anything you’ve got to offer me.”

         
         Looking somewhat perturbed, Nico asked the servants to prepare dinner, then examined Nehal. She said nothing while he took
            her in.
         

         
         “Nehal, where have you been?” he asked finally.

         
         Nehal gave him a brief version of the events of the past two weeks. Nico listened carefully, without interrupting. When she
            was done, he gave a short laugh.
         

         
         “Malak insisted you never would have run away.” He shook his head. “I should have believed her.”

         
         “Yes, you should have.” Nehal paused. “It’s all right. I suppose I wouldn’t have put it past me, either. And there probably
            wasn’t much you could have done,” she added.
         

         
         “Hopefully this means we can get our house back,” said Nico. “I cannot spend another night with my father.”
         

         
         “My apologies for the inconvenience,” Nehal said wryly.

         
         Nico mumbled something unintelligible, and Nehal laughed.

         
         “Where are your parents, anyway?” Nehal looked at the doorway as though she could make them appear. Not that she had any desire to see
            them.
         

         
         “Out, thank the gods.” Nico ran a hand through his hair. “My father is determined to maintain a front of normalcy, so he and
            my mother are having dinner with friends.”
         

         
         “I’m surprised he didn’t drag you along.”

         
         “Oh, he tried.” Nico’s mouth twisted. “My mother stepped in, actually. It was kind of her.”

         
         The food arrived, then, and Nehal nearly drooled. It was a small meal, comparatively, but it was more than anything Nehal
            had seen in days. Steaming spiced rice with golden raisins and chunks of seasoned lamb, yogurt dip, soft flatbread, thick
            ice-cold mango juice. She ate with utter abandon, and afterwards only wanted to go to sleep.
         

         
         But she also needed to bathe, which she hadn’t done properly since her last day in Tiashar’s royal palace, and she’d gotten
            absolutely filthy when she slept on the streets. Nico offered to pen a letter to Nehal’s parents, informing them of her safety,
            for which she was grateful. She had little energy to compose a letter. So Nehal went to the bath chamber, one less worry on
            her mind. The servants did most of the work, washing and braiding her hair, oiling her very dry skin, and dressing her in
            a soft cotton galabiya. They took her to what she assumed was Nico’s old room, judging by the number of books and papers.
            She ought to have asked them to take her to a guest room, but that would have required too much explanation, and Nehal was
            just so tired that the mere sight of the bed, clean and warm and soft, compelled her to yawn. She collapsed and had just managed
            to pull the covers up to her chin when she fell asleep.
         

         
         She woke what felt like mere minutes later, but surely had to have been hours, because the room was dark, but for the glow of a single lamp in the corner. She was sweating profusely, her galabiya stuck to her skin. Her heart was beating so rapidly she began to panic, worried her breath would not come. She clutched at her chest and struggled to get out of bed, but her legs tangled in the covers and she tripped, knocking over a brass cup of water on her bedside. 

         
         She felt the water pool beneath her fingertips, and her hand began to tremble.

         
         “Nehal?” She flinched, but then recognized Nico’s voice. “What’s happening?”

         
         He knelt beside her with a lamp; he had been the source of the light. She blinked up at him.

         
         “Did you fall out of bed?” He set the lamp down and pulled her to her feet, frowning. “Why are you so . . .”

         
         “Why are you here?” Nehal’s voice sounded raspy and the statement came out harsher than she meant, so she continued, “I mean,
            I know it’s your room, they put me here, but I would have thought . . .”
         

         
         Nico led her to the bed and sat her down. “My father. He insisted that we, as a married couple, should be in the same room.
            I could go if you’d rather . . .”
         

         
         “No.” Nehal’s teeth chattered, and she realized she was shaking. “Don’t go.”

         
         “Nehal, are you . . . trembling?” Nico stood, sounding alarmed. “Are you all right? Should I call a physician?”

         
         “I—I don’t know.” Nehal gritted her teeth. “It’s the drug I told you about. They said—they said it would take some time for
            me to adjust.”
         

         
         “Is there anything we can do to make it better?” asked Nico.

         
         “I don’t think there’s anything.” Nehal hugged herself and rubbed her arms. “Were you sleeping on the floor? You don’t need
            to do that.”
         

         
         “Oh, I was just reading,” said Nico. “It’s actually quite early, just past sundown.”

         
         “Wonderful,” Nehal muttered. She climbed back into bed, but she could not sit still, so she stood again, and walked around the bed, shaking her arms out. Nico stared at her like she had lost her mind, but she had no energy to reassure him. Her body felt like it was trying to escape itself. Her stomach roiled, and she clutched her middle as she walked. 

         
         “Why don’t I bring us some tea?” said Nico uncertainly.

         
         He had a servant bring up some mint tea, which Nehal made herself drink, and it settled her stomach a bit, but it made her
            too warm. She continued to pace, back and forth, until she was sweating profusely. When she tried to stick her head out the
            window for air, Nico pulled her back.
         

         
         “You can get fresh air without throwing yourself out the window!” he admonished when she was back inside. “We can go to the
            courtyard.”
         

         
         “I don’t want to run into your parents,” said Nehal mulishly.

         
         “We won’t; they’ve retired for the night. Come on, just put on something warmer so you don’t get sick.”

         
         “I’m already sweating through my clothes!”

         
         “Yes, and if you go out like this, into the cold, you’ll get sick!”

         
         Nehal scowled, but she knew he was right, so she relented when he gave her one of his outer robes, which engulfed her, and
            trailed behind her as she followed him out to the courtyard.
         

         
         It was not a cold night, but the air was still cooler than the bedroom had been, and the crisp breeze was a balm against Nehal’s
            clammy skin.
         

         
         “This was where we first talked,” said Nehal as they walked past the fountain. Her voice shook a little. “Properly talked,
            I mean.”
         

         
         “It was.”

         
         “It feels as though it was a lifetime ago.”

         
         “It was almost a year ago. That can feel like a lifetime sometimes, I suppose.”

         
         Nehal began to walk faster, back and forth, hoping that would help her feel better, or at least exhaust her enough to fall
            asleep. At some point, Nico sat by the fountain, too tired to keep up with her. But then her heartbeat began to quicken, and
            she fell to her knees where she stood. Alarmed, Nico ran to her, but she shook him off.
         

         
         “I’m fine, I just . . .” But she did not know what she wanted to say. She was certainly not fine.

         
         “Let’s go back inside.” Nico helped her up and half-carried her back to the bedroom. She tossed off the robe and held the
            galabiya far from her body, because it was so utterly drenched in sweat.
         

         
         With a frown, Nico said, “Let me get you something else, hold on.”

         
         He fetched a servant, who retrieved another galabiya, and Nehal changed. She sat by the window and began to knock her knees
            together. When that didn’t help, she began to gently slam her head back onto the wall.
         

         
         “Please stop doing that,” said Nico, alarmed, and halfway to his feet.

         
         “It helps,” Nehal replied, and closed her eyes.

         
         She heard Nico stand and sit beside her, taking her wrists. “Nehal. Stop it.” She tried to pull away from him, but he held
            her tight. “Listen, tell me about these Zirani rebels. What were they like? You didn’t say very much about them.”
         

         
         Nehal grimaced, shaking her head. “I don’t feel like talking.”

         
         “I’m trying to distract you,” said Nico. “Go on, just try it.”

         
         Reluctantly, Nehal began to tell him about Athar and Kaouthar and the others, in the minute detail she knew Nico enjoyed.
            He prompted her with questions, and soon she was answering queries about the architecture of the royal palace, the fabrics
            Rasida and Hali wore, the layout of Tiashar. She talked and talked, only occasionally lightly scratching at her palms, until
            the sky began to shift into a pale pink.
         

         
         “Did we stay up all night?” she asked Nico.

         
         He smiled tiredly. “How do you feel? You’ve stopped twitching.”

         
         She had. She did not feel entirely well, and she supposed that depriving herself of a night of sleep must be contributing
            to that, but she did not feel like she wanted to fling herself out of the window, either.
         

         
         She asked Nico for a glass of water, because her throat was dry, and he obliged. When she downed it, she felt something settle in her. Her muscles stirred. 

         
         She set the water down and stared at it for a moment, then held out her hand above the cup. She took a deep breath, focused
            on the water, and pulled.
         

         
         It leapt into her palm with no pain at all.

         
         Nico’s eyes widened. “Nehal, you weaved.”

         
         Nehal stared at her hand for a moment, her lip trembling, and then a full sob wrenched its way up her throat.

         
         For the first time in years, Nehal allowed herself to cry.
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Giorgina

         
         Today, Giorgina would visit Sheikh Nasef.

         
         He was the only sheikh she knew, although only peripherally, and he had known and liked Labiba.

         
         At first, she had considered bringing Etedal along with her, in the hopes that her presence might encourage Nasef to be more
            truthful. But that would mean telling Etedal about her newfound weaving abilities, and Giorgina was not certain she wished
            to do so just yet. As for Malak, Giorgina would have liked to have her come along, but she suspected her presence might alarm
            Nasef. At the very least, he might not be as truthful with Malak in the room.
         

         
         She dressed like a woman who would attend services at King Lotfy Templehouse . . . in Malak’s clothes. She plaited her hair
            into two braids and then wound them around her head, and artfully draped a gossamer pale blue shawl over her head.
         

         
         Malak was, of course, already awake; she tended to be an early riser, even though she did not tend to retire early. Giorgina
            wondered if she got enough sleep.
         

         
         She looked up from her papers when Giorgina walked in.

         
         “Heading out now?” asked Malak.

         
         “I am.” Her eyes traced the scattered papers on Malak’s desk: older issues of The Vanguard, handbills, pamphlets, and sheets of paper with Malak’s handwriting.
         

         
         “Are you planning something?” Giorgina asked.

         
         “Always,” Malak laughed. “But no, not quite. Bahira’s been doing her best to keep most of our fundraisers still going, so
            I’m just catching up on some of the accounting. But no definitive plans.”
         

         
         “Are you going to do what Parliament said?”

         
         Malak shrugged. “If it makes them feel better to believe I’ve shuttered the Daughters of Izdihar, then let them believe it.
            I’ve no intention of actually doing so. But I don’t think any active mobilizing would help at the moment.”
         

         
         No, Giorgina supposed any plans related to the Daughters of Izdihar would have to wait until Zirana was no longer a threat.
            Though many were attempting to go about their lives with as much normalcy as they could, Giorgina did not think any aggressive
            action by the Daughters should be part of that. It would hurt them more than help them, and Malak understood that.
         

         
         Malak gave her an encouraging smile. “Good luck today, Giorgina.”

         
          

         The first and only time Giorgina had been to King Lotfy Templehouse, Labiba had been with her. It was strange, now, to be
            here alone and intending to use her dead friend’s memory for gain. But Giorgina shoved her guilt down. If Labiba were here,
            she would be encouraging her to use everything she had at her disposal to her advantage.
         

         
         The templehouse, the very last building on a dead-end lane, was made of yellow stone and carved with intricate geometric patterns.
            The roof was a large dome surrounded by four minarets in each corner, one for each member of the Tetrad.
         

         
         At the entrance, a massive archway lined in latticework, Giorgina paused for a moment. On either side were enormous statues of the Tetrad: Rekumet and Setuket on the left, Nefudet and Tefuret on the right. All four sat upright on straight-backed thrones, their hands held palm up on their laps. The statues were just as intimidating as they had been the last time Giorgina had seen them. 

         
         With a quiet sigh, Giorgina entered the templehouse. She had arrived during the lull between morning and afternoon services,
            so there were only a few people in the entrance hall, and none of them glanced at her as she walked past the carpeted hall
            and towards a nondescript wooden door that opened into a poorly lit corridor.
         

         
         Last time, she had walked right into the courtyard, part of which she could see from here. She was startled to find that she
            could not make herself walk towards it, because to step into the courtyard and not find Labiba there, waiting, would be unbearable.
         

         
         Giorgina rested a hand against the cool wall, trying to settle her stomach and the twisting feeling in her chest. She needed
            to be stronger than this.
         

         
         “Miss Giorgina?”

         
         Giorgina whirled around and found herself face to face with Nasef. He stared at her in confusion.

         
         “You remember me,” she said quietly. That was good. That might make this easier. “Can we talk for a bit?”

         
         “What about?” he asked, though he gestured for her to follow him. Thankfully, they did not go into the courtyard; instead
            Nasef unlocked a door and motioned for Giorgina to step inside.
         

         
         It was a small office overlooking the courtyard. There was a desk beneath the window with bookshelves on either side of it.
            The desk was scattered with books, letters, sheaves of papers, and cups of dried tea dregs.
         

         
         “It’s a bit of a mess.” Nasef hastily cleared a space as he sat behind his desk and motioned for Giorgina to sit as well.

         
         Giorgina had practiced precisely what she would say, so she was somewhat taken aback when the first thing she said, unexpectedly,
            was, “Do you know about Labiba?”
         

         
         It had been so long since Giorgina had said her name out loud. Nasef seemed to falter.

         
         “Know . . . what?” But his expression indicated that he expected what Giorgina was about to say next.

         
         “That she was killed.” Giorgina said it fast, because that was the only way she could say it.

         
         Nasef shut his eyes, then opened them to stare into his lap. “I . . . I heard about the fireweaver who died at Parliament.
            The papers never said her name. I thought . . .” He swallowed heavily. “I thought perhaps I was wrong.”
         

         
         “I know you liked her, even though you don’t like weavers,” said Giorgina.

         
         He had the decency to look abashed. “You’re a weaver too, I’ve since learned,” he said, changing the subject. “I saw your
            name in the papers.” He fidgeted. “Whatever you might think of me, I certainly don’t believe in killing weavers.”
         

         
         Giorgina had not been insinuating anything in particular, but his discomfort could work to her advantage. “The Khopeshes certainly
            do.”
         

         
         “The Khopeshes didn’t kill anyone.”

         
         Giorgina only looked at him. “Didn’t they?”

         
         The Khopeshes of the Tetrad, as they referred to themselves, had started as a group of clerics who lobbied Parliament to introduce
            anti-weaving laws. But their collaboration with the police union and with Naji Ouazzani, the Zirani ambassador, had led to
            their becoming more violent.
         

         
         It was that collaboration that had ended Labiba’s life.

         
         Nasef shifted in his seat. “I’m not involved with the Khopeshes anymore.”

         
         And then, though the words stuck in her throat and made her feel sick, she said, “That would have made Labiba happy.”

         
         Nasef swallowed heavily, and looked down at his hands. “She was a sweet girl. I . . . enjoyed the time I spent with her. I
            truly did. I had hoped—” But he paused there, and cleared his throat.
         

         
         Giorgina gritted her teeth to stop her eyes from filling with tears, because Nasef sounded so sincere. “Actually, Sheikh Nasef, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I don’t know any other sheikhs, you see, and I’m worried . . .
            about Labiba. Her soul.”
         

         
         Nasef readjusted his features to seem neutral. “Why is that?”

         
         “The Order considers weavers abominations, don’t they?”

         
         “You are not an abomination,” Nasef said gently. “You simply have a greater burden to bear.”

         
         “A burden, then. I’m still confused, though. Why did it only become a burden after Edua Badawi? Weavers were revered before
            that.”
         

         
         Nasef sighed. “Clearly, we were mistaken. It is impossible, of course, to understand the motives of the Tetrad. They are too
            far beyond us to truly comprehend. We used to think weaving a gift, but how could it have been, after what Edua Badawi was
            able to accomplish? How could we continue to encourage something that could lead to such death and destruction?” He spread
            his hands. “We cannot speak to the Tetrad. We do the best with what we have.”
         

         
         “But Edua . . . she was an abomination, wasn’t she? Because of what she could do?”
         

         
         “Because of what she did do, Miss Giorgina.” He shook his head. “I don’t understand why you’re asking me about Edua Badawi.”
         

         
         Giorgina needed to tread very lightly here, but also could not hedge too much. She needed to reveal some portion of the truth
            if she were going to get any information from Nasef. “Before she died, Labiba . . . she told me she was struggling with her
            weaving.”
         

         
         Nasef frowned. “Was she attempting to stop using it?”

         
         Giorgina purposely shifted in her seat to appear uncomfortable, though it was not far off from how she felt. “It’s more that
            she . . .” And here Giorgina took a pause, leaned forward, and lowered her voice to a whisper. “She was able to weave more
            than one element.”
         

         
         Nasef’s eyes widened with something like wonder.

         
         “The only other person who could do that was Edua Badawi,” continued Giorgina in a rush. “And she was . . . I mean, we all know what she did. Labiba wasn’t like that, but if she had those abilities . . . I just don’t understand why she would be like her. I don’t understand, and I worry that, rather than resting in the Tetrad’s embrace, her soul was destroyed.” 

         
         Nasef looked at her with such pity that Giorgina was certain he did not think she was lying. But she was also convinced he
            would never think her clever enough or ambitious enough to create an elaborate lie just to discover the Order’s secrets. No,
            from what she knew of Sheikh Nasef, he saw her as nothing more than an uneducated, ignorant woman mourning the death of her
            friend, and he would never think that she had an ulterior motive for wanting this information.
         

         
         She waited for him to speak.

         
         “I know very little, and even less that I am permitted to reveal,” said Nasef after a long moment.

         
         She just looked at him, and allowed her eyes to fill with tears.

         
         Nasef bit his lower lip. “Miss Giorgina . . . listen to me closely. Edua Badawi was an anomaly. She was always an anomaly. She was discovered in public, in the middle of a desperate war, and purposely turned into a weapon. That was
            not an inevitability.”
         

         
         Giorgina had guessed as much from Edua’s letters, but she put on a mask of innocent surprise. “I don’t understand.”

         
         “She was encouraged to use her powers to their fullest extent. Encouraged to open herself up to the Tetrad as much as possible,
            and it was far more than she could handle. She lost control because she was never shown how to maintain it. That was all.”
         

         
         “But why did she have those powers in the first place,” Giorgina did not need to fake the frustration leeching into her voice,
            “if there wasn’t something inherently wrong with her?”
         

         
         Nasef sat back, shaking his head. “That, I cannot say.”

         
         Can’t or won’t? thought Giorgina. But it was impossible to guess at what Nasef did know, and whether that would be useful to her in any way. She was desperate to learn what was happening to her, but did Nasef know anything that would truly help her? After what he had just told her, she doubted it. She also did not think he would tell her any more unless she revealed herself to him, and that she could not do. 

         
         “I see,” Giorgina said, her disappointment in no way feigned.

         
         “Trust me, Miss Giorgina.” Nasef smiled sadly. “Labiba is in the embrace of the Tetrad. Your souls will be reunited one day.”

         
         Giorgina could do nothing but smile in return.
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Nehal

         
         Nehal slept well into the afternoon. When she woke up, Nico was snoring softly beside her. On her other side was a jug of
            water, and Nehal reached for the liquid inside immediately. The water came easily, and the memory of how painful it had felt
            to do that just days ago only served to increase the pleasure.
         

         
         Nehal laughed to herself. A heavy weight lifted from her chest. She sat back, flexing her fingers and wrists, her relief so
            palpable her belly was filled with it.
         

         
         A soft knock at her door made her sit up. “Come in,” she called.

         
         One of Lorenzo’s servants poked her head in. “Pardon me, my lady, but there’s a woman here to see you. What shall I tell her?”

         
         “Does she have a name?”

         
         “She wouldn’t say.”

         
         Nehal frowned. Malak would never come here, and Giorgina would only if she absolutely had to.

         
         “Does she have red hair?” Nehal asked.

         
         The servant shook her head. “No, my lady, very dark hair, and very short. She spoke . . . different.”

         
         It had to be Athar.

         
         “Bring her up here,” Nehal instructed. “Make us tea.”

         
         After the servant shut the door, Nehal shook Nico. “Nico! Wake up!”

         
         He startled awake, blinking rapidly. “What, what?”

         
         “We have a guest. She’s coming up here in a minute.”

         
         He shot up. “What? Why? Why is she coming to our bedroom?”

         
         “Because I don’t need your parents to see her. Hurry, wake up!”

         
         “This is really not proper—”

         
         She left him to splash her face with water and pull her hair into a loose bun. Otherwise, she did not see any need to dress
            up; Athar had seen her at her absolute worst, after all.
         

         
         Nico had thrown a robe over his galabiya and hastily wrapped a turban over his hair.

         
         “Who is this guest?” he asked Nehal irritably.

         
         Before Nehal could answer, the door to their bedroom opened, and the servant ushered Athar inside. Nehal took note of the
            tension in her shoulders.
         

         
         “How did you find me?” asked Nehal by way of greeting.

         
         Athar shrugged, spinning around to take a look at the bedroom. She paused for a moment at the sight of Nico, who nodded in
            greeting. “Everyone knows where the big houses are,” said Athar.
         

         
         “Sit down.” Nehal directed her to the set of divans in the corner of the room, where they were joined by Nico. Once they had
            settled across from each other, Nehal continued, “I thought you had a meeting with Parliament today? To discuss details?”
         

         
         “We did.” Athar grimaced. “It didn’t go as planned. That’s why I’m here.”

         
         “What happened?”

         
         “Your Parliament wants to treat with Rasida.” Athar shook her head in disgust. “An emissary arrived early this morning from the queen. Apparently, Her Majesty wants to come to Alamaxa herself to open peace talks.”
         

         
         “Peace talks?” Nehal was incredulous. “Didn’t they just fire cannons at the city a few days ago?”

         
         “That’s what me and Teta said, but your prime minister waved us off. He said if the queen herself is willing to come, she must be true in her intentions.” Athar snorted. “I’m sure she’s true to her intentions, but her intentions are not peace.” 

         
         Nico cleared his throat. “You think this is some kind of ruse? It’s not as though she can sneak an army in with her.”

         
         “I don’t know what she’s planning, but I don’t trust her,” said Athar darkly. “Rasida lies. Rasida always lies, because she’s convinced she’s working towards the greater good. Parliament want us to sit tight and wait. But you should go. Talk some sense into them.”
         

         
         Nehal scoffed. “What makes you think they’ll listen to me?”

         
         Athar held up her hands. “Rasida kidnapped you. Drugged you against your will! You’re one of the most prominent noblewomen in the country, from one of its oldest Houses!
            You have influence, especially if you take this husband of yours along with you.” She cocked her head towards Nico, who, as
            always, looked startled to be mentioned.
         

         
         Nehal pictured the scene: She and Nico, playing the role of loyal wife and dutiful husband, appealing to Parliament, arguing
            against trusting Rasida, using their influence to sway their decisions. It was not entirely unbelievable that Parliament would
            take their word into account, if they presented themselves correctly.
         

         
         “What do you think?” Nehal asked Nico.

         
         He looked surprised to be asked his opinion, and Nehal did not blame him; it was somewhat uncharacteristic of her. But politics
            and subtlety were his strengths, not hers.
         

         
         “We could make a case, I suppose,” he mused. “Given Rasida’s treatment of you, that you would like to be present to help clear
            the air . . . or something like that.” He nodded. “I’ll draft a letter.”
         

         
          

         When Rasida entered Alamaxa, she came with a full entourage. Nehal watched the procession with rising trepidation from the
            window of Imbaba Palace.
         

         
         Parliament’s temporary domicile had apparently been deemed unfit to host Rasida, and so Prince Hani—who had just returned to the city, along with his parents and siblings—had offered the royal palace, where his family lived. It was, Nehal had to admit, a far more impressive meeting place than the shoddy building Parliament had temporarily occupied. Still, it felt like far more than Rasida deserved. 

         
         It was a very modern three-story building with a flat roof, built more to resemble the Talyani style rather than the Ramsawi.
            The exterior was dominated by a very long, rectangular whitewashed facade lined with windows to reflect the two hundred rooms
            contained within. Four columns, carved to resemble each member of the Tetrad, adorned the front gate, along with a set of
            towering wooden doors carved with the Ramsawi coat of arms.
         

         
         The inside was even more lavish than the outside, with gilded chandeliers, ornate handrails, and shiny ceramic floors. The
            guards who greeted Nehal and Nico walked them to the second floor, where the throne room was set up to host Parliament and
            Rasida’s entourage. It rivaled the Tiashari throne room, with similarly gilded walls and a massive three-tiered chandelier.
            Even the ceiling was gold, every inch of it carved with geometric designs; to Nehal it felt very much like being enclosed
            in an ostentatious jewelry box. The windows, which lined the room, were also needlessly lovely: shaped like lanterns and surrounded
            with ornate carvings. While most of the windows faced the River Izdihar, along whose banks Imbaba Palace was situated, several
            also looked out onto the streets of the Imbaba neighborhood, where Nehal could see Rasida’s entourage walking towards them
            under the burnt-orange glint of the setting sun.
         

         
         She assumed the queen was seated in the gilded palanquin led by four camels and ten guides. Behind her came two more palanquins,
            albeit much smaller, followed by a train of at least fifty bodyguards.
         

         
         It certainly wasn’t an army, and Rasida would have a difficult time accomplishing very much with such a paltry group. That,
            at least, bolstered Nehal’s confidence, though she was not feeling particularly optimistic about any part of this endeavor.
         

         
         Once the procession entered the palace, Nehal turned to glance at the Ramsawi royal family, who were seated on a raised dais in the back and center of the room. She had met them all before, briefly, but Nico somehow had not, and so he was staring with unabashed interest at King Yusef, Queen Zeinab, and their three children: Prince Hani, Princess Munira, and Prince Azmi. 

         
         “I assure you, they are not that interesting,” Nehal muttered to Nico. “All that makes them different is that they’re wealthier
            than we are.”
         

         
         Nico’s attention snapped back to Nehal. “Please keep your voice down. The last thing we need is to irritate the Ramsawi royal
            family.”
         

         
         Nehal rolled her eyes, because her voice hadn’t been particularly loud in the first place, but she said nothing more.

         
         The other occupiers of the hall were the members of Parliament who remained in Alamaxa, all of whom Nehal had met a few days
            earlier, and the very few members who had returned for this meeting. They were seated in two rows on either side of the dais,
            in plush red-cushioned chairs. Nico and Nehal were ushered by attendants to take their own seats at the end of one of these
            rows, as it seemed that Rasida had arrived.
         

         
         The doors to the meeting hall creaked open to reveal a broad-shouldered woman with a sword sheathed against her hip. Her hair
            was shorn as short as a man’s, and she wore loose-fitting garments, but there was no mistaking her as Rasida’s new personal
            guard.
         

         
         Rasida followed closely. She looked different, and it took Nehal a moment to realize this was because Rasida’s hair was unbound,
            falling in gentle waves past her waist. All that was on her head was an inverted gold circlet, with a single dangling ruby
            gem in the center of her forehead.
         

         
         Nehal raised an eyebrow. Was she making some sort of effort to look childlike and unthreatening? Only very young girls wore
            their hair so loose and uncovered in public.
         

         
         But perhaps it was a show of power. Rasida could wear her hair however she liked, and because she was a queen, no one could object. She set the standards. Surely, though, she’d know she was about to face a group of men who would undoubtedly perceive her as Nehal initially had. 

         
         That, then, was almost certainly the point. Let these men underestimate her. Nehal would not.

         
         Rasida was followed by Iraten, the middle-aged vizier Nehal had informally met in Tiashar, and a man and a woman, both of
            whom looked to be Rasida’s age. Nehal had not seen either of them at the Conclave of Lords. The rest of the procession was
            made up of guards.
         

         
         King Yusef and Queen Zeinab both stood to greet Rasida; King Yusef bowed deeply, and Queen Zeinab embraced Rasida with a kiss
            on each of her cheeks.
         

         
         “We are honored by your presence, Queen Rasida.” Prince Hani, who had stood to bow alongside his father, smiled beatifically
            at Rasida. Nehal frowned at his enthusiasm. Rasida had orchestrated the kidnapping of one of Ramsawa’s most highborn women
            and ordered those insidious cannons to fire upon their city. Shouldn’t that have elicited at least a lukewarm reaction from
            Hani? Nehal worked hard to temper her own anger, not wanting it to show on her face.
         

         
         Not yet, at least.

         
         Once Rasida had been properly greeted, she took a seat just below the dais, in a regal throne that had been set up just for
            her. Finally settled, she looked around the room and met Nehal’s glare.
         

         
         Rasida had the audacity to smile, and Nehal scowled at her, her fists clenched at her sides. Nico laid a hand on her arm.

         
         “It’s all right,” he murmured. But Nehal could not release the tension from her body; every glance at Rasida reminded her
            of when she’d been unable to pull at her element, and she wanted to scream.
         

         
         Or weave, just to show Rasida that she could.

         
         “Well then.” Prime Minister Mokhtar stood, holding his hands out, and the room quieted immediately. “The Ramsawi Republic
            welcomes Queen Rasida of Zirana and her companions, Vizier Iraten Bilal Nabil, Naiima Rachid Mourad, and Riyad Touba Ziyad.”
         

         
         There was a polite smattering of applause. Rasida’s companions, all three of whom had been seated beside her, nodded in acknowledgment.

         
         After the applause quieted, Mokhtar continued, “We are here today to discuss a peace between our two nations, and Queen Rasida
            has been generous enough to come to the city herself to treat with us. We thank her for this graciousness”—Nehal almost shot
            up at that word, but again, let Nico’s hand on her arm calm her—“and honor her trust in us.” Mokhtar nodded at Rasida with
            a smile. “Your Highness, we are here to listen.”
         

         
         Rasida was already sitting up straight, but she seemed to straighten even more at this, her posture perfect and regal, her
            hands folded delicately in her lap. When she spoke, the entire room seemed to echo her cadence.
         

         
         “Gentlemen, ladies,” she added, nodding towards Zeinab, Munira, and Nehal. “It is not the desire of Zirana to have open war,
            and yet we understand the conflict between us: the issue of weavers. Therefore, I am here to work towards a compromise.” She
            gestured towards the young man and woman beside her. “I have brought with me my leading scientist, Naiima Mourad, and her
            assistant Riyad Ziyad, who will explain the invention I am here to share with you all.” Rasida nodded, and Naiima stood.
         

         
         Leading scientist . . . was this her, then, the woman who had created the drug that had taken Nehal’s weaving from her? This
            was the woman who had undoubtedly performed experiments on weavers at her queen’s command? Nehal breathed very carefully,
            willing herself not to speak, though all she wanted to do was yell profanities at this woman.
         

         
         “Yes.” Naiima nodded, head bobbing nervously. She clasped her hands in front of her, then seemed to decide against this, unclasping
            them and pulling them down to her sides. Then she pulled them behind her and closed one hand around the opposite wrist. “My
            queen wishes to share with you my great work: a simple, harmless drug that puts a stop to weaving.”
         

         
         Nehal fumed. Members of Parliament exchanged glances; Naiima had just confirmed Nehal’s story, but it was difficult to feel vindicated. 

         
         “Through much trial and error, I have discovered how to induce the sensation of extreme pain when a weaver attempts to call
            upon their element, effectively blocking them from utilizing it. The drug requires fortnightly injections to maintain its
            potency. Besides that, it is a simple, effective remedy, with readily available ingredients and little to no side effects,
            as I am sure your Lady Nehal Darweesh has already attested.” Naiima held her arm out, all but pointing to Nehal.
         

         
         Nehal narrowed her eyes at this direct mention, hardly able to believe the gall it took to admit what they had done in front of Parliament.
         

         
         “Would you not agree, Lady Nehal?” asked Rasida, her gaze suddenly directed entirely at Nehal. “The injection was painless,
            was it not?”
         

         
         “How dare you?” Nehal tried her best to keep her voice level, because if she displayed any emotion the men in this room would not take
            her seriously. “You kidnap me, inject me without my knowledge or consent, and then come here to gloat?”
         

         
         Rasida’s answering smile was gentle when she looked back to Parliament. “Well, as you can all see, that certainly was not
            a denial.”
         

         
         Nehal shot to her feet. “I’m not finished,” she snapped. “Weavers are human beings, not things to be experimented on. Did
            none of you flinch at this so-called scientist’s mention of trial and error? Who do you think endured the consequences of
            those errors?”
         

         
         Some members of Parliament shifted uncomfortably. Emboldened, Nehal continued, “And it is certainly not painless, by their own admission. The drug’s purpose is to cause pain.”
         

         
         “Only as a result of weaving!” Naiima said loudly. “No weaving, no pain.”

         
         Hesham Galal, the minister of defense, cleared his throat. “Help me understand, Your Highness—how, precisely, do you envision administering this drug? Weavers in Ramsawa have never been required to register their abilities, and . . . not all of them may be willing.” 

         
         Rasida’s smile never faltered. “They may not be registered, but I assure you they are known. Ask neighbors, friends. Work
            with your police. As for their willingness, well—when presented with the alternative, I assure you, most will come willingly.”
         

         
         All the hairs on Nehal’s arms prickled, and she felt a chill run down her back.

         
         “The alternative?” pressed Hesham.

         
         “That if they refuse, we are willing to do what we must for the security of both our nations,” said Rasida.

         
         “Speak plainly, please,” said Hesham. “What exactly is your plan?”

         
         “This is precisely why I had hoped to recruit Lady Nehal to our cause,” said Rasida, sighing somewhat theatrically, as though
            she were greatly burdened. “Having a known weaver attest to the benefits of this drug, well, that would be ideal. Perhaps
            someone else, someone like Malak Mamdouh? If not, well, stealth can be our friend.” And then she smiled again, as though what she had just suggested was not entirely heinous.
         

         
         There was a hush of silence until Prince Hani stood and went to Rasida’s side. “Well, gentlemen, I for one am in agreement.
            What has weaving brought us but chaos and disaster? Why not end it once and for all, without violence?”
         

         
         “I agree with my son,” said King Yusef. “For the peace of Ramsawa.”

         
         Hesham sat back, his gaze whipping from Rasida to King Yusef. “Surely we can come to a different agreement—”

         
         Abruptly, Rasida stood, and spoke over Hesham. “My king will not tolerate the existence of weavers when there is such a neat, beautiful, and harmless solution. We have come offering you reasonable terms. The choice is yours: yield or fight.” 

         
         Another Ramsawi parliamentarian spoke up. “We need time to consider—”

         
         “The choice is simple!” Prince Hani declared. “We can take a vote now—”

         
         “Parliament is missing half its members,” said Mokhtar somewhat testily. “We cannot simply vote now—”

         
         “If they are not here, perhaps they do not value their position on Parliament, and therefore do not deserve it,” said Prince
            Hani.
         

         
         “But that is not for you to decide, Prince Hani,” Mokhtar said. “That is under Parliament’s purview. Our colleagues are not
            here because they feared for their lives, and that of their families,” Mokhtar continued, “which were, admittedly, threatened
            by Queen Rasida’s army. I’m sure you recall that we did not attack Zirana—they attacked us.”
         

         
         Prince Hani’s response was interrupted by Rasida, who held up her hand. “I am not here to engage in pointless bickering. As
            Prince Hani already said, the choice is simple.”
         

         
         Hesham protested, “With all due respect, Your Highness, the choice is not simple. This is rather beginning to feel like another ultimatum, not a negotiation.”
         

         
         Rasida took her seat again, once more clasping her hands elegantly together. “You may see it as you wish.” She twisted to
            look at Nehal. “And I still believe Lady Nehal Darweesh would be our best . . . showpiece, so to speak. A known weaver of
            significant power, a high-profile, high-born woman . . . who better to demonstrate the effects of Zirana’s glorious invention?”
         

         
         Nehal’s entire body tensed. The gourd of water at her side did not agitate—she was long past letting her emotions control
            her element—but it felt like a paltry weapon in this room.
         

         
         The River Izdihar, however, called to her just beyond the open windows.

         
         Nehal felt its presence in her bones, the sway and swish of its waters, the waves ambulating along the bank, and she began pulling it to her like a comforting blanket. Her heart thudded painfully in her chest. 

         
         “I’ve already said I will not help you advertise this abomination, and my stance has not changed,” said Nehal.

         
         Some members of Parliament exchanged glances, but Nehal’s focus was not on them. Her gaze instead noted Rasida’s nod towards
            Naiima, who knelt to retrieve the case at her feet.
         

         
         Prince Hani took a step towards Nehal. “At some point, Lady Nehal, we all make sacrifices for king and country.” He gestured
            to Naiima, who was now fiddling with something Nehal could not see but was almost certain was an injection. “Please, allow
            Miss Naiima to administer the drug, so that Parliament can witness its effects.”
         

         
         “Absolutely not!” Nehal shot to her feet. “I am not something for you to experiment on!”

         
         Nico stood to join her. “I can’t permit this,” he said, voice growing steadier with every word. “My wife has already said—”

         
         “Your wife’s needs are not more important than that of the nation, Lord Niccolo,” said King Yusef disparagingly. He gestured
            to the bodyguards who stood at his side. Nico gaped at them, and Nehal tensed in preparation, every inch of her body tight
            with fear and fury, and took Nico’s hand.
         

         
         “You would harm my wife so brazenly?” Nico tried again.

         
         “There is no harm here, Lord Niccolo.” Prince Hani breezily waved his arm. “Only innovation.”

         
         “King Yusef!” Hesham shot out of his seat. “This violates a number of laws, and Parliament has yet to vote—”

         
         Nehal slowly began to back away, pulling Nico with her.

         
         “We do not need to vote on whether a citizen ought to serve their country.” King Yusef stood. “Lady Nehal, please do not make
            this difficult.”
         

         
         Nehal continued to step back until her waist hit the window behind her. She gave a hollow laugh. “Oh, Your Majesty, if you were under the impression I was going to make this easy . . . then you have absolutely no idea who I am.” 

         
         And then Nehal pulled the Izdihar.
         

         
         She hadn’t been certain she’d be able to accomplish such an enormous feat, with the drug so recently clear of her body, so
            the rush of elation and relief that shot through her when she felt her success only increased her confidence.
         

         
         Two massive tendrils of the river burst through the windows, shattering the glass and turning into a spray of shards and water.
            Nehal merged everything into one tidal wave, raised her hands to the sky, and pushed it forward. It careened into the throne
            room with the strength of a tsunami, and all chairs and humans were swept away.
         

         
         Nehal did not wait to watch what happened after. She tugged at Nico, who was frozen in place, staring at the wave that had
            suddenly enveloped the room, but Nehal yanked him harder towards the exit.
         

         
         Rasida’s broad-shouldered bodyguard had somehow fought her way out of the tsunami and launched herself in front of them both.
            The wave had begun to settle and pool at Nehal’s feet. The bodyguard pulled out the weapon sheathed at her side. If this fool
            thought she could defeat Nehal with a sword when there was pool of water between them, she was utterly mistaken.
         

         
         Nehal grounded herself and gathered the surrounding water into a stream. It struck the bodyguard in the chest, its force shoving
            her through the double doors of the throne room, which slapped open against the walls with two resounding thuds. The bodyguard
            sprawled on the floor. Before she could get to her feet, Nehal ran forward, water all around her, and directed it at the bodyguard,
            simultaneously freezing it: when she was done the woman was covered in a thick layer of ice.
         

         
         Footsteps behind her made her whirl. Nico, who had hurried after her, moved out of her way, and she saw the Ramsawi guards—King Yusef’s guards—who had been standing in the hall. She pulled the remaining water from the throne room all at once, twirling it around the guards like a rope, and used it to shove them back into the throne room. Then she manipulated the water like extended hands to shut the doors, covering them in a thick wall of ice. 

         
         It took Nehal a moment to catch her breath. Had she ever used weaving like that before? So much water, so quickly, phasing
            into ice—she stumbled back, only to run into Nico, who grabbed her elbow to steady her.
         

         
         “You just—” he choked. “We have to go. Come on!”

         
         But they were met by more guards, who had come running at the commotion. Nico froze once more, and it was up to Nehal to think
            fast.
         

         
         “Parliament is being attacked!” she wailed, affecting a frightened voice. “Please, we’ve just managed to escape, you have
            to help! The King!” She pointed down the hall. The guards did not hesitate to rush in the direction she had pointed them.
         

         
         With that, Nehal and Nico ran past them all easily enough. Once they were outside, Nehal ignored the palanquin they had come
            in, which would surely be too slow and recognizable, and pulled Nico into the streets of Alamaxa, where they could disappear.
         

         
          

         Nico, not being especially fit, could not run very far, so Nehal did her best to lead them away from the banks of the Izdihar,
            where the streets turned into a maze of narrow alleys that made chasing difficult. But it also took her farther away from
            her element and their only weapon.
         

         
         She stood waiting for Nico to catch his breath. He was bent over, one hand leaning against the wall, and Nehal realized very
            quickly that they needed to separate. They would not be after Nico, they would be after her, and she could disappear faster without him at her side. Nico would only slow her down.
         

         
         “We should . . . go home . . .” he said, struggling to speak.

         
         “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard!” Nehal snapped. “Think, Nico! Everyone knows where we live; they’ll just come
            for us at home.”
         

         
         “Everyone knows what we look like too!” Nico’s voice was a harried whisper that carried; glances were directed at them, and
            they tried to shrink into themselves, pulling closer to each other. “You think we won’t be recognized on the street?”
         

         
         “Just—” Nehal ran a hand through her curls, which had come undone, and tugged Nico into the closest nook. She positioned him
            with his back facing out, blocking her from sight. With her colorful clothing and headdress, she was the more noticeable one
            of the two of them. “Can you just let me think for a bit?”
         

         
         “Let you think? Because you’re so good at foresight?” Nico shook his head. “You attacked members of Parliament, Nehal. The royal family.
            Zirani emissaries.”
         

         
         “Were we not present at the same meeting?” Nehal whispered furiously. “I defended myself from them. They were about to forcibly inject me with that drug!”
         

         
         “Perhaps you might have let them!” Nico said. “The drug is temporary. You could have submitted, played along, and then we
            would have had a chance to regroup, to think—”
         

         
         “You always choose the coward’s way out—”
         

         
         He bristled at that. “It’s the smart way out, Nehal!”
         

         
         “You have no idea how it felt like to be victim to that drug,” said Nehal, her voice breaking. “To be cut off from my weaving.
            To then suffer the withdrawal effects of the drug leaving my body. You were there, Nico, you saw what it did to me, and you would have me go through that again?”
         

         
         Nico turned away and did not look at her when he spoke. “Fine. You’re right. I’m sorry.”

         
         Nehal made herself relax when she heard the sincerity of his apology. “Thank you,” she said, and meant it too.

         
         He met her eyes again. “But what now?”

         
         “Now . . .” Nehal took a moment to piece together everything that needed to happen. “Try to get the word out. Go to your contact
            at the Alamaxa Daily, see if they’ll print something about this, try to warn people. And go to Malak, warn her, and Giorgina, if she’s still with
            her.”
         

         
         “But—”

         
         “You can deny knowledge of my whereabouts, claim you lost me in the city streets.”

         
         “I’m not—Nehal, I’m not going to simply abandon you. Where will you go?”

         
         “You’re not abandoning me. You’re leaving at my request. I’ll be fine, Nico,” Nehal said, her voice coming out far hoarser
            than she would have liked. “Just do this, and then try to go back home, or to your father, wherever you’ll be safest. They’re
            not after you.”
         

         
         “Nobody is going to believe I don’t know where you are,” said Nico.

         
         “But you don’t, because I’m not going to tell you,” said Nehal. “See how well that works out? Now you won’t even have to lie.”

         
         Nico sighed and ran a hand across his beard. “Nehal, where will you go?”
         

         
         “I just said I can’t tell you. Don’t worry about me,” said Nehal. “Now go; we don’t have much time.”

         
         “You just got back,” said Nico. “And you’re going to be trapped on the streets again, after how horrible you said it was?”
         

         
         Nehal blinked, surprised; she had not thought Nico was worried about her general well-being, but after what she had told him
            about her harrowing experience in Tiashar’s streets, she supposed it made sense.
         

         
         She did something that, in any other circumstance, might have seemed ridiculous, but for now it felt right:

         
         She hugged him.

         
         It was a strange hug; she could not reach his shoulders so she only managed to wrap her arms around his middle, and he was so stunned he only stood there with his arms at his sides. But slowly, he brought his arms up to rest cautiously on Nehal’s back. 

         
         She withdrew a moment later, and looked up at Nico with what she hoped was a bracing smile. “I’ll see you soon. Don’t worry,
            all right?”
         

         
         She hurried away before he could recover enough to respond.
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Giorgina

         
         Watching the sun set seemed a privilege Giorgina ought not to be enjoying. It wasn’t as though she considered it a pastime
            afforded only to those with no worries or responsibilities—she had often watched the sun set and rise from the window of her
            family’s home, or from a coffeehouse with Nico—but it felt a little frivolous. It was a dreamer’s activity. Giorgina certainly
            could not afford to be a dreamer at the moment, so she could not relax enough to properly take in the vista. Hours earlier,
            she had glimpsed the Zirani procession walking through the city, and it was a reminder of all that lay ahead. She fidgeted
            constantly, certain there was a better use of her time, certain that there was something she ought to be doing, but she did
            not know what that was.
         

         
         Neither did Malak. Giorgina had told her what little Nasef had revealed, and Malak had advised Giorgina to simply wait and
            see how her newfound abilities would behave.
         

         
         Giorgina was not very good at waiting and seeing. She wanted to know, to be armed with all the knowledge that existed, even if there was very little she could do with that knowledge. She wanted to know that it was normal for her mind to feel so cluttered and loud, that she shouldn’t worry that her thoughts did not sound at all like herself, that she ought not to be terrified that she felt like she was suddenly sharing herself with something she could not comprehend. 

         
         A series of loud knocks on Malak’s front door startled Giorgina from her reverie. When the knocking continued rapidly, Giorgina
            threw her shawl across her hair and stepped into the parlor, where Malak was now making her way towards the door. Giorgina
            stood in the doorframe to the hallway, close enough to see who it was but far enough that she could help Malak if necessary.
         

         
         Malak was careful, even when opening the door. She pulled it back while ensuring she stood behind it, so that she would not
            be facing a potential attacker but would be in a position to attack instead.
         

         
         But the caution on both their parts was unnecessary, because it was Nico at the door, looking thoroughly harried.

         
         “Hello,” said Malak. “Are you all right?”

         
         Nico looked past Malak, his eyes finding Giorgina, who had emerged into the parlor.

         
         “You two have to leave here,” said Nico, breathless. “You and Malak, you’ve got to hide.”

         
         Giorgina blinked. “Hide? Why?”

         
         Malak shut the door slowly. “Take a breath, Nico, and tell us what’s happened.” She motioned for him to come inside and sit
            down. He nodded gratefully, collapsing into a divan just inside Malak’s parlor. He took several deep breaths before speaking.
         

         
         “I was just at Parliament. Well, Imbaba Palace. With the king.” His breath shuddered.

         
         “Breathe slowly,” Malak urged.

         
         He took another deep breath. “They were meeting with Rasida. That drug they injected Nehal with—they’re going to use it here.
            Rasida insinuated they weren’t going to ask for permission, and the royal family agreed with them. I think they’re going to
            force it through, and I think they’re going to start with the Academy or known weavers like you two. After the battle at the
            citadel everyone in Alamaxa probably knows your names.”
         

         
         Malak and Giorgina exchanged a quick glance. Malak did not seem surprised; in fact, she only gave a tired sigh. “Of course they agreed to this.” 

         
         Giorgina tried to reason through everything Nico had just said. It seemed impossible that Parliament would be naive enough
            to trust Zirana’s intentions. As Giorgina thought on it more, though, she thought perhaps it was not naiveté at all, but rather
            a seizing of opportunity. Half of Parliament hated weavers, and many who didn’t would still rather see weaving eradicated
            if they could, especially if it ended the conflict with Zirana. With Rasida presenting such a terrible, neat solution, why
            wouldn’t they take her up on her offer?
         

         
         But though it seemed like a neat solution, Giorgina did not think it would actually help. The drug did not eliminate weaving; it caused immense pain to those who attempted it. In theory, therefore, a weaver could
            still weave, and Giorgina suspected it would not help with those who struggled with controlling the hold their emotions had
            on their weaving, because that was not a conscious action. In all likelihood, it would simply make the anxiety more painful.
         

         
         To be rendered utterly powerless again . . . Giorgina could not countenance that. She did not possess physical strength, or
            the shield of manhood, or wealth, but she did have her weaving. She refused to give that up. Because even as terrifying as
            these unstable abilities could be, they were, above all, comforting. Giorgina felt safe in herself and by herself. No matter how infrequently she used her weaving, she knew she could always
            rely on it to save her.
         

         
         She would never let that safety be taken away from her.

         
         Nico cleared his throat. “Nehal ran, but I’m going to go to the Alamaxa Daily, try to get them to report on this, if I can find Mohsin—but you two have to run.”
         

         
         “Wait a moment.” Malak frowned. “Nehal ran?”
         

         
         “Oh, yes,” said Nico. “She—well, it wasn’t her fault, they were trying to subdue her, to inject her again, so she fought back.”

         
         “Where is she going to go?” Malak asked slowly.

         
         Nico shook his head. “She wouldn’t tell me. I assume she has a plan.”

         
         Malak stared at Nico for a moment, thinking. “She’s going to go to the Academy,” said Malak. “She’ll want to warn them.”

         
         “Come with me, Giorgina, please,” said Nico.

         
         But Giorgina shook her head. She was past the point of sitting and waiting with Nico. She couldn’t hide away until news of
            her fate was delivered to her.
         

         
         “Malak and I should go to the Academy.” Giorgina exchanged a look with Malak. “Warn them, if Nehal can’t get there in time.”

         
         Nico made a noise of protest. “Giorgina—”

         
         “There’s no time to discuss it,” said Giorgina. “Nico, you have to go, you have to get the papers to print this as soon as
            possible.”
         

         
         “But you—”

         
         “I’ll be all right with Malak. Please, Nico, you have to go.”

         
         Nico bit his lip, seeming to be at war with himself, but finally he nodded. He squeezed Giorgina’s hand, gave her a nod, and
            departed.
         

         
         “Giorgina, you can still go to Zubaida’s if—”

         
         “You don’t need to protect me, Malak,” said Giorgina firmly. “I can take care of myself.”

         
         Malak gave her a slow nod. “I know.”

         
         Malak was not the sort to argue with someone over their perceived capabilities, especially with time a precious commodity.
            They left quickly, having little that they could reasonably pack and carry with them.
         

         
         As it was just past sundown, the streets of Alamaxa were riotous with activity—and anxiety. Many had seen the Zirani procession
            enter the city, and if they had not seen it, they had heard about it. Yet it seemed nobody knew precisely what had occurred
            or what was to happen still. The lack of definitive knowledge created a torque of fear and anticipation that reflected all
            around them, in the full-to-bursting coffeehouses, the neighbors shouting at each other across balconies, the mule carts veering
            rapidly through the streets.
         

         
         Malak and Giorgina did their best to make their way through the crowded alleys until they were able to find a mule cart with available seats. It took them west, towards the banks of the Izdihar, and then north, past Bulaq, and closer to Giorgina’s neighborhood. 

         
         There, however, they found no feluccas waiting for customers, and even if they had, no one was allowed to go to the Weaving
            Academy without a proper permit.
         

         
         But Giorgina was no longer beholden to such restrictions.

         
         She nudged Malak. “I think I can get us there.”

         
         Malak turned to her with a question in her gaze, and Giorgina only nodded. She could not quite say what made her so certain,
            only that the river was calling to her. She could feel the rush of its waters, the waves hitting the earthy banks and turning
            them to a rich mud. She had not yet attempted waterweaving in this way, but it would come naturally if she did. She knew this,
            as surely as she knew her own name.
         

         
         Malak cast her gaze towards the banks, then quietly guided Giorgina away from the corniche and towards a deserted part of
            the river. Malak pointed, and Giorgina saw it: an old, abandoned dinghy, covered in mud and washed up on the shores.
         

         
         Relieved that the sun had fully set and they were far less likely to be seen, Giorgina followed Malak towards the dinghy.
            Together they hauled it into the water, which was pleasantly warm as it swirled around their ankles.
         

         
         “You first,” said Malak, and Giorgina stepped in.

         
         Then Malak propelled them forward with a subtle bit of windweaving and gracefully jumped into the dinghy, so gently the boat
            barely rocked.
         

         
         Giorgina leaned over the edge, submerging her hand in the water. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, allowing the
            river to overtake her, to seep into her skin, her muscles, her bones, until she could grasp it as easily as though it were
            a solid object.
         

         
         She thought for a moment, considering the physicality of the situation. Giorgina had only ever been in a boat twice in her life, and both times it had been a felucca guided by a seasoned sailor. She’d given no thought to the mechanics of boats, but she assumed it was simply a matter of propelling the dinghy forward by making the water push it, and so that was what she did. She was likely not being particularly efficient, but the dinghy moved forward with a jolt and did not stop. They left a funnel of water in their wake, but it was too dark for anyone to notice. 

         
         Malak was quiet, perhaps giving Giorgina space to concentrate, and Giorgina was grateful for this. She did not think she could
            yet manage a conversation and control water at the same time.
         

         
         As they sailed, the wind whistled in Giorgina’s ears, whipping her shawl off her head. She used her free hand to clutch it
            so it did not fly away, but tendrils of hair came loose from her braid and danced around her face, and she realized she could
            feel the wind, too, differently than how she had felt it before. Now it was like when she fell from the citadel, like she
            could simply grasp it if she wished to. It was a strange, disorienting feeling. Giorgina had, after all, only just become
            accustomed to earthweaving. Having all these other elements at her behest was as overwhelming as it was comforting.
         

         
         When they got close enough, Malak once again used windweaving to propel them, this time forward onto the shores, the bottom
            of the dinghy scraping against the wet sand. They climbed out and stepped onto the quiet, unguarded banks.
         

         
         “Shouldn’t they have guards posted?” asked Giorgina. It seemed unwise not to be vigilant when anyone could simply sail up
            to the island.
         

         
         Malak held out a hand to help Giorgina out of the boat. “You’ll see.”

         
         And as they walked closer, Giorgina understood. The Academy was impenetrable. Of course, she had seen the Academy before from the shores of the Izdihar, but never close enough to realize how thick and tall the walls were. They towered over Giorgina and Malak, higher than any ladder that might be constructed to scale them. 

         
         There was also no gate. Instead, there was a section of limestone wall that looked like it ought to be the entrance, as it
            was flanked by giant statues of the Tetrad standing vigil, their fists crossed over their chest, but the wall was flat.
         

         
         “It’s earthweaving,” Giorgina realized.

         
         Malak lay a hand on the flat wall. “That’s right. No one but an earthweaver can open these doors.” She glanced back at Giorgina,
            a certain mischievousness softening her expression. “Or a windweaver with no fear of heights.”
         

         
         Giorgina stared. “Malak . . .”

         
         Malak held out a hand. “It’ll be quicker and quieter. Just hold on tight to me.”

         
         It was only because Giorgina trusted Malak that she acquiesced; she was not particularly fond of heights, and had very little desire to be careening in the air.
         

         
         Malak drew her arms around Giorgina’s waist, and Giorgina held tight to her neck. She inhaled orange blossoms and dried ink.

         
         “You can close your eyes,” Malak whispered softly in Giorgina’s ear.

         
         Giorgina did, and then she felt her stomach twist; they rose in the air so fast Giorgina’s clothes billowed around her. They
            landed softly on what Giorgina assumed was the wide ledge of the limestone wall. Before she could even begin to worry about
            the next step, Malak was in the air once more, and Giorgina felt in her stomach the sensation of falling, but it was slow,
            and then slower, until they landed very gently on the ground on the other side of the wall.
         

         
         Malak pulled away. “I hope that wasn’t terrible.”

         
         Giorgina took a moment to steady herself. “It wasn’t.” But still, Giorgina was very happy to have both of her feet planted
            on the ground once more. “Do you know your way around?”
         

         
         “I visited a few times.” Malak quickened her pace and walked across the courtyard, towards an arched gateway. “Hopefully everyone is gathered for dinner. It’ll be easier if they’re all in one place.” She paused for a moment, looking around. “I’d hoped to find Nehal here but . . . I don’t think we can wait and hope she turns up. Come on.” 

         
         One of the many buildings lining the courtyard showed signs of activity; light and the distant echo of chatter emanated from
            the windows. Malak made her way there, with Giorgina following close behind.
         

         
         The door was unlocked. When Malak pushed it open, Giorgina was confronted with loud voices, laughter, and the clattering of
            utensils, along with a wave of heat and the smell of various different kinds of food, chief among them flatbread.
         

         
         Surprisingly, their entrance went unnoticed at first, except by the few students sitting nearest to the door. Several of them
            glanced up, but they quickly returned to their meals. Only one did a double take, frowning, but he said nothing.
         

         
         Giorgina followed Malak to the dais at the head of the table, where she recognized all the instructors who had joined them
            on the citadel wall. The first one to startle was Nagi, who clearly seemed to recognize them as they had him. “What are you
            two doing here?”
         

         
         The others began to shift their attention to Malak and Giorgina as well, and it was clear the students were starting to pay
            attention. Many were staring at the two strangers who had just walked up to the dais, and Malak seized the opportunity.
         

         
         “We’d like a word,” said Malak shortly. She swept out a hand across the rest of the room, sending forth a gentle breeze that
            ruffled the students’ turbans and veils. A hush of silence fell in the wake of the breeze, and all heads turned to the dais.
         

         
         One of the instructors stood. “What do you think you’re doing?”

         
         “Mister Yuri.” Malak nodded. “We’ve come to issue a warning.”

         
         Yuri seemed wary. “What sort of warning? Who sent you?”

         
         Malak turned slightly so that her voice projected across the entire room, as though she were delivering one of her speeches. “You must be aware that Parliament welcomed Queen Rasida of Zirana today. She’s negotiated with them, and they’ve agreed to pause all military action so long as Ramsawa injects its weavers with a newly developed drug meant to block weaving.” 

         
         Giorgina was impressed at Malak’s succinctness, and the clarity with which she delivered the statement. There was never any
            beating around the bush with Malak; she delivered the news with the same confidence and charisma with which she delivered
            her speeches, and she certainly managed to capture the attention of everyone in the room.
         

         
         Students exchanged startled glances. Yuri was scowling, but Malak ignored him and continued, “Their plan is to begin injecting
            known weavers as soon as they can, starting with the Academy. I urge all of you to evacuate.”
         

         
         “How do you know this?” asked the earthweaving instructor. “How can we be sure it’s true?”

         
         “You can’t be. I’m not either,” said Malak. “It’s not a certainty, but it is a strong likelihood—”

         
         “So you’re saying,” interrupted someone among the students, “after we fought for them on the citadel, and died for them, now
            they decide they want to get rid of us?”
         

         
         Giorgina recognized Talaat, the young man who had confronted Malak at the citadel.

         
         “I’m saying it’s a strong possibility,” said Malak, her tone measured. “I’m saying you should all take precautions and evacuate.”

         
         “Even if what you say is true,” began Yuri, raising a hand to silence some of the chatter that had begun, “evacuate and go
            where? Parliament knows where all of these students live, so they can’t return home. And some of them are from outside the
            city; they have nowhere to go home to.”
         

         
         “I don’t have an easy solution,” said Malak. “Run. Hide. Scatter. That’s all I can tell you.”

         
         Out of the corner of her eye, Giorgina saw Yuri motion to one of the men seated beside him. The man nodded and stood, then walked out of the room. 

         
         Another student stood. “This is ridiculous. Surely no one here is going to just . . . go hiding in the streets on the word
            of Malak Mamdouh?”
         

         
         “I have no reason to lie,” said Malak. “What could I possibly have to gain?”

         
         Giorgina stepped forward. “It’s true. We’re only trying to help. And we have this information from a lord, one who attended
            today’s meeting with Rasida.”
         

         
         “You’re with her,” said the student in frustration. “You’re that woman who led the hunger strike at Parliament.”

         
         Giorgina was a bit startled to be recognized at all, let alone in that particular context. Though her image in the Alamaxa Daily had been fuzzy and taken from a distance, anyone who had been there on that day would have surely recognized her.
         

         
         “I am, yes,” said Giorgina. “I swear to you on the Tetrad, we’re not here to deceive you. We only want to help.”

         
         More murmurs abounded, and Giorgina did not like the suspicious looks she and Malak were getting.

         
         But then the door to the dining hall swung open, and the man who had departed a few minutes earlier was standing in the doorway,
            face stricken.
         

         
         “Yuri!” he called out across the room. “There’s something you need to see.”

         
         Malak and Giorgina exchanged a glance; surely, Parliament had not been able to mobilize so fast?

         
         They followed Yuri back outside, heedless of the many students who followed in their wake.

         
         Yuri was himself a windweaver, it turned out, and Giorgina watched him and the other instructor propel themselves upwards and onto the wall, their small figures like shooting stars. They stood there for only a moment before descending once more, and Giorgina saw in their eyes as they approached what they intended to say. 

         
         “You’re right,” said Yuri, resigned. “I see boats on the horizon.”

         
         And from that moment on, the Academy was the sheer madness of controlled chaos.
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Nehal

         
         There really was only one place Nehal could think of to go that would be safe from Parliament, and that was Zubaida’s. It
            was perfect, or as close to perfect as she could hope for: a brothel in the middle of the slums where no one would think to
            look for her. Malak and Giorgina both knew of it, so they would be likely to hide there as well. If not, Bahira would at least
            be there, and she would surely know how to reach out to Malak.
         

         
         The only problem was, Nehal could not let Athar and Kaouthar or the Academy get caught unawares. As it was, they would have
            no idea what had happened, and would surely be the first to be arrested and forcibly injected. Nehal refused to let that happen,
            and so she had to warn them all before going to Zubaida’s.
         

         
         She knew where Parliament had put up Athar and Kaouthar, but Nehal had no idea how to get there. She was not a native of Alamaxa,
            and had had little time to explore the streets on her own. Most of her outings had been via palanquin, with Medhat navigating.
            She certainly could have used his help now.
         

         
         She supposed she could simply ask for directions, but she would very likely be noticed. She was dressed like a highborn Alamaxan woman, though she had abandoned her headdress and robe earlier in the suffocating heat. Still, her trousers and vest were enough for her to stand out, and her face alone was recognizable to many. 

         
         But she had few options. All she could do was act quickly and hope she would not be noticed. If she behaved confidently enough,
            assuredly enough, no one would doubt her. At this, Nehal was adept.
         

         
         So she marched to the nearest street vendor and asked for directions to the address Athar had provided her. Though the owner
            gave her a curious stare and then looked her up and down, he gave her detailed directions that Nehal struggled to recall.
            Still, she had somewhere to begin. She could ask someone else later.
         

         
         She walked quickly and purposefully, her head down and her expression neutral, but she kept an eye out for police. Hopefully,
            Parliament had not yet had time to recover and regroup from Nehal’s attack. She had time.
         

         
         She had to have time.

         
         Luckily, her destination was not terribly far from Imbaba Palace. She only had to ask one more person for directions, a bug-eyed
            teenage girl with dirty bare feet who was very happy to provide assistance. It took Nehal less than an hour to reach the rebels’
            temporary abode, a newly built apartment block.
         

         
         When she knocked on their door, Athar answered immediately and did not seem surprised to see Nehal. She quickly ushered her
            inside, where Bayoumi looked up from the cup of tea he was sipping, alarmed.
         

         
         “If you’re here it can’t be good, can it?” Athar did not invite Nehal to sit down. “Teta!”

         
         Kaouthar emerged, her hair half-braided, brow furrowing at the sight of Nehal. “What is it, my daughter?” she asked.

         
         “It’s not good. I’ll explain everything, but not here,” said Nehal. “We have to leave now.”

         
         They did not question her, only nodded and quickly gathered their belongings. It took them less than five minutes, as though
            they had been prepared for something like this.
         

         
         But Nehal had not been quick enough . . . or Parliament had been quicker.

         
         A group of five policemen stood just outside the apartment building, hands on their muskets as they prepared to enter. The
            moment they saw Nehal and the rebels, they pulled out their weapons and pointed.
         

         
         “You’re all under arrest,” said one of the policemen. “On your knees, hands behind your back.”

         
         Kaouthar sighed. “I want no violence here today, my son. I ask you let us go.”

         
         The policeman’s face scrunched in anger, but the musket in his arms trembled slightly. Fear? Well, he was right to be afraid.

         
         “I said, hands behind your back,” he snapped.

         
         Kaouthar and Athar moved too fast for the policemen to react, and they’d barely moved their arms: a wall of fire three times
            Nehal’s height emerged in front of them, the heat radiating off it nearly painful. Nehal stumbled back into Bayoumi, who steadied
            her, then pushed her forward. “Run!”
         

         
         Kaouthar and Athar were not far behind. Nehal did not know where to go, but it seemed the others were keen to follow her lead,
            so she simply ran as fast as she could, down alleys and hidden turns, in the hopes of losing the police.
         

         
         When she could not run anymore, she collapsed to her knees, breathing hard. The others were farther back, near Kaouthar, who
            could not run as fast. The old woman’s face was bright red, her cheeks puffed out as she struggled to breathe. When they caught
            up to Nehal she heard Kaouthar wheezing.
         

         
         She did not know if it was safe to remain in this alley for long, but it was at least blissfully free of onlookers. It would
            give them a few moments to get their bearings.
         

         
         “Has . . . your Parliament . . . changed . . .” Kaouthar coughed heavily.

         
         “Take a moment, Teta, to catch your breath.” Bayoumi gently rubbed a hand up and down his grandmother’s back.

         
         Kaouthar nodded absently, letting Bayoumi and Athar lower her to the ground. She took a few shaky breaths.

         
         While Kaouthar rested, Nehal explained what Rasida had done and what Ramsawa’s Parliament had agreed to.

         
         “Fickle bastards!” Athar snapped. “It’s been, what, a few days? They gave us their support! They fought Zirana themselves!”
         

         
         “They didn’t know about Naiima’s drug then,” said Bayoumi wearily. “They didn’t know there was a way to solve all their problems.” Nehal nodded in agreement.
         

         
         Athar was not convinced. “But they knew when they promised us aid!”

         
         “That was when Hali and Rasida threatened war,” said Kaouthar, her voice still a little hoarse. “Now Rasida comes talking
            of peace and bearing a sizeable gift, at the expense of only a small minority of Ramsawis.”
         

         
         “They’re cowards,” said Nehal.

         
         “I do not disagree,” said Kaouthar. “But they’re not stupid.”

         
         “Not sure I agree,” Nehal muttered but didn’t argue.

         
         “What now?” asked Athar.

         
         “How many of the others are coming?” Kaouthar asked.

         
         Bayoumi ran a hand through his curls. “Twenty of us were supposed to have arrived on the north coast last night. We were meant
            to meet tonight.”
         

         
         “And we will, if they make it into the city.” Kaouthar paused. “You two will go to the meeting place as promised.”

         
         “And . . . what, Teta?” said Bayoumi. “What do we tell them?”

         
         “Tell them to scatter. Tell them to preserve their resources. Tell them to stay safe, but to prepare for war.” Her face returned
            to its pale olive-brown, with only a hint of red in her cheeks. She looked at each of them, one by one.
         

         
         “Tell them we are going to fight.”

         
          

         Nehal parted ways with the Zirani rebels soon after. She did not expect Parliament to mobilize an attack force before she arrived at the Academy, but then again, she had thought she had more time to warn Kaouthar and Athar. The police in Alamaxa were numerous and moved rapidly. 

         
         She assumed they would mount an attack on the Academy under cover of complete darkness, but that was fast approaching, and
            would have fallen completely by the time Nehal reached the banks of the Izdihar. Walking took so much time; she had never before appreciated just how large Alamaxa was, but it had taken her so long to walk to Kaouthar and the others,
            and now it would take her just as long to get back to the Academy. And highborn women didn’t ride in mule carts; she would
            draw far too much attention if she did so.
         

         
         She likely was already. Highborn women also did not walk alone in poorer neighborhoods. So there was nothing Nehal could do now except keep her head down and continue walking.
         

         
         By the time she reached the shores of the Izdihar and thought about looking for a dinghy, she was too late. The banks were
            lined with the very people she was running from. Well, no—the men in uniform weren’t just Ramsawi soldiers and police. There
            were Zirani soldiers amongst them as well. Nehal recognized some of the guards that had accompanied Rasida. She halted in place and shrank
            back into the shadow of a building as a crowd gathered around her.
         

         
         She could make out some of the mutterings around her, displeasure at the sight of so many armed men gathered in the middle
            of a public street, disbelief that Ramsawi and Zirani were working together when just days ago the Zirani had been attacking
            the city. Nehal’s mind screamed an echo of their sentiments.
         

         
         She was too late to issue a warning. But she could still do something to help.

         
         Only she wasn’t sure what. Already the soldiers and police were boarding their boats, weapons in their hands, ready to capture
            everyone at the Academy.
         

         
         Well, Nehal would just have to stop them in whatever way she could.

         
         Ideally, she would stand on the shores of the river, soak her feet, and have easier access to water. But if she did that,
            she would almost certainly be seen and caught, if not outright shot on sight. Instead, she should gain ground; the roof of
            any of the surrounding buildings would be an ideal vantage point.
         

         
         Looking carefully around her and doing her best to remain inconspicuous, Nehal began walking towards the riverbank. It was
            easy to blend in, as a significant crowd had gathered to watch the soldiers. She flitted through, doing her best to keep her
            pace even. Many of the buildings here were older, which meant they had no security and the roofs were not locked.
         

         
         Nehal picked one at random, one that seemed to have a deserted lobby, and made her way up uneven steps that tested her balance.

         
         She was a little out of breath by the time she reached the roof, but she had no time to rest; she could see the boats, three
            of them, halfway to the Academy. Nehal took a deep breath. She had never performed weaving as powerful as what she was about
            to do, nor as lethal.
         

         
         That gave her pause. If she did this, some of the people on those ships might drown. But she had no other option—she did not
            think she could construct a wall of ice thick enough to stop such massive ships.
         

         
         No, only a tidal wave would do.

         
         Nehal held her arms wide and apart, as though she were about to lift something very heavy. She flexed her fingers, feeling
            for the River Izdihar, sensing every current, every droplet, and connecting to it. She learned its flow.
         

         
         She began slowly, because that was all she could do. The river was a heavy, mighty thing. Already the effort was taking its
            toll on Nehal; her muscles trembled and strained, and she would feel the soreness in her body later. But that hardly mattered
            now, and so she gritted her teeth and continued to pull at the river, until she managed to take hold of a force powerful enough . . .
         

         
         Then Nehal wrenched.

         
         A massive wave formed. She heard the shouts of alarm even before the wave made contact.

         
         And then the wave hit.

         
         One of the boats, the one closest to the wave, was pushed so far back it tipped over completely, capsizing. The other two
            had not quite gotten caught in the same onslaught; Nehal had not been able to make her wave wide enough to encompass them
            as well, but they were still caught in the cross fire. They didn’t capsize, but they were flung violently back.
         

         
         Nehal’s arms fell to her sides; she heaved a rattling breath and collapsed to her knees. She felt like she had just run several
            laps around the Academy courtyard. The soldiers would likely try again, but it would take them time to regroup, and in that
            time, the Academy would surely have seen or heard.
         

         
         She’d done what she could; Nehal had to move. She needed to blend into the crowd once more. With a groan, she heaved herself
            up and went back down the stairs, purposefully and quickly despite her shaking legs, ignoring one of the residents who opened
            their door and poked their head out curiously.
         

         
         When she was back outside, she saw the crowd was still there—perhaps even bigger than before—all mystified now at what had
            just occurred.
         

         
         “That’s Tefuret’s work there,” laughed one old man, jolly as though it were his birthday. “The Lady of Water is smiling down
            on us.”
         

         
         “It’s just some waterweaver somewhere,” said his companion. “Probably someone at the Academy. What are those idiot soldiers
            thinking, just sneaking up on ’em?”
         

         
         Nehal veered past them and so did not hear the first man’s response. She glanced at the River Izdihar. It was too dark to
            make out details, but she thought she could see several figures swimming to shore.
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Giorgina

         
         The way the instructors moved at Yuri’s command made Giorgina think they had always had an evacuation plan in place. They
            all moved without preamble, controlling their panicking students with aplomb, and within minutes they had herded them to the
            western side of the Academy and the island.
         

         
         Nagi began to construct rafts of ice, and the other instructors divided the students into groups of ten, which was all the
            rafts could hold. Giorgina glanced behind her at the boats that were rapidly approaching.
         

         
         “We won’t make it,” Giorgina whispered to Malak.

         
         Nagi had just finished a single raft and boarded ten students, along with a waterweaver who could pull them along.

         
         Malak pursed her lips, turning to Yuri, who was watching them knowingly. He nodded. “I will stay and fight.”

         
         The female earthweaving instructor, who had been standing at his side, nodded. “And me.”

         
         Yuri nodded again, a solemness to the gesture. “Thank you, Sariyya.”

         
         “I’ll stay with you both,” said Malak. “We’ll stand a better chance together.” She turned to Giorgina, who knew Malak was going to send her away with the students, to keep her safe, because this was going to be nothing like the citadel, where the enemy were far away. This was close combat, the sort that terrified Giorgina, and while she knew she had power, would she be able to use it in the chaos of a ground battle? 

         
         But Giorgina did not get to hear what Malak would have said, or decide what her own response would be. Screams of alarm pierced
            the air, and Nagi paused in his construction, turning to look for the source of the sound.
         

         
         Giorgina found it immediately.

         
         A massive tidal wave rose up in the middle of the River Izdihar, taller than most of the buildings in Alamaxa and moving with
            the speed of a train.
         

         
         “Holy Tefuret,” she heard someone murmur in awe.

         
         Giorgina could not imagine the terror of those men in the boats, dwarfed by that dark shape against which they had no defense.
            She stood frozen, watching, along with everyone else, as the wave crashed into the boats, sending them capsizing.
         

         
         “Unless there’s a very powerful waterweaver in hiding,” said Nagi, with a grin, “I think that’s the work of Nehal Darweesh.”

         
         “And she’s given us precious time,” said Yuri. “Hurry, Nagi, and we can all leave here unscathed.”

         
          

         Malak and Giorgina crossed the River Izdihar in Nagi’s final raft, finding themselves somewhere in Warraq. To make their way
            back to Zubaida’s, they would once again have to cross the river, but they could not wade into the water now, so they found
            a mule cart to take them farther south and across the Izdihar Palace Bridge, where they needed to find another cart to take
            them north again, towards Bulaq.
         

         
         Upon seeing the dangling sign reading zubaida’s in messy script, relief overtook Giorgina. She almost laughed a little at that, but it was certainly true: the brothel had been her safe haven from the police, and now it was her safe haven from the Ramsawi government itself. 

         
         She and Malak were exhausted, but, unsurprisingly, despite the hour, the brothel was still bustling with activity. The bar
            was so crowded people struggled to order their drinks, and the patrons and the workers who served them filled the parlor.
            Everyone mostly ignored Malak and Giorgina as they made their way towards the stairs; the workers recognized them as Bahira’s
            friends and let them go up, and the patrons assumed they were workers or patrons themselves.
         

         
         Bahira welcomed them with the resigned reluctance Giorgina was becoming quite familiar with. She could not entirely blame
            her; Bahira was averse to drawing attention to herself in the best of times. Now she was sharing her room with several fugitives.
         

         
         But Bahira also did not seem surprised at their sudden appearance, and the reason for that became apparent: in the far corner,
            curled up and fast asleep, was Nehal.
         

         
         For the first time that day, Malak smiled.
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Nehal

         
         When Nehal opened her eyes, the first thing she saw was Malak.

         
         She wasn’t sure, at first, if she was imagining things, because she and Malak were alone, and Malak was sleeping. Zubaida’s
            was as quiet as it ever was, and it seemed like she and Malak were in a faraway scene together, almost like a dream.
         

         
         Nehal reached out slowly, gently touching Malak’s finger with her own. Malak, who was normally a heavy sleeper, stirred, then
            blinked awake. When Malak smiled, Nehal did not care if it was a dream or not.
         

         
         “That was you yesterday, wasn’t it?” Malak wove her fingers with Nehal’s. “The wave? An astonishing feat. It gave everyone
            time to escape.”
         

         
         “You heard of it?”

         
         “I saw it.”

         
         Nehal tried to seem humble, though she did not think she was particularly good at that. It was an astonishing feat. “Where were you?”
         

         
         “Giorgina and I went to the Academy,” said Malak. “We were inside when the soldiers began to sail across. But we never would have gotten off the island in time if it weren’t for you. You have so much to tell me.” 

         
         Malak’s tone softened so much Nehal had to lean closer to hear her, until she could feel her breath.

         
         “Where is everyone?” Nehal whispered.

         
         “Just downstairs. Zubaida brought breakfast.”

         
         Nehal leaned in closer just as Malak pulled her in, wrapping one leg around her. Their lips met gently, at first, hesitant
            for just a moment, because it had been too long since they’d held one another like this. Nehal laid a hand across Malak’s
            waist, pulling her so close their chests were touching, and Malak cupped Nehal’s cheek. Their kisses grew fervent, fast, frenzied,
            because they knew they had very little time, and they needed every bit of it afforded to them.
         

         
         Not for the first time, Nehal wondered if they would ever have moments together that were languid, free from the fear of discovery
            and the consequences that came with it. But she pushed this thought away, and focused solely on Malak’s hands running up her
            waist, because she had missed this feeling, and she had missed Malak far more than she had been willing to admit.
         

         
         When they heard the knock on the door, they pulled away instinctively, adjusting their clothes and sitting a respectable distance
            apart.
         

         
         “It’s me,” came Giorgina’s voice.

         
         “Oh, come in, Giorgina!” Malak called out, somewhat hoarsely, and far more quickly than Nehal had anticipated.

         
         Nehal made some final adjustments to her hair and cleared her throat but was still fiddling with her blouse when Giorgina
            came in, alone.
         

         
         Nehal was not entirely certain what Giorgina knew about her and Malak. When they had first come to Zubaida’s to speak to Bahira,
            Bahira had intimated what she knew about Malak and Nehal’s relationship, and Giorgina had said nothing at all in response, but she was surely perceptive enough to understand what Bahira was insinuating. Whether she had believed Bahira’s insinuations or not was less certain. 

         
         Giorgina’s expression was mostly unreadable, but Nehal thought she glimpsed the ghost of a knowing smile. And then Nehal realized:
            if Giorgina didn’t know, she wouldn’t have knocked.
         

         
         “How was breakfast?” Malak asked, her voice now calm and placid. An unreadable look seemed to pass between Malak and Giorgina,
            and Nehal sensed a familiarity between them that had not been there before.
         

         
         “Good.” Giorgina shifted her weight. “I actually came to tell you Nico is here, with some news. Shall I bring him up?”

         
         Malak glanced at Nehal, who nodded. “Yes, go ahead.”

         
         Giorgina nodded. “I’ll bring some food up as well.”

         
         When Giorgina left, Nehal and Malak exchanged a look, and laughed.

         
          

         Giorgina brought with her Nico and Bahira; Etedal had gone off for a walk again early that morning and still had not returned.

         
         Nico brought with him the news that Rasida had offered more of her own soldiers to help bring in Ramsawi weavers, and the
            royal family had not refused. As far as Nico knew, they were still discussing terms.
         

         
         “This all happened last night at some point.” Nico fiddled with the ends of his turban as he spoke. “I only found out from
            the Baldinotti representative in Parliament, my father’s cousin.”
         

         
         “No one suggested arresting you?” asked Malak.

         
         “They didn’t really have cause to.” Nico shrugged. “They hadn’t ordered me to keep quiet, and I don’t think they want the
            headache that comes with arresting a lord. So they just told me to stay out of it all from now on.”
         

         
         Nehal leaned forward. “Did they ask you about me?”

         
         “They did,” said Nico. “I told them we’d gotten separated. They said you were ‘welcome to return and do your duty to your country,’ which doesn’t bode well.” 

         
         Nehal sighed. She hadn’t really expected to return home, but it was still gutting to be told she would have to live on the
            run again, and so soon. “I suppose I’m moving into Zubaida’s.”
         

         
         “How wonderful,” said Bahira dryly.

         
         “Could you try to find us a room, Bahira?” asked Malak. “We’ll all share, the three of us and Etedal, but we need somewhere
            to stay.”
         

         
         Bahira rolled her eyes. “This isn’t a hotel.”

         
         “I’ll pay Zubaida for the favor,” Malak offered.

         
         Bahira’s response was interrupted by a knock on the door; one of the brothel workers asked for Bahira, who quickly joined
            her and then returned a few seconds later with Athar and Kaouthar.
         

         
         Bahira sighed as she shut the door. “More people. Just what this room needs.”

         
         “You found the place!” Nehal motioned for them to sit down. Nico and Giorgina moved aside to make room for them, until they
            were all sitting in a small circle around the breakfast tray Giorgina had brought up.
         

         
         “You told them to come here?” asked Bahira, aghast.

         
         Nehal’s lips flattened into a line. “Your hospitality, as always, is impressive.”

         
         Bahira did not shrink from Nehal’s glare. “Did you want me to welcome you with open arms when you’re a fugitive? Joined by
            several other fugitives?”
         

         
         “We have nowhere else to go, Bahira,” said Nehal in frustration. “I’m sorry, but this was the only place I thought would be
            safe.”
         

         
         Bahira shrugged, but her expression softened somewhat. “Well, unless you want to take up the trade, you can’t all stay in
            here forever.”
         

         
         “I certainly don’t plan on staying here any longer than I need to,” said Nehal. “I won’t trouble you for long.”

         
         “Where do you plan on going, then?” asked Bahira dubiously. “You and your . . . friends? Do you have a plan?”
         

         
         “I must say, my daughter, you are not what I would have expected,” Kaouthar mused suddenly. “Nehal said you were an important
            member of the Daughters of Izdihar, that you could be trusted. Where is your fighting spirit?”
         

         
         Bahira’s cheeks reddened. “I—”

         
         Nehal shrugged. “She’s always been a bit overly cautious—”

         
         “Can you never hold your damn tongue?” snapped Bahira.

         
         “But,” continued Nehal loudly. “She’s very good at organizing and planning and all sorts of things like that. And she can be trusted.”
         

         
         Nehal felt the stunned silence in the room at her words, and she was very nearly insulted by it. She was perfectly capable
            of giving proper credit when it was due, and though she still thought Bahira far too reticent in general, it was also true
            that Nehal and the others would be living on the streets if not for her.
         

         
         Bahira said nothing and did not even really look at Nehal, but nodded grudgingly.

         
         Kaouthar acknowledged this exchange with a single raised eyebrow. “Well, then. If we can move on to more important matters . . .
            we’ve come here because our interests are aligned. Perhaps we should be working together?” She focused on Malak, whose expression,
            as always, gave nothing away.
         

         
         “Are they aligned, though?” Bahira said quietly. “Our interests?”

         
         Nehal frowned at her. “What do you mean? We all want Hali and Rasida gone.”

         
         “If they’re gone from Ramsawa, they go back to Zirana,” Bahira countered. “Your friends don’t want that, do they?”

         
         “We want Hali and Rasida gone for good,” said Athar. “From both Zirana and Ramsawa.”
         

         
         There was a tense pause, during which the true, uncensored meaning of Athar’s words struck like a lance. But as it sank in, Nehal knew there was no other way. Even Malak, who had once told Nehal it was important to pick one’s battles, believed it was necessary to use violence against those who only understood the language of violence. Rasida’s proposition was a horrific violation, and she had proved she was not amenable to negotiation or concession. Hali and Rasida both had shown that violence was their ethos. They would never be content to concede. 

         
         Against them, when everything else had been attempted, what option could there be except more violence?

         
         Athar was right, Nehal realized. Hali and Rasida needed to die.

         
         “Our cause is a common one,” Kaouthar said again. “Have you read your newspapers this morning?”
         

         
         Nehal and Giorgina both turned to Nico, who looked sheepish. “I didn’t get a chance to, actually. I came here as soon as the
            sun rose, before the paper started circulating.”
         

         
         “What’s in the paper?” asked Malak.

         
         At her grandmother’s nod, Athar unearthed a rolled-up copy of what appeared to be the Alamaxa Daily.
         

         
         Bahira took it from her and unfurled it, eyes quickly scanning the text on the front page. Her eyes widened. “Parliament’s
            disbanded.”
         

         
         “What?” Nehal yelped, leaping up to grab the newspaper from Bahira.

         
         Even Malak appeared startled. “Who has dissolved Parliament?” she asked, eyeing the paper. “Who is in control of this country?”
         

         
         Nehal’s eyes had quickly scanned the paper. “King Yusef and Queen Zeinab, with the support of Rasida, of course.”

         
         She wanted to scream. Parliament, dissolved? How could it have happened so quickly, so easily? The Ramsawi royal family hadn’t held true power since the days of Edua Badawi, when King Fawzi, still in shock from the wake of the Talyani Disaster, decided that he no longer wanted to bear the culpability for his decisions alone. A Parliament had been created, and over the years, the royal family’s powers had diminished further, until Ramsawa became a republic, not a monarchy. 

         
         So how could Parliament have so easily lost its power?

         
         “Doesn’t Parliament control the army?” Nehal asked no one in particular.

         
         Malak lifted her gaze from the newspaper. “According to Hesham, a significant portion of Ramsawa’s generals are deeply supportive
            of the royal family.”
         

         
         “And Parliament’s unelected members have little to fear either way, in terms of losing influence,” Nico added.

         
         “Because they’re all from noble Houses,” said Bahira flatly. “So it’s a coup? Legally, the army’s supposed to listen to Parliament,
            aren’t they?”
         

         
         “In theory.” Malak sighed. “But if enough generals support the king, then he’s got enough power to enforce his wishes. All
            the written words in the world don’t mean much in the face of an armed battalion.”
         

         
         “Exactly,” said Athar with satisfaction. “And how much of this do you think was Rasida’s doing?”

         
         “Why would she care about our politics?” Bahira argued.

         
         “Because your king is in agreement with her mission to eradicate weaving!” said Athar.

         
         “And a monarchial restoration in Ramsawa is advantageous to Rasida’s cause,” Malak said. “It’s difficult to have a functioning
            republic next door to your monarchy, especially if your people are rebelling.”
         

         
         Nehal scowled at the idea of turning into another Zirana. “What would you need from us?”

         
         Athar exchanged a look with her grandmother. “Your weaving.” She took a deep breath. “We’re going to kidnap Rasida.”

         
         Nehal stared at Athar for a moment. Her immediate reaction was a kind of perverse vindication. Let Rasida get a taste of what she did to me, thought Nehal viciously.
         

         
         But the danger of it, the risk, was all too clear.

         
         Bahira laughed out loud. “Why didn’t you do this in your own country? Why now?”

         
         Athar looked at Bahira with obvious disdain, but it was Kaouthar who answered.

         
         “A fair question.” She paused. “We had considered it. It was, initially, why we had Athar working so closely with Rasida.
            But Hali would know us for the immediate culprits, and his retaliation would be swift and brutal. If he believes Ramsawis
            are the orchestrators of the kidnapping, he will need to be more cautious.”
         

         
         “So you want us to do your dirty work?” Bahira asked in disbelief. “And bear the brunt of Zirana’s anger?”

         
         “We want you to help us take advantage of an opportunity,” Kaouthar continued calmly. “Rasida leaves for Zirana tomorrow.”

         
         “She’s . . . leaving?” Nehal frowned. “What about her plan to inject weavers?”

         
         “She was never going to do it personally. She’s got the Ramsawi royals on her side now, so she’s leaving Riyad Ziyad behind.
            One of her scientists,” Athar clarified for Malak, Giorgina, and Bahira. “He’ll be overseeing it all.”
         

         
         “Her procession will depart Imbaba Palace at noon and head north for the coast,” said Kaouthar. “We want you to help us intercept
            that procession.”
         

         
         “And have you take the credit,” Athar added.

         
         Bahira snorted. “Let us take the fall, you mean.”

         
         “It’s not a bad idea, Bahira,” Nehal argued. “What better leverage than the Queen of Zirana herself? If we have Rasida, we
            could negotiate with Hali.”
         

         
         “If he even gives a damn about her!”

         
         “He does.” Something in Athar’s expression flickered. “She’s probably his one weakness. The king loves his wife very much.”
            She glanced at her grandmother, who nodded.
         

         
         “That’s all well and good, but it doesn’t come close to being an actual plan. How would you even secure her?” argued Bahira. “And where would you keep her? How are you going to take on all her bodyguards?” 

         
         Athar snapped, “You’re not a weaver, so we’re not asking you to be involved. My grandmother and I are specifically speaking
            to the weavers in the room.”
         

         
         Bahira’s lips twitched, her expression souring, and for a moment Nehal thought she was going to leave . . . or throw them
            all out.
         

         
         “Just because she’s not a weaver doesn’t mean we shouldn’t take her insights into consideration,” said Giorgina, quietly but
            firmly. “Bahira’s right, this is a dangerous plan, and considering all the risks is necessary. We need to be aware of every detail if we’re going help.”
         

         
         Giorgina had not spoken for so long Nehal had almost forgotten she was there. When she looked at her now, Giorgina did not
            seem anxious but very solemn, and it took Nehal a moment to realize that Giorgina was now counted among the weavers in the
            room, all of whom knew she was an earthweaver.
         

         
         Athar threw up her hands. “We also need to be quick. Rasida’s leaving tomorrow, and if we don’t manage to get to her before
            she leaves the city, that’s it.”
         

         
         “Are they crossing Imbaba Bridge?” Malak cut in before Bahira could respond.

         
         Kaouthar turned her attention to Malak. “I believe so.”

         
         Malak nodded. “They would have to, I suppose,” she mused. “There’s only one road up to the coast, and it’s on the west side
            of the Izdihar. Bahira, can I have a paper, and something to write with?”
         

         
         Though her expression was still sour, Bahira obliged. Malak and Kaouthar began to plan and outline, with help from Nehal and
            the others. Malak still had not agreed to help, but Nehal thought she understood what she was thinking: they would construct
            a plan and make their decision based on how likely it was for the plan to succeed.
         

         
         Some time later, they had fleshed out the outline of three different possibilities for how to reach and capture Rasida, all of which seemed fairly plausible, if incredibly dangerous. 

         
         Athar grinned. “There’s five of us, and my brother Bayoumi, and we’ve got four other weavers joining. We can do this, easily.”

         
         No one agreed with her assessment, but this did not seem to dampen her confidence.
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Giorgina

         
         Giorgina was dreaming. She had to be.

         
         She stood in the desert, feet buried in hot sand. Wind whipped her loose hair around her face with so much force it was painful.
            Dark tendrils seeped out from beneath her feet like bleeding ink, and coalesced into shadowy silhouettes. The sight of them,
            the feel of them beside her . . . Giorgina shut her eyes, but she could still hear them.
         

         
         They were not speaking, or if they were, it was not a language Giorgina recognized. It was not a language that sounded human.
            But she heard them nonetheless, and she understood. Their voices, such as they were, were too much for her to take, and she
            sank to her knees, hands on her ears, and screamed, and screamed, and—
         

         
         “Giorgina!”

         
         Giorgina came awake to Etedal shaking her violently.

         
         “What’s wrong with you?” Etedal demanded.

         
         “I—what?”

         
         “You were screaming and thrashing like someone was cutting into you.” Etedal sat back on her haunches and shook her head.
            “I’ve never heard you have a nightmare before.”
         

         
         “No, I—I don’t have nightmares often.” Giorgina took a deep breath and realized she was sweating on her cot.

         
         Bahira had managed to secure them a room in the brothel, which Giorgina and Etedal shared with Malak and Nehal, who had also awoken to Giorgina’s shouts. It was a very small room, and the four women were more often than not on top of one another, but it was a warm, safe roof over their heads, which was enough. 

         
         Etedal waved her arm dismissively. “Well, we’re all stressed, I guess. Some of us have some outlets for that stress; others
            don’t.” Suddenly angry, Etedal stood and began to dress.
         

         
         “Etedal . . .” Malak began placatingly.

         
         “I don’t want to hear it!” snapped Etedal.

         
         When Etedal had been told what they were attempting that day—intercepting Rasida’s procession—she had insisted on coming along.

         
         “Every extra body will make a difference,” she had insisted to Malak.

         
         Malak had not refused her outright, but she had said, quite bluntly, that Etedal would be a distraction, if not a liability,
            because she was not a weaver.
         

         
         “We’re not going on holiday.” Nehal had seemed utterly bewildered by Etedal’s attitude. “Why do you even want to come?”
         

         
         Etedal had not deigned to answer her; she only scowled and went to bed without another word. Now, she looked similarly mutinous.
            When she finished dressing she left, slamming the door behind her so loudly Giorgina winced.
         

         
         Giorgina did not give voice to what she thought was wrong with Etedal, though she understood it. If Etedal sat still for too
            long without something to do, her thoughts were consumed by Labiba. They had been cousins by birth but sisters in truth. Labiba
            had once told Giorgina that she and Etedal had never been parted for more than a day since the day they were born.
         

         
         No matter how close Giorgina had felt to Labiba, she knew what it was to live without her. Etedal did not.

         
         But as much as Giorgina sympathized, there was little she could do to help. Etedal would be a distraction at the bridge. This wasn’t just a rally. Giorgina herself was apprehensive of what the day might bring and was trying desperately to ignore her anxieties. Her strange dream certainly did not help her nerves. 

         
         Nico had attempted to dissuade Giorgina from participating alongside the others, but this time she told him very clearly that
            she could not sit on the sidelines, not after everything, and not with what she could now do.
         

         
         So she, Malak, and Nehal dressed, rather solemnly, in their face veils, though their anonymity would be of little consequence
            as soon as they began weaving. Still, they were to remain hidden for as long as possible.
         

         
         None of them spoke very much while they made their way north towards Imbaba, where Athar and her people would be gathered,
            ready and waiting for Rasida. When they reached the borders of Imbaba, Nehal left for the riverbank, where she would meet
            Bayoumi. Together they would sail in a little dinghy as close to Imbaba Bridge as they could.
         

         
         As Malak and Giorgina walked past the bridge, Giorgina tried to ignore the police presence already stationed there. So many
            men with muskets and batons, standing guard at the entrance to the bridge, blocking off all traffic. There was already a long
            line of mule carts, horse carriages, and palanquins forming.
         

         
         “It’s about as we anticipated,” Malak said, echoing Giorgina’s thoughts.

         
         While that was true, the police looked far more intimidating in person.

         
         Their number seemed to dwarf her even more when she and Malak split up as well, but the separation was necessary: Malak was
            going to position herself somewhere with elevation, likely one of the buildings closest to the bridge, if she could manage
            to sneak onto a roof. Giorgina idled across the street from Imbaba Palace, where she could see the main gates.
         

         
         She knew Malak had found a good position when the wind began to pick up.

         
         “A sandstorm would be ideal,” Athar had suggested the night before, but Malak had raised an eyebrow and informed her that was not feasible. 

         
         “I’m not a goddess,” said Malak. “I can’t mimic a true sandstorm.”

         
         But she could induce strong winds in a small area, and that was what she did now. Giorgina’s veil flapped around her; she
            had to reach up and hold it down with both hands. Stray papers and debris fluttered around her. Sand particles twirled in
            the air like miniature tornadoes. It was nowhere near the chaos a true sandstorm conjured, but it would be an inconvenience
            and a distraction.
         

         
         From her position, Malak would hopefully have a bird’s-eye view of the procession and would be able to focus her windweaving
            on particular targets. She was the only windweaver among them skilled enough to do this. Bayoumi, Athar’s brother, was also
            a windweaver, but had said that “in no world” would he be able to windweave so powerfully from so far away.
         

         
         “Why do you think we came to you in the first place?” Athar had said, irritably. “We would do this on our own if we could,
            but we can’t.”
         

         
         Giorgina wasn’t sure that was exactly true, but it would certainly be an easier task with her friends’ help, and it would
            all be worth it if they succeeded.
         

         
         Now they just had to see it through.

         
         She saw the gates of Imbaba Palace open. Guards marched out, and then she glimpsed someone who must have been Rasida, accompanied
            by two others. They all entered the same palanquin, and, after some shuffling around by the bodyguards, the procession began
            to move.
         

         
         Giorgina tensed, readying herself, flexing her fingers and reaching for all the earth around her. She felt the sand, the limestone,
            the brick, the rich soil of the riverbank. She began to walk, so that she could be closer to the procession.
         

         
         Rasida’s palanquin was positioned in the very center of the procession, surrounded on all sides by musket-wielding bodyguards. The extraction itself would be performed by the Zirani rebels, chief among them Athar, who had announced that she would be the one physically removing Rasida from the palanquin. Athar had asked Giorgina to descend into the fray if they needed her, but, if everything went as planned, they shouldn’t need her to come onto the bridge at all. 

         
         Earthweaving, Giorgina reminded herself. Today I am only an earthweaver.

         
         Giorgina could not see Nehal, but there were several little boats floating in the Izdihar, blocked by a longboat stationed
            near the bridge. The distance would not hinder Nehal, though, not after her feat with the tidal wave.
         

         
         Giorgina hurried to find a place to position herself. This had been the most difficult part of the plan for her, because she
            was not familiar with Imbaba, and so had not known in advance where she might best situate herself. But it was important that
            she be in the perfect spot, because everyone was depending on her to set the rest of the plan in motion, since the rebels
            did not have any earthweavers among them, and utilizing an earthweaver was the simplest option. It was far more responsibility
            than Giorgina had anticipated—she was the linchpin of the entire plan—but it was, objectively, a simple enough task. She knew
            she could do it, and she had said as much to Athar.
         

         
         But still, she was jittery and unfocused in the way she became when she was trying desperately to be completely focused.
         

         
         Giorgina heard irritated muttering as she waded through the crowd. Everyone needed to be somewhere, and now their entire day
            had been delayed by at least an hour because of a foreign dignitary nobody very much liked or cared about. But she was grateful
            for the crowd: they hid her. Nobody would be able to see her or notice what she was doing with this many people crowded along
            the corniche.
         

         
         Malak’s wind picked up speed, and the closer Giorgina walked to the Izdihar, the stronger it became, until she was practically fighting her way through it. There were so many people gathered here, leaning against the railing, waiting to watch the procession as though it were a performance. Giorgina walked along the railing until she found a spot she could squeeze into that would be perfect for what she intended. 

         
         From her practice the previous night, she had determined that she did not need to be terribly close to her target, just close
            enough to see it clearly. From her vantage point, so close to the bridge she was practically beneath it, she did not have
            a particularly grand view of the procession as a whole, but she could see the bottom of Rasida’s massive palanquin as it started
            to cross the bridge.
         

         
         Giorgina felt a twinge of sympathy for the camels at either end, but she could not let that stop her. She took a deep breath
            and held her finger out beneath her shawl, out of sight, and focused all her energy on the rightmost wooden beam of the palanquin,
            particularly where it met the palanquin box.
         

         
         With a twist of her wrist, she snapped it.

         
         The effect was immediate. The palanquin tipped forward and sideways, and the camels stumbled, struggling with the uneven weight
            they were suddenly bearing. Giorgina heard the guards around the palanquin shout, and many in the crowd gasped. Rasida’s guards
            leapt in an attempt to catch the palanquin before it fell over entirely, but Malak’s wind was too strong, and the palanquin
            was too unbalanced: it tipped over on its side, bringing the poor camels down alongside it. The palanquin door opened, and
            one of the occupants started to climb out.
         

         
         But they did not have a chance to get their bearings, for at that moment, a great wave rose from the River Izdihar and swept
            across the bridge, hurling many of the guards off their feet. That was when the crowd around Giorgina screamed in earnest
            and began to run. Giorgina had been prepared for the panic, for the stampede, but it was still a shock of bodies knocking
            past her. She just managed to grab the railing to steady herself.
         

         
         Just as the water started to settle, Giorgina saw them: the Zirani rebels. A paltry number of them, to Giorgina’s horror, in comparison with the Zirani guards and Ramsawi policemen now congregated on the bridge. 

         
         And then the rebels began to fight their way through.

         
         She saw fire, mostly, and this she knew was Athar and her grandmother, both fireweavers. It was a terrifying sight, because
            they were both utterly indiscriminate in their use of fireweaving. They sprayed walls of it, heedless of how many people caught fire.
         

         
         Including all the Ramsawi police who had stood guard at the mouth of Imbaba Bridge.

         
         Giorgina saw flaming bodies rapidly fling themselves off the bridge and into the Izdihar, desperate for a reprieve from the
            flames. She heard anguished screams, and after a moment the stink of charred meat drifted through the air.
         

         
         Her breath stuttered. At her core, Giorgina understood that this was a last resort of many last resorts. How long had the
            Zirani lived under Hali and Rasida’s cruel yoke? How many of Athar and Kaouthar’s friends and family had been assaulted by
            police, or taken to be experimented on by Rasida’s scientists? These were the lengths to which the rebels had been driven
            by the cruelty of their oppressors.
         

         
         But that did not mean it was any easier to look at, and Giorgina mourned for the rebels, that this was what they had been
            made to do, that they had been forced to reach this point.
         

         
         But what did you expect? said a mocking voice in Giorgina’s head that she could not recognize. It was not entirely her own. How else could this have gone?

         
         The flames made her think of Labiba, and how careful, how wary, she had always been. She had died trying to put out her own flames.
         

         
         Giorgina ought to do something. She could draw up a wave, push it across the bridge. It would put out the men on fire, kill
            them more swiftly, and it wouldn’t deter the rebels.
         

         
         But what if she lost control? She was still new to all this, after all. What if this was a repeat of what she’d done at the courthouse and she broke the bridge or created a wave so powerful it flooded the city? What if everything Edua had done had not been deliberate, but had been a loss of control? 

         
         No. She couldn’t risk that.

         
         But did she have to stand here watching? She thought she’d prepared herself for what would happen today, but the smell drifting
            on the air, those screams . . .
         

         
         She couldn’t watch this. Her part was done.
         

         
         Giorgina ran.
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Nehal

         
         “They’re burning them alive.” Nehal made herself look at the flailing, flaming bodies. She was thankful she was too far away
            to properly see them. “You didn’t tell us you would be burning them alive.”
         

         
         “Teta and Athar are fireweavers,” said Bayoumi, somewhat testily. “What else could they have done?”

         
         Had Nehal not witnessed Zirani police beating a waterweaver nearly to death? Had Athar not told her that Rasida had personally
            overseen experimentations on Zirani weavers? This was a fraction of the atrocities that had been committed against them by
            the monarchy over the years.
         

         
         This violence was just far more visible and more visceral, and that made it stomach-churning.

         
         Nehal thought there was something very unfair about that.

         
         But she had another concern as well.

         
         “Even if Hali thinks Ramsawa is behind this, he won’t wait to hear demands,” said Nehal slowly. “He’ll invade us.”

         
         “As long as he thinks Rasida is alive, he’ll be careful,” said Bayoumi. “He won’t want to risk her, trust me. Trust Athar. She’s lived with them both for over a year. She knows them.” He winced at the sight of another body going over the bridge. “And it’s mostly your police burning. Hali won’t care to seek revenge on their behalf.” 

         
         The rebels had gotten past the Ramsawi police and now targeted Rasida’s bodyguards. To Nehal’s surprise, several of them produced
            body-length shields, which they used to push their way forward, heedless of the flames, while many of their fellows caught
            fire.
         

         
         Nehal couldn’t help flinching. The sight of so many bodies flaming made her want to jump into the river herself.

         
         Some of the shielded soldiers were flung back by an unidentifiable force, which Nehal recognized as Malak, windweaving from
            a distance.
         

         
         Smoke now engulfed the bridge, so much so that it was becoming difficult to see and breathe.

         
         “We should get closer,” said Nehal. “I can’t see anything from here.”

         
         Bayoumi nodded, and Nehal stood, moving her hands to shift their boat forward.

         
         A loud crack echoed around them.

         
         Nehal did not realize what it was at first, but then she looked at Bayoumi, whose galabiya was darkening with red. He stared
            down at his stomach in confusion. Another crack hit the boat.
         

         
         They were being shot at.

         
         Nehal had no time to look for their assailants. If she and Bayoumi had been spotted, they needed to escape; they were clear
            targets out here on the water.
         

         
         Bayoumi was falling backwards, eyelids fluttering. Nehal cursed and then did the only thing she could think to do: she threw
            herself at Bayoumi and tossed them both overboard.
         

         
         Nehal sank beneath the water, disoriented for less than an instant. She was a creature of water, after all. But she was distracted
            by Bayoumi, who was a deadweight in her arms. She buoyed them both up so they would not sink but did not want to rise above
            the water just yet, lest they catch a stray bullet.
         

         
         She twisted her body and pushed them through the water as quickly as she could, hoping Bayoumi had had a chance to hold his breath. She swam until she thought they were under the bridge, and then she surfaced them both. 

         
         Bayoumi’s head lolled back, and his eyes were open.

         
         “No, no, no, no, Bayoumi.” Nehal shook him furiously, trying to ignore the sounds of mayhem above them. “Bayoumi, wake up.”

         
         But his eyes were open, and they were flat. He was gone.

         
         Nehal was faced with a moment of indecision.

         
         She ought to bring his body back—this was Athar’s brother, Kaouthar’s grandson—but how would she look, swimming back to shore
            with him? What would she do when she was out of the water, when police now swarmed the banks? Even if she swam farther down,
            away from the fray, she would be noticed, a small young woman dragging a wet body from the river. And where would she take
            him?
         

         
         Nehal squeezed Bayoumi’s shoulder, her stomach twisting with guilt.

         
         “I’m sorry,” Nehal whispered to the dead man. Then she let go.

         
         Bayoumi sank quickly, the weight of his galabiya dragging him below the surface of the Izdihar with a soft gulp. Nehal shuddered
            and waited, because she could not stomach submerging and seeing Bayoumi’s body floating beneath her. When she deemed it safe,
            she sank under the water and began to swim south.
         

         
         She emerged some time later. As best as she could, she wrung out her clothes, using waterweaving. She was still a little damp,
            but she would no longer look like an oddity unless she was inspected closely. She had lost her face veil in the river, but
            there was nothing she could do about that now.
         

         
         She was still in Imbaba, just much farther south of the bridge, though she could still see it in the distance.

         
         There was nobody there anymore.

         
         Athar and Kaouthar had not told Nehal or the others where they intended to secure Rasida, no matter how persistently they’d
            asked.
         

         
         “It’s always better if fewer people know your plans,” Kaouthar had argued.

         
         Bayoumi had been meant to take them to wherever they planned to keep Rasida, once they had her, but that was no longer an
            option.
         

         
         So Nehal did the only thing that was left to her and began making her way to Zubaida’s.

         
          

         She was not the first to arrive; Giorgina was there already, huddled on her cot.

         
         “Did they do it?” Nehal asked by way of greeting. “Is Malak with you?”

         
         Giorgina looked up at Nehal, her expression a little blank. “I left when everything started burning. I’m sorry. I just . . .
            I couldn’t watch it.”
         

         
         “Oh.” Nehal was unsure what to say to that. “They did what they had to.”

         
         “I know,” said Giorgina, her voice hollow. “But I just . . . I expected it, but being there . . . it was different from my expectations.”
         

         
         Nehal sank down beside Giorgina and put a hand on her knee. She couldn’t be sure if this offered Giorgina any comfort, but
            at least Giorgina would know Nehal had not been admonishing her.
         

         
         “Wait,” said Giorgina, after a moment. “Why aren’t you with them? Wasn’t Bayoumi supposed to—”

         
         “Bayoumi’s dead,” said Nehal, a little more curtly than she wanted to. “He was shot when we were in the boat.”

         
         Giorgina eyes fluttered. “I’m sorry for that.”

         
         “As am I.” Nehal had not known Bayoumi long, but he had been kind to her, and she had liked him.

         
         When Malak joined them not long after, Nehal leapt to her feet. “How did it go?”

         
         Malak shut the door quietly behind her, her hand lingering on the knob. “I’m not sure. It grew too crowded for me to see properly, so I returned to the ground to help . . . but the police presence was too much. I couldn’t even see through them.” Malak frowned. “But why are you . . .” Nehal saw understanding soften her features. “Was Bayoumi hurt?” 

         
         Nehal swallowed, nodding. “Malak, I . . . I left his body behind. I don’t know what else I could have done. But he’s in the
            Izdihar now.”
         

         
         Malak took a step forward and grasped Nehal’s hand. “Along with many others, I’m sure,” she said solemnly. “There was nothing you could have done, Nehal.”
         

         
         Nehal nodded again. She had needed to hear it from Malak.

         
         The three of them sat together, until they were joined by Bahira and Etedal, who heard the patchy tale of the day’s events,
            along with its unsatisfying end.
         

         
         They were just considering sending someone to hear the gossip in the streets when one of the brothel girls called for Bahira.
            There was a man asking for Nehal, and it wasn’t Nico.
         

         
         It was Ramiz.

         
         His dark eyes followed Nehal as she descended the stairs, and his gaze narrowed at the sight of her.

         
         “Where’s Bayoumi?” he asked quietly when she was close enough to hear him.

         
         “He was shot.” It was becoming easier and easier to say it. “I’m sorry.”

         
         Ramiz’s lip twitched, and for a very long moment he was silent, looking at nothing in particular. Nehal wanted to say something,
            but anything she said felt like an imposition on his grief.
         

         
         “Come with me,” said Ramiz finally. “And bring Malak Mamdouh.”

         
          

         Nehal and Malak followed Ramiz out of Bulaq and into Fustat. The last time Nehal had been here, she and Malak had been at
            Khalili Bazaar. She wished she could return to that day now.
         

         
         Ramiz refused to answer their questions, simply insisting they follow him. He took them to a nondescript dwelling, an older apartment block that looked just like any other on that street. He led them to the ground-floor apartment and knocked in a particular, musical pattern. The door was opened by Athar, who looked awful. 

         
         Her face was streaked with soot and tears, her hair so full of ash it looked gray. Her clothes were torn and covered in blood
            that had long since dried. When she looked at Nehal her gaze was flat.
         

         
         “Why didn’t my brother bring you here?” Her gaze flickered rapidly from Nehal to Ramiz to Malak.

         
         “Inside,” said Ramiz urgently.

         
         There was no one else in the apartment, which was sparse, with a few cots strewn around and a small, cluttered table in the
            corner.
         

         
         Malak’s eyes roved over every inch of the room as though she were memorizing it. Knowing her, she likely was.

         
         “Where’s Bayoumi?” Athar demanded again. “Where’s my brother?” Her voice rose in volume, distress fraying its edges.

         
         Nehal found it difficult to deliver the news in the face of Athar’s increasing panic. She opened her mouth, but, likely for
            the first time in her life, she could find nothing to say. Athar stared at her.
         

         
         Malak glanced at Nehal and said, “He was shot, Athar. He didn’t survive it.”

         
         Athar stood frozen, her lower lip trembling, her nostrils flaring again and again, as though she were struggling to breathe.
            Nehal thought that would be the worst of it, but then Athar screamed, her anguish etched onto her features and into her wail. Nehal stepped back instinctively, bumping up against Malak, who
            set a steadying hand on the small of her back.
         

         
         Ramiz reached for Athar, but she slapped his hand away. “We have to get her back,” Athar stuttered, “because I can’t lose
            them both, I can’t, and we should never have let her be taken in the first place—”
         

         
         “What is going on, Athar?” Nehal asked, a little desperately. “Where is Kaouthar?”

         
         “They took her!” Athar hissed. “That crazy bitch Naiima injected her and tried to use her to get Rasida back, and I told you all we should have just given her back right then and there!” She was shouting at the room now, at no one and everyone
            all at once. Only Ramiz looked her in the eye.
         

         
         “All our losses would have been for nothing, then,” he said calmly. “That’s not what Kaouthar would—”

         
         “Don’t you fucking tell me what my grandmother would want!” Athar snapped. She was breathing hard, her eyes filling up with
            tears. “What are we even going to do without her? She was going to be the one negotiating. Who’s going to replace her?”
         

         
         “Where’s Rasida?” interrupted Nehal. She recognized the pettiness of wanting to see Rasida bound and imprisoned as Nehal herself
            had been in Rasida’s hands, but she allowed herself the indulgence. “I want to see her.”
         

         
         Athar miserably motioned to a closed door behind her. “You’re welcome to her.” But she didn’t allow them to go in alone and
            indicated they should follow her.
         

         
         Somehow, even with her hands bound, her hair in disarray, and her clothes covered in soot, Rasida maintained an air of elegance.
            She held her head high and kept her back straight, her clasped hands resting in the folds of her caftan. When she saw Nehal,
            she even had the audacity to smile.
         

         
         “Lady Nehal,” said Rasida pleasantly. “I should have known I’d be seeing you again. And with the infamous Malak Mamdouh as
            well. Are you involved in all this?”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t be so smug if I were you,” Nehal said.

         
         Rasida looked past Nehal at Athar, who was leaning against the door with her hands behind her back.

         
         “And you, Athar?” Rasida asked softly, an indescribably tender expression on her face. “My guardian, my most trusted one?
            You’ve done this to me?”
         

         
         Athar’s lips flattened, but she said nothing. Nehal’s attention lingered on the exchange, the genuine sorrow in Rasida’s tone unmooring her. She wondered what, precisely, had been the nature of Athar and Rasida’s relationship. 

         
         Rasida sighed. “That woman was your grandmother, then? A pity she’s found herself in Naiima’s hands.”

         
         Athar’s neck snapped, her gaze locking on Rasida at the mention of Naiima’s name. “What?”

         
         “She’s a brilliant young woman, of course,” said Rasida, continuing on as though they were discussing pleasantries over tea,
            “but a bit too . . . eager.”
         

         
         “Stop talking.” Nehal walked over to Rasida, blocking her view of Athar.

         
         Rasida looked up. “What is it you think you’re going to accomplish here? Even if my husband concedes to your demands, do you
            think he’ll be content to let you live once you return me?”
         

         
         “Perhaps we don’t intend to return you at all,” said Malak softly.

         
         Rasida blinked, a hint of fear evident in the sudden intentional placidness of her face. Nehal frowned, the satisfaction upon
            seeing Rasida helpless long gone, replaced now with something she could not define. Without another word to Rasida, she turned
            and walked out, and Athar and Malak followed. Athar locked the door behind her. The three of them joined Ramiz in the farthest
            corner of the room, where Rasida could not hear them.
         

         
         “Why did you say that to her?” Athar demanded of Malak.

         
         “Because she only knows me by reputation and believes me capable of my threat. I needed her to stop talking.” Malak turned
            slowly to face Athar. “Because you need to make a choice, right now. What do you value more: your grandmother or your people’s
            freedom?”
         

         
         Athar blanched. Her lips parted but nothing came out. Ramiz came to stand beside her.

         
         “I don’t mean to be cruel,” Malak continued, her tone softening. “But Rasida’s right. Giving her back isn’t an option, at least not so soon. You need to keep her until Hali makes good on your demands. The threat of harm to Rasida is the only advantage you have.” 

         
         Athar shook her head. “We’ll find another advantage. We’ll exchange Teta for Rasida and then we’ll have Teta back and she’ll
            figure something else out.” She looked to Ramiz, almost pleadingly.
         

         
         “The others won’t agree,” said Ramiz.

         
         “Fuck the others!” Athar bellowed. “I’ll do this alone.”

         
         Ramiz quieted, then said, “Every war requires sacrifice. Your grandmother said that.”

         
         Athar stared at him, stunned.

         
         “We’ve been waiting years for a chance like this,” said Ramiz.
         

         
         “We can’t move forward without her,” Athar insisted. “We need her.”

         
         “You need her,” said Malak, not ungently. “But your country can move forward without her.”
         

         
         Athar’s eyes were filling with angry tears, knowing she was close to being defeated, and Nehal had no words for her. Her sympathies
            would be pointless, because it was an impossible decision. Nehal hated having no options and could barely imagine herself
            in the same situation. What if it had been one of her siblings, or Malak? What would she have done in Athar’s place except
            fight for them?
         

         
         But Athar was far from defeated.

         
         “You’re wrong,” Athar sneered. “I’m not abandoning her.”

         
         “What’s our other option?” Ramiz tried to reach for Athar’s hand, but she pulled away from him. “Should we give Rasida up?
            Go right back where we started? Bayoumi died, Athar! Hakim likely will die, and Leila’s going to lose both of her arms, and you want all that to have been for nothing?”
         

         
         “Bayoumi was my brother,” Athar hissed. “I grew up with him, not you, and I loved him more than you could ever imagine. Don’t preach to me about what his sacrifice
            meant, don’t you dare.” She laughed then, a little hysterically, Nehal thought. “You think I don’t understand sacrifice? Who was it that lived under Rasida’s roof for over a year? Who do you think guarded Rasida when she went to check in on her experiments?” Athar took a trembling breath, her eyes wet. “I saw past it all, because I do understand sacrifice. But Teta is not a sacrifice we can make.”
         

         
         Ramiz was shaking his head. “Athar, I’m—”

         
         “Do you think that we’ll be able to accomplish anything without her?” Athar demanded. “Who will lead us? We’re already scattered,
            arguing over stupid, petty things. All of this, everything we are, everything we’ve done, it all leads back to Teta. Without
            her, we wouldn’t be here.”
         

         
         “But we are here,” said Ramiz quietly. “She’s led us here. And we can move forward without her if we have to.” He sighed. “If we have
            Rasida as leverage, we have Hali. We don’t . . . we don’t need Teta Kaouthar, I’m sorry.”
         

         
         “Is that right?” Athar scoffed. “Are you going to be the one who negotiates with Hali? Are you going to tell Majed and Walid
            how to act? You know they only listen to Teta. What happens when they splinter off like they’ve been threatening to do?”
         

         
         Ramiz shook his head. “We can—it’ll be different if we’ve got Rasida as leverage,” he repeated.

         
         “And what about everything Teta knows?” Athar continued, ignoring Ramiz. “That’s how she built herself up, you know. She doesn’t
            share her knowledge, her tactics. That’s why the others have to listen to her. What do you think happens when she’s gone, and all of that is lost?”
         

         
         “We’ll make do, Athar—”
         

         
         “No,” said Athar flatly. “We won’t. Without her we fall apart.”

         
         A hush fell over the room in the wake of Athar’s decisive statement. Ramiz seemed sufficiently cowed or at least resigned
            to Athar’s convictions. Perhaps he was convinced by Athar’s appeals to practicality.
         

         
         “I’m not giving you a choice,” said Athar, looking carefully at Malak, Nehal, and Ramiz in turn. “I’m saying you’re going to have to kill me if you want me to give Teta up.” She crossed her arms tightly, appraising them all, her mouth a flat line. 

         
         “Where exactly would you imagine us meeting with Hali?” asked Malak. “I want you to walk me through it all.”

         
         “Malak, are you seriously considering this?” asked Nehal in disbelief.

         
         “It seems the decision has been made for us,” said Malak without taking her eyes off Athar. “And if we’re going to be forced
            to do something so unfathomably foolish, then we should at least plan it carefully.”
         

         
         Though Malak’s expression was carefully blank, Nehal heard the frustration laced into her words.

         
         “Well, I—I haven’t thought about it all just yet,” said Athar defensively. “Hali won’t be here for at least a fortnight; we
            have time to make a plan.”
         

         
         “Wherever we meet, we would want Hali to be at a disadvantage,” said Malak. “Why would he agree to that?”

         
         “Because of Rasida!” Athar practically shouted. “None of you seem to be getting this. He. Loves. Rasida. Hali loves Rasida
            far more than he hates weavers. His love for her trumps her hatred for weavers!” She shook her head angrily. “Don’t you understand yet? This whole mission to eradicate weavers—it’s
            Rasida’s mission, not Hali’s. Yes, yes, I know he hates weavers,” she said, forestalling Malak and Nehal’s nascent interruptions.
            “But it’s Rasida who looked for scientists, Rasida who paid them, Rasida who convinced Hali to sign all those edicts making
            weaving illegal. It’s Rasida who came here, to your country, to see things through. Hali’s her figurehead, and he’s content to be one, because he worships at her altar.”
         

         
         “And you’re certain he’d come if we ask?” asked Nehal doubtfully. “How can he even be sure we haven’t already killed her?”

         
         “Because without her we’d have no leverage,” replied Athar. “And because . . . because I’m sure some part of him believes me incapable of harming her.” When she said this, she looked at no one in particular, her eyes glassy. Nehal and Malak exchanged a look. 

         
         Nehal could no longer contain her curiosity. “What exactly was the nature of your relationship with Rasida?”

         
         Athar squared her shoulders and looked as stubborn as Nehal had ever seen her. “All you need to know is that Hali loved her
            enough to let her have me. And that is why we have the advantage.”
         

         
         Nehal stared at her, wanting to parse through her meaning and knowing that it was all too clear.

         
         For the first time in all the time Nehal had known her, Malak looked close to losing her patience, and it was a little gratifying
            to be in agreement like this. “Even though he has to expect that we’ll try to get Kaouthar back by force?” Malak asked.
         

         
         “Yes,” said Athar decisively. “He’ll have a knife at Teta’s throat at all times, I’m sure of it. He’ll think we won’t want to
            risk a rescue if it gets her hurt. That we’ll make no sudden movements.”
         

         
         “And you don’t think he’ll demand that the weavers in our group stay behind?”

         
         “We refuse.” Athar shrugged. “All of us are weavers. Who else is he going to negotiate with? He knows that.”

         
         “All right then.” Malak leaned forward, a steely glint in her eye. “Say we manage to get him in place. We see Kaouthar, he
            sees Rasida. What then? What precisely do you envision happening? Do you truly believe Hali will stand there negotiating with
            us?”
         

         
         “He might.” But even Athar did not sound like she believed what she said. “But if he doesn’t, then it will just be an exchange.
            And we both walk away, and begin again.” Seeing the looks on their faces, she said quickly, “But he very well could. We are in control here. We have demands of Hali; Teta’s return could be the first of those demands.”
         

         
         Ramiz frowned. “The moment you confirm that Kaouthar is valuable to us, he’ll know we’re at a disadvantage.”

         
         Athar waved her hand dismissively. “He already knows who she is. He knows what she means to us all. And we know what Rasida means to him. It’s all about who bluffs better. Make him believe we would be willing to sacrifice Teta for our cause. Which shouldn’t be too hard for some people,” Athar muttered bitterly, glaring at Ramiz. He frowned but said nothing.
         

         
         Malak said, “And what if your grandmother has already been harmed? Fatally?”

         
         Athar paled and shook her head wildly. “No. Iraten is with Naiima and Riyad, and he won’t let them do anything cruel.” She
            scowled. “He’s halfway decent.”
         

         
         Malak sighed. “Where are they all now?”

         
         “Back in Imbaba Palace,” said Ramiz. “Your royal family is sheltering them, but the rest of the procession is leaving as scheduled.
            Hali will know soon that we have his wife.”
         

         
         “Once Hali hears what’s happened, he’ll come to Alamaxa,” said Athar confidently.

         
         “Your grandmother said his retaliation would be brutal if he knew it was you who had done it,” said Malak softly. “And he’ll
            know now, won’t he?”
         

         
         “It can’t be helped now,” said Ramiz heavily. “We just have to hope he arrives here with minimal casualties.”

         
         “And then what?” said Malak. “Who is going to ask him to come to a meeting?”

         
         “I should go,” said Athar immediately. “I know him best—”

         
         “Athar, if Hali sees you, I think he might just kill you on sight,” said Nehal. And privately, she doubted Athar could bluff
            her way through this.
         

         
         “I could go,” Malak offered, but Athar shook her head.

         
         “He knows of you and despises you,” she said. “You’ll only make him angry.”

         
         Malak looked as though she did not know whether to be flattered or dismayed by this.

         
         “All right, all right, then give us some time to think,” said Nehal. “We’ll find someone. We have time until Hali arrives.
            Come to Zubaida’s tomorrow night, and we’ll regroup.”
         

         
         Athar nodded wearily, her eyes drooping. She looked unsteady on her feet, and Nehal could not blame her: Kaouthar was captured, her brother was dead, and she was not even being given the chance to mourn. It was not a position Nehal envied, but it was where they found themselves, and now they needed to make do with what they had. 
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         Some time after Malak and Nehal left, Nico arrived, and Giorgina was terribly relieved to see him. She embraced him the moment
            he stepped foot in the door, and he seemed to sense her mood. They sat down together, Giorgina leaning her head on his shoulder,
            their hands intertwined. Giorgina breathed in the familiar scent of him, bringing back a rush of memories of calmer times.
         

         
         She told him what had happened, what she had seen, and he was mostly quiet, occasionally squeezing her hand.

         
         “I felt like a coward,” said Giorgina finally.

         
         “Well, if anyone understands cowardice, it’s me,” said Nico, his tone falsely jaunty. “And I can tell you that wasn’t cowardice.
            You were there, Giorgina, in the midst of it all. You did what they needed you to do. There was no reason to stay.”
         

         
         “I don’t even know if they were successful. Malak and Nehal left with one of the rebels, but they’ve not returned yet.”

         
         Nico gave a heavy sigh; Giorgina felt his chest rise with it. “I hope they have Rasida, because to think that all this was
            for nothing . . . The royal family is scrambling, trying to divert blame.”
         

         
         Giorgina shook her head. They had known that this plan would bring Hali’s wrath down upon Ramsawa, but it would be worth it if they had Rasida in hand. Giorgina drew her knees up to her chest, curling up alongside Nico. She wanted to sleep, but she needed to wait for Malak and Nehal to return. 

         
         So she and Nico waited together, talking of nothing and everything, of unimportant things, the sorts of conversations they’d
            enjoyed when they’d had the luxury of time. Giorgina had come very close to falling asleep when Malak and Nehal walked in.
         

         
         She sat up immediately. “What happened? Do they have her?”

         
         “They have her,” said Malak slowly.

         
         “But there’s a problem,” Nehal said shortly, falling back onto her cot.

         
         Taking turns, she and Malak explained that Kaouthar had been taken in the chaos, and Athar still wanted to negotiate.

         
         “And you think Hali will just agree to all this?” said Nico doubtfully.

         
         Malak and Nehal exchanged a look that indicated they very much doubted this as well, and Nehal shrugged.

         
         “Athar’s not giving us much of a choice,” said Nehal. “Unless we subdue her by force, which . . . I’d really rather not do.”

         
         Giorgina furrowed her brow. “Who is going to propose this to Hali, then? Who would he even be willing to speak with?” It certainly
            wouldn’t be someone like Giorgina. Hali was very much the sort of man who would only give credence to those in power.
         

         
         “I could do it,” said Nehal. “He already knows me.”

         
         There was an awkward pause.

         
         “What?” Nehal demanded.
         

         
         Finally, Malak said, “I think this requires someone a bit more . . . diplomatic.”

         
         “Spoken quite diplomatically,” Nico said. Malak raised an eyebrow, and Nehal rolled her eyes.

         
         “Well, perhaps Hali needs some brutal honesty instead of diplomacy,” Nehal said.

         
         Malak shot her a smile. “This is a bit more delicate than your brand of honesty. And delicacy is not your strong suit, habibti.”

         
         Nehal held up her hands in defeat, but she seemed convinced. “I don’t disagree, but it’s not as though we have any other option.”

         
         Giorgina heard Nico clear his throat, and she understood what he was about to do seconds before her thoughts could coalesce
            into words.
         

         
         “I’ll go,” said Nico.

         
         Giorgina stared at him, stunned, but he only gave her a bracing smile.

         
         Nehal also stared at him in disbelief. “You? That’s ridiculous.”

         
         “Actually . . .” Malak was looking at Nico as though seeing him for the first time. “That might be perfect.”

         
         Nico seemed to chafe a bit at their reactions. “Yes—that’s why I volunteered. I’m a known lord from a prominent House, so
            Hali will immediately be reluctant to harm me. I’m also of Talyani heritage, and very much look it, and the Zirani royal family
            has always had a soft spot for Talyanis.” He shrugged. “And I’m not likely to lose my temper.”
         

         
         “But you’re not exactly very good at bluffing,” said Nehal. “Or being threatening in any way at all.”

         
         “He won’t be bluffing or threatening,” said Malak. “He’ll only deliver our message.”

         
         “Right.” Nico frowned. “Besides, I can practice.”

         
         “Our message very much requires bluffing.” Nehal still looked doubtful.

         
         “It’s an incredible risk,” insisted Giorgina. “Hali and Rasida have already shown they’re willing to harm Ramsawi nobility; they kidnapped Nehal!
            He very well could kill you, Nico! All the rumors say he’s unstable, there’s no telling what he could—”
         

         
         “Giorgina.” Nico placed a hand on her wrist. “He’ll be far more willing to speak with me, and to take me at my word. He’ll
            see it as a sign of respect, sending a member of the nobility. Not to mention that I’m the only person in this room who isn’t
            a weaver. He’ll appreciate that. I’ll make it clear I’m only a messenger, trying to make peace, that I had no hand in the
            plot.”
         

         
         Malak was nodding, seemingly convinced, but Nehal still shook her head, and Giorgina was grateful this was something they both agreed on. 

         
         “Aren’t you two always saying I should do something with my name and privilege?” said Nico with a somewhat sardonic grin.
            “This is something I can do.”
         

         
         As much as Nico’s logic made sense, Giorgina wanted him nowhere near this mess, nowhere near Hali. She hated, though, that
            he was perfectly positioned for this. Pride for Nico and fear for him warred within her, and she did not know which she wanted to
            win.
         

         
         “We’ve still not decided where this meeting ought to be held,” said Nehal.

         
         “Academy Island,” said Giorgina. The notion had come to her immediately. It was the only suitable spot. Meeting somewhere
            like the citadel would give Hali the advantage. “It gives us the advantage of water, for Nehal, and we’ll be able to escape
            quickly, without being followed.”
         

         
         Nehal grinned. “Brilliant, Giorgina!”

         
         “All right then, now that that’s decided.” Malak leaned forward, gazing intensely at Nico. “Tell me, Nico: precisely what
            will you say to Hali?”
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         When Hali came to Ramsawa, he came with an army.

         
         It took him far less time than anyone had expected; Giorgina suspected he had left Tiashar the moment he learned of Rasida’s
            capture. Now, less than a fortnight later, he had settled his army in the Alamaxa Citadel, because the royal family had let
            him.
         

         
         “Idiots,” Nehal had said. “They’re complete idiots if they think they can trust anything he has to say. Caution can only go so far
            before it turns to cowardice.”
         

         
         Giorgina had to agree with her. The Ramsawi royal family was putting on a friendly, acquiescing front, insisting they had
            nothing to do with Rasida’s kidnapping and they were doing their best to help locate her. By putting up with Hali’s army—which
            he had insisted on for protection—they thought they could avoid further aggressions. But letting Hali in, holding back Ramsawa’s
            army . . . it was as good as inviting Hali to take Ramsawa for his own.
         

         
         How could they not see that, when it was so obvious to everyone else? Or perhaps they did see, and didn’t care, if it meant
            they could hold on to their own newfound power.
         

         
         But it was done now, and there was nothing Giorgina or the others could do about it. They could only carry out the careful
            plan that Malak and Nico had devised.
         

         
         First, Nico met with Iraten, Hali and Rasida’s advisor, who was acting as an ambassador between Hali and King Yusef. Iraten agreed to bring Hali to Nico at Imbaba Palace, where they would discuss terms. 

         
         It was all very dignified and structured, but still, when Nico finally left for his scheduled meeting with Hali, Giorgina
            fretted, especially given that she wouldn’t even be able to see him immediately. Malak worried that Hali would have Nico followed.
            Instead, they’d come up with a simple signal for Nico to alert them to Hali’s answer: he would ask a servant to hang a sheet
            out to dry, and the color would tell them what they wanted to know: white meant the meeting would commence, black meant Hali
            had refused, and blue indicated Hali had different stipulations. Etedal, the only one among them unlikely to be followed,
            would walk by Nico’s house, and they would have their answer.
         

         
         The rest of them—except for Ramiz, who stood guard over Rasida—were gathered at Zubaida’s. Ramiz and Athar had both agreed
            that Nico was a safe choice to speak to Hali, and that a highborn man of Talyani heritage would indeed likely find himself
            on Hali’s good side.
         

         
         While they waited, Giorgina perused the newspapers, hoping for something that would calm her doubts. Mostly, the news was
            everything she already knew. King Yusef was furious about Rasida’s kidnapping and compared it to Naji Ouazzani’s death, claiming
            that it was Parliament’s and the weavers’ faults these things had happened.
         

         
         The police union of Ramsawa announced their support for the monarchial restoration, claiming that it would be a stalwart ally
            against dissidents of the Crown. They denounced the chaos at Imbaba Bridge, claiming this sort of behavior was what happened
            when groups like the Daughters of Izdihar were allowed to go free. Giorgina scoffed at this. As though the Daughters had invented
            protest, as though Ramsawis two hundred years ago had not fiercely protested Talyani occupation. But Giorgina expected nothing
            better from the police.
         

         
         Across the room, Malak and Nehal sat with their heads close, talking in low voices. Athar and Ramiz were in a similar discussion.

         
         Nico had been gone for approximately three hours, assuming he had left for the palace at the promised time, which he would
            have, because Nico was punctual to a fault.
         

         
         Three hours.

         
         Giorgina leaned her head back against the wall and shut her eyes. Every footstep down the hall made her heart thud in her
            chest and her tense shoulders sink in disappointment once the footsteps made their way past their door.
         

         
         How would Hali treat Nico? Would they speak over sweetwine or a meal, pretending they were not enemies? Would Hali engage
            in polite but barbed conversation? Would he immediately clap him in chains?
         

         
         These musings were pointless, and there was no telling when Nico would return—it could be at any moment, or it could be later
            that night. She ought not to sit here worrying and overthinking, as she was wont to do. But she hated the waiting, the not
            knowing, the pondering, the fretting. And the more she thought, the more anxious she grew, until her thoughts were racing
            one another in her skull.
         

         
         “Are you all right?” came a quiet voice.

         
         Giorgina looked up at Malak, who settled down beside her. Nehal had gone to speak with Athar and Ramiz. Malak gave Giorgina
            a look of concern and touched her knee.
         

         
         “He’ll be all right,” Malak assured her.

         
         “We can’t know that for certain,” said Giorgina. “We can’t.”

         
         “No, we can’t,” said Malak. “But all signs point to that conclusion. Hali may not be politically savvy, but he gains nothing
            from harming Nico, absolutely nothing.”
         

         
         “He gains revenge. Shows he’s strong and not to be trifled with. He already has our citadel—he’s got the upper hand here,
            Malak!”
         

         
         “But none of that gets Rasida back.” She looked over at Athar. “And if Athar is correct, he wants her back above all else.”

         
         Giorgina sighed. “Do you really think this will work?” She wanted to hear words of reassurance from Malak. She wanted to be told that they were doing the right thing, that Malak had a plan, and if this plan failed, she had another, and another to follow. 

         
         Malak gave Giorgina a gentle smile that convinced her Malak knew exactly what she was thinking . . . but it was not quite
            the reassurance for which Giorgina had been hoping. And then Malak said, “No. I don’t think this will work. It’s risky and
            dangerous and comes with very little payoff.”
         

         
         It wasn’t at all what Giorgina wanted to hear, but at least she could trust Malak to be honest with her, to not humor her
            or treat her as a child. She felt, with Malak, that she was on entirely equal ground.
         

         
         “But—” Malak gently laid her palm atop Giorgina’s hand. “I think Nico will be fine.”

         
         Giorgina nodded gratefully. “I’m trying to be hopeful, but I feel . . . tired, Malak. I’m so tired.”

         
         “I know.” Malak lowered her voice to a whisper. “Is the weaving more exhausting than usual?”

         
         Giorgina let out a hollow laugh. “I wish I could tell. I wish I knew what all of it meant. I should have told Nasef it was
            me instead of Labiba. He would have thought it was more urgent that I know.”
         

         
         “Perhaps. But you don’t know what the Order of the Tetrad would have done, knowing you existed. It’s safer this way.”

         
         Giorgina shrugged, feeling somewhat mulish. “I know you’re right. I just wish I knew what to do now.”

         
         “Giorgina.” Malak leaned towards her. “You’re not Edua.”

         
         “But I could be.” Giorgina picked at a fraying thread on her shawl. “I’ve read her letters, Malak. She wasn’t . . . malicious. But she
            was fighting a war. What if she never meant to do what she did? What if she just . . . lost control?”
         

         
         The door opened, interrupting Malak’s next words. Etedal sauntered in. The tension fled Giorgina’s body, making her feel suddenly
            even more exhausted than she thought possible.
         

         
         “What happened?” Nehal demanded.

         
         Etedal held up her hands, as though she’d just finished a performance. “White sheet. Your meeting’s on.”

         
         Giorgina did not know whether to be relieved or disappointed. Judging from Malak and Nehal’s expressions, neither did they.
            Only Athar looked satisfied.
         

         
         Malak turned to her. “This is your last chance to change your mind, Athar.”

         
         Athar looked at Malak with a strange expression on her face. “She raised me, you know. My mama died giving birth to me. Because
            I was a bastard, my father refused to claim me. I would have been out on the streets. Instead Teta Kaouthar disowned her own
            son for me. Everything else aside, you don’t think I owe her this?”
         

         
         “And what do you owe the weavers of Zirana?”

         
         Athar had nothing to say to that. She gathered herself up and made for the door, only turning around once to say, “Tomorrow
            at sunrise, then. On the banks.”
         

         
         Malak only shook her head at Athar’s departure, as though observing a nascent disaster.
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         Though she was not heading into battle, Nehal dressed like a warrior.

         
         She had read that, centuries ago, when waterweavers fought in the desert, they wore loose, light clothing that was quick to
            dry and would not restrict their movements. Nehal did her best and dressed like Malak dressed, foregoing robes or head veils
            or long-sleeved vests. Her clothes felt practical, not like she was dragging along an entire wardrobe, and they were far more
            sensible for a waterweaver.
         

         
         Her hair she pulled back tightly into a high bun, with her curls splaying outwards like a tiara. On her back she carried something
            Etedal, of all people, had acquired for her: a large water-filled gourd with a spout on either side, so that Nehal could easily
            withdraw water from within. It was heavy but not unwieldy. She wouldn’t need it on the island, where she’d be surrounded by
            water on all sides, but she certainly felt safer having it with her on the walk over.
         

         
         “Where did you find this?” Nehal had asked, astonished.

         
         Etedal had shrugged. “That’s my business. It’s useful, isn’t it?”

         
         And Nehal could not argue with that. She didn’t even really care where Etedal had procured it, only that she had it now. It was far more useful than the little gourd Nehal carried at her side, though she was still loath to part with that. When she looked at herself in the mirror, she was pleasantly surprised at how little she looked like Lady Nehal Darweesh. 

         
         This was only the second time Nehal had spoken with Etedal since she’d come back from Zirana. The first time had been just
            after Etedal learned what Nehal had endured, and she’d shrugged and said, “Should have killed that pig Attia when you had
            the chance.”
         

         
         Nehal had sighed, but privately she agreed with Etedal, though she did not think she could be faulted for hesitating to murder
            someone.
         

         
         Malak came up behind Nehal now. They were alone in the room; Giorgina was waiting for them downstairs, in the brothel’s lobby.

         
         “You look like you belong in a story,” Malak mused, her eyes twinkling. “One about warriors from long ago.”

         
         Nehal turned to face her, smiling wryly. “How very fanciful of you.”

         
         Malak laughed, softly as always, nothing more than a little exhale. Nehal felt it on her cheeks. Then Malak’s expression grew
            more serious.
         

         
         “Promise me you’ll be careful today, Nehal.” Malak reached for her hand. “Nothing rash. Nothing unplanned.”

         
         “The entirety of our day is unplanned,” said Nehal, knowing, even as she spoke, that she was only being contrary, because
            Malak had planned every single part of their day and accounted for much of what could potentially go wrong.
         

         
         Malak gave her a look. “You know what I mean. I don’t know what we’re walking into, which means I can’t be fully prepared.”
         

         
         Nehal shrugged. “Sometimes things go badly even when you are prepared.” She thought of the march, though she did not vocalize it. “But I understand, I do.” She grinned. “I’ll be on my
            best behavior.”
         

         
         “Until you don’t have to be,” Malak whispered, placing the tips of her fingers beneath Nehal’s chin and gently raising her face. Her lips on Nehal’s were like the brush of a feather. Nehal closed her eyes and rested her forehead against Malak’s, just for a moment, both of them gathering strength. 

         
         They went downstairs, and in the brothel’s parlor they found Giorgina staring pensively out the window. Though she had chosen
            not to cover her face today, she still had wrapped a heavy black shawl around her braided hair, keeping much of her face in
            shadow. Her expression was flat and glum, like she wished she could be anywhere else but here.
         

         
         But, Nehal supposed, Giorgina had not had an easy time of it in recent months: her entire life had been upended, and she had
            joined Malak at what they were now calling the Battle of the Citadel. She had been to prison, escaped prison, lost her family,
            and now her country was in turmoil and Nico was in a risky position. She had every right to be glum. But she was here with
            them, and that was all that mattered.
         

         
         Athar and Ramiz would bring Rasida over by themselves and meet the others on the banks of the Izdihar in Lower Attaba. They
            would sail across together. Nico would meet them there as well.
         

         
         It was still dark when they set out, and far too early for mule carts to be on the streets. So they walked. Nobody said very
            much. Nehal was exhausted from being awake so early, and yet adrenaline was thrumming through her bones; it was a terrible
            combination. Giorgina looked as though she were becoming more worn with every step she took. Only Malak seemed placid, but
            then, she always was; even to Nehal, Malak’s inner thoughts were often a mystery. She looked forward to the day when it was
            not so, when Malak was a secret to everyone else, but an open book to Nehal.
         

         
         When they came upon the Izdihar, faintly twinkling stars still lit the sky, even as it slowly shed its darkness for a muted
            yellow. The river here was a murky green, its oscillation gentle against the banks.
         

         
         Malak’s eyes darted around, examining their surroundings. Nehal and Giorgina followed her when she deemed it safe, and they
            gathered on the banks, where a cluster of old dinghies sat, unused.
         

         
         It did not take long for the others to arrive. First Nico, who, in an attempt to be inconspicuous, had abandoned his usual robe, and wore only a plain gray galabiya and turban. He joined them wordlessly on the banks. They did not have to wait long for the others. 

         
         Athar came dressed like an ordinary Ramsawi woman; walking very close to her was a woman in a face veil. Though both their
            bodies were concealed, Nehal knew that Athar had handcuffed Rasida to herself. Ramiz walked beside them both.
         

         
         Athar looked vaguely ill, as though she had not slept, and Ramiz looked no better, though he at least looked prepared, with
            a musket slung across his shoulders.
         

         
         “What now?” he asked quietly.

         
         Nehal gestured to the dinghies they had already pulled out. Malak, Nico, and Giorgina would take the smaller one, and Nehal
            would join the others in the slightly larger one. She would propel both to the island.
         

         
         When they settled in, Malak pushed them both off the banks and into the river, and then Nehal took over. She stood at the
            helm of the dinghy, Ramiz seated beside her, and swung her arms out. Ordinarily, she weaved with both her arms at a single
            target, but now, each arm would control a different current. It took a fair amount of concentration, but after a few tries
            it became seamless.
         

         
         They came upon the island just as the sun was cresting over the horizon, splattering the river in burnished gold. Malak helped
            them dock. Athar dragged Rasida out of the dinghy roughly.
         

         
         “You can take that off now,” she snapped, tugging on Rasida’s face veil. Slowly, Rasida’s free hand came up to pull down the
            veil. She looked exhausted, her eyes somewhat sunken. She squinted at the sun as they walked towards the gates of the Academy.
         

         
         And then Ramiz said, “What is that?”
         

         
         Nehal turned to follow his gaze, and she saw what had made him exclaim. Coming towards them from the western banks were three
            boats, far larger than dinghies, and likely carrying far more people than the seven they had agreed upon.
         

         
         “He lied,” said Malak, her voice far too calm. “Unsurprising.”

         
         Athar’s mouth twisted, but she only nodded tightly. “It’s nothing we can’t handle.”

         
         But when Hali and his men disembarked, Nehal began to doubt that. Hali had brought with him what looked like at least thirty
            soldiers, all armed. And why would he not have? There was nothing they could do about it now. Nehal looked at them warily;
            the soldiers completely outnumbered them. But none of Hali’s soldiers were weavers, whereas Nehal, Malak, Giorgina, and Athar
            could all draw upon their elements.
         

         
         And Nehal had the river at her back.

         
         Approaching them now was Iraten. Nico stepped forward hesitantly, reaching out to shake his hand.

         
         “A happy pleasure to see you again, Lord Nico,” said Iraten, bowing his head. “I am glad your party has agreed to meet with
            us.” His eyes roved over them, lingering on Athar, and then pausing entirely on Rasida. But he said nothing to her.
         

         
         “King Hali awaits,” said Iraten, gesturing behind him, to where Hali’s soldiers had carried and set out a throne, of all things. It was completely ridiculous that he’d had a throne brought out all the way onto the island, but he did seem
            like the sort of person who would do that.
         

         
         Hali emerged from among his men, looking as arrogant as Nehal remembered him, and sank into the throne. He slouched slightly,
            one leg crossed over the other, an engraved dagger hanging in a sling across his chest. Then he lazily held out his hand.
         

         
         “Lord Nico,” he drawled.

         
         Nehal saw Nico’s hesitation in his every slow step. But he made his way across to Hali.

         
         Hali unfurled himself but did not stand; he only held out his hand for Nico to shake.

         
         Nico stood awkwardly by Hali, looking uncertain.

         
         “Where is Teta?” Athar whispered.

         
         Kaouthar was nowhere to be seen. Nehal glanced at Malak, who was hanging back, remaining as inconspicuous as possible, given Hali’s dislike of her. She met her eye, and Malak nodded. 

         
         Nehal took two steps forward. “Where is Kaouthar?” she asked loudly. Her voice carried, and Hali turned his head to look at
            her. He narrowed his eyes.
         

         
         “Ah, Lady Nehal. I almost didn’t recognize you. No pleasantries first?” he said.

         
         Impatiently, Athar stepped forward, dragging Rasida along beside her. When she held up their handcuffed arms, Nehal was startled
            to see that Rasida’s wrist was covered in raw burns. She pursed her lips and turned away.
         

         
         “Where is she, Hali?” Athar demanded loudly.

         
         At the sight of Rasida, Hali shot to his feet. Iraten placed a hand on his shoulder to stop him coming at them. Everyone tensed,
            but then Hali nodded, and Iraten motioned to the group of soldiers standing behind Hali in a cluster. Hali did not move his
            intent gaze away from Rasida’s face.
         

         
         From within the soldiers Kaouthar emerged. Her hands and feet were chained so tightly together that she could only hobble.
            She was gagged as well. One of Hali’s men had a sharp knife held right at her throat, so close that Nehal feared she was already
            bleeding, and another soldier held a musket at her head.
         

         
         Nehal scowled at the indignity; Kaouthar was an old woman, and without her fireweaving she was no danger to anyone at all.
            The chains and the gag were unnecessary.
         

         
         Athar leapt forward and Nehal moved to stop her, but Ramiz was quicker; he lurched and grabbed Athar by the wrist. Athar made
            a wild noise, almost like a growl, and Ramiz tensed, whispering in her ear, “Calm down.”
         

         
         “Now that we are all gathered—” began Iraten.

         
         “I want to hear my grandmother speak,” interrupted Athar, tugging herself free of Ramiz’s grip. Rasida stumbled alongside,
            mirroring her movements. “I want to know she’s not been harmed.”
         

         
         Incredibly, Hali laughed. Iraten glanced at him, worry evident in the strain of his eyebrows.

         
         “You want me to indulge you, after what you’ve done, traitor?” He barked another laugh. “Why not? You’ve been brazen so far, after all. Iraten, bring
            the old woman forward, and remove her gag.”
         

         
         “Your Majesty—”

         
         “Now.”

         
         Iraten obliged, slowly leading Kaouthar towards Hali, although the soldiers’ weapons never left her. Iraten reached over to
            awkwardly pull down her gag.
         

         
         Kaouthar’s first gulp of clean air was audible to them all.

         
         “Well, then!” Hali motioned with his hand. “Speak, so she knows I haven’t torn out your tongue.”

         
         “Teta?” said Athar hesitantly.

         
         “Athar.” Kaouthar’s voice was hoarse and ragged, but it was clear. “Do not fret, my darling daughter. I refuse to let the
            enemy have the advantage.” She closed her eyes. “I yield to you the helm, Athar.”
         

         
         “Teta—what are you saying?” Athar shook her head, looking at her grandmother like her next words could fix everything.

         
         The old woman smiled. “I welcome death for the sake of freedom.”

         
         Kaouthar’s features convulsed as a scream of absolute agony clawed its way up her throat.

         
         And then she burst into flames.

         
         Athar uttered a deep wail, so guttural it seemed she must have torn her throat apart.

         
         The panic was immediate. Nehal instinctively took several steps back. Hali lurched away from Kaouthar, but not quickly enough; his robe caught fire. One of his guards tackled him, rolling them both into the sand to put out the flames. Iraten stumbled back so fast he fell. The soldier holding Kaouthar had not been so fortunate; he went up in flames alongside her. Hali’s soldiers raised their muskets and stepped in front of their king, blocking him from view. 

         
         Rasida must have panicked, because what she did next defied sense; she punched Athar in the jaw and ran, seemingly forgetting
            that she and Athar were bound by a chain. Athar’s reaction was so immediate it could not possibly have been supported by any
            logical thought: she clasped Rasida’s wrist and set her on fire.
         

         
         Nehal would never forget the sound of Rasida’s screams: the shock, the terror, the sheer agony of being burned alive. Rasida
            flailed erratically as searing hot flames devoured her hair and face. Then she collapsed into a still-burning heap. Nehal
            could smell her: acrid burnt hair, stomach-churning cooked meat. Her stomach heaved, but she kept herself steady and upright.
         

         
         Hali was back on his feet, and when he saw what had been done to his wife, his furious roar rivaled Athar’s.

         
         Ramiz held up his musket, though it was unclear at whom he wanted to aim.

         
         “Kill them!” Hali shrieked. “Kill them all!”

         
         Hali’s soldiers leapt forward with a spray of gunfire.

         
         Nehal pulled up river water and created a wall of ice. Half of the bullets crashed into the ice, shattering it violently;
            the bullets that made their way through were blown back by Malak’s wind, which ruffled Nehal’s clothes.
         

         
         Another line of soldiers stepped forward while the others reloaded their muskets. It was Giorgina who moved first. She held
            out her hands and pulled an entire wall of earth, almost as tall as the Academy gates, out of the ground.
         

         
         The island shook violently. Nehal buckled from the impact, falling to her knees, staring at the massive wall. It bled sand
            and rocks, but it shielded them from the rain of bullets. Then Giorgina gasped.
         

         
         “Nico’s on the other side!” She raised her hands up as if to lower the wall, but Malak and Nehal each grabbed one of her arms
            and held her down.
         

         
         “Giorgina, we’ll die!” yelled Nehal.

         
         Giorgina was shaking her head so fast her shawl had fallen off. “He’s not safe, he’s not—”

         
         “We’ll all die if you lower this wall,” said Malak in a strained voice. “Please, Giorgina, you have to wait.”

         
         The fight seemed to go out of Giorgina. She collapsed to her knees, her hands buried in the sand at their feet. But the wall
            stayed.
         

         
         Malak crouched beside Giorgina and placed a hand on her shoulder. Nehal stayed on her feet, alert, listening carefully for
            movement on the other side.
         

         
         The sound of bullets ceased. Athar appeared to be hyperventilating, unable to tear her eyes away from Rasida’s smoking corpse.
            Ramiz stood beside her, musket still held up, staring helplessly at the scene before him.
         

         
         They waited, too tense to speak.

         
         And then Nehal heard something unmistakable: the splash of boots running into the water.

         
         “They’re running.” Nehal looked at Malak questioningly, who nodded.

         
         “Now, Giorgina,” Malak said. “Lower it slowly. So we can see what we’re facing.”

         
         Giorgina, who was ashen, struggled to her feet, with Nehal and Malak both supporting her. Giorgina took a shaky breath, then
            laid her hands against the wall. Slowly, she began to lower it.
         

         
         “I’ll look first,” Malak said.

         
         The sand beneath Malak’s feet shivered, and Nehal realized she was pushing upwards with her wind so she could gain height.
            Her hand was poised at her side, ready to deflect an attack.
         

         
         Nehal’s gaze was trained on Malak’s face, and when Malak’s expression faltered for a moment, Nehal’s chest thudded.

         
         Malak lowered herself and looked at Giorgina. She did not need to say a word, and nor did Giorgina, who immediately lowered
            the rest of the wall back into the ground.
         

         
         They saw, immediately, on the other side: Nico’s body, with Hali’s engraved dagger sticking out of his neck.
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         Nehal had never heard Giorgina scream before.

         
         She moved before Nehal could stop her, and Nehal followed. Instead of stopping at Nico’s body, however, Giorgina continued
            past him, towards Hali and his soldiers, who were hurriedly pulling their boats into the water. It was Nehal who sank to her
            knees beside Nico.
         

         
         His eyes were open, the bright blue faded, his spectacles askew and splattered with blood. The blond strands that gathered
            at his neck were matted with blood. Nehal put a hand on his chest, which did not move.
         

         
         Dead. Nico was . . . dead?

         
         Nehal felt an unmooring, as though the ground beneath her was shifting. She was a widow.

         
         Except . . . was she a widow? Had she and Nico been married in any true sense of the word?

         
         But real marriage or not, he had been her friend. She had argued with him, kissed him, lived with him for months, mocked his
            bookish habits, seen him at his worst, hugged him, shamed him, defended him, let him help her stand.
         

         
         Now he lay on the ground in front of her, his neck carved open, because he had tried to be brave.

         
         He had been brave, and that bravery had gotten him a knife in the neck. Nehal’s fingers fluttered over the knife at his throat, her eyes roving over the multiple stab wounds that had slit his throat apart. Not that the savagery mattered. 

         
         What mattered was that Nico was dead.

         
         There were distant shouts around her, but they came to Nehal through a wall, or as though she were miles away.

         
         Nico’s eyes were open. Carefully, she closed them, because Nico could no longer close them himself.

         
         It was a crash that made Nehal look up. She blinked, taking in the scene that she had been ignoring. The river was going wild.
            Nehal’s eyes found Giorgina.
         

         
         Giorgina was waterweaving.

         
         Wait.

         
         Giorgina was waterweaving?
         

         
         It was impossible. But it was happening. The river was coming alive at Giorgina’s behest. She pulled up wave after wave, but
            her aim was completely off, and the waves missed the boats entirely. But then fire came out of Giorgina’s hands, heading straight
            for them. How was that possible, when the ground beneath Giorgina’s feet was cracking open because she was earthweaving?
         

         
         Nehal got to her feet unsteadily, staring in shock at Giorgina, who appeared to be weaving three elements at once.

         
         Malak had gotten close enough to reach for Giorgina’s wrist, but Giorgina swung back, sending Malak flying. Nehal gasped,
            but Malak recovered quickly, steadying herself in midair and sliding back onto the sand on her feet. Giorgina did not even
            notice; she was focused only on creating a gargantuan wave that would capsize Hali and his boats. But the wave grew so large
            it blocked out the sun, so large that if Giorgina propelled it after the boats, she could flood Alamaxa.
         

         
         “Giorgina.” Nehal’s voice was hoarse, so she ran closer to Giorgina, calling out for her.

         
         But Giorgina ignored her entirely.

         
         “Giorgina, stop!” Nehal shouted after her.

         
         But Giorgina did not even deign to glance at Nehal; her attention was solely focused on her wave, which was fast turning into
            a behemoth.
         

         
         She wasn’t going to stop. So Nehal did the only thing she could think of, even as her stomach churned: she held out her hand,
            curled her fingers into a claw, and found the rhythm of Giorgina’s pulsing blood.
         

         
         Giorgina flinched, her back bowed, but Nehal had caught hold of her. She made her turn around. If Nehal had been anyone else,
            she might have balked at Giorgina’s expression, a mixture of fury, grief, and disbelief so potent it was heart-wrenching.
            But Nehal was not just anyone, and so she took a breath to steady her bloodweaving and pulled Giorgina forward.
         

         
         But Giorgina resisted.

         
         Nehal had never before attempted bloodweaving on a fellow weaver, let alone a weaver with whatever abilities Giorgina seemed
            to possess. Though taking hold of Giorgina’s blood had been simple enough, now Nehal struggled.
         

         
         Giorgina sunk her feet into the earth to prevent herself from being pulled. She held out her hands, but Nehal could see the
            indecision on her face. Giorgina was not going to harm Nehal. Nehal was certain of this, so she loosened her own hold and
            took a few steps forward instead, until she was close enough to touch Giorgina.
         

         
         She held out both her hands slowly. Giorgina stared at her like a feral caged animal. But Nehal did not fear her; Nehal trusted
            her. Nehal realized now that she had trusted Giorgina from the moment she had met her. And surely Giorgina trusted Nehal as
            well, because she still maintained some control of her own limbs and could have tried to attack her. But she didn’t.
         

         
         Very carefully, very gently, Nehal touched Giorgina’s hands. Then she said a word she was unaccustomed to.

         
         “Please,” Nehal whispered. “Giorgina. Please.”

         
         Giorgina’s bottom lip trembled violently, but she did not move, did not speak, and so Nehal came closer, until her arms were wrapped around Giorgina’s waist in a tentative embrace. 

         
         Giorgina shook violently, but Nehal held on to her as tightly as she was able, until she felt Giorgina falling, falling and
            taking Nehal with her. Behind her, the wave fizzled out, sinking gently back into the river.
         

         
         They both collapsed to their knees in the sand, Giorgina’s hands loose at her sides, her breathing rough and harsh. Nehal
            settled and held Giorgina until Malak kneeled beside them.
         

         
         Malak laid her hand on Giorgina’s shoulders. “We should go,” said Malak gently. “That wave will have been noticed.”

         
         “But—but—” Giorgina jerked, as though she wanted to turn around but could not.

         
         “I’ll carry him back,” said Ramiz, who had come up behind them. “Don’t worry. We won’t leave him behind.”

         
         Ramiz took Nico on his back, bowed over with his weight. He put him in the dinghy that would carry him, Athar, and Nehal,
            so that he wouldn’t have to be with Giorgina.
         

         
         When they returned to the banks, the first person Nehal saw was Medhat. He stood out among the crowd of onlookers that had
            gathered. Mercifully, there were no police that Nehal could see.
         

         
         When Medhat saw them, when he saw Giorgina’s tear-stained face, and finally, when he saw Ramiz carrying Nico’s body, his own
            face fell, but he swallowed his shock and helped them out of the dinghies.
         

         
         Athar was mumbling, and Nehal heard her say, “I didn’t . . . I didn’t mean . . . I didn’t . . .”

         
         Nehal wanted to scream at her, but she did not have the energy. She quietly watched Ramiz lift Nico onto the shore.

         
         Medhat approached Nehal. “My lady, what . . . what happened?”

         
         Nehal just shook her head.

         
         “I’d like to take Lord Nico’s body to his parents, if you’ll allow it,” said Medhat quietly.

         
         Nehal blinked. She had not yet considered what would be done with Nico’s body.

         
         “I . . . I don’t want his mother to see him like this,” said Nehal.

         
         “She won’t,” Medhat said. “There’s a process for . . . for things like this. I know where to go.”

         
         Finally, Nehal nodded. Medhat took Nico from Ramiz, and that was when Nehal turned around, because she was done looking at
            Nico’s limp body.
         

         
         Athar was still sobbing, but Nehal ignored her. She went to Giorgina, who stared blankly at the River Izdihar, tears sliding
            silently down her cheeks.
         

         
          

         Nehal wondered what she was supposed to do now. She was technically Nico’s widow. She should be planning his funeral, shouldn’t
            she? Managing necessary paperwork? Shouldn’t she be the one informing both of their families, rather than Medhat?
         

         
         But she could not return home. And she certainly couldn’t go to Nico’s family. She was still a fugitive. Though Rasida was
            dead and Parliament had disbanded, that fact had not changed. King Yusef and Queen Zeinab still lived, after all, and the
            police stood at their side, along with a good portion of the Ramsawi army. If Nehal emerged from hiding, the police would
            be happy to arrest her. To say nothing of what Hali would want to do if he could find her.
         

         
         No, she could do nothing for Nico now. She could barely help herself.

         
         It was midmorning when they got back to Zubaida’s. The brothel was bustling as usual. Nehal felt as though she were walking
            through a fever dream, through sludge. Hazily, she followed Malak and Giorgina upstairs, where Bahira and Etedal awaited.
         

         
         “What happened?” Etedal demanded immediately.

         
         Nehal watched Giorgina sit down in the corner. Giorgina had not said a word since they’d come back from the Academy island.

         
         Bahira looked at their wan faces. “Malak? What happened?”

         
         “Where’s Nico?” asked Etedal.

         
         Comprehension was dawning on both Etedal and Bahira’s faces. Still, Nehal needed to say it out loud.

         
         “Nico’s dead.” She sounded strange to her own ears, like she was speaking from outside herself. “Hali killed him.”

         
         Bahira gasped, and Etedal muttered, “Shit.”

         
         Malak steered them all towards the farthest corner of the small room, as far away from Giorgina as possible. Then she gave
            Bahira and Etedal a brief and straightforward explanation: “Kaouthar killed herself in the middle of the exchange. Rasida
            ran for it, and Athar killed her too. Nico was caught in the cross fire.”
         

         
         Nehal was impressed by Malak’s brevity, by how steady her voice was. It was a comfort, to know that Malak was not falling
            apart.
         

         
         “So if Athar hadn’t lashed out and killed Rasida, everything would be fine?” said Bahira in disbelief. “You would have the
            advantage?”
         

         
         “How did she screw this up so bad?” said Etedal.

         
         “But how did Kaouthar even weave?” asked Bahira. “I thought she’d been injected with this drug; did it not work?”

         
         “She must have gotten past it,” said Nehal. She’d not had a moment to consider Kaouthar’s strength in this. “The drug only
            causes pain if you weave; it doesn’t technically block weaving. I just could never get past the pain.” But Kaouthar had. Kaouthar
            had suffered that pain, and the pain that came after, when she set herself aflame. How much had Kaouthar endured in her life
            to overcome the agony the injection brought on?
         

         
         “So now we’re just fucked?” said Etedal, jerking them all back to the present.

         
         Malak sighed. “Now . . . I don’t know. We’re not even back where we started. The situation is far worse.”

         
         Malak did not need to elaborate. Rasida’s death had so incensed Hali that he had murdered Nico, a Ramsawi nobleman. Whether this spoke to his volatility or his confidence that he would face no consequences did not matter. It was a brazen act, one that indicated that they were dealing with a man who was not just irrational, but rash. 

         
         At least Rasida had been sane, thought Nehal. Not that her relative sanity had meant very much when it came to weavers. Still, Nehal shuddered when she
            recalled the sight of Rasida going up in flames, her shrieks of pain, her body twitching in its final death throes. She had
            witnessed the same thing happening on Imbaba Bridge, but she had been too far away to truly feel it. This time she had been
            so close to Rasida she’d felt the heat of the fire. She understood now why Giorgina had fled their ambush on Imbaba Bridge.
         

         
         With this thought, she glanced over at Giorgina, who still stared blankly at nothing, her skin pale and splotchy, her hands
            trembling slightly. Nehal desperately wanted to ask about what Giorgina had done, to ask if Malak had known. She could not
            deny her curiosity—or, to her own dismay, her envy—at Giorgina’s newfound abilities, but she was not callous enough to interrogate
            Giorgina about this now. In fact, it was not a good time to ask Giorgina anything; she looked like she needed to sleep for
            a century. Whatever pain Nehal was feeling over Nico, Giorgina felt it tenfold. He’d been Nehal’s husband, but Giorgina had
            loved him.
         

         
         “King Yusef should know what Hali’s done to Nico,” Nehal heard herself say. “To know how volatile he is. Before he makes any
            more agreements with him. And I should be the one to tell him.”
         

         
         Malak frowned. “Nehal—”

         
         “Didn’t you say you’d be arrested on sight?” asked Bahira.

         
         Nehal kept her voice steady. “I’m Nico’s widow, and I’m going to speak on his behalf, especially if it helps the royal family
            see Hali for what he is.”
         

         
         “What if they already do?” asked Malak quietly. “And they’ve decided to work with him to retain as much of their power as
            possible? Remember that they gave him the citadel.”
         

         
         “Then I’ll convince them he’ll turn against them,” said Nehal desperately. “Malak, I have to do something. I’m sick of hiding here. Just let me try.” 

         
         Malak looked at her, and Nehal could see her contemplating. “If you want to do this, let me help.”

         
         Nehal frowned. “But they like you even less than they like me.”

         
         “Not sure that’s possible at the moment,” Etedal muttered, and Nehal almost laughed.

         
         “I’m not going to come with you to Imbaba Palace,” said Malak. “But I am going to take you to see Hesham.”
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Giorgina

         
         She should have lowered that wall.

         
         No.

         
         She should have attacked.

         
         Her first instinct had been to defend, to hide. But she should have attacked.

         
         She should have attacked Hali. She should have pushed him back, far, far from Nico.

         
         But Giorgina had not attacked, because it was not in her nature. She had cowered, had hidden, and had trapped Nico behind
            that wall with Hali.
         

         
         She’d killed him.

         
         She’d let him die.

         
         Nico would have lived if Giorgina had used the abilities she feared, if she had not been so careful, if she had not kept her
            powers locked away. If she had given in to the aggression and anger, if she had embraced the power that so clearly flowed
            through her veins, she would have saved him.
         

         
         Giorgina had been so terrified of turning into Edua Badawi that she had let Nico die.

         
         Someone fell onto the cot beside her, and Giorgina looked up, startled. Malak and Nehal were gone, Bahira was walking out, and it was just Etedal and Giorgina in the room now. Etedal leaned her head back against the wall and stared at the ceiling, saying nothing. Was she thinking over her words? That wasn’t like her. Did she perhaps know how Giorgina’s thoughts were turning in and over themselves? 

         
         Nico.

         
         Nico was gone forever. Giorgina would never see him again. She would never speak to him, never touch him, never rest in his arms. She had been cut off from her family, and
            that still stung. She had only just started to comprehend the reality that her dearest friend, Labiba, was not going to be part of her life. Now the person she
            had leaned on for comfort after Labiba’s loss was gone too. How was Giorgina expected to bear that? What was she supposed
            to do now?
         

         
         Should she give in to her powers? When she had used her weaving on the island—when she had used all those elements at once,
            so intensely—she had felt, for the first time in her life, a kind of mental peace. But at the same time, she had felt fear,
            and constriction, and a disturbing sense that she was not alone in her own mind. She had felt unlike herself. For all that
            fear, though, she had also felt safe: safe in the knowledge that she was powerful, that few people could hurt her.
         

         
         How seductive that feeling of safety was.

         
         Was that how Edua Badawi had felt? Was that why she had continued to use her formidable abilities? Or perhaps she simply hadn’t
            realized the extent of her powers—after all, Giorgina had Edua as an example, but Edua had had no one at all. She’d only had
            her weaving, and her instructors, and then, her war generals, pushing her towards more and more destructive actions.
         

         
         Giorgina abhorred destruction. Even on the island, when she had lashed out in that moment of anger and disbelief, she had hated it. She had hated that it was sometimes necessary, that she was the one doing it, that she was going to harm people. Hated that it had felt so easy to give in. Why could she not feel safe unless she had access to such destructive power? Was that a fault in her, or in the world in which
            she lived?
         

         
         When Giorgina felt herself falling too deep into her thoughts, she turned to Etedal, who sensed her gaze.

         
         “It’s my fault, Etedal,” Giorgina whispered.

         
         Etedal narrowed her eyes. “How do you see that?”

         
         “I . . .” Etedal did not know about Giorgina’s new abilities, so Giorgina was careful with her words. “I drew up that wall
            instead of . . . I don’t know. Anything else.”
         

         
         Etedal looked away, then took a deep breath. “Did you know Labiba didn’t want to go to that rally at Parliament?”

         
         Giorgina startled. “What?” Out of all the things Etedal might have said, this she had not expected.

         
         “Yeah. She got cold feet at the last minute, wanted to back out. She wasn’t feeling up to it, or maybe she knew it was going
            to go wrong, I don’t know.” Etedal’s voice wobbled. “I convinced her to come. Told her not to be a coward. Promised her I’d
            stay by her side, keep her safe.”
         

         
         “Etedal . . .”

         
         “I blame myself every day.” Etedal’s laugh was cynical. “She would literally still be alive if it weren’t for me. What does
            that make me?”
         

         
         “That’s not . . .” Giorgina’s mind was reeling. “You couldn’t have known . . .”

         
         “Yeah, but it doesn’t change anything, does it?” Etedal shrugged. “She’s still gone, and I’m still here, because I made her
            go to that fucking march.”
         

         
         Giorgina swallowed. “I don’t understand what you’re trying to say.”

         
         “I’m trying to say that we’re in this shit together,” said Etedal. “Is it possible Nico might still be alive if you’d done something different? Yeah, maybe. Maybe Labiba would have choked on a date if she’d stayed home. Who the fuck knows why anything happens? The guilt is there, no matter what, because you’re alive and they’re not.” 

         
         Giorgina blinked. She wasn’t quite certain if Etedal had meant to be comforting. Her words were harsh, but that was just how
            Etedal was: blunt and unyielding.
         

         
         And she was also suffering.

         
         “I’m so sorry, Etedal,” whispered Giorgina. “I’m so sorry she’s not here with us. I’m sorry you feel like this.”

         
         Etedal scoffed. “No other way to feel, is there? You know what else I wish I would have done?”

         
         Giorgina wiped her cheeks dry. “What?”

         
         “Murdered that pig Attia. It kills me that he’s still alive out there and I don’t even know where he is.” She jerked her chin.
            “That’s where you’ve got an advantage.”
         

         
         “With . . . Attia?”

         
         “No, you idiot, with Hali. You know where he is. You can kill him.”

         
         Etedal spoke so confidently, so surely, as though to kill Hali—and the men that would be guarding him—was nothing at all.

         
         And perhaps killing Hali should be easy. Did it even matter that the thought of it made Giorgina’s stomach turn? If she had the power to change the course
            of this war, shouldn’t she? If it meant she could stop more people from needlessly dying, then perhaps she should do whatever
            was necessary.
         

         
         Hali had killed Nico. So wantonly, so uncaringly, as though Nico had meant nothing at all.
         

         
         “You think it ends with Hali?” asked Giorgina. “Someone else will inherit his throne. The army will follow him. Most Zirani—and
            most Ramsawi—hate or fear weavers. That won’t change with his death.”
         

         
         “It’s not about whether it ends with him,” said Etedal, as though the point she was attempting to make was the most obvious thing in the world. “It’s about his end. It’s about killing him for what he did, regardless of what happens after. Maybe killing him won’t solve everything, but
            it’ll make you feel better.”
         

         
         Etedal really did not know her at all, and all at once Giorgina missed Labiba fiercely. “I don’t know that it will.”

         
         “Look, I know you’re soft,” said Etedal, her tone indicating that she meant to be sympathetic rather than insulting. “Labiba
            always said it, and she didn’t see a problem with it. Before, I thought, well, she has a right to be soft, she’s got nothing.
            Her life’s just as shit as ours. What can she do? But now I know you’re a fucking earthweaver. You can literally shake shit
            up, break it down. Why don’t you?”
         

         
         “Because . . . because . . . it’s just not that easy,” protested Giorgina.

         
         “I’m not telling you to go crush kittens to death for the thrill of it,” said Etedal. “But people who deserve it, people who
            are dangerous? Yeah, I think you should drop a boulder on their head to stop them from hurting anyone who can’t defend themselves.
            Sometimes that’s the only thing that can stop them.”
         

         
         Etedal squeezed her hand. “I’m not trying to make you feel bad about not doing something before. I’m saying you can do something
            now, because you need to.”
         

         
         When Etedal said it, with her clear conviction, it sounded so simple. Hali was dangerous, and he needed to be stopped. Giorgina
            could stop him. Therefore, Giorgina should stop him. It was an easy equation, the kind that rang true in its simplicity. Etedal did not even know the full extent of
            Giorgina’s new abilities. What would she think if she did? She would argue there should be no hesitation. She would argue
            that Giorgina should use those abilities to their fullest extent.
         

         
         If Giorgina revealed herself, revealed her powers, threatened those in power, would they relent? If they feared her, would they do her bidding? Or would she only be putting a target on her back? Would they try to use her, as those in power had used Edua? If she destroyed those who defied her, would she be keeping those she loved safe? Or would she only be crossing a line she had never wanted to cross? 

         
         What she wanted most of all was to not be in this position. She did not want to bear this responsibility. She did not want
            to have so few choices. She did not want one of her choices to be violence at all.
         

         
         But that was what the world had given her.

         
         Was her hesitation to destroy a weakness? Naïveté? Did she want the world to be something it was not and never could be?

         
         You’ve killed once already, a cruel voice reminded her. And others are dead because of your hesitation.

         
         And wasn’t that getting easier to bear by the day?

         
         She could be violent again if she decided to be, and perhaps that was what frightened her most: how easy it was to give in
            to it.
         

         
         “And Giorgina?” said Etedal.

         
         Giorgina glanced up.

         
         Etedal shot her a rueful smile, her eyes glistening. “I should have started with this, I guess, but . . . I’m really, really
            sorry about Nico.”
         

         
         Giorgina tried, but she could not stop herself from sobbing.
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Nehal

         
         Malak and Nehal walked as far as they could, until they found a mule cart to take them to Hesham’s house, which was south
            of Bulaq, in Mayadi.
         

         
         “You’re neighbors,” said Nehal in a low voice to Malak. They were not the only occupants on the cart; opposite them sat an
            elderly woman who appeared to be half asleep.
         

         
         “We’ve known each other since we were children, actually,” Malak replied softly.

         
         “Really? Children?”

         
         Malak nodded. “We were at university together too.”

         
         Nehal leaned in closer. “He wasn’t the man you were engaged to, was he?”

         
         Malak let out a surprised laugh. “No, he wasn’t.”

         
         The cart hit a bump in the road, and the whole thing lurched, waking the woman across from them. She frowned at them in irritation,
            as though it was their fault the road was bumpy, and from then on she was alert. Thankfully, she got off soon after, leaving
            Malak and Nehal alone with the driver.
         

         
         “Nehal?” Malak said a moment later.

         
         “Hmm?”

         
         “I . . .” Malak trailed off, and Nehal turned to look at her. She was deliberately facing away from Nehal, and seemed almost . . . hesitant. Nehal had never known Malak to hesitate about anything. 

         
         “What’s wrong?” Nehal asked.

         
         “Do you want to . . . talk about Nico?”

         
         Nehal felt herself tense. “Not particularly.” Thus far, she was doing an excellent job of not thinking about Nico, and she
            did not want to change that.
         

         
         Malak only nodded, seeming almost a bit relieved. Nehal couldn’t blame her. She didn’t think either of them was particularly
            good at navigating this sort of thing.
         

         
         Hesham lived on Malak’s street, in a building that looked very similar to Malak’s. The lane was quiet, and Nehal wondered
            if the other inhabitants here had evacuated.
         

         
         She followed Malak up the stairs to the second floor and watched her knock, inwardly practicing her argument.

         
         When Hesham opened the door, he did not seem surprised; in fact, he exuded a kind of tired resignation. “Of course,” he sighed.
            “Come in, Malak.” When he saw Nehal, he tensed. “Why is she here?”
         

         
         “We’ve come to speak with you,” said Malak.

         
         Hesham glanced over his shoulder, then turned back to Malak. “I have . . . a guest.”

         
         A guest? Nehal glanced at Malak, wondering what they should do. They’d hardly be able to speak with Hesham in front of a guest.
            But Malak only smiled.
         

         
         “It’s all right. Trust me.”

         
         Though Hesham twisted his lips in displeasure, he stood back to allow them entry. Frowning in confusion, Nehal followed Malak
            inside. Hesham’s parlor was sparsely decorated, almost ascetic, and everything was a shade of white or gray. But it was not
            this that drew Nehal’s attention. What drew her attention was the man sitting on a white-and-gray divan: Yusry Sarhan.
         

         
         Nehal did not yelp, precisely, but the sound she made was not what her mother would have called ladylike. She had not seen Yusry since the night of the party, when she’d told him about her feelings for Malak. It was a joy to see someone familiar, and seeing him reminded Nehal of the opera, of calmer times, of Nico. 

         
         He seemed just as surprised to see her, sitting up and jumping to his feet. “Nehal?” He shook his head, as though to dispel
            what he thought was an illusion. “I . . . I never thought I would see you here.”
         

         
         Why would you? she thought. But Nehal just shook his hand. “I’m full of surprises.” As are you, it seems. “Where’s Mahitab?”
         

         
         Yusry led Nehal to sit beside him on the divan, while Malak and Hesham sat across from them in a pile of cushions. Hesham
            looked at Nehal with barely concealed suspicion.
         

         
         “I sent her away the same night the bells rang. She’s abroad, with a friend.”

         
         “But you stayed?”

         
         “Oh, I had . . . obligations,” said Yusry, a tad too airily, and with a subtle but unmissable glance at Hesham, who tensed.

         
         Nehal understood immediately, and she said nothing. She thought back to that night on the roof with Yusry, when he had told
            her he shared his life with someone. She assumed now that was Hesham, and understood Hesham’s displeasure at finding her here.
            She knew what it was to want to keep your relationships secret.
         

         
         Yusry, however, showed no such displeasure and seemed genuinely happy to see her. “How are you?” he asked Nehal.

         
         When she looked into his earnest face, she had a vivid flashback to Nico and their dinner with Yusry, and she was furious
            to realize her eyes were filling up with tears. She wiped at them angrily before they could fall.
         

         
         “Nehal, what’s wrong?” asked Yusry.

         
         To her horror, Nehal found that there was a lump in her throat, and she couldn’t speak.

         
         Thankfully, Malak spared her the indignity of the struggle. “Nico was killed earlier today.”

         
         In another circumstance, Yusry’s expression might have been comical. “What did you just say?”

         
         “How?” demanded Hesham.

         
         “He was murdered by King Hali,” said Malak. “That’s why we’re here.”

         
         Hesham ran a hand down his beard. “Why does that make me wary?”

         
         “Because it’s a reminder that a foreign power is essentially occupying our country?” Malak frowned at him. “Or because you’re
            always wary of me?”
         

         
         “I’m wary of you because your requests are always outlandish.”
         

         
         Yusry ignored them both. “Nehal, I’m . . . I’m so sorry.” He looked as though he had a multitude of questions, and why shouldn’t
            he? Yusry knew Nico and Nehal’s marriage had been nontraditional, and that she wasn’t in love with him the way a wife was
            supposed to be. But still.
         

         
         Nehal acknowledged Yusry’s sympathies with an uncomfortable shrug.

         
         “Can you tell us what happened?” Yusry glanced from Malak to Nehal, and Nehal was happy to let Malak succinctly explain what
            had happened and everything that had gone wrong. She did not miss that Malak carefully avoided mentioning what Giorgina had
            done.
         

         
         When Malak was finished, Hesham gave a long-suffering sigh and said, “I assume you’re now going to regale me with your grand
            plans.”
         

         
         “It’s not particularly grand. And it’s Nehal’s plan, mostly.”

         
         “But you wouldn’t be here if you didn’t agree with it, on some level,” Hesham said flatly.

         
         Malak ignored him and nodded to Nehal, who said, “I want to speak to King Yusef. I want to tell him what Hali did to Nico.”

         
         Hesham looked at Nehal for a long moment. He appeared to be warring with himself, his expression a mixture of irritation and
            pity. “You do recall,” he began slowly, “that the last time you were in the king’s presence, you sent a tidal wave through
            his throne room.”
         

         
         “I was defending myself.”

         
         “I don’t think they see it that way.”

         
         Nehal threw up her hands. “Well, I’ll apologize.”

         
         “So you’re going to grovel?” Hesham peered at her critically. “Somehow I don’t believe you capable.”

         
         “That’s because I don’t grovel,” said Nehal icily. “I am a Lady of House Darweesh. I will speak to them as befits my status.”

         
         “I think that status lost some of its weight when you tried to kill them.”

         
         “I didn’t try to kill them.” Was he being deliberately obtuse or was he simply intent on being unhelpful? “I was only trying to escape. You were
            there, surely you saw that I had no choice?”
         

         
         “The problem, Lady Nehal, is that it no longer matters what I think,” said Hesham. “Parliament’s been dissolved, if you haven’t
            heard. I can offer my thoughts to the king, but he’s under no obligation to grant me audience, let alone do anything I say.”
         

         
         “You’re still his minister of defense,” Malak argued. “King Yusef’s never had to involve himself in Ramsawa’s politics; I’m
            sure he’s leaning on you for help.”
         

         
         “Precisely why I don’t wish to antagonize him by presenting him with the twice-fugitive weaver Nehal Darweesh.”

         
         “Perhaps you could deliver the news, then, Hesham?” Yusry suggested. “On Nehal’s behalf?”

         
         “No.” This was not something Nehal wanted done on her behalf. “I’m Nico’s widow, and I should be the one telling them what was done to him.”
         

         
         “It will mean more coming from Nehal,” said Malak, her gaze lingering on Nehal for a moment before sliding over to Hesham.

         
         “All of this necessitates informing them that you killed Rasida, their ally, and likely destroyed any hope they had of ending
            this peacefully,” Hesham argued. “How do you anticipate that going over?”
         

         
         “I didn’t kill Rasida,” said Nehal. “The Zirani rebels did.”

         
         “Oh, of course,” said Hesham, voice heavy with sarcasm. “You just helped kidnap her.”

         
         Nehal was already exhausted with Hesham. “Are you going to help me get an audience or not?”

         
         “Why should I? What exactly do you think you’re going to accomplish with this?”

         
         “I want to get our country back. If nothing else, I want them to know what Hali’s like,” said Nehal. “That he’s unstable,
            irrational, that he goes back on his word. He killed a Ramsawi nobleman—”
         

         
         “He wasn’t exactly unprovoked,” Hesham interrupted.

         
         “Nico was a messenger.” Nehal raised her voice over Hesham’s. “This proves trying to reach a peaceful agreement with Hali isn’t going to work.
            The king needs to see that. They need to mobilize our army and eject Hali from the citadel before things get worse than they
            already are.”
         

         
         “Hesham, you said the king’s already frustrated with Hali’s soldiers,” Yusry said. To Nehal and Malak, he asked, “Did you
            hear about the riot last night? In Shabran?”
         

         
         “What riot?” asked Malak sharply.

         
         “The King wants it kept quiet . . .” Hesham shook his head, glaring at Yusry, who gave him a pointed look back. Hesham sighed,
            then said to Malak and Nehal, “Some of Hali’s soldiers were out drinking, and a girl was accosted.”
         

         
         “Accosted,” repeated Malak, her voice icy.

         
         “Her brothers attacked the soldiers in retaliation, and by the time our police arrived, the Zirani had shot one of them.”

         
         Nehal scoffed. “I can certainly see why you’re helping him keep it quiet.”

         
         Hesham did not appreciate the derision in her tone, judging by his sour expression. “You think I’m doing nothing, but I have
            men in the army who support Parliament. I’m working on acquiring more allies—”
         

         
         “And then what?” said Nehal. “You’re going to overthrow the Crown? Fight their supporters? We need them working alongside
            us, at least until Zirana is off our soil. I may not be a soldier, but even I know you don’t want to fight a war on two fronts.”
         

         
         “Precisely why I don’t want to antagonize the king with your presence!” he said in exasperation.

         
         “Nehal’s right, Hesham,” said Malak. “Ramsawis will not abide an occupation, and that’s what this is going to become, no matter
            what negotiations are agreed upon. In fact, it already is an occupation; Zirana’s army is camped in our citadel. I doubt our citizens are pleased about that. It’s only a small majority of the army that stands with King Yusef.
            This could easily turn into a civil war.”
         

         
         Hesham stretched his neck back, rolling his eyes towards the ceiling. He gave a slight shake of his head. “Fine. I’ll ask
            them”—he held up a finger to forestall whatever Nehal was about to say—“as long as you swear to show some deference. Because,
            like it or not, they will expect that.”
         

         
         “Of course.” Nehal would have agreed to anything he asked of her at this point. “Can we go now?”

         
         Hesham stared at her. “Have you lost your mind?”

         
         “No, I’ve lost my husband,” she snapped, struggling to keep a hold on her impatience. “We don’t exactly have very much time
            here!”
         

         
         “They’ll think we’ve ambushed them!” said Hesham. “My relationship with the king is tenuous at best right now. I can’t just
            spring you upon them.”
         

         
         Yusry looked worried. “Nehal, I really don’t think—”

         
         “You can’t underestimate the value of swift action,” Nehal interrupted. “Why give Hali the advantage of time?”

         
         “Nehal, think,” said Yusry softly, laying a hand on her clenched fist. “If we tell them you are asking to meet with them,
            rather than surprising them, they’ll be more inclined to listen to what you have to say. That you are willing to approach
            them when they are fully prepared to capture you—that shows your trust in them.”
         

         
         “Or my desperation,” Nehal argued.

         
         “Normally I would agree, Yusry, but not in this case,” said Malak. “Hesham, there’s a very good chance Hali is on his way
            to Imbaba Palace as we speak. We’re under attack. There’s no time for decorum.”
         

         
         “You mistake decorum for strategy,” Hesham retorted. “Give me a night, Malak, that’s all I ask! One night for me to plan what I’m going to say, how I’m going to say it.” He turned to Nehal. “You
            can both meet me tomorrow at noon at Imbaba Bridge, and we’ll walk to the palace together. You have my word.”
         

         
         Though Nehal was not entirely convinced, though she was desperate for something to do, Hesham’s argument was not entirely unreasonable. A glance at Malak told Nehal she was thinking similarly, so she nodded.
            “Fine. Tomorrow, noon, we’ll be there. And if you’re not there,” she added, “I’m walking in myself.”
         

         
         Hesham sighed. “I don’t doubt that. Now please leave.”

         
         At the door, Malak lingered. “Hesham, I think you ought to call back our soldiers from Loraq. We’re completely outnumbered
            here. Call in your allies, the Izdihar Division, anyone who’s willing.”
         

         
         Hesham pursed his lips. “It’s not that easy.”

         
         “Try.”

         
         With a curt nod, he slammed the door in their faces.

         
         Nehal scowled. “He’s extremely contrary.”

         
         “He’s extremely cautious.” Malak looked back at the closed apartment door. “I’m cautious too, but sometimes it’s a hindrance.”
            She shook her head. “Let’s go.”
         

         
          

         There was something defeatist about returning to Zubaida’s without having accomplished much, but Nehal was trying to tell
            herself that sometimes waiting and thinking could be useful, and that one night wouldn’t make a difference.
         

         
         She knew she was wrong when she heard the screams.

         
         “What was that?” Their driver drew back his mule’s reins, stopping the animal in its tracks. The occupants of the cart all
            looked at one another in alarm. Instinctively, Nehal reached for Malak’s hand.
         

         
         Then the world exploded around them.

         
         It took Nehal a moment to realize that she wasn’t badly hurt, though her eardrums were ringing. She had been thrown back into Malak, and the pair of them had fallen off the cart, which was now on its side. Malak must have caught them both, though Nehal thought she might have hit her head beforehand. Why else would it be throbbing like it was? 

         
         “Nehal.” Malak cupped her cheek. “Look at me. Are you all right?”

         
         Nehal was dazed, but she managed to nod. She could hear shouts, screams, a stampede of running feet, but distantly, as though
            there was a veil wrapped very tightly around her head. But even through her haze she heard the screaming reach a disturbingly
            loud crescendo.
         

         
         Then Malak wrenched Nehal forward, lifting her feet off the ground, and windweaved them both a great distance away from the
            building in front of them, which had begun to collapse.
         

         
         The rubble piled into the street, and up flared a gigantic wave of grayish smog, so thick it obscured Nehal’s vision and made
            her eyes water.
         

         
         Nehal squinted at it, struggling to comprehend. Were her thoughts moving sluggishly? Was she supposed to know what was happening?

         
         Malak stepped forward, palm out, and waved the smog upwards, clearing the air.

         
         “Nehal?” She felt Malak squeeze her hand. “Say something.”

         
         “What . . .” Nehal cleared her throat. “What is happening?”

         
         Malak shook her head. “I . . .” Then Malak stumbled back, pushing Nehal into the wall behind them, because people were fleeing
            past them. They were running from something. But what?
         

         
         Nehal grimaced. The pounding in her head was easing somewhat, but she still felt unsteady on her feet. She felt unarmed without the large gourd Etedal had found for her, which she had left at Zubaida’s because it was too conspicuous. All she had was the small water gourd she usually kept at her side. She looked around and found what she had hoped for: several public drinking fountains. She felt for the water sloshing inside and was pleased to find that they were full. 

         
         She could fight, if she had to, and this, more than anything, steadied her.

         
         It had to be Hali. He had reacted far quicker than any of them had anticipated, lashed out in retaliation for his wife’s death.
            But with what? Had he sent in his army? What had caused that building to collapse? Malak said the Battle of the Citadel had
            destroyed Zirana’s cannons. Was it possible they’d had more than the ones they’d brought to that battle?
         

         
         Malak frowned, peering down the road. Nehal knew when Malak finally saw what was approaching, because her eyes widened in
            a way Nehal had never before seen.
         

         
         “Nehal,” said Malak, her voice carefully controlled. “Can you run?”

         
         But Nehal was not someone inclined to run, so she did not immediately answer. She stepped out to stand beside Malak and followed
            her gaze. She had no idea what they were looking at.
         

         
         There was only one way she could describe it: a gigantic metal monster was making its way down Fawzy Street. Nehal had never
            seen anything like it before. It was like a metal palanquin, only there were no camels attached to it, nothing to propel it
            forward. Was there someone driving it?
         

         
         Like a train, Nehal thought in a daze. Only it was much wider than any train car, and there was something like a giant musket attached
            to it, and it moved. Behind it followed a line of Zirani soldiers.
         

         
         “I can fight,” said Nehal. She clenched her fists at her sides, then pulled them up, taking hold of the water inside the fountains.
            She started to pull it out of the faucets.
         

         
         The metal palanquin moved far too fast for something of its size, and it did not seem capable of stopping. Nehal watched in slow horror as a pedestrian stumbled into its path and was crushed beneath it, his scream a strangled choke. Nehal took two steps back, blinking rapidly at the splatter of blood and guts the machine left behind. 

         
         The giant musket fired, but the impact of the bullet was like no ordinary handheld musket. The projectile—larger than any
            bullet Nehal had seen, but just as fast—crashed into the wall of another building. It started to collapse, but this time Malak
            was ready. Wind swirled at her fingertips as she leapt forward, slowing the trajectory of the rubble and keeping it from falling
            on the pedestrians, who struggled to escape.
         

         
         Nehal turned to the approaching machinery.

         
         Focus. What could she do to stop that metal machine? She racked her brain and quickly came up with an idea.
         

         
         She pulled all of the water out of the public fountains and moved it towards the machine, snaking it beneath its front wheels
            and maneuvering a sizable amount into a hill-shaped wave in front of it.
         

         
         Then she froze it all.

         
         The machine did not stop, but Nehal had not expected it to, not with that speed. It did what she wanted it to do, however:
            it kept going, driving up the slick incline she had created for it. When it was standing almost vertically, she took hold
            of the wall of ice, and she shoved it back as hard as she could.
         

         
         The machine flipped onto its back with a resounding crash, its wheels continuing to spin in the air.

         
         But Nehal did not have time to celebrate her victory; the Zirani soldiers surrounding the machine had noticed her as the source
            of the damage. She swiftly pulled her water back to her and formed a protective wall around herself.
         

         
         Nehal’s wall was ice, but it could not block all the bullets that came her way. She had not been careful enough, had not completely
            shifted all the molecules in her wall, and one bullet came through, albeit slowed, and sliced her left arm open.
         

         
         She flinched violently, gasping in pain. Her wall of water splashed onto the ground around her, and blood poured down her
            hand.
         

         
         She tried to raise her arm—after all, it was only grazed, the bullet had not penetrated, she should still be able to weave—but it was roaring in pain and fell uselessly at her side. She let it be and focused on her other arm: she could still weave one-armed. She would not be as strong, not as effective, but she could do it if she had to. And she certainly had to right now. 

         
         Five soldiers approached her, all holding muskets aloft. The one in the middle smirked at her and carefully took aim.

         
         Then they were swept away, falling flat on their backs, because Malak was there, her hands emitting two small tornados.

         
         Nehal’s relief was dashed when more soldiers emerged, running down the road, their muskets held up. A rain of bullets flew,
            and Malak just barely managed to protect herself and Nehal. Bullets whizzed past them.
         

         
         There’s too many, Nehal thought. They could not fight them all.
         

         
         But then a wall of earth four times Nehal’s height rose between her and the soldiers, the impact of its rise causing the ground
            beneath her feet and the buildings beside her to tremble violently. Nehal fell back from the shock wave. She blinked up at
            the wall and looked instinctively for an earthweaver at its base.
         

         
         It was a stout middle-aged woman, who approached Nehal and Malak. It took Nehal far longer than she would have liked to recognize
            the earthweaving instructor from the Alamaxa Academy.
         

         
         “It’s good to see you two again,” said Sariyya Magdy. Despite the circumstances, her features were as stoic as though she
            were on a river cruise. “We don’t have much time before they scale that wall. Let’s go.”
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Giorgina

         
         “Something’s happening.”

         
         Etedal was peering out the window, attempting to locate the source of the crash they’d just heard. It had sounded distant
            to Giorgina, and certainly not close enough to be seen by looking out the window of Zubaida’s, but she joined Etedal anyway.
            They stood quietly, straining their ears, hoping for a clue.
         

         
         Giorgina frowned. “Is Bahira in her office?”

         
         “I think so.” Etedal let the curtain of the window rest with a sigh. “I’ll go see if she knows something.”

         
         But Bahira was as clueless as they were.

         
         Whatever was happening in Alamaxa, Giorgina hoped Malak and Nehal were not caught in it.

         
         Etedal paced the room several times, then announced, “I’m going to go out.”

         
         “What?” Giorgina looked at her in alarm. “You don’t know what’s happening outside.”

         
         “I won’t go far.” She began to wrap herself up in her shawl. “I’ve been cooped up inside all day. I can’t sit still anymore.”

         
         “Etedal, please,” Giorgina pleaded. “Just wait until Malak and Nehal come back, at least.”

         
         Etedal gave her a wry grin. “Maybe I’ll run into them.”

         
         After everything Etedal had revealed earlier, her frustrating recklessness was now frightening. It was as though Etedal was looking for trouble, hoping to find something that would give her the punishment she craved. 

         
         Giorgina didn’t want her to go. Etedal was not always the best company, but Giorgina still wanted to keep her close. She was
            her one remaining link to Labiba. With who else could she reminisce? Who else would understand, with agonizing clarity, the
            pain of Labiba’s loss? She ought to go with her, but she did not want to miss Malak and Nehal when they returned. So she watched
            Etedal leave, sighing at the sound of her fading footsteps.
         

         
          

         When Nehal and Malak returned, much later, they were not alone. Sariyya accompanied them. Giorgina had not expected to see
            the earthweaving instructor again so soon.
         

         
         “Hello,” Giorgina said awkwardly. They had never been properly introduced, but Giorgina was certain the woman remembered her.

         
         Malak made introductions. Nehal heaved a heavy sigh and sank to the floor. There was a stained shawl wrapped tightly around
            her upper arm.
         

         
         Giorgina frowned. “Nehal, what happened to your arm?” She suspected what Nehal encountered was related to the distant sounds
            she and Etedal had heard.
         

         
         “It’s a long story.” She patted the spot beside her and gestured for them all to join her.

         
         When Nehal explained what she and Malak had encountered and how Sariyya had come to their aid, Giorgina thought first of her
            family. Would these machines head in that direction next? How many machines were there? How much of the city would suffer
            so that Hali could prove his point?
         

         
         Sariyya listened to the tale quietly, without interrupting. Giorgina observed her surreptitiously. Sariyya seemed to be about the age of Giorgina’s mother, but she wore her black hair uncovered, split down the middle and pulled back into a low bun. Her eyes were wide and hooded, her pupils black as coal. A chunk of blue lapis lazuli in the shape of a sun hung from a gold chain around her neck. After a moment, she caught Giorgina staring, but Sariyya only smiled kindly. 

         
         “I wonder if this will be the motivation King Yusef needs to finally stand up to Hali,” Malak said, “or if he’ll continue
            appeasing him.”
         

         
         “But it’s an invasion!” exclaimed Nehal. “Surely he wouldn’t tolerate this.”

         
         “As I understand it, Hali is on his way to the palace as we speak,” said Sariyya slowly. “I expect these machines are his
            way of making an entrance. His welcome procession, so to speak.”
         

         
         “Are you certain?” asked Malak.

         
         “A group of us are staying at the university,” said Sariyya. “Some of the students there saw him pass through, along with
            a large battalion. Hundreds. They seemed well behaved, at least.” She shook her head. “It doesn’t look like Hali is intent
            on sacking Alamaxa, at least not just yet.”
         

         
         “He’s just showing off and lashing out,” said Malak, glancing at Nehal, who sighed.

         
         “I doubt he’s taking Rasida’s death very well,” she said. “But if he’s restraining himself in any way, then maybe he still
            wants to negotiate, and maybe King Yusef will let him.”
         

         
         There was a moment of silence, which gave Giorgina a chance to ask, “So, everyone from the Academy is safe? You said a group
            of you are at the university?”
         

         
         Sariyya nodded solemnly. “A friend of mine works there and was eager to help. The instructors all spread out and tried to
            take as many students with us as we could, but it’s difficult to move as a large group, and so many scattered . . . but I
            could get word to a sizable number, if needed. They are willing to fight if they must.”
         

         
         They are willing to fight if they must.

         
         This is what it had come to. Alamaxa was being destroyed by a tyrant, a tyrant who had already oppressed his own people, and every moment Giorgina allowed herself to be held back by her own hesitation was a moment innocent people were killed. 

         
         “We’re prepared to fight as well,” said Giorgina. Malak and Nehal both looked at her, but she staunchly averted her gaze.
            “I don’t expect we’ll get through this without violence.”
         

         
         “A shame indeed, that it’s come to this.” Sariyya shook her head. “And when we fight back, they’ll only say it proves their
            point that weaving is destructive.”
         

         
         Giorgina could not help saying, “But it is.” She wanted to take it back immediately, but she couldn’t. And didn’t some part
            of her believe it?
         

         
         “Hmm.” Sariyya peered closely at Giorgina, her forehead wrinkling in a thoughtful frown. “You’re not especially fond of your
            weaving, are you, Giorgina?”
         

         
         Giorgina startled. She had come to appreciate her weaving, its potential and its usefulness, its protection. Was she fond
            of it? “I . . . it’s just hard to be fond of something so difficult to control.”
         

         
         Sariyya cocked her head. “You can always learn to control weaving, the more you practice using it. As for being destructive . . .
            that’s not all it’s good for. You can see that, surely.”
         

         
         Giorgina said nothing.

         
         Sariyya held up her sun-shaped pendant. “Look,” she said softly, nodding at the crystal in the palm of her hand. Her fingers
            moved subtly, and the crystal began to transform: the sun shifted and turned into a palm tree, the sway of its leaves frozen
            in crystal. A sliver of sunlight caught one of the leaves, making it shimmer.
         

         
         “It can be beautiful,” said Sariyya. “Decorative. Entertaining. Useful. Earthweavers used to be builders, as I’m sure you
            know—bridges, buildings, dams. Windweavers and waterweavers were sailors. Fireweavers worked in the fire brigade to quickly
            tame burnings.” She paused. “Weaving isn’t just for war. It’s whatever you make of it.
         

         
         “I wish I’d been able to teach you at the Academy,” continued Sariyya wistfully. “Not to be a soldier, but simply to be. To exist comfortably with your weaving. To not fear it, or despise it.” She shook her head. “That is what the Academy should
            exist for. Not a glorified military training ground.”
         

         
         Giorgina did not know how to answer her. She knew weaving did not have to be destructive, but she’d only ever had a chance
            to use it in that context. Was it her fault she’d made such an indelible association between weaving and violence?
         

         
         “Do you believe we can ever return to that?” Giorgina asked. “One day?”

         
         “I do,” said Sariyya. “Once this is all over.”

         
         Once it was all over . . . yes. They would end this, however they needed to.

         
         And if Giorgina was consumed by her powers in the process, if she lost herself, would it not have been worth it to have saved
            her country, her people? What was her conscience against every atrocity Hali had committed?
         

         
         “I’ll gather everyone on my end,” said Sariyya, her voice soft with intention. “I can have a group of weavers surrounding
            the palace in a few hours.”
         

         
         “How many?” asked Nehal.

         
         “It’s difficult to say,” replied Sariyya. “I’ve got twelve with me at the university, and I can reach out to Nagi easily.
            He’s got about ten with him. The others . . . we can try to get word to them, and they might come. They might not.”
         

         
         “It’s a fair amount.” Malak nodded. “All right. Let’s make a plan.”

         
         And so the women sat, and they planned, laying out their options. In minutes, they had put together something cogent, the
            bones of a plan, and Sariyya departed to inform the few allies they had.
         

         
         Just as Sariyya was leaving, Etedal came in. When Malak told her their plan, she said, “I’m coming. If you say no, I’m going
            to follow you anyway, so don’t bother.”
         

         
         Looking wearier than Giorgina had ever seen her, Malak shrugged. “It’s up to you, Etedal.”

         
         Etedal nodded with the triumph of one who has just won a major battle. She grinned at Giorgina, who envied Etedal’s confidence
            but also feared for her. Etedal was no weaver; there was no reason for her to come. But there would be no point in arguing
            with her.
         

         
         “We should go now—” said Nehal, but she was interrupted by a rapid knocking. The door cracked open and Bahira peered in.

         
         “You’ve got visitors,” she said. Athar and Ramiz hovered behind her.

         
         Giorgina nodded to Bahira, and she stepped back to let the two Zirani rebels in. Bahira gave them all a long look, then shrugged.
            “I’ve got work.” She left without another word.
         

         
         “Could we speak in private?” said Ramiz with a glance at Etedal.

         
         Though Etedal scowled, she said, “I’ll be downstairs,” and left.

         
         Athar looked pale and shrunken, as though she’d endured days of hardship in the time since they had last seen her, which was
            not entirely inaccurate. She did not look at anyone in particular, only bit at her lips with a concentrated ferocity. Ramiz
            kept glancing at her.
         

         
         “Where did you go?” asked Nehal.

         
         “My brother and grandmother just died,” Athar snapped. “Or did you not notice?”

         
         Nehal frowned. “And what you did got Nico killed. Did you not notice?”
         

         
         Athar looked away, her lips trembling.

         
         Nehal’s tone had been fairly neutral, but her words cut. Athar looked so strained Giorgina could not muster up any anger towards
            her. This was a woman who had seen her grandmother go up in flames in front of her, only a day after she’d lost her brother,
            and then she herself had killed a woman she had known and at some point cared for, an action that resulted in another death.
            Giorgina could not imagine the sort of guilt and pain she was enduring. Athar looked as though she needed to be handled like
            very fragile glass.
         

         
         Ramiz cleared his throat. “We’ve been regrouping,” he said quietly. “Speaking with our people. We don’t . . .” He sighed. “There’s been a lot of . . . arguments.” 

         
         “Infighting,” Athar spat. “She kept all those dogs together. And now they dare to spit on her memory?”

         
         “They’re not, Athar,” said Ramiz, with the air of someone who had said the same thing many, many times. “They’re trying to
            decide what to do. It would help if we knew where the Ramsawi government stood.”
         

         
         Nehal scoffed, just as Malak said, “We aren’t terribly clear on that ourselves.”

         
         “And what about you?” Athar addressed this question to Giorgina, who, though startled to have the full force of her focus, had expected this.
            But she had to wait for Athar to say it.
         

         
         “We saw what you did.” Athar sneered. “A new Edua Badawi for a new generation, huh? What exactly is the extent of your powers? How
            long have you been hiding?”
         

         
         Giorgina frowned at Athar’s tone. “It was a very recent discovery.”

         
         Athar snorted. “I doubt that.”

         
         “Don’t bully her, Athar,” said Nehal sharply. “And don’t go telling everyone, either.”

         
         Ramiz placed a hand on Athar’s wrist to halt her next comment. “We haven’t said anything, and we don’t intend to, so long
            as you’re willing to continue helping us.”
         

         
         “That sounds very much like a threat,” said Malak wryly.

         
         “Maybe it is!” Athar snapped.

         
         “It’s not,” Ramiz said firmly, ignoring Athar’s glare. “We want to work with you, not against you. Tell us what you intend to do going
            forward, and how we can help.”
         

         
         “We’re going to fight Hali,” said Giorgina. “I’m going to do what needs to be done.”

         
         You could burn him and his army, said a voice in Giorgina’s head, a voice she did not recognize. You could set them all alight with a thought, if you really wanted to.

         
         Giorgina pursed her lips, then realized Athar and Ramiz were still staring at her.

         
         “What does that mean?” Athar asked impatiently. “What is your plan?”

         
         “She’s going to kill him,” Nehal snapped. “That’s what you need to hear, isn’t it? It doesn’t matter how.”

         
         “So long as she knows how,” Athar muttered.

         
         Ramiz laid a quieting hand on her arm. “If we seem anxious, it’s because the situation in Zirana is tenuous at the moment.
            Kaouthar’s death left behind a vacuum. Our people are making significant advances with Hali distracted here, but . . . we
            just need time, and we’re not going to get a better opportunity.” He turned his head and looked very deliberately at Giorgina. “You could be our salvation. A savior sent by the Tetrad themselves.”
         

         
         There was . . . awe in his words. How could Giorgina explain to him that she did not want his awe or the burden of his expectations? He didn’t
            know, he couldn’t know, what she was experiencing.
         

         
         But what did any of that matter, really, when the fate of two countries was at stake?

         
         Giorgina nodded distantly and, because Ramiz seemed to expect it, said, “I’ll do everything in my power to end this.”
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Nehal

         
         Nehal, Malak, Etedal, and Giorgina sat beside one another in a mule cart that was taking them up to Imbaba Palace. Their plan
            was a simple one to start and hinged mostly on getting Giorgina close enough to Hali. If she managed to kill him, his army
            would be leaderless, and it would only be a matter of eliminating the rest of them in the chaos.
         

         
         But when Nehal looked at her, she wondered if Giorgina was capable of it. Though she seemed stolid enough, there was something
            in her expression that was frighteningly distant.
         

         
         It rankled. Why had the Tetrad given these abilities to someone so hesitant to use them? Nehal would not have hesitated if she had been
            in Giorgina’s position.
         

         
         Perhaps that was the point, though: that it was better that these powers had been given to someone with a speck of foresight.
            Nehal knew her own faults, heedless though she was to avoid them, and facing obstacles head-on regardless of consequence was
            one of them.
         

         
         Nehal believed in shocking your enemy, barreling into them without leaving them time to recover. She had always resorted to
            this method, whether her fight involved fists, weaving, or words. It had worked for her in the past.
         

         
         But she couldn’t help but think that because of that rashness she had been kidnapped. She had lived on the streets for days, starved and terrified in a strange city.
            Had she not willfully pursued Attia and attacked him, he might not even have known who she was, and she never would have become
            Rasida’s prisoner. None of it was her fault, but her actions had led her to that precipice.
         

         
         So, yes; perhaps it was wise to allow others to take the reins for once.

         
         She pondered that revelation before taking in the scene around her. It had been a strange journey from Zubaida’s to Imbaba.
            Until now, Nehal had not yet had a moment to understand how many Ramsawis had evacuated the city or how much destruction the
            Zirani had wrought. The streets in the middle of the afternoon were as clear as they would have been in the middle of the
            night. The sight felt unnatural.
         

         
         Nehal glanced at Giorgina again, wondering if she was worried about her family, who still lived in the city. Nehal was grateful
            her parents and siblings were all in Ramina and could not enter Alamaxa. They were simply one less thing to worry about. She
            wondered if her cousin Hamed was still here. Many of Parliament’s members had fled, but with his attachment to Prince Hani,
            perhaps he had stayed.
         

         
         Perhaps Nehal actually cared what happened to him, despite how he had treated her. And if Nehal could muster up an ounce of
            worry for Hamed, she imagined Giorgina’s worry was multiplied tenfold for her family, whom she actually loved.
         

         
         Nehal hoped that Giorgina’s family could continue to hide in their home, behind locked doors, to avoid the Zirani soldiers
            that now roamed Alamaxa’s streets. How terrified they must be, along with all the others in Alamaxa who had no recourse, no
            powers, who were all just fervently hoping that the chaos would end and they could have their lives back.
         

         
         The mule cart could only take them so far, and they couldn’t find another one to hitch a ride with. Nehal desperately wished she still had access to her palanquin, but it likely would have been too noticeable anyway. She wondered where Medhat was now, which inevitably led to her wondering where Nico was. Nico’s body, that was. 

         
         She could hardly believe it had only been a few hours since he’d died. Had Medhat already told Lorenzo and Hikmat? Were they
            making funeral preparations, or were they preoccupied with the city’s nascent occupation?
         

         
         Did they blame Nehal?

         
         But those thoughts were for another time. The lack of available transportation was their immediate issue, and it meant they
            were forced to walk. They were as unobtrusive as they could be, but they were still women, walking alone in a city crawling
            with men who had been given license to do whatever they liked. Sariyya said the soldiers had seemed well behaved, but it was
            clear that their restraint had since waned. Many buildings and storefronts were destroyed, as were the cobbles on several
            lanes.
         

         
         When they got closer to the palace, they saw a group of three Zirani soldiers chatting raucously, as though they were simply
            strolling through the town square on their way to an early lunch. Nehal tensed, instinctively reaching for the River Izdihar,
            but the soldiers simply walked right past them, as though the women were not there.
         

         
         Their second encounter was not so innocuous. Five Zirani soldiers were jeering loudly as they shot bullets into an empty storefront.
            One of the soldiers was stomping eggs with his boot and laughing. When he noticed the women, he tapped his companions on the
            shoulder. The soldiers leered and began to approach.
         

         
         “Say nothing,” said Malak softly. “We don’t want to draw attention.”

         
         I think we already have their attention, thought Nehal, but she said nothing. She knew she was itching for a fight, but now was not the time for it; it was best
            to let Malak handle this, in the hope that the soldiers would allow them to pass unscathed.
         

         
         “What do we have here?” The broadest soldier, who appeared to be the leader, approached them. The other soldiers stood on either side of him, effectively blocking the women’s path. “Taking an afternoon stroll?” His tone was playful, as though this was all nothing but a joke to him, but the undertone of menace rang through. 

         
         Malak bowed her head. “If you could allow us to pass, we’d be grateful.”

         
         “Would ya, now?” The soldier’s eyes twinkled with mischief, like a child who had found a particularly interesting toy.

         
         Nehal flexed her fingers. She hated seeing Malak appeal to this man, when either of them—any of them!—could have eviscerated
            him. But it was smarter to avoid attention, to avoid violence; their goal was to reach the palace unnoticed. So Nehal remained
            silent and let Malak control the conversation.
         

         
         “Maybe we’d like to have some fun first.” The soldier grinned. “Take off those veils so we can see what we’re working with.”

         
         Malak tried again, her voice so velvety soft and demure Nehal didn’t recognize it. “Please, we only wish to go home to our
            children. We’ve no say in this conflict, just like you. Would you please let us pass? For our children’s sake?”
         

         
         Two of the soldiers’ grins faltered, and the other two exchanged an uncertain glance, but their leader only laughed. “I said
            take off the veils. Before I take them off for you.”
         

         
         “Please let us pass,” said Malak again. This time, Nehal heard the edge in her voice, the steel. She grimaced.

         
         The soldier scoffed, then clasped Malak’s wrist.

         
         Nehal moved—Tetrad help her, for all her intentions to remain unobtrusive and circumspect, she couldn’t stomach that man’s
            hand on Malak’s wrist. Her movement was controlled, lightning-quick, her hand a taut claw.
         

         
         The soldier stiffened. One by one, his fingers peeled themselves off Malak. She glanced at Nehal, her lips parted in what might have been dismay. The soldier’s eyes were wide, his arm trembling. But he was not strong enough to resist. 

         
         The other soldiers sensed something happening, though they weren’t sure what. But they drew their weapons, so Malak held out
            both arms and flung the soldiers to either side of the street. It was a stronger wind than Nehal had ever seen from her, and
            the soldiers smacked against the buildings with audible cracks, then lay still. Nehal glanced at them. They seemed to be unconscious.
         

         
         “What now?” said Nehal, glancing at Malak.

         
         Malak turned to the soldier who had started it all, the one held in Nehal’s grip like a marionette, but it was Giorgina who
            spoke.
         

         
         “If you hold him for another moment, I can trap him.” She stepped forward, her palms flexed at her sides. Nehal nodded, and
            Giorgina held up both hands. She took a slow breath, and then the earth began to climb up around the soldier on all sides,
            piling atop itself until it became a jagged wall three times the soldier’s height.
         

         
         It took less than a moment. Once Nehal released her hold on the man, they heard him begin to shout, his voice muffled.

         
         “Useful trick,” said Etedal.

         
         They hurried along, leaving the soldiers behind. Mercifully, the rest of the journey was uneventful. They skirted the front
            of Imbaba Palace, which was crawling with Zirani soldiers.
         

         
         “There’s so many of them,” said Nehal in dismay. “I can’t believe the king’s seen this and still isn’t fighting.”

         
         “He’s inviting Hali to invade,” said Etedal in disgust. “All that’s left is for Yusef to bow at his feet and say a thousand
            thanks.”
         

         
         “We should hurry,” said Giorgina, her gaze taking in all the soldiers guarding the gates.

         
         They deftly avoided the Zirani soldiers camped along the riverbank and blocking Imbaba Bridge. Nehal glimpsed one of their metal machines at the entrance to the bridge and shuddered, wondering how many of those monstrosities Zirana had. Just one of those metal things had destroyed several buildings earlier that day, buildings full of innocents, and Hali had the gall to call weavers monstrosities? She took several deep breaths to bring her anger at that thought under control. 

         
         The four of them blended in with some of the few passersby still in the city, all attempting to get close enough to see what
            was happening while still being unobtrusive. The Zirani soldiers were given a wide berth. The women used the crowd to their
            advantage as long as they could, until they were at the rear of Imbaba Palace, which backed up into an alley of older homes.
         

         
         Giorgina stepped forward. This part, like so much of their plan, relied on her abilities.

         
         Giorgina looked left and right, waiting for the alley to clear, then placed her hands on the wall of the palace. Nehal watched
            her slowly sink her fingers into the wall. A line peeked through the stone, a carving in the shape of a very small door, and
            Nehal readied herself.
         

         
         If someone was on the other side, they were prepared to act.

         
         The wall carved open, and when it was wide enough for a single person to enter at a time, Malak went first. Nehal followed,
            then Giorgina and Etedal.
         

         
         They stood in a badly lit corridor, but it was bright enough for Nehal to see the man staring at them with his mouth open.

         
         “I won’t say anything,” he said hoarsely. Judging by his clothes, he was clearly a Ramsawi servant. “Whoever you are. If you’re
            coming to kill that foreign king, I’m behind you, I swear.”
         

         
         Malak smiled regretfully at him. “You can see how we can’t really take you at your word.” She stepped back, cocking her head
            towards the hole in the wall. “You should leave.”
         

         
         Nehal startled. “Malak—”

         
         “What if he warns them at the gate?” Etedal argued. “They’ll come looking for us.”

         
         “I doubt he’ll have time,” said Malak. “And if they come looking, we’ll fight. That’s what we’re here to do.”

         
         “I won’t say anything,” said the servant again. He looked at them shrewdly. “I swear it. I’m going home. May the Tetrad be with you
            all.” With a small incline of his head that took all four women by surprise, he walked past them and out through the wall.
            After he was gone, Giorgina put the wall back in place, leaving no trace of their break-in.
         

         
         They followed the corridor to its end, which took them to a small courtyard. Nehal took a moment to reorient herself. She’d
            been here only a few days ago, and while she’d not had a chance to study the palace intimately, she had a general sense of
            where the throne room was, and she began to lead the others there.
         

         
         The four of them had managed to dress in such a way that they could pass for palace servants; Nehal was thankful she’d remembered
            the uniform. From here, as long as they kept their heads bowed and their veils on, no one would recognize them. It was only
            a matter of finding the throne room.
         

         
         They saw very few people along the way, only a few guards who barely gave them a passing glance and a servant who peered curiously
            at them—enough for Nehal to tense—but ended up saying nothing.
         

         
         Once they were at the throne room, getting inside would be easy, so long as Nehal revealed herself. That was the plan: she
            would announce herself, claim she had an audience with King Yusef, and hope they believed her. Since the throne room guards
            would think she had already made it past the guards at the main gate, they ought not to be too suspicious.
         

         
         Giorgina, and only Giorgina, would accompany Nehal, while Malak and Etedal waited somewhere unseen.

         
         Nehal stopped at the end of a staircase, so suddenly that Etedal bumped into her. This was the hallway she had been looking
            for. When she turned her head and looked at the end, she knew: the throne room was only a turn away.
         

         
         She turned to Giorgina. “Are you ready?”

         
         Giorgina nodded.

         
         “Nehal—” Malak hesitated. “Be careful, both of you. Please.”

         
         Nehal gave her a bracing smile, hoping the Tetrad would grant them luck, as they had power. She linked her arm with Giorgina’s
            and marched forwards.
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         Giorgina was doing her very best not to think about what lay ahead of them, except it was all she could think about. Possible outcomes occupied every available space in her mind, and she could not stop overanalyzing,
            overthinking, running through a variety of different consequences over and over again, all of which seemed to end in too many
            people dead.
         

         
         She wished she could force herself to stop dwelling on it all. Giorgina knew she was capable of killing Hali. She would surely have no regrets, not after everything he had done: to his people, to the
            people of Ramsawa, to Nico.
         

         
         Giorgina let out a deep breath, and Nehal glanced at her.

         
         “This isn’t all on you, Giorgina,” said Nehal as they walked. “I’m with you, in whatever you do.”

         
         Giorgina squeezed her wrist. “I know.” Nehal’s words steadied her, helped to clear the cloud of anxiety swirling within her.

         
         They approached a set of arched wooden doors carved with interlacing honeycomb designs. The guards at the door watched them
            quizzically but held their muskets loosely. Once they were within speaking distance, the look they gave them was almost amused.
         

         
         “Good afternoon,” said Nehal. “My name is Lady Nehal Darweesh, and I have an audience with the king.”

         
         Giorgina marveled at her easy, imperious tone. She spoke to the guards as though it were just another ordinary day.

         
         The guards glanced at each other, clearly confused.

         
         “The last I heard about Nehal Darweesh, she wasn’t welcome here,” said one of the guards.

         
         Giorgina’s heart leapt, but Nehal only nodded. “The last I heard, Zirana was our enemy, and yet here we are. My being, as
            you put it, unwelcome is precisely why my presence has been requested. The House of Darweesh does not wish any ill will between us and the royal
            family.” She widened her eyes and looked at them innocently. “Did the king not tell you I was expected? The guards at the
            gate who let us in were aware—shall I go fetch them?”
         

         
         The guards glanced at each other again. Giorgina marveled at Nehal’s bluff, which had the guards doubting themselves.

         
         “It’s possible it slipped his mind,” the other one said slowly. “He’s meeting with the Zirani king right now.”

         
         “King Hali,” said Nehal. “Yes, we’re acquainted. Could you only ask? I’ve come all this way.”

         
         The first guard shrugged. “Wait here.”

         
         He opened the doors just wide enough for him to step inside, where he took a moment to confer with someone on the other side
            of the door.
         

         
         Giorgina tried not to let her surprise show. Could it truly be that easy? If they simply pretended to be what was expected,
            would they be given what they wanted? The guards had not even questioned Giorgina’s presence, assuming she had a right to
            be there.
         

         
         After a moment, the guard motioned for them to go inside, where he handed them off to another guard, an older man.

         
         Giorgina’s attention was drawn to the dais at the head of the room. King Yusef and Queen Zeinab sat on their high-backed thrones,
            and on their left sat all three of their children: Prince Hani, Princess Munira, and Prince Azmi.
         

         
         On their right sat Hali and his advisor, the man who had been there on the island, who Nehal had told her was called Iraten.

         
         Behind the pair of them stood at least thirty Zirani soldiers. Near the royal family stood a similar number. The two groups
            seemed to be eyeing one another nervously and were so focused they did not notice Nehal and Giorgina’s entrance.
         

         
         Thirty Zirani soldiers. Giorgina had not expected so many to be so close to Hali. She had not anticipated so many Ramsawi
            soldiers, either. If she and Nehal attacked, what would those men do? Who would be caught in the cross fire? Would they have
            to eliminate all those soldiers as well as Hali?
         

         
         She could. Giorgina knew she could. She felt her power roiling within her, wanting a path outwards. If she focused, if she dedicated
            herself to the task, Hali and his men would die.
         

         
         Giorgina swallowed, trying to bury her hesitation and her misgivings.

         
         “My ladies,” said the guard quietly. “What business are you here to present? I wasn’t informed.”

         
         Nehal glanced at Giorgina, and she knew Nehal was hoping Giorgina would just act, but she needed a moment to think. She needed the right moment. The precise moment. She tried to convey this to Nehal somehow,
            but she did not think Nehal could decipher her meaning.
         

         
         “My lady?” the guard prompted.

         
         Nehal waved her hand. “If you would announce me, I’ll discuss matters myself.”

         
         Announce her? The last thing Giorgina wanted was attention. She only wanted to cocoon herself somewhere she could think.
         

         
         It seemed the guard also did not think this was a good idea. He glanced over at the monarchs, debating. Giorgina could hear
            only murmurings of their conversation. Hali did not look pleased; in fact, he appeared to be in an utterly foul mood, his
            mouth turned down in a clear scowl, his dark eyes intense. This did not surprise her. After all, Rasida had died only hours
            ago.
         

         
         As had Nico, she reminded herself again, with a sting of fresh pain. And this was the man who had killed him: suddenly, viciously, needlessly. For a moment Giorgina was stunned by the force of her own grief. She wished she could channel it into loathing for Hali, a desire to do violence towards him, but she could not. She hated him for what he had done, but this did not translate into action on her part. 

         
         The guard seemed hesitant, and Giorgina could not blame him. Though Nehal was a very high-ranking noblewoman, she would still
            be interrupting a discussion between two monarchs.
         

         
         When Hali’s head turned and his gaze landed on Nehal and Giorgina, the decision was taken from them. Giorgina saw the moment
            he recognized them. His eyes, beetle-black, widened, fury etched on every line of his face. He was on his feet in moments.
         

         
         King Yusef frowned, followed his gaze, and saw them. His eyes focused on Nehal, who had stiffened.

         
         “Lady Nehal?” King Yusef looked between her and Hali. “What do you think you’re doing here?”

         
         “I . . .” Nehal paused, and Giorgina knew she was waiting for her, waiting for her to perform a magnificent feat that would
            leave Hali and his soldiers dead.
         

         
         Giorgina’s eyes roved again over the room, at the sheer amount of people here who would immediately realize what Giorgina
            was.
         

         
         She needed to do something.
         

         
         She couldn’t do anything. Not here. Not like this.

         
         Nehal was never one to be lost for words, and Giorgina heard her say, “I’ve come to inform you that King Hali murdered my
            husband.”
         

         
         King Yusef whirled to face Hali, but the Zirani king only smiled bitterly.

         
         “Your husband was complicit in my wife’s murder,” he snarled.
         

         
         “That’s a lie.” Nehal let go of Giorgina and walked towards Hali, pausing only when the soldiers on both sides raised their
            weapons and pointed them at her. Giorgina’s hands shook. If they shot at Nehal they would kill her, and that blood would be on Giorgina’s hands. She prayed Nehal would not antagonize them, would do nothing to tempt them to shoot her. “Nico was just a messenger. He was attempting to negotiate an exchange of hostages.” 

         
         “Ah, yes!” Hali sat back down and crossed one leg over the other, lounging as though he were in his own bedroom. His stentorian
            voice rang throughout the throne room. “Do regale us with the daring tale of how you managed to kidnap my wife. Was it a very
            enticing revenge for you, Lady Nehal?”
         

         
         “I didn’t kidnap Rasida,” said Nehal, an edge to her tone. “Neither did Nico. He was asked to facilitate an exchange—”

         
         “You mean ‘attempt to extort me,’” said Hali. “Rasida was kind. She wanted to help you, and in return, you burned her.” Giorgina thought she heard his voice tremble, just a bit, at those words. “Where is
            Athar, by the way? If you see her, tell her I’m not going to kill her. Death would be far too merciful for a traitor like
            her. Instead I’m going to take my time.” He bared his teeth in a smile.
         

         
         “Father, this is ridiculous.” Prince Hani stood, dusting off his extravagant sage green galabiya. “Can we not have this woman
            escorted out?”
         

         
         “Escorted out?” Hali gave the prince a look of contempt. “In Zirana, this woman would be arrested and executed for what she’s
            done.”
         

         
         “With respect, we are not in Zirana, Your Majesty.” King Yusef stepped in front of his son. “Please, allow me to have her
            escorted out, and we can continue our negotiations. I believe we were making progress—”
         

         
         But Hali only laughed mockingly. “What negotiations? Are you so stupid as to believe I was truly considering peace, when my wife died on your soil only a few hours ago?”
         

         
         Prince Hani frowned. “Lord Iraten said—”

         
         “Lord Iraten is a trumped-up secretary who thinks his words have value,” Hali replied. “I let him prattle on to amuse me,
            nothing more.”
         

         
         Iraten, who had been watching this exchange anxiously, did not indicate that he had heard Hali grievously insult him, but acted as though it were an everyday occurrence. 

         
         “Then what have we been doing for this past hour?” demanded Prince Hani.

         
         Hali grinned contemptuously. “Amusing me.”

         
         King Yusef bristled.

         
         “But in fact, I am here to help you.” Hali smiled, and Giorgina saw a gleam in his eyes. “Your family hasn’t ruled in two
            hundred years, and you’re out of practice. You know nothing of running a nation. I am going to graciously assist you.”
         

         
         In a movement so quick Giorgina hardly saw it, he tore the sword attached to his hip out of his scabbard and held it aloft,
            pointed at Nehal’s neck.
         

         
         No, this wasn’t how any of this was supposed to go. But Giorgina was still rooted in place, her mind blank and filled with
            a loud hum, like an off-tune choir.
         

         
         Nehal’s chest rose and fell rapidly. Giorgina had to act now, she had to act, and she had to be decisive, because if she wasn’t
            decisive and didn’t kill them all, they would kill Nehal, and probably Giorgina as well. But what about the Ramsawi soldiers?
            Surely they would attack if Giorgina acted? She and Nehal should have asked them to leave the room, somehow; that should have
            been part of their plan. They had needed Hali and his men alone, contained, so Giorgina could do what she needed to do and
            not have to hurt anyone else.
         

         
         But was all that just an excuse?

         
         It was all coming apart, and Giorgina did not know what to do, and there was still a sword pointed at Nehal’s neck.

         
         “Are you going to try your bloodweaving on me?” whispered Hali. “I know you want to. Imagine how happy any one of my guards
            would be to shoot you on the spot if you so much as lift a finger.”
         

         
         “I came to talk. About my husband and the dagger that took his life. Think about what you’re doing,” said Nehal. “Take a moment, and think. You don’t want to do this.” 

         
         The look Hali gave her was cold, but then he smiled.

         
         “You’re right, Lady Nehal,” he said. “I don’t want to do this.”
         

         
         Hali took a step back and lowered his sword.

         
         Then he spun around and stabbed King Yusef in the chest.
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         A volley of gunshots, wails from the royal family, and in the background, Hali laughing.

         
         Giorgina backed into the wall and sank to the floor, hands over her head. She hadn’t done it. She hadn’t done it, and people
            were dying anyway, and Nehal, where was Nehal?
         

         
         Nehal was at her side, lifting her up and dragging her towards the arched doors, which had opened the moment the shooting
            began. The guards did not look at them, did not assume they had any culpability for what was happening. Nehal and Giorgina
            ran past them, away from the fighting.
         

         
         Nehal only stopped running when they were far enough away that the gunshots sounded like distant echoes. Giorgina prepared
            herself for what Nehal would say. Whatever it was, she would be right. Giorgina hadn’t done what she was supposed to. She’d
            hesitated, and for far too long. Because of her hesitation, people were dying, probably far more people than if she’d just
            acted decisively.
         

         
         But Nehal did not say any of that. She grasped Giorgina by the shoulders and forced her to meet her gaze. “Giorgina. Are you
            with me?”
         

         
         Giorgina nodded numbly.

         
         “We have to signal Sariyya and the others.”

         
         This snapped Giorgina out of her daze. “But . . . Hali’s not dead. We were only going to signal if—”

         
         “It doesn’t matter. He just stabbed King Yusef in front of a hundred people. There’s going to be a fight no matter what.”
            She squeezed Giorgina’s shoulders. “You can still send the signal. Let’s go.”
         

         
         Right. The signal. A plume of flame into the sky. That, at least, she could accomplish.

         
         She nodded, and Nehal dragged her forward again. She didn’t know where they were going, but she trusted Nehal was taking them
            where they needed to go. They took so many turns Giorgina grew dizzy and out of breath, but, finally, they were on the palace
            roof.
         

         
         Nehal nodded. “Now, Giorgina.”

         
         Giorgina took a steadying breath. She let down some of her mental walls, allowed the element of fire to come through, and
            held her palms above her head. The fire came when summoned, as easily as taking a breath. The orange tower rose upwards towards
            a clear blue sky. Anyone watching the palace would see it. Whatever support might be had would come.
         

         
         But that meant Giorgina and Nehal needed to leave the roof: any of the soldiers surrounding the palace would surely have seen
            the flames as well and would come to investigate.
         

         
         Which meant Giorgina would have to go back into the fray. Even on the roof, she could hear the distant sounds of battle, growing
            nearer every minute: shouts, pounding footsteps, muskets being fired. All she wanted to do was disappear. She wished she were
            anywhere but here. She wished she were home, in her room, with her sisters. She wished she were with Nico in his office, flipping
            through musty old books. She wished she were eating cheap sandwiches with Labiba.
         

         
         The thought of Nico and Labiba paralyzed her. Her two best friends, gone forever. What was waiting for her after all this,
            when she got a moment’s reprieve? What was left?
         

         
         Giorgina squeezed her eyes shut to keep the tears at bay. She fought to breathe against the tightening in her chest.

         
         “Giorgina.” Nehal’s voice was like the slap of cold water. “He’s running!”
         

         
         Giorgina looked where Nehal was pointing, at a flurry of activity around the palace gates. She stepped closer to the roof’s
            edge, to see better.
         

         
         A contingent of Zirani soldiers was walking in a strange circular formation that Giorgina realized was meant to protect a
            central figure: King Hali.
         

         
         The group marched towards the soldiers camped on the banks of the Izdihar. After a moment of conversation, they began to untie
            their horses.
         

         
         Soon they were fleeing—probably to the citadel, where the rest of Hali’s army was—but before they had quite managed it, someone
            came and stood in their way. At first, Giorgina could not see who it was, but then, slowly, the figure’s features coalesced
            into someone familiar.
         

         
         Etedal.

         
         “No . . .” whispered Giorgina.

         
         But Etedal could not hear her. How had she come to be there, outside the palace? Where had she gotten that musket she was
            holding, and what did she think she was doing with it? Had she glimpsed Hali, assumed Giorgina had failed, and thought to
            rectify her mistake?
         

         
         Giorgina couldn’t blame her, considering she had failed. But her heart thudded at the sight of her friend facing off against a group of armed Zirani soldiers.
         

         
         Etedal raised the musket and shot.

         
         Hali was protected by two soldiers, one of whom was struck in the chest by Etedal. He fell off his horse, which was already
            bucking, and toppled to the floor. Before Etedal could reload and shoot again, the inevitable happened: one of Hali’s soldiers
            shot her.
         

         
         Giorgina gasped, her hand flying to her mouth as she watched Etedal collapse in a heap, her black galabiya riding up to expose her calves. The horses leapt over her and galloped towards Imbaba Bridge in the distance. 

         
         Etedal.

         
         Something in Giorgina’s brain buzzed loudly. The world seemed to silence, and all she could hear was the shouting in her own
            mind.
         

         
         Giorgina leapt off the roof.

         
         The wind buffeted her, and she floated down, landing softly on her feet. People gaped at her open-mouthed, but Giorgina paid
            them no attention. Her eyes were for Etedal only: Etedal, who lay still on the ground.
         

         
         Giorgina knelt beside her. Etedal’s eyes were closed. Giorgina placed a palm on her chest, hoping to hear a beating heart.

         
         Then Etedal’s hand wrapped itself around her wrist. “You couldn’t do it,” said Etedal, voice shaky. “Still soft, huh?”

         
         “You’re alive, are you—where did—” Giorgina heard her own voice coming from somewhere very far away.

         
         “He got me in the shoulder, I think.” Etedal groaned. “Tetrad be damned, it hurts.”

         
         Giorgina looked around, hoping to find someone who could help.

         
         She made eye contact with a skinny teenager whose face lit up in recognition. Fikry, the bald windweaver, who had fought on
            the citadel wall. He rushed to her, sand erupting in the wake of his windweaving. Another young man followed him.
         

         
         “Get my friend to a physician,” said Giorgina. “Please.”

         
         Fikry did not hesitate. “Waseem, help me lift her.” The other man helped place Etedal on Fikry’s back, and the windweaver
            flew off with her.
         

         
         Waseem looked at Giorgina in concern. “Will you be all right, miss? I have to go now . . .”

         
         “Go,” said Giorgina hoarsely. She watched him walk away.

         
         The sound of a bullet shot close by made her jump, but she dug her nails into her thigh to calm her beating heart.

         
         She turned, the sights of the battle before her like something from another world. She saw Nagi, the waterweaving instructor, standing with the River Izdihar at his back. When he lifted his hands, a wave slammed into a group of Zirani soldiers, knocking them back and sending their muskets flying. 

         
         One of those metal machines Nehal and Malak had faced off against was moving too. Here was something Giorgina could do. She
            stepped into its path and lifted a mountain of rubble from the ground itself, solidifying it into a thick wall that blocked
            the machine’s path. The thing came to a halt with a scratchy grinding sound. She raised her hands again, intending to seal
            it off, but then dove to avoid a hail of bullets.
         

         
         She needed to be stronger, quicker, more decisive. She just needed a moment to gather herself.

         
         She backed away, towards the rear of the palace, which blended into the streets of Alamaxa. But the fighting had spilled into
            these streets as well. Giorgina stepped into the first building whose door was still open and hid herself under the stairs,
            where it was mercifully silent.
         

         
         She wanted it all to stop, if just for a moment, so she could think.

         
         She could make it stop, couldn’t she?

         
         She had just leapt off a building without hesitation, with no regard for her aversion to heights, so confident was she in
            her ability to command the wind.
         

         
         She just needed to give in to her weaving, and to the Tetrad themselves.

         
         She had been pushing their presence away since that day at the Alamaxa Citadel when she’d first used windweaving. She had
            heard them, and she had rejected them, because their presence was too big, too terrifying. And what their presence meant terrified her. With every small act of weaving she’d performed since then, she had felt them in her very soul and had resisted,
            desperately wanting to avoid opening that door, because who knew if she would be able to shut it again?
         

         
         But for how long could she keep them away? They were the Tetrad—the gods themselves—and she was only human. And she needed them, needed the power they gave her. She couldn’t let Hali escape,
            regroup his forces, and mount a full attack. She couldn’t just watch more people die.
         

         
         She could not endure another day like this.

         
         With a trembling breath, Giorgina lowered the wall she had built between her consciousness and the humming in her mind. She
            had not realized the toll it was taking on her until she let it crumble.
         

         
         She felt the violation immediately: what had been soft susurrations in the corner of her mind grew louder, almost unbearably
            so, and overtook her completely. Her vision twinkled, then blackened, then twinkled again. She felt herself falling back,
            her consciousness overtaken by something incomprehensible.
         

         
         And then—they were not voices, not precisely. They were simply sharing Giorgina’s head. They were her own thoughts, but they
            were not hers.
         

         
         Stop fighting.

         
         The Tetrad. Giorgina did not know how she knew this, how she was so certain, but it was them, their numinous presence a heavy
            weight.
         

         
         I’m afraid. The words did not come out of her mouth. But the gods heard her.
         

         
         You have nothing to fear from us, little human. We have no desire to harm you.

         
         Is this not harm, burdening me with these powers, with your presence? Giorgina had not meant for them to hear this; she had meant only to think it. But there was little distinction here, wherever
            they were.
         

         
         You were not supposed to be a weaver, only a conduit. They sounded almost placid. Through you our power flows. It is the only way for us to bestow weaving on the humans we left behind.

         
         I don’t understand.

         
         You are a single point in the infinite realms of space and time. You are a lighthouse in an ocean of chaos. You are a gateway through the realms. It is easier to find one little human than thousands.

         
         But you’re gods, thought Giorgina. You can do anything.
         

         
         She felt them laugh, and it was terrifying, like the sudden spill of an ocean wave.

         
         Even if we could, why should we, when this is so much easier, so much more certain?

         
         But I was born an earthweaver—

         
         No. Their voice was firm, flat. You were not.

         
         A vision flooded Giorgina’s mind. She saw through her own eyes, and somehow, simultaneously, she could see herself: she was
            a small child of eight or nine, with soft red hair floating around her head. She sat on the floor with a broken toy camel
            in her hands. It was made of a rough stone and had only three legs.
         

         
         Across from her were her parents. Ehab loomed over Hala, his face red with rage. Hala backed away, desperately trying to calm
            him, but Ehab would not be calmed. When he backhanded her, Hala screamed, and there grew a tiny fracture in Giorgina’s mind.
         

         
         Ehab did not stop; his beating continued, heedless of Hala’s sobs, of the blood on her lips, of Giorgina’s screams.

         
         When her mother collapsed, unmoving, the fracture grew into a large crack, and the camel in her hands turned to rubble.

         
         Giorgina was wrenched back into the present, where she was surrounded by the Tetrad.

         
         My first time earthweaving?

         
         Yes. And no. Our connection to you is a fragile thing. They sounded almost mournful. It takes little to destabilize, and human minds are so tender, some more than others. When your mind shattered, just a bit, at the sight of your father’s actions, the gateway bent. Instead of flowing through
               you, our weaving flowed into you. Unlike other weavers, you were not born with it.

         
         So I was . . . never supposed to be a weaver at all?

         
         Had your mind not shattered, you never would have been.

         
         It made the strangest sort of sense. Nobody truly knew where weaving came from; educated guesses were some people’s life’s work. But now Giorgina knew: the Tetrad needed a single person, a single point of focus, through which to send their powers. That person was not meant to be a weaver themselves, but only a gateway for the gods. 

         
         The Tetrad had chosen Giorgina, but it had gone wrong. Weaving was meant to flow through her, around her, on its way to other
            weavers, but instead, the path had skewed in her mind, and she’d gotten powers never meant for her.
         

         
         All the others must have simply lived as conduits, without weaving, in blissful ignorance, because their minds had not suffered
            wounds that allowed weaving to take a path it was not meant to. All except Edua Badawi. It must have gone wrong for Edua too.
         

         
         But why? Giorgina asked them desperately. Why would you choose me, or Edua? Surely you knew . . . that we were liable to break, that we were surrounded by cruelty.
               Why did you choose us?

         
         You seem to be convinced we are omniscient, little human. We are not. We too are subject to the whims of chaos. We send forth
               this part of ourselves; we cannot see to whom it goes.

         
         Can you help me? I need to use these powers to their fullest extent. People are dying, and I have to stop it.

         
         Again, she heard them laugh, but it was softer this time. Sadder.

         
         Edua said the very same.

         
         What happened to her? Giorgina needed a glimpse into her possible future.
         

         
         Edua made a decision she later came to regret. She used weaving beyond the bounds of human ability. A little human cannot
               destroy a world and live.

         
         Giorgina saw it, then, through the Tetrad’s eyes: Edua, escaping to the barren wasteland she had created, the remnants of what had previously been the Talyani Empire. She knelt among the rubble, and there, broken, she died. Giorgina did not want to see this. She did not want to experience Edua’s despair, or her pain. She cut off the vision, bringing herself back into her own abyss. 

         
         So even Edua—and now Giorgina—was bound by the laws of weaving. Weaving proportional to the strength of the weaver. When Edua
            sank a continent, it was too much for her body. It was not surprising.
         

         
         No human should be able to wield the power of a god, let alone four of them.

         
         Why didn’t you stop her?

         
         We have no power over your actions, little human.

         
         At those words, one of many knots loosened in Giorgina’s chest. The Tetrad was not malicious. The Tetrad had no desires, as
            humans did. They existed, and that was all.
         

         
         But in place of that knot grew another.

         
         Why didn’t you tell her she had limits?

         
         She did not ask. She did not want to know.

         
         Why do you share your weaving with us, then, if you don’t care what we do with it?

         
         We could not exist if we did not share ourselves with humans. It is the way of things. But we are not your keepers. If you
               wish to use our powers, use them, little human.

         
         Giorgina did not think she entirely understood, but how could she expect to? The Tetrad did not think in the same way she
            did. They did not seem to have desires in the same way she did. They shared their weaving because otherwise they would not
            exist, and they needed to exist, as all things did.
         

         
         I don’t want to die like Edua did. Giorgina wondered if the Tetrad sensed her desperation. She doubted they cared.
         

         
         Then do not stray outside your limits.

         
         How will I know what those are if you don’t tell me?

         
         There was a moment of silence, as though they were . . . contemplating. Did gods contemplate? Did they struggle with decisions
            the way humans did?
         

         
         You’ve spent your entire life fighting us, keeping us locked away. The chorus sounded almost mournful. It is why you’ve struggled with control. But we have been here since the moment your mind fissured. Allow us to be with you
               fully, and there will be equilibrium.

         
         But . . . if you’re with me, what does that mean? Will I sense you all the time?

         
         You always sensed us, little human.

         
         But not like this.

         
         No. But it will not always be like this. We will fade. In time.

         
         I’ll have control?

         
         Perfect control.

         
         And you’ll keep me within my limits?

         
         We will.

         
         Will it be worth it?

         
         We have already told you we are not omniscient. We see only what you see.

         
         I think it will be. For the first time, Giorgina wished she could look at the gods, see how their faces shifted at her statement. But then, perhaps
            she would not understand how their faces conveyed emotion. Perhaps they did not have faces at all. Or else I’ll lose everything that’s left to me.

         
         She would do this for Ramsawa and everyone within it. For Zirana and the people who had suffered for years.

         
         Yes, thought Giorgina. Help me.
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Nehal

         
         When Giorgina leapt off the roof, Nehal’s heart stopped; for a moment she thought Giorgina had decided to kill herself. But
            then she had landed on her feet, like any windweaver would, and Nehal breathed again. She watched her go to Etedal—who seemed
            to be alive, thank the Tetrad—and then Fikry and Waseem were there, carrying the stubborn woman away, and Giorgina disappeared.
         

         
         Nehal had to find her. Cursing, she started to turn, then she heard a loud pop, and pain assaulted her: a searing, screaming
            pain in the back of her thigh that forced her to fall to her knees with a hiss. It was only then that she registered the noise
            she had heard seconds before, something very like a musket shot—
         

         
         A large, muscled forearm wrapped itself around her neck, choking her so hard her eyes bulged. She tried to reach for her weaving
            instinctively, but the pain in her leg was so debilitating she couldn’t focus.
         

         
         “Do you know,” whispered a rough voice in her ear, “how hard I had to work to find you?”

         
         That voice.

         
         The sting of pure fear shot through Nehal.

         
         She had not expected to meet Attia Marwan again, but she should have.

         
         Nehal pushed back, but he had her in a viselike grip, one forearm squeezing her neck and cutting off her air, the other wrapped
            around her waist, crushing her against his body as he breathed heavily against her neck.
         

         
         “I trudged all the way back to this godsforsaken city, wondering all the while if you’d turned me into a fugitive. I searched
            for you day and night, and you were nowhere to be found, so I returned to my new king when he arrived, pledging to serve him
            as I’d promised. And then—imagine my surprise when I see you just stroll into the throne room and announce yourself.”
         

         
         Attia had been there? He must have been one of the many soldiers standing behind Hali; she’d not thought to look very carefully
            at any of them, and regret for that decision pounded through her. But how could she have known Attia would have become part
            of Hali’s personal fucking guard? How could she ever have expected him to be there, of all places?
         

         
         Nehal’s vision began to blur. She felt hot blood pooling all around her, the strength seeping out of her limbs. Where was
            her water? Where was her power? But she could barely form a coherent thought.
         

         
         “I followed you so very carefully, and now here we are, just you and me.” He laughed softly into her ear. “I can finally return
            the favor.”
         

         
         Then he tossed Nehal violently aside with such force that she crashed into the roof’s guardrail. She coughed hard and took
            deep breaths as air flowed back into her lungs. She tried to stand, but her left leg was utterly useless. But her hands, she
            had her hands, and she could try—
         

         
         But before she could gather herself, her strength, Attia was on top of her, knocking her to the ground. Her head struck the
            floor; black spots danced in her vision. Attia’s knees held her body in place. With one hand he held both her wrists above
            her head, and with the other he held a knife.
         

         
         Nehal stared at his face for the first time since she had left him behind in Tiashar. One side was mutilated, an entire eye missing. 

         
         “Do you like it?” Attia grinned maniacally and cocked his head towards his empty eye socket. “Your handiwork. How did it feel,
            to take out my eye?”
         

         
         Nehal ignored his words, focusing only on his blood. It was closer than water, closer than anything else on this roof, and
            she’d controlled it before.
         

         
         “Can you imagine what it felt like for me?” Attia hissed. “No, but that’s okay—you’ll know yourself soon.” He leaned down
            so close his lips brushed against Nehal’s cheek. “You see, I’m going to take your eye in return.”
         

         
         Nehal saw the point of his knife, glittering in its sharpness, descending on her.

         
         It was her fear that did it. Her terror spiked her weaving, and she gripped Attia’s blood—his hand stopped just a finger-width
            from her eye. He snarled, and he fought.
         

         
         Nehal was rapidly losing strength. How much blood had she lost? How badly had Attia hit her head against the floor? But that
            didn’t matter now; all that mattered was that she use every shred of strength remaining to her. She gave everything she had
            left, every bit of her will, to her bloodweaving.
         

         
         But it was all she could do to slow down Attia’s assault.

         
         Time itself seemed to halt. Attia bared his teeth as he continued to push the knife forward, closer and closer, until all
            Nehal could see was the glinting point of the silver dagger, a blurry bit of light trailing into a shadow about to permanently
            darken her vision. Attia’s arm reddened terribly, and blood began to seep through his skin. He paid it no mind.
         

         
         Attia was getting so close. The point of his knife touched the skin of her eyelid and began to dig. She ignored the sharp
            pain and the blood that seeped into her eye. All she could do was continue to slow him down and . . .
         

         
         And then what?

         
         It was becoming harder and harder to ignore the blade piercing her face or the bullet lodged in her leg or terror of the knife that was about to blind her. 

         
         And then someone barreled at them, shoving Attia off Nehal. They rolled away, giving Nehal time to sit up and scramble back.
            The roof spun, her heart was beating so intensely she could feel it in her throat, and her left leg was useless. She brought
            both hands to her face, to her closed and bleeding eye. Her palm came away wet with blood, her vision was slightly blurry,
            and she could barely keep her eye open through the pain, but she could see.

         
         Attia lay on the floor, his legs tangled. While he struggled to reorient himself, Malak flew delicately to her feet. A rush
            of relief flooded Nehal.
         

         
         But Attia wasn’t fully incapacitated yet. He held up his pistol and fired with no warning, and Nehal let out a shout. Malak
            barely reacted. She simply stopped the bullet, and the next one, and the next one, until Attia had no more left.
         

         
         “I can’t believe,” said Malak, her voice tight, “that after everything you’ve done, you’d come back here.”

         
         “She took out my eye,” Attia snarled. “If you think I was going to let that stand—”
         

         
         But Malak did not let him finish; she swung out her arm and swept Attia Marwan off the roof of Imbaba Palace.

         
         Nehal struggled to her feet, pulling herself up with only her hands. Malak was there in seconds, holding her up.

         
         “Nehal, stop, we have to stop the bleeding—”

         
         “I need to see,” Nehal croaked. “I need to make sure. I won’t make the same mistake twice.”

         
         “Nehal, there will be people looking, they’ll see us—”

         
         “I don’t care!” Nehal cried. “I don’t care who sees, I have to . . . I have to . . .”

         
         “All right, all right.” Malak cradled Nehal’s face for a moment and swept back her hair, which had come loose of its chignon and blew wildly around her face, strands sticking to the blood seeping around her eye. 

         
         Malak looped Nehal’s arm across her shoulders and carried her to the other side of the roof. Together they peered over the
            edge.
         

         
         He’d landed on the cobbled streets, and his skull was smashed open. His head lay in a nacreous pool of red and pink. His one
            eye was open, staring blankly up at her.
         

         
         Nehal let out a long breath and let her arm drop.

         
         Attia Marwan was dead.

         
         Malak pulled Nehal back quickly, and she sank to the floor, both of her legs trembling violently. She was reminded of the
            moments after the march, when Nico had helped carry her. She would never see him again.
         

         
         “Nehal, keep your eyes open!” Malak took her chin in her fingers. “Talk to me. Nehal!”

         
         When Nehal lost consciousness, the last thing she saw was Malak’s eyes, more frightened than she had ever seen them.
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Giorgina

         
         The Tetrad enveloped Giorgina.

         
         She had expected pain, but there was no pain. They simply seeped into her: into every corner of her mind, into her bones,
            into her blood. They were there, where before they were not. The constant buzzing in her mind faded, then quieted.
         

         
         Giorgina opened her eyes. She was still under the stairs. She stood, steadier than she had ever been. She drew upon her weaving,
            and it was as easy as taking a breath. She cradled a flame in her hand, then extinguished it. Like breathing.
         

         
         She felt the Tetrad in her bones. Before, there had been distance. A barrier. Now they and she existed together. Her mind
            was different. Her body was different. Both did not feel like they belonged entirely to her any longer.
         

         
         It was terrifying and fascinating and not a change she had time to dwell on.
         

         
         She left her hiding spot and emerged into the fray, straight into a hail of bullets. She held up her hand, pulled wind into her palm, and froze the bullets in midair. They clattered to the ground. The soldiers who had shot them hadn’t even been aiming at her, and yet they ran off now, hollering. Giorgina frowned after them. How many of these men were running loose in Alamaxa, wreaking havoc wherever they could? 

         
         She had to prevent that. All the innocent people of this city, the ones huddled in their homes, waiting for it all to be over—they
            deserved to be spared from all this.
         

         
         Giorgina raised both hands in the air and opened up the ground beneath the soldiers’ feet. They sank to the waist, screaming.
            With another wave of her hand, she swept their muskets away. She hesitated then. She hadn’t killed them, but she didn’t need
            to. She had trapped them, and they wouldn’t be able to free themselves, not with how tightly she’d packed the earth around
            them. They could be dealt with later.
         

         
         Giorgina turned away. What she needed was to find Hali. Once he was dead, she could deal with all the rest.

         
         He had crossed Imbaba Bridge and would likely be riding south to the citadel, through the Talyani Quarter and then through
            Agouza.
         

         
         She could easily outpace him, cut him off before he reached the citadel. But it would be better to wait. He would be better
            defended at the citadel, but that was no matter to Giorgina now, and the citadel would mean fewer casualties. If Giorgina
            fought Hali in the middle of the streets, there would inevitably be collateral damage.
         

         
         And there was still the fight here, at the palace. How much did she want to do? How much did she want to reveal of herself?
            She wanted to end the fighting, but she had to consider what came next.
         

         
         But it was this hesitation of hers that had led to the chaos of this battle.

         
         It’s all right, thought Giorgina, and the words were not fully her own. They know you as an earthweaver, and earthweaving is formidable.

         
         She hurried towards the front of Imbaba Palace, where the metal machine—it had maneuvered itself away from Giorgina’s wall—fired a projectile into one of the light poles at the entrance to Imbaba Bridge. The pole tipped over, crashing into the bridge in a shower of debris that struck a young man who had been standing there. Zirani or Ramsawi, weaver or not, Giorgina couldn’t tell. It didn’t matter. 

         
         She moved, her hands aloft at her sides. She couldn’t name what the machine was made of, but the materials came from the earth,
            and so it was nothing at all for Giorgina to grasp them, to lift the tank into the air, and heave it into the river.
         

         
         That machine would do no damage from the bottom of the Izdihar.

         
         She felt the first sting of pain in her upper biceps, but she ignored it.

         
         She heard a cheer from the Ramsawi soldiers and weavers who had been struggling to hold the thing back. The Zirani soldiers
            did not relent, however; they surged forth, muskets held aloft, shooting indiscriminately. Had there always been so many,
            or had more sprung up?
         

         
         A windweaver blew them back with a strong gust of wind, knocking them down, allowing the Ramsawis to gain ground.

         
         But it would still be a messy fight. Giorgina was tired of the mess, the chaos. Of seeing so much preventable death.

         
         Then end it.

         
         There were so many of them. How many of them were here only because they were made to be?

         
         It didn’t matter. They were still here.

         
         There were too many here for Giorgina to collapse them waist-deep into the earth, because she couldn’t risk destabilizing
            the street—what if the palace collapsed, or the buildings beside it?
         

         
         There was a better solution, but it meant waterweaving, so she needed to be hidden to do it.

         
         No one was looking at her. They were too preoccupied. She shrank back farther, then drew all her focus to the River Izdihar
            and kept the Zirani army within her sights. Then she pulled up a wave.
         

         
         She couldn’t do it as smoothly as Nehal had, because Giorgina did not have enough training to be so precise—but she did have a tremendous amount of raw power. And so the wave was large enough to block out the noonday sun, enough to reach over the entire Zirani battalion and pull it back into the Izdihar. 

         
         The scale of it was challenging, and it took longer than Giorgina would have liked. The Ramsawi weavers, Nagi included, were
            puzzled, looking around for the source of the waterweaving. Giorgina made sure she remained hidden.
         

         
         The Zirani soldiers disappeared into the Izdihar surprisingly quietly, but a moment later came the shouts, the splashing,
            the struggle. They were easy targets now for the Ramsawi soldiers and weavers to kill or capture as they deemed fit.
         

         
         Instead of relief, Giorgina felt the overwhelming sensation of exhaustion. But she pushed it down—she was far from done.

         
         She thought for a moment, then knelt on the ground. Her fingers sank into the earth, her first element. It felt right. She
            carved into it, created a slab large enough to carry her. Then she lifted it into the air with windweaving and headed for
            the Alamaxa Citadel, the shouts of the Ramsawi soldiers soon swept away by the rush of air.
         

         
         She flew over Alamaxa, the buildings like children’s toys. From this height, the city had a beige-yellow sheen, the heat visibly
            sizzling just above, like a mirage taking slow form. The height made her a little dizzy, but she swallowed down the fear and
            focused on reaching her destination.
         

         
         She saw the citadel long before she was close enough to land. She was already windswept and too hot, her skin sore from the
            force of the wind. But she increased her speed. She wanted this done, because when it was done, she was going to rest. She
            was going to hide herself from everyone for as long as she liked.
         

         
         She thought of that, to give her strength.

         
          

         Another fight was raging at the citadel, and the weavers of Alamaxa were losing.

         
         They were vastly outnumbered. Sariyya had only managed to convince a small group of weavers to fight, and few of them were as well trained as they ought to have been. Weaving was formidable, but weavers were still human. Giorgina saw all this. Saw that they were tired. That they had limits. 

         
         Giorgina did not.

         
         Of course you do. That’s why Edua died after sinking a continent, because that is not something a human should be able to do.

         
         But Giorgina was not going to sink a continent. She understood her limits—vast as they were, so vast as to be negligible—and
            had no plans to exceed them. Edua had spiraled. Edua had gone too far. Edua had lost her mind.
         

         
         Giorgina was careful. Giorgina was tempered. Giorgina was not going to end up like Edua.

         
         Within the citadel courtyard, four weavers still fought. Three women, one of whom looked familiar, and a man.

         
         But they fought close to fifty soldiers. They would never be able to win this fight alone.

         
         So Giorgina planted her feet and raised her hands. She inhaled deeply, then released a slow breath, preparing herself for
            the exertion that was to come.
         

         
         The Zirani soldiers were organized, standing in a circular formation to fight against the weavers. Giorgina was going to use
            that to her advantage. She raised her hands and split the earth.
         

         
         The ear-splitting roar made everyone in the courtyard pause. The weavers saw Giorgina and stopped to gape, looking at her
            with a mixture of fear and awe. One of them, Sariyya, did not look surprised. Giorgina ignored them all. She needed to keep
            her focus.
         

         
         The ground beneath the Zirani army fell away, and the soldiers fell with it, into the maw of the earth.

         
         The sinkhole was massive, and deep enough that the soldiers would be unable to find their way out unless someone pulled them
            out. She could hear them shouting down there in the rubble, could see the weavers approaching the sinkhole and turning to
            look at her with questions in their eyes.
         

         
         Giorgina couldn’t worry about any of them now. She was not here for them. She needed to find Hali, because if she stopped to think, she would lose herself. 

         
         She made her way inside the citadel. Any soldier who attempted to attack her was immobilized, and she ignored the brief sting
            of pain each movement caused her. She had used too much weaving already.
         

         
         But she did not matter. All that mattered was ending this.

         
         Giorgina only had to follow the soldiers to what they were guarding. Hali had locked himself in the throne room of the citadel.
            Giorgina touched the doors, and the lock turned to putty in her hands. She swung the doors open.
         

         
         She was prepared for the bullets. A wall of wind halted their trajectory. There were only four soldiers, two on either side
            of her. It was a simple matter to sweep them out of the throne room and seal the doors behind them, leaving her alone with
            only Hali and Iraten. Iraten cowered, but Hali faced Giorgina with open arms and a laughing sneer.
         

         
         “And just who might you be?” He narrowed his eyes. “You were with Nehal. And you were on the island. I recognize your hair.”
            He picked up one of his soldiers’ dropped muskets, ignoring Iraten’s warnings. “Did you have a hand in killing my wife?”
         

         
         Hali didn’t wait for Giorgina to answer; he simply fired. Giorgina stopped the bullet. He reached for a second musket, so
            Giorgina swept it away. She did not wait for him to reach for his sword.
         

         
         She took hold of his blood and held him in place. He struggled against her but seemed strangely satisfied as well. “I see.
            So you’re what, Edua returned?”
         

         
         “You’ve lost,” said Giorgina calmly.

         
         “But you haven’t won,” Hali spat. “Do you think this ends with me? My cousin will inherit the throne and the cause, and he will continue my efforts.”
         

         
         “You have no idea what’s going on in your own country, do you?” Giorgina shook her head. “While most of your army is here,
            your own people are tearing down your regime.”
         

         
         Hali barked a laugh. “You think it’s that easy to erase a kingdom? Thousands of years of history, of power?”

         
         “It’s not erasure,” said Giorgina. “It’s reclamation.”

         
         Hali sneered. “Reclamation. And who is doing the reclaiming? Aberrations like you, who can murder indiscriminately with a thought?”
         

         
         “I haven’t killed your soldiers,” said Giorgina. “I could have, but I didn’t. Those weavers outside are only fighting because you brought them a fight. You’re the only murderer here. How many innocent people did your army slaughter?”
         

         
         “We are fighting for a greater purpose,” Hali snarled. “In service to justice, goodness, and the Tetrad. Rasida only wanted the
            people of this world to exist on equal ground, and you killed her for it.”
         

         
         Giorgina almost laughed. “That’s funny, coming from a notoriously tyrannical king and queen.” She sobered. “And you know nothing
            of the Tetrad. But I do.”
         

         
         Hali had nothing to say to that. He only looked at Giorgina with a mixture of fury and pity.

         
         “I don’t care anymore,” said Hali. “Do what you will. I want to see Rasida again.”

         
         Giorgina let out a slow breath. She had given this so much thought. The mechanics of it. Which element would be the most merciful?
            How long would it take?
         

         
         In the end, she used bloodweaving, and it was quick. She stopped the flow of blood to Hali’s heart, and once his heart stopped
            pumping, he died, going limp in her hands. She let him crumple to the ground.
         

         
         When Giorgina was done, only Iraten was left. He retreated from her until his back was to the wall. For a long moment, she
            simply stared at him, thinking. If she let him go, he would return to Zirana and tell them all about her. He had just watched
            her weave multiple elements. Who knew what sort of target he would paint on Giorgina’s back? But perhaps she could buy his
            silence, in a way that could help both of their countries.
         

         
         “Please.” Iraten sank to his knees and bowed his back. “I have children. Three of them. Two girls and a boy. And a nephew, and my sister is pregnant again.” Iraten seemed to smile, as though he couldn’t help but smile at the memory of the children dear to him, but then the fear overtook his face once more. “I’ll take them and leave Tiashar. We’ll hide. I won’t say a word. I swear it. I swear it on the lives of my children, I swear it, please, my lady, please . . .” 

         
         Giorgina swallowed, her heart beating rapidly. Was it his words or her exhaustion? She’d never intended to kill him, but even
            if she had, she wouldn’t have been able to after that. She couldn’t look him in the eye as he begged for his life and kill
            him anyway. That was a line she would never be able to cross.
         

         
         She made herself appear to be wrestling with a decision. “All right.” Her voice was hoarse, close to a whisper, and her thoughts
            were racing. “But you’ll have to do as I say.”
         

         
         He bowed, even as he got to his feet, then looked up at her warily. “What do you want?”

         
         She pointed to Hali. “We’re going to take his body back to Parliament. You’re going to tell them that this is done.”

         
         While Iraten lifted Hali’s body onto his shoulders, Giorgina had a moment to take a breath. It was just a moment, but the
            toll of everything she’d done assaulted her. She felt so distant from herself, as though she was not herself, as though she
            were simply looking down on her body from a great distance.
         

         
         Very carefully, Giorgina leaned her hand against the wall. She felt it so much now, the exhaustion weighing her down. She
            had used powers beyond her ken, and now her body felt battered. How had Edua done what she had done for so long, when every
            battle must have left her reeling?
         

         
         Of course Edua had died.
         

         
         All Giorgina wanted to do was sleep for days, but she was not done.

         
         They were going to have Alamaxa back, but what did it have to offer them? A parliament of men that blocked women and weavers
            at every turn?
         

         
         No. Giorgina would not allow it. Not after everything she had done for this country. Not after what she had made herself do. Ramsawa owed her, now. Surely that was justice. 

         
         So Giorgina forced herself to keep standing, even though her knees ached, her arms sagged, and the world spun. She made herself
            put one foot in front of another.
         

         
         She bade Iraten to walk in front of her. His progress with Hali’s body was slow, but Giorgina didn’t mind. It gave her a moment
            to rest, to compose herself. Then finally they were exiting the citadel proper and entering the inner courtyard where Sariyya
            and the others still stood.
         

         
         Giorgina lifted a hand to shield herself against the sun. The weavers were all staring at the spectacle of her, Iraten, and
            Hali’s body, but Giorgina did not have time for them yet. Something within her—not quite a thought, but close to it—told her
            she was nearing her limits. She needed to do just one more thing. She knelt and gathered sand into her palms, flattening it
            beneath her to build another slab. Though her muscles cried for relief, she helped Iraten drag Hali onto the slab. Already,
            his body was beginning to grow cold. But Giorgina could not think about that now.
         

         
         She adjusted the slab and built a guardrail that would keep them inside, so it felt like they were sitting in a wide, flat
            box.
         

         
         “Hold on,” Giorgina said to Iraten.

         
         Then, with a deep breath, she lifted them up, up, and back towards Imbaba Palace.
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         When Nehal woke up, the first thing she felt was pain.

         
         She was on the floor, on what appeared to be a bundle of robes. Beneath her head was more fabric, acting as a pillow. There
            was an elderly man on her left side carefully bandaging her leg, which was still throbbing.
         

         
         On her other side was Hamed.
         

         
         Nehal blinked, trying to clear the fog of confusion. Why has her cousin here? Where was Malak?

         
         Hamed wasn’t looking at her; his chin rested on his hands and his eyes were focused on the door of the room they were in,
            which Nehal did not recognize. She opened her mouth to speak but all that emerged was a hoarse croak. It caught Hamed’s attention,
            however.
         

         
         “You’re awake?” He looked rapidly from Nehal to the elderly man. “She’s awake!”

         
         “It seems so.” The man continued bandaging without looking up, winding the fabric tightly enough that Nehal winced. He had
            a bag of instruments beside him, some of them bloodied—with her blood, most likely. This had to be the palace physician. “How
            are you feeling, my daughter?”
         

         
         “I’ve been better,” Nehal managed. She could barely move her leg. Her neck was sore and likely bruised. Her left eye was swollen. Attia had hurt her badly. 

         
         And Malak had killed him.

         
         Well, the son of a dog had fucking deserved it. Nehal was glad to finally be rid of him and angry at herself for underestimating
            him. She had, to her embarrassment, completely forgotten about him, never expecting him to show up here—back in Alamaxa, let
            alone in the royal palace—after everything he had done. But she should have predicted it as a possibility, knowing Attia’s
            rage. He had almost killed her.
         

         
         It was an infuriating thought.

         
         “Will she be all right?” Hesham came up behind Hamed, followed by Prince Hani, who looked at Nehal as though she’d personally
            offended him.
         

         
         Nehal had no idea how or why she had come to be in the same room with all of these people, but she knew she wanted that irritating
            look off the prince’s face.
         

         
         When the physician hesitated to answer Hesham, Nehal felt a thrum of panic. But then he said, “It will take time for her wounds
            to heal. But yes, she will be all right.”
         

         
         “Where’s Malak?” Nehal finally managed to ask.

         
         “She went to help.” Hesham waved a hand at the door. “She ran into us when she was looking for a physician for you, and he
            was already tending to Prince Hani. She made me and Hamed swear to look after you.”
         

         
         That was when Nehal noticed that Hani’s upper arm was wrapped in a bloody bandage.

         
         At the mention of his injury, Hani scowled at Nehal. “You just had to walk in there and set King Hali off, did you? Dear Tetrad, everything your cousin said about you was true!”
         

         
         Nehal narrowed her eyes at Hamed, who at least had the decency to blush and avoid her accusing stare. “What have you been
            saying about me?”
         

         
         Whatever Hamed was about to say next was interrupted by a round of musket fire that sounded very close. A Ramsawi soldier who must have been guarding the door came in and shut it behind him. 

         
         “Your Highness,” he said. “I think there’s soldiers approaching.”

         
         Hani crouched beside Nehal. “You did this, you know that?” he accused, his voice rising with every word. “This is your fault. Negotiations were going fine until you came in!”
         

         
         “Hani, stop.” Hamed put a hand on the prince’s shoulder. “Give her a moment.”

         
         Nehal stared at Hani in disbelief. “Are you delusional or stupid?” she asked in exasperation. “Hali stabbed your father in
            full view of the entire throne room. You think that man was going to negotiate a peace with us?”
         

         
         But Hani was relentless, glaring at Nehal and pointing a finger at her. “Hali attacked because you incensed him!”
         

         
         Nehal blinked at him, too exhausted to muster up a response to such an idiotic statement.

         
         Thankfully, Hesham seemed to share some of her sentiments. “Hani, with all due respect, that’s a bit willfully idealistic.”

         
         “Is it?” Hani snarled. “From what I’ve gathered, she participated in a plot to kidnap his wife, a plot that led to Queen Rasida’s
            death. If she had just left things alone and stopped meddling, everything would have been fine.”
         

         
         “Fine for who?” Nehal struggled to her elbows, because she couldn’t continue to argue while lying supine, and there was no
            way she was going to allow Hani to continue with this nonsense. The physician hastened to steady her, and Hamed put his hand
            on her back and helped her sit up. “Why was your father even still negotiating with Hali, after he invaded the city? How many
            people did he kill with those machines of his? His soldiers are gallivanting around Alamaxa like they own it, and instead
            of fighting, your father was negotiating?”
         

         
         “We were trying to avoid a war!” snapped Hani.

         
         “We were at war, you imbecile! A war you seemed frightfully willing to facilitate by giving our enemy everything he wanted, without any consideration for who would be affected!” said Nehal. “What could you possibly have had to give that he hadn’t already taken? Were you offering to round up weavers for him?” 

         
         “Nehal, enough!” admonished Hamed.

         
         “It’s not nearly enough,” said Nehal. “You had better be prepared to wrench our country from this family. Their ineptitude
            would have doomed us all.”
         

         
         “You are entirely ignorant!” snapped Hani. “For your information, we were discussing marriage negotiations.”

         
         Nehal frowned, confused. “Marriage?” A moment later, she understood. “You were going to give him your sister? You’d give him Munira?”
         

         
         “Unlike you, she understands the concept of duty,” said Hani stiffly. “If we joined our families, our countries, then war
            could have been avoided.”
         

         
         “And he was just going to leave?” asked Nehal. “That’s it? After all the time and money he’s put into coming here, and after
            his wife was killed here, you think he would have just married your sister and lived happily and peacefully? You’re calling me ignorant?” she huffed, cutting off his response. “How long have I been unconscious?”
         

         
         “Two hours or so,” Hamed said.

         
         Hani rounded on her. “Why? Are you planning something?”

         
         “It’s a perfectly normal fucking question,” snapped Nehal, her patience straining.

         
         Hani reared back, staring at her as though she were a rabid dog. “How dare you address me like—”
         

         
         “Stop it,” said Hesham harshly. “We’ve got bigger things to worry about.” He gestured emphatically towards noises coming from
            outside the room.
         

         
         “Can we barricade the door?” the physician asked.

         
         Hesham looked around the room, at several scattered desks and chairs. “I suppose—”

         
         “We ought to leave,” said Hani, pacing fretfully. “Not barricade ourselves in. We can’t just stay here and wait for whatever—”

         
         “I don’t know that it’s safe to leave,” said Hesham. He had crossed the room to look out the window. His expression was grim.
            “I can’t see much from here.”
         

         
         Hani joined him at the window, peering over his shoulder. “I should be out there looking for my family.” He shook his head,
            his expression seeming to cave in. “It was my fault we were separated. I shouldn’t be hiding here.”
         

         
         A loud blast shook the room, making them all flinch. Then something thudded against the door. The guard held up his musket
            as the pounding continued, but his arms were trembling. Nehal held up her arm, trying to reach for the Izdihar, but she was
            so weak she could hardly pull a few drops along, and her head pounded when she did. She gritted her teeth.
         

         
         The five of them exchanged glances, keenly aware that they were nearly defenseless but unable to do anything about it. The
            pounding continued, and the door shook. It would not hold.
         

         
         The door slammed open.

         
         Zirani soldiers poured into the room, muskets held aloft. Nehal again lifted her arm, looking for something—blood, water,
            anything—to weave, but it was no good. Her body was too tired.
         

         
         “What is the meaning of this?” Hani asked. It was, Nehal had to admit, a valiant attempt. He rose to his full height and glared
            at the soldiers with contempt, as though he did not have four loaded muskets aimed directly at him.
         

         
         “Who are you?” one of the soldiers asked.

         
         “I am Hani, the Crown Prince of Ramsawa, and I suggest you put your rifles down,” said Hani.

         
         The soldiers exchanged a look of something like relief. The one who had spoken, who seemed to be the leader, grinned at Hani.

         
         “We’ve been looking for you.” He raised his musket, and Nehal could see his intent in the glint of his eye, even though Hani
            could not. She reached across her body and seized one of the physician’s instruments, then hurled it across the room. Miraculously,
            it struck the soldier full in the face.
         

         
         “Hani, move!” Nehal shouted. “He’s trying to kill you!”

         
         As the first soldier recovered, another stepped forward, while Hani backed away, looking left and right. But there really
            was nowhere to hide. The soldier shot and Hani yelped and fell, but the bullet missed.
         

         
         For a moment, everyone was too stunned to move. The shot had been point blank, and should have left a hole in the middle of
            Hani’s chest. But it had been driven off course.
         

         
         It was then that Nehal felt a current of wind whirling through the room. It twisted around them and gathered in the center,
            where the soldiers were standing. Too quickly for Nehal to process, a small tornado formed, lifting all the soldiers within
            it.
         

         
         Behind it stood Malak, saving Nehal’s life for the second time that day.

         
         She stepped into the room and maneuvered herself on the opposite side of the doorway. When she let her hands down, the tornado
            vanished, and the four soldiers tumbled to the ground. One leapt for his weapon, but Malak swept her hand and pulled all the
            muskets behind her. Hesham seized one immediately, as did Hani.
         

         
         “I suggest you leave,” said Malak flatly to the soldiers.

         
         They hesitated. Clearly, they had been ordered to find Hani, and now that they had found him, they were not prepared to leave
            him behind.
         

         
         “Give us the prince,” said the soldier, the one whom Nehal had struck in the face. “Then we will go.”

         
         “I didn’t realize you were in a position to barter,” said Malak. “In case you haven’t noticed, you’re outnumbered and weaponless.
            I’d rather not hurt you. Please leave.”
         

         
         For a moment they only stared at one another. Then one soldier shot to his feet, hand reaching for something in his pocket.
            But he barely managed to take a single step forward before his skull exploded.
         

         
         Nehal jumped, and her eyes landed on Hani, who was wielding his musket like an experienced soldier. She wouldn’t have thought him capable, but he quickly grabbed another musket and aimed it at the next soldier. “That is for threatening my life,” said Hani. 

         
         The other soldiers stared at their fallen comrade, then glared angrily at Hani. But they seemed prepared to retreat when,
            without warning, Hani fired again, killing another soldier.
         

         
         “That’s for my father!” he shouted.

         
         The other soldiers scrambled back and ran for the door.

         
         Without a word, Malak swung up her hands to slam the door shut, then lifted a table and moved it against the door to barricade
            it.
         

         
         “Let me go after them!” shouted Hani, his eyes wild.

         
         “Please be quiet,” said Malak. He gave her an outraged glare, but she wasn’t even looking at him anymore. She had eyes only
            for Nehal. She went to her and knelt beside her, hand hovering above her injured leg, both of them ignoring Hani’s muttering.
         

         
         “Are you all right?” She looked to the physician. “Is she all right?”

         
         The physician nodded. “She will be.”

         
         “Malak, what’s happened?” Nehal asked. “Where’s Giorgina? And Etedal was shot.”

         
         “What?” Malak said sharply. “Is she all right?”

         
         “I think so—I saw Fikry and Waseem carrying her away, but I was on the roof, so I couldn’t see how badly she was injured.”

         
         “Malak, how bad is the situation out there?” Hesham approached them.

         
         Malak turned. “I think we’re winning, actually. There’s only a few scattered Zirani left, and our soldiers are rounding them
            up.”
         

         
         “How?” asked Hamed in wonder.

         
         Nehal was the only one who noticed Malak hesitate for an infinitesimal moment. “Weavers,” she said simply, and Nehal knew
            she meant Giorgina.
         

         
         Hani hovered behind Hesham, seemingly warring with himself. “Do you—have you seen my family?” he asked Malak stiffly.

         
         “I’m sorry, I haven’t,” said Malak.

         
         Hani turned away, scowling. Hamed laid a hand on his shoulder. “It will be all right.”

         
         “It had better be,” Hani said darkly, and Nehal wondered why he thought his threats carried any weight at the moment.

         
         But then Malak leaned in close, so that only Nehal could hear her, and the others faded away. “I spoke to one of the weavers
            outside. They said they saw a redheaded woman build herself a slab of earth and go after Hali.”
         

         
         Nehal’s heart leapt. “She’s all right, isn’t she? She has to be.”

         
         Malak nodded. “She has to be.”
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         Nehal, Malak, and the others waited in that room for some time, until they felt a calm begin to descend over Imbaba Palace.
            The rush of footsteps faded. The shouting quieted. There were no more musket shots.
         

         
         “I’m going to go look for my family,” Hani announced. “Hamed, come with me, and you too, sir”—he motioned to the palace physician—“if
            you please.”
         

         
         Hesham made to follow, but Hani held up his hand. “No. Wait here with them until I send for you.” He turned without waiting
            for an answer.
         

         
         Hesham’s nostrils flared, his irritation at being ordered around by Hani obvious.

         
         “You don’t have to take orders from him,” said Malak, once they were gone.

         
         Hesham paused midstep. He gave Malak a venomous look.

         
         “You shouldn’t take orders from Hani,” said Malak. “He seems to have forgotten Ramsawa is not a monarchy.”
         

         
         “They disbanded Parliament.”

         
         “Not legally, they didn’t.”

         
         “They still have the army in their pocket,” Hesham muttered, starting to turn away again.

         
         “Does that matter now?”

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “I mean there’s an opportunity to take back power,” said Malak. “There’s power in Alamaxa that isn’t the army.”

         
         “Weavers.” Hesham turned to look at her once more. “That is a very dangerous way to think.”

         
         “More dangerous than letting the royal family continue to lead? Surely they’ve proven themselves unfit. If you take back power,
            the weavers of Alamaxa will back you.”
         

         
         “Always politically minded, Malak.”

         
         “Someone has to be.”

         
         He scoffed. “You’re talking about instigating civil war.”

         
         It was Malak’s turn to scoff. “It will never come to that. But you should make the royal family believe it could.”

         
         “How about we get the invaders out of our city, first?”

         
         “That is, in fact, what I am suggesting.” Malak shrugged. “If you pull together the weavers, they’ll help you root out the
            remaining Zirani in the city. You’ll have done what the army couldn’t. It will demonstrate where the real power in this country
            could lie.” She gave him a somewhat exasperated look. “You are a politician, Hesham, and a good one; don’t pretend you can’t
            make sufficiently believable threats. And once all that’s taken care of, we can finally give women the vote.”
         

         
         Hesham laughed, but Malak continued, “I’m serious. You always said you wanted to make significant changes to the constitution.
            This is your chance—the royal family and some of the nobility sided with an enemy, and look where we are because of it. Use
            that to your advantage when creating a new parliament.”
         

         
         “A new parliament?” Hesham shook his head. “What, you want me to stage a coup?”
         

         
         “Not a coup, but a legitimate revolution. If anyone could be accused of staging a coup, it’s King Yusef.”

         
         “She’s right,” said Nehal. “If they’d stood up to Rasida in the first place we wouldn’t be in this mess. We’d have had a far better chance defending ourselves if the Zirani hadn’t been allowed inside the city.” 

         
         Hesham rolled his eyes. “Next you’ll want me to get rid of the royal family.”

         
         Malak smiled grimly. “Exactly.”

         
         “What?” exclaimed Hesham.
         

         
         “If the royal family is exiled—”

         
         “Oh, is that what we’re doing?” asked Hesham. “Exiling the royal family? And how exactly do you propose to do that?”

         
         “I said if,” said Malak somewhat tartly. “You could also strip them of their titles and status. You’ve got to do something, certainly.”
         

         
         “And do you think the noble houses would sit quietly and allow us to exile the royal family? Abolishing the monarchy is simply
            one step closer to abolishing the nobility. They won’t have it.”
         

         
         “You won’t need to go that far at first,” Malak argued. “Only focus on Queen Zeinab and her children. The rest will follow.”

         
         “Malak—”

         
         “Hesham, Parliament must take a stand,” argued Malak. “Otherwise, what’s to stop the royal family from attempting to take power again? Hani certainly
            thinks he’s in charge.”
         

         
         Hesham attempted to wave her away. “This is a conversation for much later—”

         
         “No,” said Malak. “You need to decide now. Do not let Hani take power. You can start by following him, rather than waiting here.”
         

         
         “And you think I’m the one to do it? Take power?”

         
         “Who better?” said Malak seriously. “You’re well liked, you’re on friendly terms with most of our army generals, you’ve studied
            our laws, and you’ve got the experience.”
         

         
         Hesham scoffed, though he sounded uncertain. “And I’m sympathetic to your cause, is that it?”

         
         “That certainly doesn’t hurt.”

         
         Hesham looked between Malak and the door. He frowned in thought, then sighed. “Fine. You’re right. Must I always admit it?”

         
         Malak smiled. “Yes. Out loud, and often.”

         
         Hesham shook his head, and left a moment later. Nehal nudged Malak. “So . . . we’re going to follow him, right? To ensure
            he does as promised?”
         

         
         “Of course.”

         
         Malak was far stronger than she looked—which made sense for someone with as much windweaving ability as she had—so she was
            easily able to lift Nehal onto her back. Nehal wrapped her arms around Malak’s neck and rested her chin on her shoulder. It
            was the closest they’d been to one another in far too long. In Malak’s arms, the tension in Nehal’s body seemed to shrink
            away. It was not in Nehal’s nature to let anyone take care of her, but when it was Malak, she did not mind.
         

         
         Malak followed Hesham at a careful distance, but once they were closer to the throne room, it was clear they needn’t have
            been so careful.
         

         
         It was complete chaos.

         
         The arched doors of the throne room were thrown wide open, with guards, soldiers, servants, and various members of Parliament
            all milling around uncertainly—but not quietly. There was too much noise for Nehal to make anything out.
         

         
         She and Malak were mostly ignored as they walked through the fray. Nehal only caught some sympathetic glances; she supposed
            the sheer amount of blood on her clothes, and the fact that she was being carried, were to thank for that.
         

         
         Once inside the throne room proper, the first thing Nehal saw was Hani, on his knees. He was holding someone in his arms,
            and after a moment Nehal realized it was King Yusef. Next to him was Queen Zeinab, crying silently over her husband’s dead
            body.
         

         
         Behind Hani hovered Hamed, looking deeply uncomfortable and unsure of what to do with himself. Hanging onto Hamed’s arm was Princess Munira, and hanging onto Princess Munira’s dress was little Prince Azmi. 

         
         Well, at least Hani had found the rest of his family unharmed.

         
         Malak set Nehal down and took her hand to steady her. Nehal leaned onto her, letting her bad leg rest. She looked for Hesham
            and found him speaking with Mokhtar Mahfouz, the prime minister. When he was finished, Hesham immediately spotted them and
            narrowed his eyes.
         

         
         “I should have known you’d follow me,” he said once he was close enough for them to hear him.

         
         “Yes, you know me well enough by now,” said Malak. “Does Mokhtar know anything?”

         
         “We’re trying to determine how the tide turned in our favor.” Hesham frowned at Malak and Nehal in turn, looking a bit like
            a schoolteacher. “You wouldn’t happen to know, would you?”
         

         
         “I think you’re about to find out,” said Nehal, somewhat dazed and partly certain she was hallucinating, because she could
            have sworn she could see Giorgina flying towards them on a slab of rock shaped into a box.
         

         
         But she was not hallucinating, because the next moment a window shattered and Giorgina came gliding in. She was not alone:
            beside her sat Iraten, Hali’s advisor, and . . . was that Hali, lying motionless at her feet?
         

         
         Everyone turned to stare at Giorgina as she landed on the polished floor of the room. The few soldiers that still held weapons
            hesitantly raised their muskets.
         

         
         Hesham held up a hand. “Nobody shoot!”

         
         Giorgina stood up. Nehal was shocked to see her, but even more shocked at the way she looked. She had shed her veil, and her
            red hair, disheveled and falling out of its braid, shone stark against her pale, dirt-crusted skin.
         

         
         When Nehal looked closely, she thought she could see strands of white threaded throughout Giorgina’s hair, strands that had
            not been there earlier that morning.
         

         
         She looked, Nehal thought, like someone who had been through a terrible ordeal.

         
         But she also looked terrifying.

         
         Her eyes, pupils dilated, blazed with a mixture of anger, righteousness, and weariness.

         
         She flattened the slab so that she could step off it, but Iraten sat motionless, staring at the roomful of people who could
            not take their eyes off him.
         

         
         “Iraten!” Prince Hani snarled, abandoning his father’s body and rushing to the advisor, who blanched.

         
         Hamed and Munira both held him back, though he fought them hard. Finally, he threw a punch in Hamed’s direction, and Hamed
            stumbled back, leaving Hani free to race out of Munira’s grasp.
         

         
         Giorgina held up both hands: the tiles of the palace floor unsealed themselves and coalesced into a giant, thin slab that
            propelled into Hani, catching him across his middle so hard he gasped.
         

         
         “Enough!” said Giorgina. She did not raise her voice, but it was steady and clear. “The fight is over. I stopped it.”

         
         “Who in the world are you?” asked Princess Munira, stepping forward to help her brother up.

         
         Giorgina cast her gaze across the room.

         
         “I’ll speak only to Senator Hesham, Prime Minister Mokhtar, and my companions, Malak Mamdouh and Nehal Darweesh. All you need
            to know is that you owe Alamaxa’s victory to me.”
         

         
         Hani was furious. He got to his feet and pushed his sister back. “You think you can order us around? You? I remember you—that
            girl we pardoned! What makes you think—”
         

         
         “Please!” said Iraten, his voice cracking. “Listen to her. The war is over. She’s killed King Hali and the war is over.”

         
         There was a hush of silence. Hesham glanced at Malak, then stepped into action: he ordered everyone out and told the guards to usher them all outside and close the throne room doors. With surreptitious glances at both Hani and Giorgina, the guards obeyed. Hani did not stop protesting, but his mother and sister pulled him along with them. 

         
         When the doors shut with an echoing slam, the room felt unnaturally silent. Prime Minister Mokhtar looked nothing short of
            bewildered, but said, “Well. Shall we sit, at least?”
         

         
         “She’s brought a corpse with her,” said Hesham. “I don’t think decorum is necessary.”

         
         “I’m weary, my son,” said Mokhtar. “It has nothing to do with decorum.”

         
         Nehal thought Giorgina might like to sit. She seemed to sway a bit on her feet when she stepped forward. She turned to Iraten,
            motioning to Mokhtar and Hesham.
         

         
         “Tell them what you saw.”

         
         Iraten did not stand. “This young lady—weaver—she stopped our armies. Killed my king, with her elements.”

         
         Nehal let out a breath. Giorgina had done it.

         
         “Did you say . . . elements?” asked Mokhtar. “Plural?”

         
         “I . . . I don’t know what she is. Who she is.” Iraten shook his head. “The scourge of Edua reborn—”

         
         “I am not Edua, but I very well could be if we don’t put this to rest!” said Giorgina sharply. This was the angriest Nehal
            had ever seen her. “I’ve ended this with very few casualties, and I hope to keep it that way.”
         

         
         “This is a little far-fetched,” said Mokhtar doubtfully.

         
         Giorgina held a hand up, and from her fingertips flames erupted, so hot Nehal could feel them even from where she stood, steps
            away from Giorgina. The flames circled around Hesham and Mokhtar, forming a wide ring that had them backing away into each
            other. Giorgina swung her hand down sharply, and the flames vanished. Then, with another sharp gesture, she swung, as though
            backhanding someone, and the table in the middle of the room flew back with the force of the gale she had just conjured.
         

         
         “Now do you believe me?” asked Giorgina.

         
         Mokhtar fell to his knees, sweating. Hesham rushed to him, frowning at Giorgina as he helped him up. “That was a bit extreme.”

         
         Mokhtar waved Hesham away, content to remain seated on the floor.

         
         “Here’s what’s going to happen.” Giorgina sounded weary to Nehal, but she kept up a mask that made her only seem cold. “You
            are going to take back power from the royal family. Ramsawa will never be a monarchy again. Parliament will reassemble. You
            will vote on a new constitution, one that enshrines everything the Daughters of Izdihar have been asking for—”
         

         
         Nehal startled, to hear Giorgina asking for everything they’d just asked of Hesham, but of course Giorgina understood how
            they needed to move forward. She’d been a part of the Daughters of Izdihar far longer than Nehal and understood the scope
            of Ramsawi politics nearly as well as Malak did.
         

         
         “My dear girl—” interrupted Mokhtar.

         
         “She just won this war for you,” Nehal cut in. “A war that you should have fought. I suggest you listen to her.”
         

         
         “She can do things with only a thought,” said Iraten weakly. “She killed my king as easy as blinking.”

         
         “I see,” said Mokhtar very slowly. “And this is the sort of person we’re expected to trust?”

         
         “I didn’t ask you to trust me,” said Giorgina. “I asked you to do what’s right.”

         
         “Lord Mokhtar,” Hesham began softly. “This woman, if I’m understanding correctly, has just saved the city and the lives of
            many within it. Surely we owe her a debt?”
         

         
         “Actually, Hesham,” said Malak, “Giorgina isn’t asking for payment of a personal debt. She’s here on behalf of all of us—on
            behalf of this country—asking for justice.”
         

         
         “She’s threatening us,” said Mokhtar mildly.

         
         Nehal thought Giorgina might falter at that, but she only said, “Whatever it takes to guide you to the right course of action.”

         
         “And who decides what’s right and wrong?”

         
         “I suppose right now, I do,” said Giorgina. “Because I have the power to do so. And hasn’t that always been the way?”

         
         Mokhtar seemed to chuckle, though it was a sad thing.

         
         “None of this is funny, Lord Mokhtar. For years the women of this country have been begging for scraps,” said Giorgina. “I
            wanted to beg Hali, at first. To stop, to leave, without violence. But sometimes violence is necessary to achieve justice.
            And yet, still I showed restraint, as much as I was able, and I’ve ended this war with far less death than anyone could have
            anticipated. For that alone, you should trust me.” Her expression softened. “Trust that I have no desire to chase power. I
            only want to make things right.”
         

         
         Nehal exhaled a soft laugh. Was this really the same woman Nehal had met a year ago, who preferred to stay hidden? She suddenly
            felt an indescribable fondness for Giorgina and grief for all she’d endured to arrive at this point.
         

         
         Mokhtar gave a heavy sigh. “And what is to stop us from eliminating you, one day? Do you not fear the consequences of your
            actions here?”
         

         
         “Is that your own threat?” But then Giorgina shrugged. “You can certainly try. But I hold the power of the Tetrad within me.
            I don’t think you’ll have much luck. And Prime Minister, in the end, wouldn’t it be so much easier to simply do the right
            thing?” Her weariness, her frustration, was evident in every line on her face. “I have no desire to fight or rule. I could have taken power from you if I wanted. But I chose not to. I chose to come speak to you—which is what the Daughters
            of Izdihar have always tried to do, if you recall. This doesn’t need to be so difficult. I’m not asking for very much.”
         

         
         Mokhtar looked both thoughtful and exasperated. “You’re asking for the abolition of an institution! Do you think Prince Hani
            will believe it’s not very much?”
         

         
         “I think Hani is one man, who is part of one small family. I am thinking of the greater good of Ramsawa, and all the people
            within it.”
         

         
         “Prime Minister, I have to agree,” said Hesham. “Her demands are reasonable. And surely they are decisions we would have made ourselves, in time.” 

         
         “Including giving women the vote?” Mokhtar shook his head. “Half of your colleagues are opposed—”

         
         “Half of my colleagues aren’t here,” said Hesham sharply. “They have no right to a say when they fled at the first sign of
            danger. And in any case, what better way to rededicate ourselves to a republic than by giving all our citizens a voice? Surely
            that, more than anything, would show our commitment?”
         

         
         “You’ve certainly thought this through, Hesham,” said Mokhtar.

         
         Nehal could not tell if the prime minister sounded impressed or suspicious. But he had not lost his temper or attempted to
            leave.
         

         
         Mokhtar addressed his next question to Iraten. “What happens to Zirana now, Lord Iraten?”

         
         The advisor’s shoulders sagged. “King Hali’s cousin is set to inherit, but . . . I’ve heard reports that there is great unrest.
            The rebels have seized the summer palace. They’ve been clamoring for a republic like your own, which is why Rasida was so
            keen on . . .” He trailed off, but they all understood what he would have said: Rasida had been keen on, among other things,
            transforming Ramsawa into a monarchy.
         

         
         “Yes, we’ve spoken to a group of these rebels,” said Mokhtar. “I do not doubt their conviction. We promised them help, once.
            Perhaps they will accept it once more.” Iraten blanched at that, but said nothing.
         

         
         “And those scientists?” Nehal asked. “Naiima and Riyad?”

         
         Iraten shook his head. “They didn’t come with us to the citadel. I—I don’t know where they are.”

         
         “They’ve likely fled. They’ll be found.” Hesham nodded at Nehal.

         
         Then Mokhtar looked at Giorgina once more. “And you would have us simply exile the royal family from their home?”

         
         “They certainly have the resources to leave,” said Giorgina blandly. “To leave and to live better lives than most of the people in this country. They’ll buy themselves a big fancy manor on the coast and live happy, peaceful lives. They’ll be fine.”
         

         
         “Yes, I suppose they will be.” Mokhtar paused. “Queen Zeinab has wanted to leave the city for years, you know. I don’t think
            she’ll resist.” He paused. “And your . . . abilities. Have they been made public?”
         

         
         “I don’t know who might have seen what, but it would be difficult for anyone to come to any specific conclusion.” Giorgina
            shook her head. “Which means only the people in this room know. I would ask that you keep it that way.”
         

         
         “Yes, I don’t think it would help anyone for this to become widely known,” said Hesham, glancing at Mokhtar for agreement.

         
         The older man nodded. “I agree. And now, the remaining Zirani in Alamaxa need to be dealt with.”

         
         “I’ll send our officers and weavers to comb the city to root them out,” Hesham replied immediately. “I suspect they’ll want
            to flee when we announce Hali’s death. Iraten will help us. Isn’t that right?”
         

         
         The advisor looked surprised to be addressed again, but he nodded wearily. “Yes, I . . . will do all I can.”

         
         “We’ll gather in the meeting hall,” said Mokhtar. “Meet us there, Hesham, and bring Iraten with you, once you’ve given our
            officers directives. We will wait for you. And Hesham, if you could send someone in for . . . the bodies.” He glanced sadly
            behind him, where King Yusef lay still.
         

         
         Hesham nodded and left with Iraten. A few minutes later, a group of servants and guards came in to take Yusef’s and Hali’s
            bodies away.
         

         
         When that was done, Mokhtar simply looked at them. “Well, then.” He gave Giorgina an even longer look. “I suppose I’ll leave
            you ladies to find your own way home then, shall I?”
         

         
         Malak straightened. “Actually, I’ll join you, Prime Minister. I think seeing me by your side will help the other members of
            Parliament understand the . . . shift in perspective.”
         

         
         Resignedly, Mokhtar gestured for Malak to precede him. She squeezed Nehal’s hand and said, “I’ll have someone come up to help you, and to get you both home.” Then she gave Giorgina a smile. 

         
         They sealed the doors behind them, leaving only Giorgina and Nehal in the gargantuan throne room.

         
         Nehal, who was still seated on the floor, let out a long sigh. “Giorgina . . . that was amazing.”

         
         “Yes,” said Giorgina somewhat dazedly. “I suppose it was.” Then her eyelids fluttered, all the fight seemed to leave her,
            and she collapsed to the floor.
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Giorgina

         
         Are you still there?

         
         We are always here, little human.

         
         I feel different.

         
         You are. You will continue to be.

         
         I’m afraid.

         
         You need not be.

         
         I don’t feel like myself.

         
         You are not wholly yourself. It is the way of things. You will adapt.

         
         But I’ll never go back? I’ll never be the same?

         
         You cannot remain unchanged, after all that you have done.

         
         But I’ll . . . be all right?

         
         We told you before, little human, that we are not all-knowing. Do not trouble yourself to guess at what cannot be known. Rest
               now, and let us fade. But remember: we are here with you, always.
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Giorgina

         
         Giorgina woke up in a familiar and comfortable bed. It took her only a moment to realize she was in Nehal’s house, in the
            same room she had occupied back when Nehal’s parents had visited unexpectedly.
         

         
         Back then, Nico had been here too.

         
         She sat up slowly. The sun streamed in like ribbons from the balcony that faced the inner courtyard, and a warm breeze filtered
            through. She heard the distant sounds of birds chirping.
         

         
         She crossed her legs and simply sat there, listening to the birds and contemplating. She could not recall ever being so exhausted
            in her life. Not after lengthy shifts at the bookstore, not after a day spent thoroughly cleaning the house with her mother,
            not after a rally, not after a long walk. She felt as though her bones had been scooped of marrow, and all she wanted to do
            was lie in bed for hours.
         

         
         She also felt . . . heavier, in a way she knew she would never be able to properly describe. Her mind was fuller. But it was
            also quieter: the humming chorus that had been her constant companion for so long had faded. Instead, Giorgina felt the Tetrad’s
            presence more wholly, more completely.
         

         
         She supposed she would have to learn to live with that, along with so much else.

         
         The door to the room creaked open, and Nehal limped in, leaning half her weight on a cane. She was preoccupied with balancing
            the door open and maneuvering her cane rather than looking inside the room, so when she saw Giorgina sitting up she gasped.
         

         
         “You’re awake!” Nehal smiled with all her teeth, her relief evident in the twinkle of her right eye—her left was covered by
            a bandage that wrapped awkwardly around her head.
         

         
         “I’m awake.”

         
         “Thank the Tetrad!” Nehal slowly made her way over to the bed, hobbling on her cane. “You’ve been in and out for a few days.
            Do you remember anything?”
         

         
         In and out for a few days? All Giorgina could remember was darkness. She shook her head.

         
         “Well, you’re awake now, and that’s all that matters!” said Nehal bracingly. “Are you hungry? You must be. I’ll call for food.”
            She tried to stand again. Giorgina was tempted to stop her, to offer her help, but she suspected Nehal would not appreciate
            that. So she only waited patiently for her to walk back to the door and call, extremely loudly, for food to be brought in.
            Nehal made her way back and sank into the bed with a heavy breath.
         

         
         “I’ll have to use it for some time,” said Nehal when she noticed Giorgina eyeing her cane. “That’s what the physician said.
            Until the wound heals and I can walk properly again. If I ever can.”
         

         
         Giorgina looked up. “If?”

         
         Nehal shrugged. “The physician said there’s a chance I’ll have a limp for the rest of my life. He can’t tell yet.” Though
            she delivered this information offhandedly, Giorgina could tell she was devastated.
         

         
         “And your eye?” asked Giorgina gently.

         
         “Only a scratch.” Nehal paused. “Well, a deep one. But it’ll be fine.”

         
         “That’s good.” Giorgina hesitated. “Will you be able to weave, still? Or join the army, like you wanted?”

         
         Nehal laughed a little. “You know, I don’t know. That is, I can still weave, of course, but I don’t know if I’ll be able to
            fight. But perhaps . . . that’s all right.” She paused. “Perhaps there’s other ways to be useful. Starting with this house.”
            She waved her cane around at the large room. “You’ll stay here, won’t you? With me? Malak will stay too, and Etedal if she
            likes, and even Bahira. There are so many rooms. We can host meetings here, if we like, for the Daughters of Izdihar.”
         

         
         “Oh.” Giorgina had not had a moment yet to consider where she might live. “Is that . . . I don’t know, permitted?”

         
         “Which part? The Daughters? Yes—we are officially allowed to meet and act again. As for the house, it’s mine now.” She cleared
            her throat. “As Nico’s widow, I can do what I like, apparently.”
         

         
         Giorgina could not find it in herself to grieve yet. She was still numb. Could she live here? It would be strange, staying
            here without Nico. But then again, they’d not spent much time here together. Most of their time had been spent in coffeehouses
            or bookshops or private locations Nico had rented out for them. The had few memories together in this house, and that would
            make it easier.
         

         
         She supposed she could go back to her family, if they took her back, if her father allowed it. She was desperate to see them,
            to make sure her mother and sisters were all right. But did she want to return to that house, with her father controlling
            her every move, especially now that she knew she had him to blame for her weaving? She suspected that even if he allowed her
            back, it would not take him very long to return to his old habits.
         

         
         No, she couldn’t go back. There was no going back.

         
         Perhaps she could begin again here, in this house, with Nehal and Malak and the others. At the very least, she could rest—she
            so desperately wanted to rest—until she could find her feet again. And perhaps it would be better to keep away from her sisters
            for some time, at least until her notoriety faded.
         

         
         “You could keep this room,” said Nehal. “Or . . . there’s Nico’s room, if you . . .”

         
         “No,” said Giorgina immediately. “Thank you, but . . .”

         
         “I understand.” Nehal nodded. “I went in there once, since we’ve gotten back. I don’t think I want to go in there again for
            a long time.”
         

         
         “Is Malak here?” asked Giorgina, keen to change the subject.

         
         “She’s at Parliament,” said Nehal, smirking. “Well, Imbaba Palace, but I think they’re going to turn it into a new Parliament, government offices,
            that sort of thing. Etedal is here, though.”
         

         
         Giorgina jolted. “She’s all right?”

         
         Nehal shrugged. “Mostly. She’s like me, her arm will take time to be useful again. But otherwise she’s fine. Surly as usual,
            but fine.”
         

         
         “I’d like to see her, I think.” She needed some normalcy, and if anyone could provide that, it would be Etedal.

         
         Nehal nodded. “Let’s go.” She began the slow process of walking back to the door. Giorgina walked patiently at her side.

         
          

         The nightmares came and went, as did the guilt. Giorgina wanted to forget most of what she had done, killing Hali in particular,
            but it was not a small thing to bury in the corner of her mind. She lived with it every single day, as she did with everything
            else. She tired so easily, and she wondered if that was something that would go away in time, or if this was simply the reality
            of her body now. She was learning to sit with that unease, that discomfort.
         

         
         At least now, she could rest when she was tired. She’d accepted Nehal’s offer and moved into her home. She loved her new little
            room, with its balcony and courtyard view. She spent most of her days there, warm in the sun, looking down on the courtyard,
            daydreaming or reading.
         

         
         In the two weeks since the battle, Giorgina had found the courage to enter Nico’s study. She could only stand to be in there a few minutes until her eyes began to fill with tears, so she’d borrowed some books and left. She was reading one of those books now, albeit lazily, on the balcony, allowing herself to be distracted by two azure birds sipping from the fountain. 

         
         A loud knock on her bedroom door startled her. “Giorgina?”

         
         “Come in.” Giorgina rose to her feet and went to the door.

         
         Nehal hung on the doorframe. “Someone’s here to see you.”

         
         “Who is it?” said Giorgina wearily. “Another sheikh?”

         
         Sheik Nasef had come a few days ago, asking to speak with Giorgina. Nehal had, surprisingly politely but still firmly, slammed
            the door in his face. Giorgina finally had the presence of mind to regret ever speaking with Nasef at all, particularly since
            he’d told her nothing helpful. Now, she was worried that he’d told others of their conversation.
         

         
         Nehal and Malak both knew what Giorgina was, because she’d sat them both down one night and quietly explained everything the
            Tetrad had told her. Nehal’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets, but Malak, as always, took it in stride, and inquired
            mildly, “But you’ve had better control since speaking with the Tetrad? No unforeseen quakes?”
         

         
         When Giorgina nodded, Malak echoed the movement thoughtfully. “I suspect you’ll have a much easier time of it going forward.”

         
         “Except for the buzzards,” Nehal interrupted.

         
         Malak raised an eyebrow, her mouth quirked in amusement.

         
         “Nasef and whoever else he’s told of his suspicions.”

         
         Malak had not seemed concerned. “I don’t think they can do much if we keep ignoring them, and if Giorgina remains inconspicuous.
            They only have rumors to go on, after all.”
         

         
         Giorgina had been reassured then, but now she wasn’t certain whether to be worried.

         
         Nehal was frowning thoughtfully. “It’s a journalist, actually. He said his name was Mohsin Hafiz.”

         
         Giorgina felt a jolt that took her back to her last time sitting across a coffee table with Nico, when she had encouraged
            him to speak to the Alamaxa Daily.
         

         
         “He wrote the interview Nico put out,” said Giorgina carefully. He was the last person she would have expected to see. “What does he want?” 

         
         Nehal shrugged. “He only said he had an offer for you. I’ll meet him with you if you like.”

         
         “Yes,” said Giorgina. “I’d like that.”

         
         She suspected Mohsin had also heard some rumors and was here trying to dig up a story. She had no intention of providing him
            with one.
         

         
         They made their way downstairs and into the parlor, where Mohsin Hafiz sat on a divan. Because they had no servants yet, he
            had not been offered tea, but he did not seem to mind. He smiled when he saw them enter, and immediately got to his feet.
         

         
         “Let me help,” he said smoothly, reaching for Nehal’s elbow.

         
         “I’m not an old woman,” Nehal protested, but she let him help her anyway, and together he and Giorgina helped her settle on
            one of the sitting poufs. Giorgina sat down next to her, across from Mohsin.
         

         
         “It’s lovely to finally meet you, Miss Giorgina.” Mohsin Hafiz smiled. He was one of the few Ramsawi men who chose to forgo
            a turban; his curly dark hair fell into similarly dark eyes that were lined with thick lashes. He had an impressively handsome,
            even-toothed smile that was bright against his dark brown skin.
         

         
         “How . . . do you know me exactly?” asked Giorgina. Though Nico had sat down with Mohsin, Giorgina had never met him.

         
         “Nico mentioned you, at our interview.” Mohsin laughed a little at the memory. “He hadn’t meant to. He swore me to secrecy,
            and I was happy to oblige.” He sobered and said very softly, “I am so sorry he is no longer with us.”
         

         
         Giorgina’s throat tightened. The announcement of Nico’s death had been in the Alamaxa Daily, put there by his parents.
         

         
         “How did you know Giorgina would be here?” asked Nehal.

         
         Mohsin ran a hand through his hair. “I’m a journalist, Lady Nehal. It’s my job to know things.”

         
         Giorgina frowned, and Nehal said flatly, “That sounds sinister.”

         
         Mohsin laughed in surprise. “Oh no! I assure you it’s not meant that way. I was only making a joke. A bad one, it seems.” He held up his hands in defeat. “I spoke to Malak Mamdouh. I’d actually been reading some older issues of The Vanguard, after Nico mentioned Miss Giorgina here was a contributor.” He paused. “I’m rambling a bit, I think. Let me get to the point:
            Miss Giorgina, I am here to offer you a job.”
         

         
         Giorgina blinked. She was not sure what she had been expecting, but it was certainly not this. “A job?”

         
         “At the Alamaxa Daily, as a writer.” He rested his elbows on his knees and leaned forward. “You would be the first woman on staff.”
         

         
         Giorgina stared at him. Nehal looked from Giorgina to Mohsin, and said, “And your superiors are . . . all right with that?”

         
         Mohsin leaned back with a short laugh. “Let me be transparent: I have a lot of leeway at the Alamaxa Daily. I’m a ‘rising talent,’ as they say.” He rolled his eyes good-naturedly. “They’ve given me leave to hire whomever I want.
            If they give me flack, I’m willing to fight them. I’ll stand behind you, Miss Giorgina.”
         

         
         “But why?” Giorgina finally said. “It would be so much easier for you to hire anyone else. Why me?”

         
         “Because you’re a spectacular writer,” said Mohsin, as though it were obvious. “Because you stood on a dais and delivered
            a speech in front of Parliament. Because I’m almost certain that same Parliament is about to make some significant changes
            to the position of women in this country, and I want to get ahead of the game.” He smiled, his gaze lingering on Giorgina.
            “And because I’m not interested in what’s easy.”
         

         
         A job. Giorgina had not thought much beyond her own survival. A job seemed so very mundane for someone who had communed with the Tetrad. Nehal’s inherited wealth meant that money, for the first time in Giorgina’s life, had not been a concern. If she was being honest, part of her had thought perhaps she would simply sleep for the rest of her remaining life. But the thought of writing again, and writing for a publication like the Alamaxa Daily, was something she couldn’t ignore. And she would be writing under her own name. She’d be the first woman on the staff, opening doors for other women . . .
         

         
         “What would I be writing?” asked Giorgina tentatively.

         
         Mohsin slapped his knee and grinned. “Now we’re talking! Mostly, I want you to write the same sorts of things you were writing
            for The Vanguard. You’d be assigned something from time to time, but for the most part you’d only be subject to my approval, and I can already
            tell you I won’t stand in your way.”
         

         
         Then he told her what her salary would be, and she had to stop her eyes from going wide. It was triple what she had been making
            at Anas’s bookshop.
         

         
         Nehal nudged Giorgina, and not at all subtly. Mohsin raised an eyebrow, his smile never fading.

         
         “You can think about it,” said Mohsin. “I can be back—”

         
         “No,” said Giorgina, before she could hesitate. “I accept the offer.”

         
         “Excellent!” Mohsin grinned fully, and Giorgina found herself enlivened by his smile and his relentless cheer. “My secretary
            will drop off further details.” He got to his feet. Nehal and Giorgina started to follow, but he held out his hands. “No,
            no, don’t trouble yourselves, I’ll let myself out.” He gave Giorgina a courteous little nod. “I’ll have my assistant send
            over all the necessary details. I very much look forward to working with you, Miss Giorgina.”
         

         
         Once they heard the door shut behind him, Nehal turned to Giorgina with a grin. “Look at you, being scouted! Congratulations!”

         
         Giorgina allowed herself a smile. She had not considered that the rest of her days might serve a purpose, that she could be
            something other than what she already was.
         

         
         But here was a chance she had never expected, to do something she loved and was good at, something that would inspire change.

         
         Giorgina could not have asked for anything more.
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Nehal

         
         Nehal’s parents came to Alamaxa.

         
         Shaheera and Khalil came with the triplets, Nura, Husayn, and Ameen; her older sister Nisreen; Medhat; and her servant, Ridda.
            Nehal hadn’t realized how much she’d missed them all until they were gathered in the parlor with her, and she couldn’t stop
            smiling.
         

         
         It was Giorgina who let them in, before hastily excusing herself and ensconcing herself in her room. Nehal did not blame her.

         
         Malak was still at Parliament; Nehal barely saw her during the day, but it was enough to spend their nights together. Every
            night, under the hush of darkness, they learned more about one another. She wondered if she’d be able to share Malak with
            her family one day, and if they could bring themselves to be happy for her. For now, though, it was enough that her family
            was here with her.
         

         
         The triplets swarmed Nehal, and she laughed, until Ameen accidentally dug his knee into her wound.

         
         She shrieked, and Nisreen lifted him up and placed him aside. “Go easy with your sister!” she admonished the triplets.

         
         Nura tugged at one of Nehal’s curls. “But we haven’t seen her in so long!” she complained.
         

         
         “So long!” echoed Husayn.
         

         
         “Yes, and I’ve so missed every single one of you,” said Nehal, squeezing Nura against her. “I’m just a little hurt.”
         

         
         “How did you get hurt?” asked Nura.

         
         “Oh, I . . . fell,” said Nehal lamely. There would be a time and place to tell Nura all about Attia Marwan, and everything
            else, but perhaps not quite yet.
         

         
         Shaheera raised an eyebrow. “All right now, go with Ridda for a bit. You can play with Nehal later.”

         
         Though they pouted, the triplets went along, leaving Nehal alone with her parents and Nisreen. She was sad to see them go,
            with all their energy, and also a little apprehensive at the sudden shift in the room.
         

         
         “How are you, habibti?” asked Khalil, leaning forward.

         
         “I’m truly fine, Baba.” Nehal could not help glancing at her mother as she said this. Shaheera was tight-lipped. Nisreen placed
            a hand on her mother’s knee, as though anticipating her mood. She and Nehal exchanged a quick glance.
         

         
         “Your injuries are . . . healing well?” Khalil asked awkwardly.

         
         Nehal supposed she looked quite terrible. She’d taken to wearing a very loose galabiya all the time, because it was so much
            easier than putting on trousers and vests, and she hadn’t properly combed her hair in a week. It was bunched up in a high
            bun, and several little curls had escaped to float merrily around her face. She was terribly glad the bandage covering her
            eye had been removed yesterday, so she didn’t have to answer questions about it. Her eye was still a bit tender, and she would
            have a small scar, but she could see clearly, which was all that mattered.
         

         
         “They are.”

         
         “How is your weaving?” asked Nisreen, and Nehal smiled at her.

         
         “Unaffected, I think.”

         
         “Everyone misses you back home,” said Shaheera finally.

         
         Nehal opened her mouth, then closed it again. She understood what her mother was getting at; there was no way Shaheera would be pleased with her daughter remaining in Alamaxa alone. She wanted Nehal back home. 

         
         And Nehal . . . Nehal missed Ramina. She missed her home, her cousins. She missed seeing Nisreen every day. She missed her
            room, with its veranda overlooking the ocean. She missed going for long walks in town and smelling the salt of the sea no
            matter where she was.
         

         
         But in Alamaxa, Nehal had her independence. She had the Academy, to which she fully intended to return, in whatever capacity
            she could. She had Giorgina, and Yusry, and Mahitab, and Etedal.
         

         
         She had Malak.

         
         “I’ll come visit soon, Mama,” said Nehal finally. “I miss everyone too.”

         
         This seemed to placate Shaheera momentarily, though Nehal had no doubt that her mother would discuss this with her again soon.

         
         “We’re . . . very sorry about Nico,” said Khalil.

         
         Nehal nodded and said nothing, hoping they would not press her for more. She had not entirely managed to decipher her feelings
            regarding Nico’s death and was not quite certain she wanted to, and certainly not right now, with her parents. She had talked
            about it a little with Malak, but even then it had been guarded.
         

         
         “Is it strange,” Malak had asked, “being back here without Nico?”

         
         Nehal had shrugged, uncomfortable, and Malak had moved on.

         
         Nehal felt somewhat like an interloper, that was certain. It was because of Nico’s death that she now had as much freedom
            as a Ramsawi woman could ever hope to achieve in the current government. She was a widow and she had wealth and land, and
            that was enough to secure her independence. There was no denying the sense of relief Nehal felt at that, but to know that
            it was a result of Nico’s untimely death meant her relief was muddled with guilt.
         

         
         So, most of the time, it was easier not to think of Nico at all.

         
         “Giorgina is staying here with you, then?” asked Shaheera somewhat pointedly.

         
         “Yes,” said Nehal.

         
         Shaheera looked as though she wanted to ask something more, but then thought better of it. “So it’s just the pair of you here,
            then?”
         

         
         “Malak is here too. And our friend Etedal.”

         
         Shaheera stared at her for a long moment. “Why?” she asked finally.

         
         “Why not? There’s plenty of room.”

         
         “And . . . just what is it you all are doing here together? Plotting a takeover?” She smiled, but it was laced with nerves.

         
         Nehal shrugged. “Keeping each other company.”

         
         “It’s strange. People will talk.”

         
         “They always do.”

         
         Shaheera frowned, looking like she was warring with herself, unsure if she wanted to get into a true argument with her daughter,
            and then sighed. “So long as I don’t have to read about you blowing up a government building again, I suppose.”
         

         
         Nehal smiled. “I’ll do my best, Mama.”

         
          

         Malak knocked before opening the door to the bedroom. It was endearing that even after a fortnight she still thought she had
            to knock before coming in.
         

         
         Nehal took her in carefully. Her shiny blue-black hair was draped loosely around her shoulders, cascading to her waist. Normally
            Malak was bound up, regal, with a stately elegance to her that Nehal admired. But she loved seeing her unguarded, comfortable,
            dressed in a pale blue galabiya embroidered with a ring of flowers at the neckline. The intimacy of it tugged at Nehal’s chest.
         

         
         Malak sat down gingerly on the bed, where Nehal was sprawled out. She laid her fingers lightly over Nehal’s, their fingers
            intertwined in a slow dance, and then Nehal let Malak pull her up. She greeted her with a long kiss.
         

         
         “And how was your day?” Nehal murmured. She had been asking Malak that every night since they’d begun living together. It seemed astonishing still that they had managed to achieve this. But since they were joined by Giorgina and Etedal, they were simply seen as an oddity, a group of outlandish women who had decided to form some sort of commune, an offshoot of the Daughters of Izdihar. 

         
         Malak had managed to designate herself as a kind of consultant to Parliament, helping them draft a new constitution. She laughed
            softly at Nehal’s query. “Parliament’s a delight, as always. Hesham is doing his best, but . . .”
         

         
         “Are they rejecting your proposals?”

         
         “Well, they’re not happy to have me there at all, of course.” Malak shrugged one shoulder. “They’re not rejecting my advice,
            but they do make everything three times more difficult than it needs to be.”
         

         
         Nehal sighed. “Haven’t they always? But you’ll get there in the end. You always do.”

         
         “Do I?”

         
         “Yes,” Nehal insisted. “You’ll just make everything better by sheer force of will, and then it will all be wonderful and easy.”
         

         
         Malak laughed. “Somehow I had never thought of you as optimistic.”

         
         “That was your mistake—I’ve always been an idealist.”

         
         Malak shook her head, still laughing, and Nehal’s heart fluttered, to know she could always make Malak laugh. She leaned forward,
            winding her fingers through Malak’s hair, and pulled her down onto the bed.
         

         
          

         Nehal, Malak, Giorgina, and Etedal had dinner together for the first time since they had moved in. Malak had actually been
            able to come home early, because the new constitution had finally been ratified. Ridda and the other servants had prepared
            a veritable feast, for which Nehal was eternally grateful.
         

         
         Alamaxa was slowly pulling itself together. Weavers were being fully integrated into the efforts to bring the city back to its former self. Malak told them that weavers were not only helping to capture remaining Zirani soldiers, but were rebuilding the citadel to be even bigger than before, fixing up many of the residential buildings and storefronts that had collapsed, and even helping to guide Alamaxans back home. The Academy was set to reopen with far more funding allocated towards bringing in more students, men and women. 

         
         Etedal, with her mouth full of couscous, asked, “What’ll happen to those soldiers?”

         
         Malak delicately broke apart a freshly baked flatbread. “Trials, I expect. The goal at the moment is simply to get them off
            the streets. Parliament will be coordinating with the interim government in Zirana.”
         

         
         Nehal had seen Athar and Ramiz only once in the time since the battle, and only in passing. They were returning to Zirana
            and would, with the Ramsawi Parliament’s help, begin transitioning their country to a republic. Athar had looked hollowed
            out but calmer, more like the woman Nehal had met back in Tiashar. She and the rebels would certainly need all the help they
            could get; from what Malak had told Nehal, Zirana was in shambles. But they had to start somewhere.
         

         
         Malak cleared her throat lightly. “Mokhtar is going to resign,” she said, “and Hesham will run for prime minister.” She paused.
            “It means the position for Alamaxa representative will be open.”
         

         
         Nehal put down her cup of sharbat. There was an echo of possibility in Malak’s tone. Nehal glanced at Giorgina, who had a
            knowing expression on her face. Nehal turned to Malak, who seemed to be waiting for someone else to speak.
         

         
         “You’re going to run,” said Nehal finally.

         
         “I’m going to win,” said Malak.
         

         
         Though they all seemed on the precipice of laughing, no one doubted her confidence. It seemed both entirely ludicrous and entirely perfect. Ludicrous because much of the city still hated Malak, and she would need to campaign tirelessly to win their support, but perfect because she was Malak Mamdouh, and she would work tirelessly on behalf of all Ramsawi women, and if anyone should be the first female member of Parliament, it was Malak. 

         
         Etedal raised her cup to Malak. “Well, you’ll get my vote,” she said, a sardonic twist to her lips.

         
         “It will be . . . very difficult,” said Giorgina haltingly.

         
         Malak laughed. “It will be excruciating,” she said. “But most important things are.”

         
         “I can write about you in the Alamaxa Daily.” Giorgina smiled. “Change public opinion just a bit, perhaps.”
         

         
         Malak smiled back at her, then shrugged. “Even if I lose . . . who better to bear the brunt of it all for the first time?”

         
         “You said it yourself,” Nehal said. “You’re not going to lose.”

         
         “But I’m prepared for the possibility.”

         
         A laugh escaped Nehal. “So long as you know what you’re getting into.”

         
         Malak raised an eyebrow. “Caution. That’s . . . interesting, coming from you of all people.”

         
         Nehal grinned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

         
         “I think it means you’re known for throwing caution to the wind whenever possible.” It was Giorgina who answered, seeming
            somewhat startled that she had said anything. Etedal snorted in her cup.
         

         
         Nehal nodded at Giorgina, impressed, and then burst out laughing.

         
         “Who doesn’t need complete lack of caution every now and then?” Malak winked at Nehal, who rolled her eyes with a smile.

         
         For the first time her life, Nehal was perfectly, utterly content, and for now that was enough.
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