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Chapter 1


ÇEDA CROUCHED, cradled in the branches of a well-tended fig tree, studying the movements of the Kings’ soldiers, the Silver Spears, along the palace wall above. Staring up through the leaves, she measured their pace as they marched from tower to tower, noted how long and at which locations they tarried. She gave special attention to the changing of the guard, and was relieved that the same guards had been posted as on the other nights she’d hidden here. Most important, though, was their mood. She weighed it—as well as she could from a hundred feet below—and to her great relief, found them attentive, but no more than usual. Had they seemed more prepared, on edge in some way, she knew she would have been forced to abandon her plan to kill the King of Kings.


This great palace that sat atop Mount Tauriyat was named Eventide, and it was the home of Kiral, the King of Kings. Not only was it the highest and largest of Sharakhai’s palaces, it was the most difficult to penetrate. Its walls stood higher than any other palace. Its western side was built atop a sheer rock face, making it near impossible for any sizable force to approach from that angle. Watch towers stood like sentinels every fifty paces, and the



winding road leading up to it had a gorge spanned by a drawbridge that, unlike many of the other palaces on Tauriyat, was often raised.


Not that the palace had never been breached. With enough preparation, training, and, not least of all, patience, a woman or man could pierce any wall, gain any fortress. There were stories of the Moonless Host having done so many years ago. Whether or not they’d grown in the telling was anyone’s guess, but one thing was certain: gaining the walls was only the first of their difficulties. There were the Silver Spears to contend with. There were the elite Blade Maidens, who protected the King. And there was the King himself who, even after four hundred years walking the sands of the desert, was still one of the Shangazi’s most feared fighters.


Careful not to rock the leafy branches, Çeda leaned to one side to get a better look at a tall soldier marching along the parapet. A second Spear followed several paces behind, his helm and the tip of his tall spear glinting gold from the remains of the dying sun. From their high vantage, the two soldiers studied the vertical drop below them. Their gazes roamed the dry slope of the mountain. They stared out past the walls circumnavigating the whole of Tauriyat, to the sprawl of the Amber City. Çeda could see the city as well, an expanse of choked streets and mismatched buildings, of grand temples and leaning hovels. Some were old, some were new, some large, some small, some rich, some so decrepit they looked as if they’d crumble the moment the next sandstorm hit.


Çeda’s heart drummed as a hot breeze picked up and wind tossed the leaves. One of the guards was staring right at her. The tree, one of dozens in a grove below Eventide, did much to hide her, as did her supple leather armor, which was dyed a mottled color that matched both the fig tree’s bark and the rocky soil. She’d made the armor with padding that rounded her stomach, chest, and arms, making her appear bigger than she was. She’d bound her breasts and stuffed boots too large for her feet to make anyone who spotted her think she was a man. She was not only prepared to be seen before the night was done; she counted on it. Only, it wasn’t supposed to happen now.


She stared at the guard, breathless, certain he’d spotted her, but a moment later he spat over the wall, said something to his comrade, and moved on, the two of them laughing with the sort of ease that was common to the shisha dens sprinkled all across the Amber City. Indeed, as if the thought had



summoned the city awake, drums and music lifted into the warm evening air, some celebration now underway.


The Spears were soon lost from sight, swallowed by the gaping entrance of the next tower, and finally Çeda relaxed. Still, her confidence was beginning to erode. Where were the other Kings? They should have been here by now. The urge to abandon this plan as too bold and return to the House of Maidens was growing, but a night like tonight wasn’t going to come again. She’d known weeks ago that she would come; it was practically a directive from the gods themselves, or if not the gods, then surely the fates.


When the sun set and the air began to cool, Çeda worried the moment had come and gone. Perhaps King Yusam’s diary had been wrong. Or in her haste she’d noted the wrong date. But just then the sound of galloping horses drew her attention to King’s Road, the paved road of endless switchbacks that wound its way like a serpent up the slopes of Tauriyat to each of the Kings’ palaces. Twelve other palaces graced the mountain, but it was from Husamettín’s, the King of Swords, palace that an honor guard of ten Blade Maidens and a large black wagon emerged.


A cavalcade of moths began to flutter in the space between Çeda’s ribs as the wagon wended its way higher along the palace road. Eyes fixed on the wagon like an archer taking aim, Çeda pulled the teardrop necklace from inside her armor, took a white-and-blue adichara petal from within, and placed it under her tongue. She’d no sooner clipped the locket closed than her awareness began to expand.


Like the perfect unfurling of a freshly cut rose, more of the world became known to her. The conversations of the men and women preparing for the arrival of the other Kings—conversations hidden from her only moments ago—now drifted down from Eventide. The smell of roast meat filled the air, as did a savory mix of garlic, onion, and the sharp scents of lemon and coriander and sage. A thrill ran through her. Her physical form became vibrant, white hot. She itched to use it.


The most subtle effect, and the most dangerous on this particular night, was her awareness of the blooming fields. These were the groves of twisted trees, the vast ring around Sharakhai where the asirim slept. Like torches in the night, they brightened in her mind. Ever since she was young, when her mother had begun feeding her bits of pressed petals on holy days or during



other rites of passage, she had been bonded to the adichara. She hadn’t known their nature then, but she did now. She could feel the asirim in their slumber, could sense their tortured dreams.


She could call to them if she wished—they’d granted her that power—but that wasn’t what she needed tonight. Like the guards above, it was imperative they remain unaware of her. After all, were the Jackal King to sense her presence here, all would be lost. So instead of calling to them, she distanced herself, becoming something ephemeral, spindrift lifting then lost.


The distant thump of horse hooves came louder as the wagon team and the Maidens’ horses approached the entrance to Eventide. When they were lost from view and the clatter of the entrance bridge being lowered filled the cool night air, Çeda stared up at the palace wall and saw a lone guard standing at attention along the western side, facing inward.


Bless you, Nalamae.


Low and fast, she raced to the rock face. Upon reaching it she climbed, using the path she’d mapped for herself while waiting for the sun to set. Up she went, quickly, quietly, her body tight to the stone, arms and legs moving smoothly. She was a good climber without the power of the petals driving her, but with it, she reached the lower stone blocks of Eventide’s walls in as little time as it took a man to piss. She moved slower then, careful to find space for the tips of her fingers to grip, for the edges of her boots to find purchase.


From within the walls, echoing up into a sky bursting with stars, came the sound of pounding hooves, of iron-rimmed wagon wheels rattling over stone. She approached the top of the wall and slowly raised herself until she could see the Silver Spear. With care, she drew a pre-knotted rope from around her waist and slipped one end over the merlon directly above her. The other end, wound into a noose, she held at the ready. She made a ticking sound and waited, controlling her breath, controlling her emotions. When the Spear remained standing at the ready, she made the sound again. This time he looked out over the wall, then down.


She was already swinging the rope up. It caught him neatly around the neck. Immediately she dropped, and the guard dropped with her. The noose cinched tight and he slipped over the side, arms scrabbling for purchase. His



spear spun end over end toward the fig trees below. The rope went taut, and he swung like a headman’s axe toward the wall. Çeda slid along the rope so that his weight struck her instead of crashing noisily against stone. Something along his belt bit into her stomach, but he made blessedly little sound as he slammed into her. A cough escaped her, loud enough that she might have been heard. She switched her grip from the rope to the collar of his hauberk. All her weight was on him now, the noose drawing even tighter. He tried to free himself, tried to draw the knife at his belt, but it was a simple matter to snatch his wrist. The noose was so tight he didn’t so much as gurgle. She heard a popping sound, though, and then another. A moment later, his whole body went slack.


Like an ungainly ladder, she climbed his meaty frame until she was able to grab the rope, stand on his shoulders, and ascend once more. She prayed no cries of alarm would be raised as she slipped through the crenel and belly-crawled into the nearby tower.


Hearing none, she rose up until she could view the courtyard through the loophole in the tower. She watched as the wagon lurched to a stop. The team of horses at the lead shook their manes as four Blade Maidens dismounted and moved to stand beside the wagon. A footman in King Kiral’s blue livery opened the wagon doors, and three men stepped out, the Maidens and the footman bowing their heads to each. The first was the tall form of Husamettín, King of Swords. Next came Mesut, the Jackal King, lord of the asirim. And lastly, Cahil, the Confessor King. Mesut and Cahil wore the fine clothes of the Kings of Sharakhai: khalats of vibrant cloth and thread of gold with turbans to match. In contrast, Husamettín wore simpler clothes—the utilitarian sort a desert shaikh might wear—but he had a most impressive sword at his side. Night’s Kiss, the two-handed shamshir granted him by Goezhen himself.


Only when they had all exited the wagon did a fourth King appear. He came from the palace with three Blade Maidens waking in unison behind him. He was a tall, clean-shaven man. Even from this distance Çeda could see the pockmarks on his skin, evidence of some childhood disease that had struck well over four hundred years ago. This was Kiral himself, the one all the other Kings deferred to—or so Çeda had thought before entering the House of Maidens. She’d heard rumors of various rifts between the Kings



since entering the House four months earlier. None of the other Kings would challenge his authority outright, but some would shed no tears were the Dawn King to topple from his lofty perch.


For a time the four Kings spoke, their conversation lost in the clop of hooves as the Maidens’ horses were led away. The wagon, however, remained.


“Let’s begin,” Kiral said as the noise dwindled.


Çeda pulled the short bow from her shoulder as King Mesut nodded to the interior of the wagon. At this, a Silver Spear exited, holding a chain in one hand. When he drew on the chain, it clinked, and a woman stumbled into view. As she took the steps, her miserable state was revealed. The chain was affixed to a leather collar around her neck. She was gagged. Her hands were bound behind her, and her breath came jackal-quick. She was trembling, and yet she stood tall before King Kiral; she stared defiantly into his eyes.


Çeda had been pulling one of the four poison-tipped arrows from the quiver on her back, but she halted at this strange occurrence. Two months ago she’d stolen into King Yusam’s private offices and read through his journal, the one he used to record the visions from the magical pool secreted away in his palace, his mere. The entries were snippets mostly, the most memorable bits and pieces he used to remind him of the things he’d seen. This meeting, on this particular day, had been mentioned several times. He had not, however, mentioned this woman, which meant either that he’d not seen it or had chosen to withhold it; she had no idea which it might be.


“Where shall we begin?” Mesut asked.


Çeda knew the answer even before Kiral waved to the patch of gravel situated between the greenhouse and the tower where she hid. The greenhouse had been mentioned in the journal.


Indeed, they moved to that exact location, four calm Kings and the terrified woman. “Kneel,” Mesut said. When the woman didn’t, Cahil kicked the backs of her legs out from under her so she fell to her knees. As he moved behind her and sliced through her bonds to free her hands, Çeda placed the arrow across her bow and nocked it. She held it at the ready, staring through the loophole in sick fascination. She thought of releasing the arrow now but, Nalamae forgive her, this was too important. She had to know more. The mere wouldn’t have shown it to Yusam if it wasn’t vital to him or the Kings or Sharakhai itself. If she revealed herself to soon, they would only perform



this strange ritual another time, and she’d be none the wiser. So she waited as Cahil unstoppered a glass flask filled with a brown, muddy liquid. Waited as Mesut untied the gag and wrenched her head back. When they began pouring it down her throat, however, Çeda lifted the bow and drew the arrow back.


Finally, the flask was drained. Cahil stepped back, and Mesut let the woman go. She fell slowly to the ground, gripped in pain. She balled her hands into fists, struck them against the ground, as if waging a terrible battle within. But this was a battle already lost. Before Çeda’s eyes, the woman’s skin shriveled. Her cheeks grew sunken. Her hands became skeletal.


By Bakhi’s bright hammer, what did Cahil give her?


Her own breath coming faster, Çeda sighted down the arrow, aiming for Kiral. She could kill him, here and now, assuming the wound from a single arrow and the poison on its tip would do their work against a man the gods themselves had seen fit to protect. She might take another of the Kings as well, maybe even three of them if the gods were kind.


Or she might put this woman out of her misery.


I should, she thought. And yet the arrow held steady, its point aimed squarely for Kiral’s chest, indecision staying her hand.


Mesut stood beside the writhing woman. One of his sleeves was pulled back, revealing a bracelet of gold with a large black gem on it. The courtyard was deep in shadow, lit only by the braziers spaced throughout the grand courtyard, which was why Çeda was able to see the thin white cloud lifting from the gemstone.


It made the hair on her arms stand tall, made her insides twist. She wasn’t even sure why, not until more of the stuff floated free and began to take form. It was a wight, she realized. She’d never seen one before. Not really. Only a glimpse in a boneyard when she was young. At the time she’d thought it her fear of that massive boneyard manifesting, the stories she, Emre, Tariq, and Hamid had told one another before going there with bravery in their hearts and a skin of wine to hand. The moment they’d seen a ghostly form floating above the grave marker, though, all the bravery the wine had lent them vanished like summer rain, and they’d fled. It had been a harmless day, even a fun day.


Here, in the courtyard of Eventide, it was anything but.




The wight drifted forward, guided by Mesut’s outstretched hand. The woman stared at its approach, her screams maniacal now. At a wave from Mesut—a thing so akin to a pleasant introduction it made Çeda sick—the wight touched her. Immediately, the woman went silent, rigid as stone. With a measured pace not unlike a bone crusher ripping meat off one of its kills until it was sated, the wight slipped inside her. Then it dissipated and was gone.


For long seconds, all was silence. But then, as if she were rotting from the inside out, the woman’s skin began to darken. Like a dirty wet rag left to dry in the sun, her already-tight skin drew in further, until she looked almost indistinguishable from the asirim, the sad creatures that lived beneath the groves of adichara trees far out in the desert. Çeda had been purposely masking her presence from the asirim, but she could hardly ignore the woman below, who shone like a beacon in her mind, shedding darkness instead of light. The woman was one of them now, and they were calling to her: a paean to her pain, but also a welcome to their clan.


Breath of the desert, the Kings had created an asir. What Cahil had given her, what the true nature of Mesut’s golden band was, she didn’t know, but she was certain they’d taken a living woman and re-created the spell the gods had placed on the asirim four hundred years ago on Beht Ihman.


Without knowing why, she realized her awareness of the asirim was strengthening. She tried to suppress it, fearing that Mesut, lord of the asirim, would sense her, but in the end it wasn’t the Jackal King who found her, but the woman. She lifted her head and stared directly at the loophole through which Çeda was watching this grisly scene. The doomed woman lifted her skeletal hand and pointed. The moment she did, Çeda aimed and released her arrow.


The arrow flew true, directly for Kiral’s chest, but Mesut stepped in front of him and snatched the arrow from the air, spinning in a blur as he did so. Another arrow was already on its way. This one caught Cahil across one cheek. The third arrow flew toward Husamettín, but he was already drawing Night’s Kiss. He swept it in a broad arc, slicing the arrow in two as he dodged fluidly to one side.


She couldn’t afford to shoot the fourth arrow. Mesut was already running



toward the tower. The Maidens were charging as well. A dozen Silver Spears were converging along the curtain walls from the other towers.


Çeda turned and took two long strides from the tower to throw herself over the merlon where her rope was tied. Grabbing the near lip of the stone, she controlled her motion and dropped straight down, then grabbed the rope and slipped along its length. She slid until she reached the Silver Spear’s lifeless form, at which point she climbed down his body, held on to his booted ankles, and dropped. She flattened herself against the steeply sloping stone and was able to slow her descent somewhat. Her light armor scraped with a sizzling sound. Something burned bright along her right shin as the leather tore through, but she reached level ground a moment later.


Taking a bag from her shoulder, she unfastened the tie and quickly began spreading the contents: dozens and dozens of caltrops. She scattered them generously along the ground in the most likely places for the Maidens or the Kings to drop down.


Above, she saw silhouettes—a trio of Blade Maidens—just as a bell began to ring from within the palace walls. She’d hoped to have more time before the whole of Tauriyat woke, but there was nothing for it now.


She turned and sprinted through the trees. Whether the Maidens were caught by the caltrops she didn’t know. She heard no cry of alarm, but once or twice she heard running along the dry slope behind her. They were swift, even in the darkness, likely having taken petals of their own by now, but Çeda was well ahead, and she’d plotted her course carefully over the past several weeks, ever since reading Yusam’s journal.


Her own petal powered her on, also granting her the sharp vision she needed to run full speed and avoid tripping over the stones that littered the landscape.


As she knew they would, other bells began to ring, more palaces picking up the alarm. “Lai, lai, lai!” she heard from behind, a demand for her to stop. But she could tell it was also a feint. There were other Maidens closer, hoping to catch her unaware.


She approached the walls around Tauriyat. She could see, faintly, several more Maidens running along the tops of the walls to intercept her. This had always been the weakest part of her plan. She couldn’t predict how many



Maidens might be waiting along the walls. One Maiden was standing directly ahead, Çeda saw now. Without breaking stride, she drew her bow, nocked the last arrow, and released on the run. It struck the Blade Maiden through the neck. She fell backward off the wall, a short cry of surprise and pain going with her.


Çeda’s lungs burned, but she pushed harder, soon reaching the stone where she’d secreted a rope and grapnel. She swung it through the air in widening circles as she neared the wall. Slowing only for a moment, she put her whole body into an almighty launch of the hook. The rope snaked through the moonlit night, and the hook caught on the far battlements with a clank. Then she was pulling herself up along the inside of the wall. After gaining the walk, she launched herself over the battlements and into Sharakhai proper.


She stood along the eastern edge of the city, near the temple district. Ahead was the old city—a maze of ancient buildings and drunken streets, built as they were for a city from a different age. She’d no more made it to a bend in the street than she heard behind her the thud of booted feet against stone, the pounding of swift strides.


Ahead, more bells rang, this time from the garrison, the largest and oldest of the Silver Spears’ holdings. She ran toward those bells, a thing most would think terribly foolish, but she’d carefully chosen her exit along the wall so that the Spears might be drawn into the search as well. It would, she hoped, only add to the confusion and mask what she was about to do.


She sprinted along a short, dark street that led to an intersection of three others. Halfway down the street, a rope hung from a stone signpost advertising a Mirean leechman. When she came near, she leapt and seized the rope with both hands. Though her momentum sent her to swinging like a pendulum, legs dangling like a wooden doll’s, she climbed as quick as she could and clambered onto the beam. After coiling the rope on top of the beam, she slipped over the edge of the roof.


Lying flat, she controlled her breathing and prayed that none of her pursuers would spot the rope, nor see the sign swaying, as she’d knocked it with her leg on the way up. Staring at the sky, she heard bootsteps along the street below. In moments they’d reached the intersection of streets. One hushed conversation later, they resumed, and soon had faded altogether. All around,



sounds were waking the city that had been settling for slumber. The clatter of metal. Horse hooves ringing over stone. Soldiers mobilizing. The sharp orders from men and women alike.


At the corner of the darkened roof, Çeda unwrapped a bundle she’d hidden a week earlier. She pulled out her Blade Maiden’s uniform: a black battle dress, a turban, leather boots, and her shamshir, River’s Daughter. She stripped off her leather armor, shed the padding and the binding around her chest, and pulled on the clothes she’d been wearing nearly every day these past four months. She was a Blade Maiden once more. The leather armor, the bow, and the quiver she rolled tightly together and stuffed into a clay down-spout on the outside of the building. The padding and cloth binding she took to the far side of the roof and dropped into the trash bin of a tailor’s shop. The clothes might be found and they might not. If they were, the Maidens would likely assume one of the Moonless Host had tried to assassinate the Kings, and with any luck they’d think it was a man who’d changed garb in order to melt into the city. And if the clothes remained unfound, well, all the better.


As she lay there, staring at the moonless sky, any relief she felt at still being alive was soured by the realization of how badly she’d failed. Kiral. By the gods, she’d wanted Kiral. His death would have sent every court on Tauriyat into chaos. It would have lain to rest the notion, even more so than King Külaşan’s death, that the Kings were immortal. Husamettín would have been nearly as good, since he and his Blade Maidens had been the cause of so much pain in Sharakhai and the desert beyond. She’d failed to deliver a killing strike against Cahil, but at least the arrow had nicked him. The poison she’d used paralyzed in seconds, killed within minutes. Surely not even a King could stand against it.


She had to admit, though, however short of reaching her goals she might have fallen, the night hadn’t been a complete loss. She knew more about the Kings than she had that morning. She knew how utterly fast they were. She’d seen how they reacted. She had underestimated them, but she wouldn’t do so again.


The sound of boots approached once more. A hand of Maidens moved like ghosts beneath her. When they reached the same crossing, they took the left fork. The moment they were out of sight, Çeda slipped over the edge of



the roof, dropped to the street, and sprinted after the Maidens. She caught up to them just as they were meeting a contingent of ten Silver Spears. Çeda whistled, a request to be apprised of the situation, an implied request for orders from the commanding officer, in this case a tall warden of the Blade Maidens. Two more Maidens arrived behind her, one giving the same whistle.


The warden, who’d been speaking to the captain of the Spears, turned to them. “You three,” she barked to Çeda and the new arrivals, “follow the Raven Road, then swing down along the Trough. Question anyone you find in the streets. We’re searching for a man, short, wearing light leather, possibly armed with a bow, so take care. We’ll meet at the Wheel after a sweep of our own.”


Çeda and the other two Maidens nodded, and then they were off, running back the way they’d come toward the road that wound through the temple district. As they did, Çeda began to breathe easier. They would search the city—likely they would search the whole night through—but they’d not find the assassin. Not this night.
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Chapter 2


RAMAHD AMANSIR SWAM ALONG the shore of the Austral Sea. The sea rolled beneath him, the swell rhythmic, calm as a baby’s cradle, though darkness brewed to the south. Ramahd turned his back to the gathering storm and swam for the black sandy beach and the gray cliffs of his estate, Viaroza, that dominated the distant horizon. Between that beach and Ramahd sprawled a swath of sea so blue it made his heart ache just to see it. How he’d missed the calm of a simple swim, the way the water chilled him even as his muscles warmed to the effort. His body felt perfectly in tune with the waves, the cadence of his strokes playing against the swells’ broader rhythms. The smell of the salty sea was sublime—the call of the white gulls, the chill of the water, so very different from the Great Shangazi.


How exotic those days seemed now. How mundane they’d become back then. The months he’d spent chasing his wife and child’s killer had made the city of Sharakhai feel like a ship adrift, his purpose there a current carrying him farther and farther from his homeland. As much as it had pained him to admit, his life in Qaimir, one of the four kingdoms surrounding the Shangazi Desert, had become little more than a rapidly dimming memory in the face of that bleak, sun-blinding place. Strangely, though, after taking their prize



near King Külaşan’s hidden desert palace—Külaşan’s own son, the blood mage, Hamzakiir—and returning home with Princess Meryam, his world had suddenly felt whole again, as if he’d never left Qaimir’s mountains, her green foothills, the shore of the Austral Sea. The endless desert days, the heartache for his wife and child, the hunt for Macide, the unforgiving, unrelenting heat—he’d shaken it all off like sand from a cloak upon reaching Qaimir’s capital, Almadan, and by the time he’d reached Viaroza on the edge of the Endless Sea, his sense of home had returned and it was the desert that had become the stuff of dreams.


There was one notable exception. Hamzakiir. He was a constant reminder of Sharakhai. Of the Kings. Of the fact that they were playing with fire by keeping him alive. Meryam’s plan had always been to use Hamzakiir. It had been why they’d gone to the desert to make their bargain with the ehrekh, Guhldrathen; why they’d gone to King Külaşan’s desert palace to wrest control of him from the Moonless Host; why Meryam had been trying to dominate his mind from the moment they’d crossed the border into Qaimir. He would be a powerful tool indeed, full of ancient knowledge the King of Qaimir could use to protect their homeland, or unleash against Sharakhai should they threaten Qaimir, or, as Ramahd suspected Meryam preferred, launch an assault against the Kings of Sharakhai for control of the desert. Meryam had claimed Hamzakiir would weaken quickly, that she would have him in no time at all, but Hamzakiir had resisted all attempts to dominate him, then and now.


Ramahd shook his head as memories came unbidden. The look of grim defiance on Hamzakiir’s face as Meryam tried to tear down the walls within him. The shaking of his weak and wasted frame. The growing cries of pain. They were memories that haunted Ramahd’s dreams, made his waking hours a chore. A constant reminder of all they’d abandoned in the desert so Meryam could play god. It was why Ramahd came to the sea to swim, as he’d done when he was young. To forget. To wrap himself in something other than pain and regret and sheer, unyielding will. But lately, even this, the steadfast refuge of the sea, was slowly being eroded by thoughts of those interminable sessions in the dungeon of Viaroza, and he hated Hamzakiir all the more for it.


Mighty Alu, how was it that Hamzakiir could still resist? Ramahd himself felt such a tattered remnant when Meryam finished her interrogations, and if he felt so, how could Hamzakiir stand against her day after day?




“It cannot last,” Meryam told him only a week ago.


Ramahd had laughed bitterly. “The question has never been whether it can last, Meryam, but who will break first.”


Meryam stared deeply into his eyes, and for a moment she’d seemed so much larger than the shivering, skeletal form he saw before him. “I will never break.”


Ramahd had said nothing. Those four simple words were a talisman against the task before her, but they’d both heard the desperation in her voice. Years ago he would never have doubted Meryam’s resolve, nor her abilities, but Hamzakiir was much stronger than either of them had guessed, and Meryam was weakening. How pitiful she looked, lying in bed wearing a sweat-stained nightdress, how battered. He thought surely she would crumble under the weight on her shoulders, and yet each time he carried her down to the dungeon, she pushed herself ever harder.


He didn’t doubt her desire—that was strong as ever, perhaps more so now that she was close to breaking him—but her body was failing her. One day soon it would break, and then where would they be? Likely Ramahd would end up having to draw a knife across Hamzakiir’s throat for the danger he represented, but that would leave the grim pact Meryam had made in the desert with the ehrekh, Guhldrathen, unfulfilled. She’d promised to deliver Hamzakiir to that infernal creature. She’d promised her own life as forfeit if she failed. Would the creature accept a dead body, its lifeblood drained? Likely not, and the gods only knew what it would do then. It might demand Ramahd’s life as well, or even King Aldouan’s, in recompense for the one he’d lost. There was no telling with such creatures.


Over Ramahd’s shoulder, the dark clouds advanced like infantry. The wind drove harder, sending salty spray into the air. White froth now tipped the deep blue waves. Having no wish to be caught in a squall, he made for shore with longer strokes, with stronger kicks. He swore in those moments he could hear Hamzakiir’s cries of anguish mixing with the dull roar of the surf around him. A trick of the wind, those dark hours haunting me even here.


And yet, not three breaths later, he spotted a man with dark hair and a billowing white shirt climbing down the stairs carved into the black rock of the cliff face. It was his first mate, Dana’il, and he was moving with haste. Ramahd swam harder, fear for Meryam chilling him more than the sea ever could. By the time he reached shore, the waves were thick with foam. Salt



spray crashed high in the air. After climbing from the water to reach a stone jetty where a yacht and three smaller fishing ships were moored, Ramahd took the folded cotton towel from atop his pile of clothes and began drying his naked form.


By then Dana’il was sprinting along the jetty. “My lord, it’s Meryam,” he said as he came near. “She woke this morning and . . . She asked that I stand in for you today.”


Ramahd tied his trousers, pulled his shirt quickly over his head. “After I ordered you not to?”


“Forgive me, my lord, yes.” He rushed his words, clearly chagrined. “She insisted. She told me she’d choose someone else if I wouldn’t join her. And . . .” He was staring at Ramahd with pity in his eyes.


“What is it?” Ramahd asked.


“I . . . I only thought to spare you from—”


Ramahd waved him into motion. “What’s done is done.” Together they walked side by side toward the cliffs. “Tell me what happened.”


“Of course, my lord. It was”—Dana’il’s soft features contorted into a haunted grimace—“difficult. For her, I mean, not me. She told me after I’d carried her back upstairs that she’d made a breakthrough. She’d wore him down, more than ever before. I thought surely she would sleep, but she grabbed my wrist, holding me there, and told me she needed urgently to speak with you. I tell you, I’ve never seen anything like it. She was in a fey mood, and the desperation in her eyes . . . She had that look of hers, the one that makes you feel mortal. I feared for her life even as she lay there safely in bed. I feared for yours as well.”


“But why the urgency, Dana’il? She can’t possibly mean to try again now.”


“My lord, she does mean to. Something new, she told me.”


This didn’t feel right. It didn’t feel right at all. “Give me her exact words.”


“She said to fetch you, to say it was time for you to pull the rope as well.”


He rolled his eyes, then fixed his gaze on the castle above. “How many times have I offered?” he said under his breath.


“I’m sorry, my lord?”


“Never mind.”




The wind driving them, they made their way toward the cliff while, out to sea, the clouds gathered their might.


The wind, Ramahd thought. How the wind will howl tonight.
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Meryam detested it when Ramahd helped her eat or drink, but he couldn’t watch her struggle any longer. Sitting by her bedside, he cradled the back of her head while pressing a glass of honeyed goat’s milk to her lips. She sipped, nostrils flaring, eyes staring fixedly at the painting of a mountain fastness on the wall. Gaunt, was all he could think while watching her drink. So very gaunt. He’d thought of leaving and forcing her to sleep until she’d regained her strength, but he’d decided on the climb up that he’d listen before making his decision.


When she finished the milk, she licked her lips and patted Ramahd’s hand. “Well enough,” she said, and he lowered her gently back down. Her eyelids were heavy. She wouldn’t remain awake much longer. Despite the urgency she’d shown to Dana’il, she now seemed calm, perhaps appeased now that Ramahd had arrived.


“Tell me why you’ve summoned me here,” Ramahd said.


“Because I need your help.”


“You know you have but to ask.”


Meryam chuckled, a tumble of stones. It became a wracking cough, but thankfully it was soon over. Her sunken eyes turned wicked. “Be careful what you offer, dear brother. You mightn’t like what comes of it.”


Brother, she often called him, though they weren’t related. It was one small remnant of the days when Ramahd had been married to Meryam’s sister, Yasmine. He’d called her sister as well. He’d liked their little ritual then, the two of them giving sly smiles to Yasmine, who was endlessly annoyed by it, but now it only served to remind Ramahd of the wife he’d lost in the desert, the daughter who had followed her mere days later.


“I’m well aware of the dangers, sister. What is it you wish? Shall we take up your father, the king’s, offer? Bring others from Almadan to assist?”


Meryam waved at the air as if the suggestion were an annoyance akin to a buzzing insect. “No. What I need is your mind. Your will.”




“Mine?” Ramahd crossed his arms over his chest, the chair creaking beneath him. “What can I do where you have failed?”


“And here we arrive at the difficulty. Hamzakiir was buried half dead and left for decades beneath Külaşan’s palace. When he was raised by Macide and his men, he hungered for blood. He still hungers. I thought I could use that to my advantage. I’ve been pressing him each time we wage battle, but he’s wary, Ramahd. And wily. A dozen times I thought I had him, but each time he retreats into his mind, and today he nearly turned the tables on me.”


“Then we should wait. Give you time to regain your strength while we starve him.”


Meryam scowled. “No. He is weak from my efforts. If we give him time to rest, he will regain strength as well. How he lives without sustenance, I do not know. Likely it was part of the bargain he made with Guhldrathen, and surely it’s the very thing that kept him alive for so many years in the catacombs. I would give him no respite.”


“Then what can I do?”


“I need bait, Ramahd.”


Ramahd was not entirely surprised by the response, but the way she’d said bait, like she hungered for it as well, made him wonder how close to the end of her energies she really was. “You want me to draw him out.”


Meryam nodded. “To draw him out, and in so doing leave him vulnerable.”


“How?”


“With blood, dear brother. Yours.”


“You wish me to give my own blood to a man who could kill us the moment he frees himself?”


“It’s that or kill him and be done with it.”


“Exactly what I’ve been saying since we took him in the desert. Let’s return there and throw him at Guhldrathen’s feet, then hunt for Macide as we’ve promised to do.”


Meryam was already shaking her head, her body quivering terribly. “Even if I wished it, and I don’t, my father would not allow it. Hamzakiir is a valuable piece on the aban board. The king will not throw him away so easily.”


“Guhldrathen is a threat that grows every day, endangering us all.”


“So dramatic. I may be threatened by the ehrekh. You may be. But he hardly threatens us all.”




Ramahd took a deep breath. He wasn’t going to argue again. Meryam wouldn’t change her mind, and neither would her father. “When?”


Meryam smiled, nodding at him as if he were some prized nephew who had just taken a splendid turn at archery. “I would begin now.”


Ramahd had thought Dana’il foolish for thinking so. Even now he thought Meryam was making light, but when she didn’t return his smile, he knew she was sincere. “You can’t be ready so soon.”


“He is particularly weak.”


“You are particularly weak.”


“I don’t wish to delay. I know I look frail, brother, but I am more ready than I have ever been. Together, you and I will break him.”


He was ready to deny her out of hand. She normally took days to recover, and even then it felt as if she were pushing herself to the point of recklessness. “Why is it so important to do this now?”


“Because I nearly have him.”


He tried to measure her words and her will, but he knew little of the red ways. Meryam must see some particular weakness in Hamzakiir she wished to exploit. Weak she may be, but Hamzakiir may be even weaker. Had they not been starving him all this time? And surely Meryam’s dogged determination to break him had chipped away at Hamzakiir’s defenses.


“Very well,” Ramahd said at last. “If you think it’s best.”


“Oh, I do,” she said, her dark eyes twinkling. “I do indeed.”
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In one corner of a cell beneath Black Swan Tower, the burning coals of a brazier cast a deep red light against the ceiling and walls. The air smelled of dampness and mildew. The contrast of the cold from the sea to the chill found here in the dungeon was stark. His swims were invigorating. His time spent here in the dungeon of Viaroza, however, never failed to cut him to the bone, as if the men and women and children who’d died in this place were still hanging on, refusing to go to the farther fields, preferring instead to reach for the hearts of living men with their spectral hands.


At the center of the cell Meryam leaned into a large padded chair. Dana’il stood by her side, ready to support her should she begin to fail. Facing her



was a monstrosity of a chair, a veritable throne with dark leather straps, its wood stained indelibly by the blood of those who’d fallen into its unforgiving embrace, and within it sat Hamzakiir, the straps and their buckles holding him tight. Ramahd stood before this strange tableau—a healthy man, a broken woman, and an undying prisoner—wondering again if he’d made the right choice. It wasn’t too late to change his mind. He could deny Meryam. He could lift the razor he held loosely in one hand and slit Hamzakiir’s throat. And yet he remained silent, hoping desperately that this would all be over today.


Hamzakiir’s head lolled forward, his lank hair hanging down to cover his face. He was so still many would think him dead, but Ramahd knew the signs: the sluggish movements of his eyes, the glacial expansion of his chest. His pulse could only be felt in the large veins along his neck, and even then seemed far too slow, far too weak to keep a man alive. He was like the golems the holy men of Malasan were said to create. And yet Ramahd knew he was anything but weak. For all Meryam had done to him, he was still a keenly dangerous man. We play with fire, Ramahd thought, me and Meryam and her father, the King of Qaimir. But what was there to do now but harness it lest it burn down everything around them?


“Come closer,” Meryam said, flicking her fingers.


Ramahd complied. His gut churned at being so close to this broken remnant of a man. It was the same reaction he had to the asirim of Sharakhai, but somehow Hamzakiir felt more threatening. The asirim were simple creatures of rage, while Hamzakiir, if the stories of him were true, was filled with calculation, ambition, even hubris, qualities infinitely more dangerous.


When Dana’il held out a glazed bowl, roughly equidistant between Meryam and Hamzakiir, Meryam pointed a crooked finger to Ramahd. “Now . . .”


Ramahd stepped forward and held his right arm over the bowl. He lifted the razor and pressed its edge against his skin. Not twenty minutes ago, he’d used it to lay a wound across his left arm so that Meryam might drink of his blood in preparation for this, the second part of their ritual. He drew the razor back, creating a twin to the other wound. An intense burn came a moment later. Blood flowed. It pooled at the bowl’s center, pattered against the cerulean glaze.




“Enough,” Meryam said after a time.


Ramahd took the fresh bandage over his right arm and wrapped the wound, quickly and efficiently.


“Now lift his head.”


Ramahd did, and Dana’il lifted the bowl with Ramahd’s blood to Hamzakiir’s lips. Hamzakiir was unresponsive for a time. His eyes were closed. A long, stained beard hung from his chin and his long, gaunt cheeks. But then his throat worked. His mouth parted.


“Be ready,” Meryam said. “I will help, but you must hold him at bay for as long as you’re able.”


Ramahd’s heart beat madly. Give him a sword. Give him a place to meet his enemy on the field of battle. As common as the arcanos di crimson was in Qaimir, he’d never been completely comfortable with it, even with Meryam, a woman he mostly trusted. It was far worse to be entwining his soul with a man like Hamzakiir, no matter that Meryam was here to protect him.


Dana’il stood across from Ramahd, holding the bowl steady, his eyes darting between Ramahd, Meryam, and Hamzakiir. There was fear in his eyes, and in the way he stood stock-still, tight as a bowstring, ready for whatever might come. The two of them had agreed beforehand that if things grew out of hand, he’d be given leave to plunge a knife into Hamzakiir’s chest. Ramahd gave him a quick nod, and Dana’il nodded back. Ever stout was Dana’il, ever faithful.


Hamzakiir lifted his head, the chair’s leather straps creaking as he strained against them. Eyes still closed, his head craned forward, as if it were a reaction he had no control over. Dana’il tilted the bowl up, a determined look on his face. Hamzakiir drank of the blood, tentatively at first. He swallowed, once, twice. The fresh wound along Ramahd’s right arm flared to life, then immediately began to feel cool, then cold. Soon it was as though his right arm had been plunged into a cask of ice water.


Her eyes still fixed on Hamzakiir, Meryam said, “Sit down, Ramahd.”


There was another chair in the corner, but Ramahd refused to move. “I will stand for this, Meryam.”


She shrugged. “As you will.”


Hamzakiir swallowed more blood. His eyes twitched beneath their lids. Ramahd felt his fingers going numb. The deep chill traveled up his right



shoulder, across his chest, and down his left arm—the connection being formed between these two with him as the crude conduit.


Meryam had prepared him, but to feel it . . . The clawing cold spread to his chest, his torso, his legs and feet. Only when the cold ran through every part of him did a growing presence make itself known. At first it was nothing he could pinpoint, but rather a thing that encompassed the room, filled the darkness within it. It was a primal thing, a thing every man feared whether he wished to admit it or not. It was vast, this presence. Powerful. Undeniable, like the moons as they rose from the horizon in the dead of night.


Years ago, Ramahd had been dumped from a ship near the cold southern islands of the Austral Sea. Those desolate places were rimed with ice, scoured by the unforgiving wind. It had taken him long minutes to swim back to the ship, and by the time he’d regained the deck, his body had ceased shivering, which the ship’s physic had said was a terrible sign. They’d taken him below-decks to dry him off and warm him. His movements, no matter how small, had felt like ice picks being driven through chinks in his frozen skin, fracturing him bit by bit.


The experience was not so different from what he felt in that cell below Viaroza, only it was much worse, for while he felt the same sort of physical pain, he also felt torn between two wills, Meryam’s and Hamzakiir’s. They were powerful in ways he hadn’t fully comprehended, as if they’d been slumbering beasts, aeons lost, and now had risen and were girding for battle.


Meryam’s breath came sharp and quick. “Have you returned to us?”


Her voice was calm, but Ramahd knew how hard she was fighting—he could feel the battle raging within him. Hamzakiir’s strength was terrible, and it made Ramahd wonder at the sort of horror he might become if given the chance to heal. Ramahd had no hope of stopping such a thing; he prayed to Alu that Meryam did.


Indeed, her presence strengthened, a bastion against the coming storm. Dana’il’s right hand now rested along the handle of his fishing knife. His look questioned Ramahd, but it was not yet time. Ramahd shook his head. Dana’il swallowed, eyes flitting like a cornered fox, first to Hamzakiir, then to Meryam. He motioned to Ramahd’s right hand. The white bandage had somehow come loose. Blood trickled down Ramahd’s fingers to tap against



the grimy stone floor. Only then did he feel the warmth of it, a failing brand against a growing winter storm.


Hamzakiir slowly lifted his head. His pepper-gray hair hung around his face. His eyes seemed to have difficulty focusing, but then they came to rest on Meryam, and hardened. “Well, well,” he said, his voice a bitter groan from long disuse. “The child from Qaimir.”


“I found you for a reason, Hamzakiir. Do you not wish to know it?”


“I’ll not speak to my captors as though they were equals. Release me, Meryam shan Aldouan, and we may talk. Do not, and I will free myself.”


“Listen to me now,” Meryam said, ignoring his words. “Listen . . .”


And Meryam spoke, though what she might have said, Ramahd couldn’t say. He was feeling light-headed, and was having a difficult enough time simply keeping his feet under him. He breathed more deeply, feeling the bond running through him from Meryam to Hamzakiir. The two were fully linked now, though whether Meryam was getting what she desired from it, he couldn’t say. What kept scratching away at his mind, however, was how she’d pressed, how she’d changed her own pattern after weeks of effort plodding in the same dogged fashion. Meryam, always so persistent. And that gleam in her eye when Ramahd had finally assented, as if she were pleased but didn’t wish him to know it.


Eyelids impossibly heavy, Ramahd swung his head toward Hamzakiir, who looked stronger now, more able to sit his chair. Meryam was no longer speaking. It was Hamzakiir who spoke, whispering while Meryam listened, rapt. Dana’il had an expression of naked worry. He’d drawn his knife. He gripped it tightly in his right hand, holding it as if ready to drive it into Hamzakiir’s chest but for whatever reason had decided against it. He caught Ramahd looking at him, eyes pleading for Ramahd to do something, to understand the danger they were all in.


But Ramahd didn’t. Not until Hamzakiir looked up and asked Ramahd to unbuckle his straps. Only when Ramahd complied, his mind going through motions he knew to be very, very wrong, did he begin to understand what was happening, but there was a veil over his mind and his thoughts, preventing him from doing anything about it. Hamzakiir gave more commands, though what they might have been Ramahd had no idea. He saw himself helping Hamzakiir out of the chair, walking him slowly out of the



room, up the stairs, and into the castle proper. He led Hamzakiir to the Lord’s chambers, his own bedroom. And there he pulled back the bedcovers, helped Hamzakiir into the bed, and settled the blankets over him as if Hamzakiir were Ramahd’s own grandfather who’d taken sick.


“Go now,” Hamzakiir said easily, “I need my rest, but wake me on the morrow. There’s much to do before we leave for the desert. And return for your sister. She’ll be cold, I expect.” He smiled absently and patted Ramahd’s sticky, blood-covered hand. “We wouldn’t wish her to catch cold.”


Ramahd nodded, bowing his way out of the room. He returned to the dungeon beneath the tower. Meryam was as she’d been, sitting and staring at the empty chair across from her. Hadn’t someone been sitting there? He was distracted by the form of a man lying on the floor. Ramahd stared at those lifeless eyes, the knife held loosely in one hand. A wide, gaping wound ran across his abdomen. His entrails lay spilled across the floor like coils of bloody rope.


How odd, Ramahd thought, for a man to do such a thing. Who the man might be Ramahd had no idea. He looked familiar, but Ramahd couldn’t place him. Some thief, no doubt, given the punishment he deserved.


Ramahd turned to Meryam, who studied the empty chair, eyes agape. “What have I done?” she voiced in a breathy, quavering whisper.


“What did you say?” Ramahd asked.


She looked up to him, a hard sort of understanding forming in her eyes, but then the look faded. “I’m so very cold, Ramahd. Take me upstairs, won’t you?”


“Of course,” Ramahd said, and lifted her from her chair.











[image: Images]


Chapter 3


A BROAD BLUE SKY HUNG over Sharakhai as Çeda headed down along King’s Road toward the House of Maidens. She rode her mare, Bright-lock, a beautiful akhala with a copper coat and a tail and mane of sanded brass.


Nearly three weeks had passed since her failed assassination attempt, and the days that followed had unfolded in a strangely surreal manner. The Matrons had questioned her about her involvement that night, but seemed satisfied with the story she gave them: that she’d been out for a walk, that she’d heard the bells, that she’d come running as fast as she could to join the hunt. Dozens of other Blade Maidens were questioned, but what might have come of them, Çeda never learned. Life seemed to go on as if little had changed. The Maiden who’d died had been given a night of honor, one in which those who knew her had sung songs, had told stories around a fire, but few others would have guessed a Maiden had been killed. Even in the city, where the Spears were searching for clues, Çeda heard rumor that it was not as exhaustive or cruel as it might have been.


Çeda could think of only two reasons the Kings would suppress the knowledge that an assassin had gained the walls of Eventide. The first and



most obvious was that several of the Kings had nearly been killed; surely they had no desire, so soon after King Külaşan’s assassination, to reveal weakness of any sort. Could it be, then? Had Cahil lost his battle against the poison? She regretted the deaths of the Silver Spear and the Blade Maiden, but if Cahil had died then it would have been worth it.


The only other possible reason for their uncharacteristic ease was that they wanted no scrutiny brought on the grizzly ritual they’d performed. All in Sharakhai knew of the asirim, but precious few knew much beyond the story the Kings had fed them: that they were holy defenders of Sharakhai, that they’d sacrificed themselves on the night of Beht Ihman to save the city from the might of the desert tribes. Certainly they wished for secrecy. They’d sacrificed a woman. Created an asir in the bargain. Çeda had wondered often who that woman had been, and the only reasonable explanation was that she’d been a daughter of the thirteenth tribe. They’d taken someone with the blood of the lost tribe and used her to create another asir, a slave, a weapon to wield in their war against the Moonless Host. It made some sense in the context of the poem Çeda had discovered in her mother’s book, which she had little doubt referred to King Mesut:





The King of Smiles,


from verdant isles,


the gleam in moonlit eye;


with soft caress,


at death’s redress,


his wish, lost soul will cry.





Yerinde grants,


a golden band,


with eye of glittering jet;


should King divide,


from Love’s sweet pride,


dark souls collect their debt.





The golden band on Mesut’s wrist. He’d somehow summoned one of the dark souls with that bracelet. Or released it after it had been trapped within.



Gemstones could be used to trap souls. Everyone in the desert knew that. Could Mesut not have been given one such on Beht Ihman? Perhaps. But there would be precious few ways for her to learn the truth of it for the time being.


All too soon the machine that was the House of Maidens had returned to normality. Maidens patrolled the city or guarded the Kings. Others, Çeda among them, were sent on specific missions for their King or for the wardens who guided them. King Yusam had called Çeda to his palace several times for new tasks, and never had he or anyone else mentioned that four of the Kings had been in danger.


Still, Çeda knew better than most how quickly things might turn. King Yusam might see something in his mere that would implicate her. King Zeheb might hear whispers that would put him on her trail. They might find the disguise she’d used and find something she’d missed that might lead them to her. So Çeda watched everyone and everything warily. She’d been sleeping only a few hours each night, wondering when they’d wake her and drag her before the Confessor King, Cahil, for questioning.


Reaching level ground at last, she headed west toward the House of Maidens. As they did most days, the keep’s inner gates stood open. She waved to the Maidens atop the wall as she neared. Shortly after, a young girl, a page, blew a whistle, and those traveling through the gates and into the House of Kings proper made way for her.


She rode to the stables, prepared to find her sword master, Sayabim, for more training, but the stable girl, a thin wisp of a girl, had a surprise for her. “The First Warden wishes to see you, Maiden Çeda,” she said as Çeda slipped down from Brightlock’s saddle.


As Çeda handed the reins over, the girl assiduously avoided Çeda’s gaze. “Why?” Çeda asked.


“I couldn’t say.” The girl paused, then leaned in conspiratorially. “She’s in the barracks courtyard. There’s someone she wishes you to meet. Someone to”—her voice dropped to a whisper—“properly fill out your hand.”


“I thought you couldn’t say,” Çeda said, smiling.


The girl’s face reddened.


Çeda laughed, but inside, she was taken aback. She’d been asking Sümeya about this for weeks. First Warden Sümeya’s hand stood at four Maidens:



Sümeya herself, Kameyl, Melis, and Çeda. The opening left by Jalize, the Blade Maiden Çeda had killed in Külaşan’s palace, had remained vacant in the months following her death. Çeda had been secretly relieved that no one new had come to fill it, for in that lay uncertainty she didn’t need, but she’d known it would eventually be filled. The sort of woman Jalize’s replacement might be, Çeda had no idea, but if she was like most of the Kings’ daughters, Çeda would have to tread carefully around her. Very carefully.


“Well, who is it?” Çeda asked.


The girl shook her head. “I’m not to say.”


“Well, I dare say you weren’t supposed to tell me the rest, either!”


“I’m sorry, Maiden.” Her gaze dropped to the straw-covered ground, her ears now burning bright as her cheeks. “I’ve said too much.”


With a rough of the girl’s hair, Çeda sent her away, then left the stables as a strange alchemycal brew of eagerness and unease began to stir inside her. Passing through the spartan buildings of the House of Maidens, she came to the barracks and its courtyard, where several dozen Maidens practiced sword-play with bamboo shinai. More sparred with padded spears or sent arrows biting into targets with quick, rhythmic pulls from their short bows.


Sümeya, First Warden of the Maidens and the leader of Çeda’s hand, stood on the far side of the courtyard beside one of the sparring circles, watching two Maidens trade blows with naked steel. One of the Maidens was easy to recognize—Kameyl, a tall, imposing woman, the fiercest of all the Maidens, a wizard with blade in hand. The other was a young woman Çeda had never seen before. She had honey-blond hair bound into a long braid. She was seventeen, perhaps, and pretty in a composed sort of way, as if she might stop a fight to fix her hair.


“You wished to see me, First Warden,” Çeda said.


Sümeya glanced her way. “Çeda,” she said by way of greeting, then resumed her study of Kameyl and the Maiden-in-waiting. As well she might. She was likely judging the young, prospective Maiden’s preparedness for her initiation ritual, which involved the tahl selheshal, the dance she and Kameyl were performing now. Sümeya motioned to the young woman. “Meet Yndris Cahil’ava, your new sister.”


Çeda caught the note of displeasure in her voice, which made Çeda wonder how much say Sümeya had in taking Yndris into her hand. She’d had



little enough in Çeda’s case. Had it been up to her, she would have seen Çeda dead before allowing her to take up a blade and fight beside her, but Husamettín, her father, the King of Swords and Lord of the Blade Maidens, had demanded it. Had a similar demand been made here?


As Kameyl and Yndris continued through the prescribed steps of the dance, Çeda watched more closely. This, the song of blades, was the ritual battle an aspirant would wage before the Kings in the Sun Palace before she was allowed to enter the ranks of the Blade Maidens. They were a study in contrasts, these two. Kameyl was tall and powerful, Yndris short and sinuous. Kameyl was as stoic as she was efficient in her swordplay. Yndris would occasionally give herself over to wild flurries of attacks—an attempt to impress, perhaps. Kameyl fought with Brushing Wing, her ebon sword, while Yndris fought with a blade of mundane steel that Çeda doubted had ever been drawn in battle. Yndris was not a poor fighter, but she was undisciplined. Even in these few minutes of sparring, Çeda caught Yndris glancing over at them, and each time she did Kameyl punished her for it, snaking in one slash, then another, each of them biting into the light leather armor of her fighting dress.


As much as Çeda enjoyed watching Kameyl’s form, she had trouble concentrating. A trio of Matrons in white dresses stood in a cluster on the far side of courtyard. They’d watched Çeda’s approach and were now talking in low tones. She tried to convince herself it was nothing, but she couldn’t help but think it was something to do with the assassination attempt.


Sümeya noticed, looking Çeda up and down before resuming her study of the swordplay. “You look as though someone’s kicked your dog.”


Çeda faked a smile as the Matrons, thanks be to Nalamae, strode together through a scalloped archway and into one of the barracks. “Dogs smell. And they sniff your crotch.”


Sümeya gave Çeda that wry smile of hers, the one she reserved for her closest friends. “Is there someone else you’d like to have sniff your crotch then?”


Now Çeda’s smile turned real. Emre would do. Or Ramahd. Even Osman, if he’d have me. “There might be one or two,” she finally said.


“Tell me their names. I’ll have both sent to your room tonight.”


Çeda couldn’t help it. She laughed. “When I want a man, First Warden, I’ll knock him senseless and drag him there myself.”




“Charming. I’m sure the men of Roseridge were throwing themselves at your feet.”


The two of them chuckled for a moment. It was a strangely intimate thing amidst the clash of steel and the shouts of sparring playing out all around them. They both returned their attention to swordplay, but Çeda’s mind had now drifted to Roseridge. Only that morning, a mission for King Yusam had brought her there. The mission itself had been simple. As simple as they could get.


“Go to the city quarry,” he’d told her yesterday. “Reach it as the sun rises and study it until high sun.”


“Nothing more?”


“Nothing more. Study it carefully and tell me what you find.”


She’d seen little more than the backbreaking business of pounding and cutting stone and hauling it on mule trains up from that great pit. But before she’d returned to the House of Kings, she’d taken the chance to ride through Roseridge, going to the very street where she used to live. Her stomach had twisted in knots as she reined her horse before a door, its paint faded and cracked with age. She’d knocked, and footsteps had shuffled behind it, Old Yanca coming closer. The wizened woman soon appeared, squinting at the sun. She raised her hand to shade her eyes and fixed her gaze on Çeda. When recognition came, she pursed her lips and shook her head, her regret clear.


The knots in Çeda’s stomach had all unwound in an instant, making her feel lost and alone and angry. Yanca was her sole contact with Dardzada the apothecary. She’d been waiting for months to hear some news, any news, of Emre. That quick shake of Yanca’s head meant she’d heard nothing. The very notion made her sick with worry, as it had every time she’d thought of him since abandoning him in the crypts beneath Külaşan’s palace.


Seeing Çeda’s reaction, Yanca took her hand and patted it. “Word will come, my darling child. See if it doesn’t.”


“Of course,” Çeda said, though she was beginning to doubt it. Her mind was telling her to be patient, but her heart wanted to scream. Dardzada had had more than enough time to send out queries to the Host, but she supposed it would be difficult getting word to the right people. The entire desert, for five hundred leagues around Sharakhai, was under siege after all. Ships of war still departed daily from King’s Harbor, laden with Maidens and Silver Spears to hunt the Moonless Host and their sympathizers.




“Is it bothering you again?” Sümeya asked, snapping Çeda back to the barracks courtyard.


Çeda realized she’d been rubbing the puckered scar on the meat of her right thumb. It was a constant reminder of when she’d gone to the blooming fields to poison herself, to prove that she was a daughter of one of the twelve Kings. She’d later been saved when Dardzada, disguised as a foreign priest, had delivered her to the House of Maidens and Matron Zaïde had applied tattoos around the wound to control the poison. But just as Zaïde had said it would, there were times she hardly knew it was there and others when it ached horribly. Today, at least, it was only a minor irritation. “It’s nothing.”


Sümeya didn’t seem convinced but made no further mention of it. “And our King? Was he pleased by your travels?”


Sümeya had never approved of her hand’s missions for Yusam, but she had little choice in the matter, even as First Warden. In times of relative peace the Maidens often served at the whims of the Kings. It was a fluid thing, meant to protect the Kings’ interest, but more often than not it seemed to create a nightmare for Sümeya as she tried to keep up with it all. In the months since Çeda’s induction into the Maidens, Sümeya herself had been called away twice, Kameyl three times, and Melis over a dozen. Melis, in fact, had yet to return from her latest mission, the exact nature of which Çeda hadn’t been told.


“I can never tell if he’s pleased or not,” Çeda said, referring to King Yusam. She’d told him what she’d seen in the quarry. When she’d finished, he’d narrowed in on the comings and goings of the pit foreman at the base of the elevator that brought workers up and down the eastern edge of the quarry. It seemed little enough, and indeed Yusam had simply nodded, taking it all in as if it meant something to him, and then dismissed her.


“He is difficult to read,” Sümeya replied, “but he is also as straightforward a man as you’ll find among our Lord Kings.” Sümeya studied the sparring for a time. “Has he any further need of you?”


“He said only to return and prepare for Yndris’s ceremony.”


“Good.” Çeda couldn’t tell if she was pleased or not, though, not only from the indifference in her voice, but also the way she was frowning at Kameyl and Yndris.




“You were speaking of kicked dogs earlier . . .” Çeda said, referring to how distant she’d suddenly become.


Sümeya looked at Çeda with those intense brown eyes of hers, confused for a moment, but then understanding came. “It’s only, there’s always so much to do.” She waved to Kameyl and Yndris. “There’s peace to be found in the simple trading of blows.”


Çeda couldn’t disagree. She could be angry or worried or fearful while living her many lies in the service of the Kings, but when she sparred with Kameyl or Melis or, rarely, Sümeya herself, those emotions faded. The blows of her sword felt like a smithy’s hammer, shaping her anew. “If it’s swords you wish,” Çeda said, placing her hand on the pommel of River’s Daughter, letting that movement finish her sentence.


Çeda could see the eagerness in her, the wish to draw her sword and dance the dance of blades, but a moment later the look was gone. “Another time, young dove. Enough!” she roared when Yndris’s motions became wild enough to be dangerous.


Yndris, however, fought even more recklessly, a thing Kameyl did not forgive. Kameyl blocked her blows with an effortless ease that Çeda had come to expect but was still impressed by. She stepped inside Yndris’s guard with a blurring advance, snapping a kick into Yndris’s chest. “Your warden said enough, girl.”


Yndris tried to recover, but stumbled and fell. Kameyl stood over her, sword at the ready should Yndris be foolish enough to strike again. Yndris coughed, grimacing as she rubbed one hand against her chest. As she did, she looked not at Kameyl, nor Sümeya, but at Çeda. As if Çeda were the cause of her pain. She stood, sending an embarrassed glance Kameyl’s way, then came to stand before Sümeya. She bowed, pointedly not looking Çeda’s way.


“Yndris, meet Çeda, the fifth member of your hand. Çeda, Yndris Cahil’ava.”


Çeda bowed her head, while Yndris merely stared, as if annoyed she’d been forced to acknowledge Çeda’s presence, or was waiting for Çeda to address her as Your Grace. A wonderful addition to our hand, Çeda thought, the daughter of Cahil the Confessor, a young woman no doubt as like to use a whip as her words.


“What were you trying to prove?” Sümeya asked.




Yndris pointed to the sparring circle with the tip of her blade. “I was dancing, siyaf, nothing more.”


“I am not your siyaf. And you have much to prove tonight.”


Yndris bowed. “Of course,” she said, though in a way that made it clear she felt entitled to the ebon sword that would be granted to her at the ceremony that evening.


Sümeya seemed displeased, but made no further mention of it. She beckoned Çeda closer. “Since the two of you are so eager for swordplay, why don’t you spar awhile? I’ve things to discuss with Kameyl.”


Kameyl sheathed Brushing Wing and picked up two shinai. “Go easy on her, Çeda.” She tossed one shinai each to Çeda and Yndris, then followed Sümeya, the two of them wending through the sparring circles. She called over her shoulder, loudly enough for the entire courtyard to hear, “I can’t have a dove with a broken wing if I’m to embarrass her in front of her father this evening.”


Yndris stared at Kameyl’s retreating form until she and Sümeya were lost behind a gathering of Matrons in white abayas.


Çeda stepped into the ring. “Come,” she said to Yndris, but Yndris threw her shinai into the dirt and began walking away.


“We were told to spar,” Çeda called.


Yndris stopped and turned. “With a mongrel like you? I think not.”
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Chapter 4


THAT NIGHT, a host of memories flooded through Çeda’s mind as she stepped into the Sun Palace’s grand central hall. Not so long ago, she’d been brought here herself as an aspirant and paraded before the Kings. A feast had been provided. Çeda had danced with Ihsan the Honey-tongued King. She’d been granted her ebon blade, River’s Daughter, and she’d fought Kameyl in what should have been a mock battle but which had nearly cost Çeda her life. Kameyl had hoped to slice Çeda’s neck and make it look like an accident, and Çeda, not yet having earned trust from the Kings or the Maidens or anyone else on Tauriyat, had been forced to defend herself, not just from the attempt on her life but from Kameyl’s accusations that she was woefully unprepared to become a Blade Maiden. To her surprise, Husamettín, the King of Swords, had stepped in and took Çeda’s side against one of the most storied women in the Maidens’ long history. It had been a night of roiling emotions, but in the end the Kings had approved her entry to the House of Maidens.


And now Yndris’s turn had come. Many had gathered for a feast to honor her and to watch her perform in a mock battle of her own. No one who’d been to both, however, could fail to notice the striking differences. All twelve



Kings had come to witness Çeda’s ceremony. How many would come this night? Since the night she’d stolen into Eventide, she’d seen only King Yusam and Husamettín. She’d heard no word of Cahil the Confessor King, whom she’d nicked with one of her poisoned arrows, but she’d been petrified to ask for fear they would suspect her involvement. Surely she would have her answer soon.


As it turned out, she didn’t have long to wait. Husamettín was already in attendance when she arrived. Cahil came shortly after with Yndris at his side. Çeda was practically holding her breath as he walked in, but the moment she spotted him, her disappointment came out in one long sigh. In her heart she’d known he survived—the Kings would have given some sort of response if he hadn’t—but she’d thought surely the poison would have debilitated him. It was said to leave those who survived it unable to use their bodies as they once had. They shook horribly. They walked, if they could walk at all, weak-kneed, drunken, often needing help to go the smallest distances from their sickbeds. And yet here was Cahil, walking tall, looking for all the world like a man Çeda’s own age. He was smiling, beaming with pride over his daughter’s being granted her blade.


Çeda thought surely she’d been mistaken, that she hadn’t caught him with the arrow after all, but when she came closer, she saw the light scar. Even knowing where to look it was difficult to see. How? How could he have survived with but a scratch to show for it?


Yndris caught Çeda watching her father. She stopped her conversation with a bent old woman and stared until Çeda finally looked away.


Curse the gods, Çeda thought. They were to blame for this. They’d extended their protection to the Kings, granting them long life, vigor, and even the ability to resist poison, it seemed. It was the only explanation that made sense.


She stifled her feelings of despair, hiding them behind a mask of pleasantry. The last thing she needed was for anyone to think her particularly interested in Cahil’s presence, least of all Cahil himself.


Only two more Kings came to the ceremony—King Ihsan and the stocky Zeheb, King of Whispers. Husamettín was honor-bound to attend, and of course Cahil would come to see his own daughter granted her Maiden’s blade. But to have so few attend was surely a grave insult. Making things worse, remarkably few others had come to fill this cavernous room. It had been



brimming with guests on the night of Çeda’s induction, whereas tonight a hundred at best had come, and surely most of them were Yndris’s relations. It seemed a slight of some sort, but if that were so, Çeda had no idea what might have caused it.


As the feast wound down, a beam of sunlight shone brightly from a device built high into the dome above. The crowd formed a border around the sunlight, creating a makeshift arena, Yndris strode across the floor in her bright yellow dress. She came to a stop before Husamettín, pulling the cloth-of-gold veil across her face. Husamettín pulled an ebon sword from its lacquered wooden sheath and shared the design etched into the blade with Yndris and others gathered near.


Zaïde, the old matron who had saved Çeda’s life by corralling the poison in Çeda’s right arm, came to stand by Çeda’s side. “She asked to fight as you fought,” she said, nodding to Yndris and the King of Swords.


“And was her request granted?” Çeda replied.


“Should it have been?”


Çeda wondered how forthright she ought to be, but reckoned there was no point in hiding Yndris’s brashness when it was so plain to see. “No.”


“Why?”


“Because she’ll likely embarrass herself and our House.”


“Likely you’re right, though you have to admit the urge to push herself comes from a place of loyalty.”


Çeda turned to look at Zaïde. “What do you mean?”


Zaïde’s brows pinched, distorting the worry lines and crescent moon tattoo on her forehead. “Did Sümeya not tell you how Yndris came to the Maidens?”


“No.”


“You no doubt heard of the fire in the spice merchant’s fort last year?”


She’d been there, seen it with her own eyes. She’d been trapped there with everyone else until the Silver Spears had freed them. “I heard.”


“The Maiden burned that day was Veliri Cahil’ava.”


The image of the old fort’s interior bursting into flame suddenly returned to Çeda so vividly she flinched. Veliri had died while saving King Külaşan. The intensity she’d shown, breaking through the fort’s wall, had been almost inhuman.


“Yndris,” Zaïde went on, “is Veliri’s sister. She may be young and she may



be overly bold, but one can outgrow these things. The memory of her sister, however, casts a long and haunting shadow, and I wonder whether Yndris will ever fully step out from under it. Veliri was well-loved and died bravely. Now comes her younger sibling, a girl who never thought she’d be allowed to wear the Maidens’ black, hoping to take up her sister’s sword and continue her tale.”


Hiding a grimace, Çeda hid her right hand behind her back and gripped it several times, trying to work away the pain that had suddenly returned. “Why choose her at all then?”


“It is a point of honor to offer a blade to a family that has lost a Maiden. But beyond that, the Kings value many things in an aspirant. The will to strike, with revenge driving the sword, is one of the foremost.”


“Do you agree with them?”


By asking the question, Çeda had walked onto slightly dangerous ground—she still didn’t understand Zaïde’s place in this grand struggle for control over Sharakhai—but Zaïde merely tipped her head and gave Çeda an impotent shrug of her shoulders. “Who am I to agree or disagree?”


Husamettín was holding Yndris’s blade, completing its story, which included, as Çeda suspected it would, Veliri’s valiant fight against the Moonless Host. Çeda wondered at the wisdom in it. Her sister had held this very blade. It made some sense that it would pass to Yndris, but how much weight would Yndris now feel when she swung it? How hard would she push to eclipse her sister’s deeds?


Having completed his tale, Husamettín sheathed the blade and handed it to Yndris. Yndris drew it, admired its keen edge against the sunlight shining down from the center of the dome above, staring at it as if there were no higher honor. A moment ago Çeda might have laughed, thinking it an act, a preening display for the benefit of her father, who watched near Husamettín with little more than forbearance. But now that she knew more of Yndris, Çeda realized how sad it was. She had no idea the sort of woman Veliri had been in life—whether she’d been honorable or not. Maybe she’d deserved to die a fiery death at the hands of the Moonless Host, the Al’afwa Khadar, and maybe she hadn’t. What Çeda did know was that dozens of innocents had been condemned to die that day, not only those in the fire, but also the girls the Kings had rounded up in retribution; girls who were then hung from the walls of Hallowsgate.




It was a seemingly endless cycle of violence: the Kings against the Host, the Host against the Kings, each response emboldening the enemy, making them more desperate to even the scales. Sometimes Çeda thought both sides would only be happy when Sharakhai had been laid to waste. Even then . . . Sharakhai could be a city of the dead and still they would battle over hills of bones.


As Yndris sheathed the blade and took her place in the mock arena, the crowd’s whispering fell silent. Not far from where Çeda and Zaïde stood, Kameyl stepped through the crowd and took her place at one end of the oval where she and Yndris would cross blades. Even here, in a mock ceremony that meant little in the grand scheme of things, Kameyl was intense. A desert asp, both deadly and graceful.


They took their positions, equidistant from the mosaic design on the floor: twin moons split by a spear head. Yndris held her blade high while Kameyl held hers crosswise, symbolically barring Yndris’s path to the House of Maidens. In that moment, when all was still, the column of sunlight made the air between them glow, lending an ethereal quality to the ritual. Soon the two of them began the dance of blades. Their swords rang. Some would say they sang, the very reason they referred to it as a song instead of a dance. It was a fine show. Kameyl’s form was perfect, and though Çeda could see Yndris’s minor missteps—small misplacements of sword or scabbard, the tightness in Yndris’s frame—few others would recognize them.


King Cahil watched with little outward show of emotion, but there was a sense of pride in the way he studied Yndris’s every move, while others—King Ihsan and a good many of the courtiers near him—seemed to watch the crowd more than the ceremony itself. Indeed, when Ihsan saw Çeda watching, he smiled a handsome smile and bowed his head. Çeda looked away, but her eyes were soon drawn back, and Ihsan was still watching. He laughed, and Cahil noticed, regarding Ihsan crossly and then following his gaze to Çeda. In that moment, as Cahil’s eyes met Çeda’s, he seemed to weigh her. There was so much innocence in his features—in all but his eyes, which regarded her as a thing to be used and tossed aside. It sent chills along her skin, but she refused to look away. She didn’t want him to think she felt guilty, so she held his stare until he returned his gaze to his daughter.


When the dance reached the point where the two of them would improvise, they did for a time, Yndris continuing to move with some skill if not



grace, and when it finally came time for the end of the ceremony, the drawing of blood, Yndris held out her right wrist, and Kameyl drew a shallow cut along her forearm. Yndris did the same to Kameyl, and then the crowd clapped and whooped and stomped their feet.


As the crowd closed in around Yndris, congratulating her, Çeda said to Zaïde, “Could we speak a moment, Matron.”


Zaïde paused, but then nodded. “Very well.” She motioned Çeda toward one of the balconies that overlooked Sharakhai. The vast amber cityscape lay sprawled out before them with the desert laying claim to the expanse beyond. To their left, the horizon was lit a violent crimson.


The two of them had spent very little time together since Külaşan’s death. That distance between them was the reason Çeda had taken things into her own hands the night she went to kill Kiral. Çeda was sure Zaïde’s silence was purposeful—it was risky, even dangerous, to speak—but they might not see one another for weeks or even months. And yet, for all her eagerness, it was Zaïde who spoke first. “You’ve come a long way with the blade since you entered our care.”


“I’ve never felt clumsier.”


The amused twinkle in Zaïde’s eyes hinted at how well she was able to read Çeda. “Sayabim is a harsh mistress. Believe me, I know. She was the warden of my hand for three years before she took the Matron’s white. But it takes steady effort on the part of teacher and student to unlearn bad habits. Better to do it now, for all else will build on that foundation.”


Sayabim was constantly telling Çeda about her foundation while using her thin stick to adjust Çeda’s foot placement, her stance, her posture. You’ll never build a temple without it. Çeda believed those words—she’d said similar things to her own students in the pits—but there were times when Çeda wanted to snatch that thrice-damned stick from Sayabim’s hands and snap it in half.


“Don’t forget, child, the others in your hand are some our most gifted Maidens. You cannot expect to learn all that they were taught in four months. Your bladecraft was bound to grow worse before it grew better.” She paused. “The rest of your studies. How fare you in those?”


“Sayabim has been teaching me hand signs,” Çeda said, “and Kameyl has been guiding me on close-quarter tactics.”




“Sümeya has informed you of your bonding?”


Çeda nodded. It was something she’d been dreading for weeks. She’d been accepted by the asirim on the night she’d been taken to the blooming fields. They had come to her. They had communed. She’d learned many things that night, chief among them that the asirim were no holy warriors, as the Kings professed, but the remnants of the thirteenth tribe that had been sacrificed on the night of Beht Ihman. It had been that very sacrifice by the Kings that had secured them the favor of the desert gods. But the ceremony to which Zaïde was referring was something entirely different. She would soon be taken out to the desert, where one or more asir would be chained to her will—brought to heel, as Sümeya had put it. Knowing that the asirim were what remained of the thirteenth tribe, forced into service of the Kings by the gods themselves, it made her stomach turn.


“When will it begin?” she asked.


“Soon, I think. King Mesut is eager to see you bonded, to weigh your abilities.”


“And this?” Çeda showed Zaïde her poisoned hand. “You said you would teach me how to fight it.”


Zaïde took Çeda’s hand in hers, looked more closely at the scar. Deep pain ran along Çeda’s arm as she did so. Zaïde pressed the scar on the meat of Çeda’s thumb, then along the words Zaïde herself had tattooed there. Bane of the unrighteous, and The lost are now found. Those tattoos, not only the two phrases but the elegant symbols and traceries on her palm and the back of her hand, had effectively hemmed the poison in, rendering it something Çeda could manage if not master. “Does it bother you often?”


Çeda had been about to ask the questions burning inside her. Do you know Dardzada? Did you know my mother? She wanted to confess her mission to Eventide, her attempt to kill the King of Kings, her utter failure to cripple even one of them. She wanted to tell her about the woman she’d seen in the courtyard that night. How could they have done such a thing?


The roar of laughter filtered out from within the palace, a reminder that this was neither the place nor the time. How could she speak of things with the Kings so near, especially Zeheb, the King of Whispers? “There are days when I hardly feel it,” she finally said, “others when it aches terribly, but it’s grown worse in the months since you gave me the tattoo.”




The Matron nodded. “I’m sorry for the pain, but there is time yet. Come to me for herbs if you have need, but for now, continue to work with Sayabim. We can speak again on the way back from your sister Maiden’s vigil.”


Yndris’s vigil. The very thought of seeing the asirim’s plight firsthand somehow made Çeda’s thumb flare even worse. But it also emboldened her, reminded her that while she waited and plotted, the asirim suffered.


“Matron?” Çeda’s gut was turning somersaults.


Zaïde’s brow knitted, perhaps sensing something in her voice.


Çeda grit her jaw, willed herself to speak the words—Do you know Dardzada? Is he your ally?—but before she could force the words out, she noticed someone walking onto the balcony, a tall man with bone-white skin and ivory hair. He held two narrow flutes filled with golden wine, one in each hand. He came to a stop, bowed to Zaïde, and spoke with a soft Mirean accent. “Forgive my interruption, Matron, but your good King Ihsan has need of you.”


Zaïde tilted her head in assent. “Well then, since you’ve come only to send me away, perhaps you’d be so kind as to occupy our young Maiden.” She motioned to Çeda. “Juvaan Xin-Lei, I’m pleased to introduce one of our most promising Maidens, Çedamihn Ahyanesh’ala.”


Juvaan faced Çeda with a mischievous smile and bowed his head, a practiced, elegant gesture. “We’ve met.”


The surprise that touched Zaïde’s features was quickly hidden. “Well, then,” she squeezed Çeda’s arm, “I leave you in good hands.” And with that she strode back into the palace, leaving Çeda alone with Queen Alansal of Mirea’s chief ambassador in Sharakhai.


Juvaan held out a glass of wine. She accepted it with a smile and sipped, the sparkling wine bubbling along her throat as she swallowed. Notes of plum and pear and jasmine underscored a bitter mineral taste.


“A new import from the Austral Sea,” Juvaan said, leaning against the marble balustrade. “It’s rather taken the city by storm.” When Çeda laughed, Juvaan went on, “You don’t agree?”


“I rather doubt that any new fashion in liquor has swept through more than the House of Kings. The oud parlors will still sell araq. The tea houses will still sell their tea.”


“I rather think the taverns and shisha dens along the Trough more forward thinking than that.”




“Yes, but the ones that can afford this”—she lifted her glass—“serve clientele from the palaces and the Hill and the dandies who have come to taste the riches of Sharakhai.”


Juvaan’s smile widened, revealing perfect teeth. “Am I a dandy, then, Çedamihn?”


“You’re no dandy, but I hardly think you venture into the hidden byways of Sharakhai.”


“You might be surprised.” He sipped from his glass. “In any case, what do you think?”


“Not altogether unpleasant,” Çeda said, “but in truth I’d prefer a stiff shot of araq.”


Juvaan shrugged. “Me as well, but I’m always eager to try something new, aren’t you?”


“Yes.”


“Perhaps you’ll visit Mirea one day. I have a collection of rice wine I’d be happy to share with you.”


“I doubt that I’ll ever leave the desert.”


“Oh? And why is that?”


“I have all I need here. What is there to find that I can’t find in Sharakhai?”


“Why, the entire world, oh Çedamihn the White Wolf.”


Çeda glanced over his shoulder to the massive room beyond the sculpted archway. “The White Wolf is dead. And to some, Sharakhai is the world.”


Juvaan looked out over the city, the fading sunset washing his white skin a strange orange hue. “Is this your entire world then? Sharakhai?”


“And the desert beyond.”


“You’ve no wish to visit the green valleys of Mirea?”


Çeda shrugged. “A visit, perhaps, but I suspect a land of constant rain would drive me mad.”


A chuckle. “It isn’t so bad as that. The patter of rain on the forest leaves can be a wondrous thing, the fragrant smell as it first begins to fall, especially in the deep green valleys beyond the capital.”


“Said the man who’s fled his country for the shores of Sharakhai.”


Juvaan laughed. He looked handsome like that. “Fled, is it?”


“So my sources tell me.”




She’d made a point of looking into his past. He came from a family of fifteen brothers and sisters. Most had taken up small land holdings or married into other families. A few ran the caravan route his family had owned for generations. Juvaan had captained a ship for a few years, but had decided to remain in Sharakhai, acting as the caravan’s primary agent, brokering lucrative trade deals for when their ships returned. His knowledge of the flow of trade from all five kingdoms was unparalleled, and eventually Mirea’s queen had noticed. As young as Juvaan was—he’d seen fewer than thirty summers, Çeda reckoned—he became one of the queen’s trusted advisors. A scant year later, he’d risen to the rank of Queen’s ambassador.


“Well, I wouldn’t say ‘fled,’” Juvaan said, “but there’s no doubt I’ve come to love what the desert has to offer.” He was looking at her with a hopeful expression; nothing more than that. He was a Mirean nobleman, after all, not some piece of Malasani caravan trash who whistled at the passing women. He was an attractive man, Çeda had to admit, tall and regal, like the snow leopards she’d seen in paintings from the northern kingdom. But for all that he was still a pawn of Queen Alansal, who was pulling many strings in the desert, and Çeda refused to get any closer to him than she needed to.


A lie, she said to herself. Or at least, not the entire truth. When she thought of Juvaan she couldn’t help but think of another man: Ramahd, the ambassador to Qaimir. As charming as Juvaan may be, she wished she were standing beside Ramahd, not his counterpart from Mirea.


When Çeda said nothing in return, Juvaan downed the last of his sparkling wine. “It’s fortunate our paths have crossed again.”


“And why is that?”


“Because I have a proposition. You once said I could rely upon you.”


“I did,” Çeda said. It was an offer she’d made when she’d last come to the Sun Palace for her own feast. She’d begun to wonder if he would ever take her up on it. “What is it you wish?”


“Little enough. A bit of news here and there.”


“News of what sort?”


“If I’m not mistaken, your hand now reports to the Jade-eyed King. I have heard word of several of you being sent on very specific missions.”


She gave no reply, unsure where he was headed.


Juvaan’s brow furrowed. “The mere is a wondrous device but also, as I



understand it, imperfect. It tells him nothing on its own. It’s up to Yusam to interpret what the mere shows, to piece together a puzzle that may be years in the making. My head swims when I think of all that he sees, the various threads he must follow. I’d like to know where he sends you and your fellow Maidens, and what you find.”


“But as you say, the picture the mere paints is complex. What good will that do you?”


“Can you not see? Yusam will do the hard work for me. By seeing where he’s sending you, and knowing the outcomes, I’ll learn what he’s most interested in. I don’t need to know what the mere showed him, only the conclusions he’s drawn from it.”


“And my stories alone will give you that?”


“You are not my sole source of information from the House of Kings.”


Çeda considered that. “And what would I get in return?”


“What do you want?”


This meeting had come as a surprise, but she had no difficulty answering Juvaan’s question. “I want to know the movements of the Al’afwa Khadar.” She needed to know what the Moonless Host were doing. Dardzada wasn’t going to give her enough information—he almost certainly considered it too risky, especially with her living in the House of Maidens—and this wasn’t something she could learn on her own.


“And how would I know that?” Juvaan asked.


From somewhere inside the grand hall, a woman shouted. A split-second later, a group of men roared in laughter. Çeda lowered her voice. “Because you supply them with funds, Juvaan. You supply them with intelligence.”


He was unfazed by the accusation. “Supposing for a moment that’s true, what makes you think I’m privy to the information you want?”


“Make yourself privy to it. I’ll be risking my life by feeding you what I know.”


“As will I.”


Çeda gave him a flat stare. “My good lord, if you don’t consider what I’m providing valuable enough to find the information I require, then tell me now and we can stop wasting one another’s time.”


“I’ve no way of knowing if what you can provide me is valuable.”


He let the implication sit between them, an invitation for her to prove to



him that she would be worthwhile as a spy within the House of Kings. She didn’t like being manipulated like this, but then again, what she knew of Yusam’s intentions was cloudy at best.


“Very well,” she said, and she told him of the missions King Yusam had sent her on since entering his service. She finished with one that had taken her to a Kundhunese ship for a ledger Yusam wanted. It had contained little more than the captain’s ramblings. A diary of sorts, filled with small tales, poems, sketches of his travels. What the King had hoped to find within those pages she had no idea, but when he’d finished examining it, she’d asked him something she’d been saving since her return from the ship.


“Did the mere tell you that the men on that ship treated with Ihsan’s vizir?” she asked.


His head jerked back and his mouth had opened like a west end boy meeting the cruel realities of the Amber City for the first time. “Repeat for me what you just said.”


“The captain and his first mate, I believe it was, were arguing, and they said, ‘Tolovan ad jondu gonfahla.’ It means—”


“He will be the death of us,” Yusam supplied.


Çeda had nodded, but Yusam was already ignoring her. He was staring at the book in wonder. Suddenly a chill ran along her skin. She tried to relax the sudden knot in her throat, swallowing over and over, trying to clear it and failing miserably.


This was it, she realized. This was the reason the mere had given him the vision: not to get the book, but so that Çeda would be sent to that ship, hear that lone phrase, and speak it before the King. He had just been given one of the many pieces of the puzzle he was trying to piece together. But what did it mean? Tolovan was King Ihsan’s vizir, which meant that in all likelihood the Honey-tongued King was involved with the Kundhunese captain. What she didn’t know was why, or how it related to Yusam and the mere’s revelations.


Yusam recovered himself, set the book on his desk with great care, and said, “That will be all.”


Juvaan took her stories in, nodding occasionally, his gray eyes sharp. When she was done, he gave her a practiced smile, the sort one would give to a servant who’d offered another flute of sparkling wine.


Then he said, “Do you remember the name of the ship?”




“The Adzambe. It means gazelle in Kundhunese.”


“I know it.” He meant the ship, not the word. His distant look convinced her he knew more than he was letting on.


“Do you know their business here in Sharakhai?” she asked.


Juvaan frowned. “I was under the impression you wanted information about the Host.”


“Allies can share a bit of inconsequential information, can they not?”


“Let’s call ourselves business associates.”


“Then you’re satisfied?” she asked, suddenly feeling as though this night wasn’t going to be a complete waste after all.


Juvaan considered, his face a study in calm reflection, then he stepped back and, while holding her gaze, gave her a half-bow—a very Mirean gesture indeed. “I’ll arrange a method for the two of us to speak.” He raised his glass to his proposal. “Well enough?”


After a moment, Çeda nodded and clinked her glass to his, a crystal clear note that for one brief moment rose above the din of conversation filtering out from the hall.
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Chapter 5


OVER THE SHALLOW DUNES, two leagues out from Sharakhai, Çeda rode at the end of a line of six horses. Zaïde led the way, with Yndris coming behind, then Sümeya, Kameyl, Melis, and finally Çeda. The twin moons were nearing their apex, the two nearly in line with one another, creating a ghostly landscape over the amber sands. Ahead, a dark line marked the edge of the blooming fields, beyond which lay a thousand pinpoints of light, the blooms of the adichara opening to the sister moons Rhia and Tulathan, basking in their heavenly glow. As they came closer, Çeda saw pollen drifting on the wind, glowing like some otherworldly mist that might whisk them away to the farther fields were they foolish enough to enter it.


As Çeda reined Brightlock over to follow the others up a shallow rise, she winced at the pain in her right hand. She switched and used her left to guide the horse, albeit clumsily. A week had passed since the feast held in Yndris’s honor, and every day had seen Çeda’s old wound grow progressively worse. At first it had been little more than an ache. But the ache had deepened; then it had felt like a fresh wound, tender to the touch. Now it felt as though the poison were spreading through her arm all over again, ready to sweep through her and take her life once and for all. She should have gone to Zaïde, but she



hadn’t wished to go crawling for aid when she knew this was something she needed to fight on her own. There will be times when it will threaten you, Zaïde had told her when she’d revealed the tattoo she’d made to protect Çeda. She’d tapped the images around the wound. These will not protect you. You will need to fight it here instead. She’d touched Çeda’s heart, and Çeda had known it would be a battle she could never truly win.


It was becoming so painful she was tempted to tell Zaïde, but this wasn’t Çeda’s night. It was Yndris’s, so she resolved to bite her tongue and tell the Matron in the morning.


When they neared the adichara, they slipped down from their horses to the sandy stone and gathered in a circle. They were so close to the adichara Çeda could feel them, not just the ones nearby, but those farther and farther away as they ringed the city. She’d had this sort of awareness before, but always after taking a petal. This was different. She could feel the swaying trees through the pain in her hand, a sense that the adichara were alive in a way she’d never quite understood, as if all the hatred burning within the asirim, held in check for centuries by the power of the desert gods, was now radiating from the trees that fed on the blood of the innocent.


A long, low wail fell over the desert. Çeda could hear the lament in that call, but she also felt it in her hand, in her arm. It deepened the ache, like roots reaching into the earth. It felt as if the asirim, all of them, had been given voice through this one wailing asir. In that moment, it was a creature of pure hatred, the embodiment of a people that craved vengeance above all else.


“Çeda?”


She turned, realizing Zaïde had been speaking for some time.


“She said kneel.” This came from Yndris, standing while Melis, Kameyl, Sümeya, and Zaïde all knelt on the ground, waiting for Çeda to comply.


“Of course,” Çeda said. “My apologies.”


With Yndris waiting impatiently and Zaïde watching carefully, Çeda kneeled. She tried to compose herself, but it was difficult. The smallest movement of her right hand brought with it a burning pain that was difficult to manage.


Yndris knelt across from Zaïde. The ritual was now properly underway. Zaïde picked up a handful of sand and whispered a prayer to Tulathan. What she said Çeda couldn’t tell, for her ears had started ringing, a sound that



seemed to mingle with the wails of the asir, which were coming closer and closer. Couldn’t the others hear it? Didn’t they realize the asir was coming for them?


The others whispered their own prayers to different gods, and soon it was Çeda’s turn. She hastily picked up a fistful of sand with her good hand and whispered as it sifted between her fingers. “Thaash feed your anger that you might take retribution against the enemies of Sharakhai.”


The night was becoming dreamlike, and a terrible rage was boiling up inside her. It had little direction at first, but as she stared at Yndris, kneeling on the ground by Kameyl’s side, she knew it was because of this girl, this whelp come to the Maidens, fresh from her entitled upbringing, a life that had been built on the graves of the unfortunate, on the lies the Kings had been feeding to Sharakhai for four hundred years.


Çeda blinked. Tried to quell the sudden hatred inside her. Beyond Yndris, she saw something dark moving among the adichara. The branches spread, creating a tunnel of sorts. It was the asir, once a man, now a blackened, shriveled thing. It wailed no longer, but stood at a half-crouch, the black pits of its eyes trained on the youngest of the Maidens, the one with her back turned. Its intent burned brightly in Çeda’s mind. It would break the Maiden’s frail form, drag her dying body into the adichara before the others could react. That, at least, would be some small recompense for all that had happened in the endless years since the gods had transformed him into this thing, this perversion of man. It plodded forward, but paused, sensing one of the Maidens watching, the one that had been kissed by Sehid-Alaz, its King.


Çeda sensed its unquenchable anger sweeping her up like a storm until she shared in it. Feeding it. Thaash, Lord of War, let me join your servant. Let me be the one to take Yndris’s foul head from her shoulders.


Very well, came the asir’s terrible voice from within her mind.


Before she knew what she was doing, she was standing with River’s Daughter held inexplicably in her right hand. She stared down at Yndris, and the girl stared back, shocked and angry.


Sümeya, sitting to Yndris’s left, was up in a flash, blade drawn in a glorious arc of shadowed steel. “What do you think you’re doing, sister?”


Çeda blinked. Saw through her own eyes once more. The asir came



forward over the ground in an animalistic lope. Run, Çeda called to the asir. Run! And then she pointed toward it. “There!” Please run!


Sümeya spun. The others stood and drew their shamshirs as the asir bounded over the rocky ground, heading straight for Yndris.


Çeda grimaced as the scar on her thumb grew hot. A rumbling shook the earth. As it ran, the asir ducked its head low and then craned it upward. The rumbling built into a bellow. It filled the air, rattled Çeda’s bones. Ahead of the asir, sand and bits of stone lifted in a fan. It struck Çeda like a terrible storm, pitching her back, sand flaying her skin where it was exposed. Barely discernible in the deafening roar was Zaïde’s voice. “Cease!” she called. “By Tulathan, I call on you to cease!”


But the storm raged on, and something happened that shook Çeda even amidst the madness. Just as her heart had fallen into sync with King Külaşan in the moments before she drove her sword through his chest, so it did now with the asir. The beat was a dirge, a lament for a love too early lost. It wasn’t merely that she could feel the anguish in this creature; she was its anger. She was its endless well of hatred. She was its vengeance.


She could feel its burning desire to kill. To rend. She fanned the flames higher. Somehow unshackled from the gods’ restraints, it raced to take revenge on the Kings for all they’d done. And what example could be more perfect than Yndris? Young. Bold. Generous with her contempt for all save the Kings and the grand house they’d built on the backs of the thirteenth tribe.


Çeda knew she was being carried on the asir’s rage. From this creature, this man, who’d lived to see as many summers as the Kings, she felt not only anger, but his life, his story. She saw his hands test the grain of freshly sawn wood, saw him brush away the sawdust. Using that same wood, he erected a lintel for a home in a growing neighborhood that would one day be known as the Shallows. She saw a clear night with the twin moons high, a goddess with bright silver skin walking among the streets, her sister with golden hair at her side. She saw his brother fall to the ground and claw at the dirt before curling into a tight ball, wailing from the pain.


Then he was struck as well, by a dark suffering that smothered his senses. His will bent to another power, and then a dictate was laid upon his soul—a



desire for blood, a will to harm those who stood against the Kings. He knew even then it was a hunger that would never be sated.


On gangly limbs he’d risen and loped toward the edge of the young city. He and dozens, hundreds, of others were being funneled through the city’s gates. Given free rein, this unfettered race felt joyous. He howled. He called to his brothers and sisters, the young and the old, ready to feed on those who stood in the desert with swords in hand.


Innumerable spears lay pitched against their charge, but already he could feel his enemies’ fear. He fed upon it. Beyond this night the enemies of Sharakhai would stand no longer. The very notion of a desert ruled solely by the rightful Kings of Sharakhai filled him with golden light, a pervading glee that eclipsed any petty concerns he may have had before.


Had he worried? Had he feared? It seemed not. The very notion felt like an insect boring its way deeper beneath the skin. It enraged him.


On he ran, the urge to feed building. But the memories began to fade, to darken. The shrieking wind, so loud only moments ago, dwindled, until all that could be heard was sand falling to the desert floor, a sound like rain against the river.


Çeda stood three paces away from the asir. He had been charging toward Yndris, but now he stood stock-still, his eyes meeting Çeda’s. In that moment he looked like any mortal man might. One with brothers and sisters. One with a mother and father and a family, his roots embedded in the past, his once-vibrant hopes reaching like shriveled branches toward the future.


The truth was in his eyes. He was trapped within this pitiful form, enslaved, lost, but through his eyes she could see his soul.


I am undone, she said to him.


His blackened lips pulled back in a grimace. A smile. An expression of joy, here at the end. Long years I’ve prayed for this day.


He turned to his right, eyes calm, accepting, and Çeda saw too late Yndris flying over the desert toward him. “Don’t!” Çeda cried, running to intercept, but she was too late.


The asir stared up, not at the twin moons, but at the glittering firmament beyond, and in that moment Yndris swept her blade across his undefended throat. As his head toppled from his neck, his body crumpled to the stone.



All was silent save for the still-falling rain of sand. Yndris stared down at the blood pooling around the rag-doll form with a righteousness that sickened Çeda.


And then Çeda was charging toward her, sword held high, a cry of impotent rage bursting from her. Yndris met her blade with surprise in her eyes. She blocked one stroke hastily, then another. Çeda blocked a clumsy counter and stepped in while spinning, sending an elbow crashing into Yndris’s jaw.


Yndris fell, but before Çeda could do anything else, Sümeya bowled into her from behind. She tried to roll away, to regain her feet, but Kameyl had now joined Sümeya.


Melis had her arms around Yndris, but Yndris managed to free herself, ebon blade still in hand. “Enough!” Melis called, but Yndris was already charging forward. Çeda was defenseless, held down by the two Maidens as she was. There was nothing to stop Yndris from cleaving Çeda’s head from her shoulders just as she had the asir.


But then a white blur drove in from Çeda’s left. Zaïde. She was running forward, moving faster than she had any right to. Yndris tried to snake past her, but Zaïde imposed herself along Yndris’s path. Zaïde was like a blade herself, a weapon poised, quick and ready to defend.


Yndris tried bulling her way past, but Zaïde had her by the sleeve of her sword arm and was drawing her arm sharply down. Yndris was thrown, but she rolled along the ground, then advanced on Zaïde. Zaïde, however, had used that moment to step inside Yndris’s guard; she sent a series of blinding, two-fingered strikes into Yndris’s neck and armpits, more against her wrists and elbows. Yndris’s head lolled. Her arms went slack. A strange moan escaped her as her eyes rolled up into her head. As she collapsed altogether, Zaïde swooped in to lower her gently to the ground.


The hiss of falling sand had stopped, but the clack of the nearby adichara had replaced it. Their branches swayed this way and that, rattling against one another beneath the light of Tulathan and Rhia.


Zaïde stood from Yndris’s prone form, hands slipping behind her back and clasping as if this were a sparring circle, little more than their latest lesson. Her eyes, though, were intent on Yndris. They were angry, more angry than Çeda had ever seen them.


She turned to Çeda, who was being forced to her feet by Sümeya and



Kameyl. “Release her,” she said, and the two Maidens did. “Why did you attack your sister Maiden?”


What could she say? “The asir are holy. Is it not so? Those blessed by the Kings and gods, both. And she killed one without thought. He didn’t deserve it.”


“Unhhh . . .” Yndris was trying to speak, but all that came from her were guttural sounds.


Melis helped Yndris to her feet, and Zaïde pressed her thumb to the places she’d struck, massaging slowly. “And you,” Zaïde said to Yndris, “what justified the killing of the asir without my leave, and more importantly, without King Mesut’s?”


“Thuh . . .” Yndris opened her mouth wide, lolling her tongue like a jackal. “Thuh . . . the asir was wild. It wuh . . . was coming for me.”


“It had stopped.”


“It was stuh . . . staring at her.” She raised one trembling arm, pointed to Çeda, and swallowed several times before speaking again. “I know not what it saw, but I know it was dangerous.” When Zaïde remained silent, Yndris’s eyes widened and she spoke in one long slur, “By the gods who breathe, it attacked us.”


Zaïde stared up at the moons, as if searching for wisdom, then released a pent-up breath and leveled her gaze at Yndris. “Your sister Maidens are the ones who need your protection most. It’s true the asir attacked, but there was no need to slay it as you did.” She turned to Çeda, her eyes afire. “And while it was against our laws to harm it, drawing a blade on a sister is a sin that cannot be forgiven.” She motioned to the places where they’d been kneeling not so long ago, mere paces from where the dead asir lay. “Come. Yndris’s vigil is a holy ritual I refuse to delay, but upon your return to Sharakhai, you will both present yourselves in the courtyard, where you’ll receive ten lashes each.”


“Yes, Matron,” Yndris and Çeda said together.


Zaïde watched them as they knelt. Everyone clearly felt uncomfortable, including Çeda. But she, Çeda, had felt that man’s life. She had lived his memories. The only thing remotely similar had been the emotions she’d felt from King Külaşan in the moments before she’d killed him in his hidden desert palace. She’d never dreamed of being connected to the asirim so strongly, or that they would remember so much.




And in truth the nature of her connection—the wound, the poison, the anger flowing like a river—didn’t concern her as much as the magnitude of the asirim’s suffering. For too long she’d thought of them as less than human, creatures without lives of their own. She’d known the truth of it, but until tonight, she hadn’t felt it in her heart.


How foolish I’ve been. How thoughtless. They were victims four centuries ago on the night of Beht Ihman, and they were victims now. She’d been so fixated on the Kings, she’d forgotten about those who had lifted them to their thrones on Tauriyat. She would make that mistake no longer.
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Late the following evening, Zaïde trudged up the dark, winding stairs of the Matron’s tower toward her room. Her candle threw strange shadows as she wound her way upward. She was more tired than she’d been in years, and yet she wondered if she’d be able to sleep. Her mind kept drifting to that strange scene in the blooming fields. The asir. Yndris lopping off its head. Çeda attacking Yndris in retaliation. Later, she’d been unable to shake the memory of the scene in the courtyard, where Çeda and Yndris had received their lashes. Yndris had acquitted herself well enough, crying out near the end, but Çeda had been stone silent. With the sun rising in the east, she’d stared at the keep’s outer gates, jaw set grimly, eyes watering from the pain. But she hadn’t made a sound. Not once. Not even when Kameyl had whipped her harder near the end in order to make her do so.


Çeda could be so very stubborn. It was half the reason Zaïde had waited so long to speak to her. She wanted the girl to learn patience, but Zaïde now wondered if she ever would.


As she neared the fourth floor and her bed, her candle guttered. A draft, likely from Sayabim leaving her windows open again. “Tulathan’s light,” Zaïde said under her breath, “live on the mountainside if you love the cold so much.” She was old as Tauriyat anyway. The two of them would likely get along fine, trading stories from dusk till dawn.


She laughed at her own lack of charity. You’re not so very much younger, Zaïde Tülin’ala.




She’d have a word with Sayabim in the morning. Winter was on them. There was no sense risking the flu. And yet when she reached the landing of the uppermost floor, the chill washing over her feet came not from Sayabim’s door, nor the other two Matrons’, but from her own. She remembered then that she had closed her shutters that morning, just before she’d left for a bath and her midday meal.


Stopping short of her door, she reached out, felt a heartbeat from within the room. She recognized it immediately. Closing her eyes, she gathered what patience she could—Nalamae lend me strength, why does the girl have to be so headstrong?—then opened the door to find a dark form sitting in the chair beside the open window. She worried Çeda might have been seen stealing up the stairs of the tower, but when she looked at the open shutters, understanding dawned on her. Çeda had climbed here and had been lying in wait since. Clever. Tulathan had already set, and Rhia shone in the east, which had given her all the shadows she’d needed to remain hidden during her climb. More clever still, she’d left the shutters open, a subtle cue to warn Zaïde so she didn’t cry out and alert any of the other Matrons on this floor.


Zaïde stepped inside and closed the door. The latch set home with a soft clink. “Explain yourself,” she said in a bare whisper.


Çeda pushed herself to her feet. With the candlelight wavering, she looked as old and merciless as Sayabim. “I’m not the one who needs to explain.”


Zaïde took a step forward, thrust a finger at Çeda’s chest. “I will not have you—”


But her voice trailed away, for Çeda was holding out a folded piece of papyrus between two fingers. When Zaïde made no move to take it, Çeda shook it, and when Zaïde still refused, Çeda took her hand and placed it in her palm. That done, she stepped back and lowered herself gingerly into the chair, sitting stiff-backed to avoid putting pressure on her fresh wounds. She motioned to the note. “Read it.”


After taking a moment to let her anger subside, Zaïde took the candle to her bedside, sat down, and by candlelight read.


I know not how much you know of the asirim, but know this: I felt them last night. I felt the mind of the one who was killed. I felt his life before he was given



as sacrifice by the Kings to the desert gods. I felt him as a man, felt all his hopes and dreams, felt them as they burned to ashes and were lost to the wind so that the Kings could secure their place in the desert.


The asirim have waited four hundred years for justice. While you and I remain warm and sheltered in a tower of the Kings’ making, they wait still. And they suffer.


No longer will I stand aside. Teach me or I will take matters into my own hands.


Zaïde read it again, then set it to flame and let it burn along the candle’s brass base. There was anger in her over Çeda’s presumption, over the risk she’d taken in coming here, but in truth she’d felt this confrontation coming for months. She knew Çeda’s nature, and knew as well she would not rest forever.


“You felt so much?” she said after a time.


Çeda nodded.


There had been a day when Zaïde had felt similar things, but those days were long gone, and she’d never had visions as strong as Çeda seemed to. She’d lost the ability long ago, well before she’d taken the Matron’s white. She’d never understood why. Perhaps her own deep-rooted fear of the asirim. Or perhaps the asirim themselves sensed her hesitance and distanced themselves from her because of it. Whatever the case, it was clear Çeda was more gifted than Zaïde had guessed those months ago when she’d saved her from the adichara poison.


Zaïde motioned to the dying flames. “You shouldn’t have penned those words. If you’d been found and searched—”


“We cannot speak,” Çeda cut in. “We cannot share words. What can we do, Zaïde? When do we act?”


“Only when the time is right. We must take care, and move with precision.”


“And while we take care, the asirim die.”


“They are already dead.” She immediately regretted the words.


Çeda paused before speaking again. “Do you believe them less worthy than us?”


“No. But if you have their welfare in mind, then you must know that all can be unraveled if we act brashly, as you have done tonight.”




Çeda stood, grimacing from the effort. “We unravel ourselves if we wait too long. I am not advising that we act in haste. But we must act, Zaïde. And soon. Our kin have waited long enough.” She moved to the window and crept up onto the sill. “I’ll give you one week.”


Zaïde’s spine stiffened at Çeda’s tone. “Or what?”


Çeda spun on her toes, seemed to gather herself before speaking again. “Are you aware that a man breached the walls of Tauriyat three weeks ago?”


“Everyone in the House of Kings is aware.”


“Are you also aware that the assassin gained the walls of Eventide? That he attempted to kill several of the Kings? That he scratched the Confessor King’s cheek with a poisoned arrow?”


Any annoyance Zaïde had felt over Çeda’s tone vanished with these words. Zaïde was aware of the assassin, but Çeda shouldn’t have been. The information had been shared with only a handful outside of the Kings themselves.


When Zaïde chose not to reply, Çeda said, “The assassin was no man.” And then she was gone, climbing down the tower, though along what hand-holds and footholds Zaïde had no idea.


A slow burning rage built inside Zaïde at the implications of what Çeda had said. Çeda was the assassin. She’d taken matters into her own hands without ever speaking to Zaïde about it. And what had come of all that risk? A Spear dead. A Maiden fallen.


And yet . . .


She’d come close. By the account King Ihsan had given her, Kiral might have been killed without Mesut’s quick action. Husamettín had protected himself with his usual deadly skill, but Cahil’s life had been a very near thing. The poison had acted quickly and might have finished him had a healing elixir not reversed the damage it had caused.


And she’d done it all on her own. Was Çeda right? Was she being too cautious? She could remember only dimly now the sorts of visions Çeda had mentioned. A woman running over the sand toward the gathered might of the desert tribes. She remembered the howling, the glee, the terrible thirst for blood.


That old life of hers felt so close at hand, as if she could take it up again if she wanted, make a difference by the might of her own sword arm. She



knew at the same time that her day in the sun had passed, and it brought on the feelings of failure she felt so often. “What have you done in all your years, old woman?”


Little enough. Despite all her hopes to the contrary, the might of the Kings had always felt too large for her to stand against—a ceaseless wind-storm, she but a grain of sand.


Zaïde closed the shutters, then returned to her bed and blew out the candle. She lay awake for hours, haunted by her decades of failure. She found sleep only after she decided what she must do next.
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Chapter 6


THIRTEEN YEARS EARLIER . . .


ÇEDA WOKE TO THE SOUNDS of the city coming alive. She got out of the bed she shared with her mother, taking the blanket with her. Her mother always snapped at her for getting the blankets dirty, but she wasn’t around to yell at Çeda just then, was she? She shuffled over to the window and pulled the heavy curtains aside, then breathed out and watched the fog of her breath dissipate in the cold winter air. Outside were the streets of the Red Crescent, the neighborhood that surrounded the city’s small western harbor. Beyond the buildings she could see the tops of the ships’ masts, dozens of them, bare and sharp like the legs of some strange, overturned insect.


Far to the east, bells began to ring. It came from Tauriyat, little more than a mound in the distance. The palaces would ring their bells first, followed by the House of Maidens, then the manses scattered across Goldenhill. It traveled through the rest of the city as people paid honor to the asirim, the city’s sacred defenders, and the men and women they’d taken as tribute during the holy night of Beht Zha’ir. The asirim protected the Kings, the legend went, but also the city itself.




Protected the city from what, Çeda wasn’t quite sure. Some said the threat of the desert tribes. Others said the kingdoms that neighbored the Great Shangazi. Whatever the case, the story said they were the blessed, beloved by the gods themselves, but how could creatures as terrifying as the asirim be beloved by the gods? Her mother, Ahya, said some stood vigil on the night of Beht Zha’ir, waiting, hoping to be chosen, but Ahya never did and Çeda certainly didn’t either. She huddled in their home when the holy night came to Sharakhai, often with her mother, but sometimes Çeda was left to clutch her blanket alone, listening in fear as the asirim howled across the city—like last night, when Ahya had gone to the desert to collect her petals. She’d never admitted her purpose to Çeda, but Çeda knew. She’d seen her mother pressing the pale blue adichara petals in her small book of poems more than once.


Through the window, Çeda could see a goodly length of the Waxen Way, where she and her mother had moved only a few weeks before. She wished her mother would appear along the street below, bringing home fresh goat’s milk, some fruit, or a loaf of bread, but Çeda knew better. If Ahya hadn’t returned by now she’d probably be gone until early evening. She wouldn’t want to be seen returning from the desert early enough for anyone to suspect she’d spent the night outside the boundaries of Sharakhai. To be found guilty of being out on Beht Zha’ir would earn you a public flogging. To be found near the blooming fields would mean death.


Part of her was glad her mother would be gone. There was a boy she’d recently met. Emre. He was fun. And funny. And his friends had all taken to her right away. All but the one called Hamid. He was always so quiet it made her wonder what he was hiding.


A short while later, as she was shoveling a handful of pistachios into her mouth, several clattering noisily onto the floor, she saw him. He was walking with Demal and Tariq. She quickly picked up the pistachios she’d dropped and stuffed them in her mouth while shedding her night clothes. After pulling on a pair of boy’s trousers and a shirt that had seen better days, she sprinted out and down the stairs, winding around and around until she reached the ground floor and headed out into the street.


“Hello, Emre,” she said as she came near.


“Hello, Emre,” Tariq echoed with a sneer. He had dusty blond hair and hardly more meat on his bones than Çeda had on hers.




Emre gave Tariq a shove. He looked like he was about to say something when Demal broke in, “We’re already late. Bring your new girlfriend if you want.” He gave Çeda a friendly wink as he spoke, then continued down the street.


“Where’re we going?” Çeda whispered to Emre as Demal and Tariq led the way.


“Off for a bit of fun. You in?”


Glancing back at the empty window of her home, Çeda shrugged. “I’m in.”


Demal turned as he walked, giving Çeda a flash of his bright smile. “Another added to my growing flock.” He was well older than Tariq and Emre, who Çeda was pretty sure were both her age, seven or thereabouts. She’d only met Demal the other day, but she could already see the swagger he had about him. He knew what he was about, a confidence that ran much deeper than Tariq’s defiant cockiness.


With the morning wind kicking up a bit of desert dust, they marched along the Waxen Way to the Spear, then made their way eastward toward the Wheel, stopping once so that Demal could buy them each a warm meat pie filled with ground lamb, onions, and a gravy so thick and savory it made Çeda’s mouth water with each and every bite. “Never let it be said my wrens go without,” Demal said as he licked his fingers clean.


They passed a squad of eight Silver Spears heading in the opposite direction. They’d done nothing wrong, and yet Çeda’s heart began to thump in her chest. Emre and Tariq stepped aside and waited. Çeda moved behind them, eyeing the Spears, standing stock-still. But Demal removed his white woolen cap and bowed with a flourish. Çeda didn’t understand why he was doing it, exactly, but she knew it was rude. The lead Spear stared at Demal, and looked like he was nearly ready to do something about it, but then he leaned into his comrades and mumbled something. They laughed, staring at the lot of them—dirty, threadbare gutter wrens, one and all—and continued on their way.


When they’d passed, Demal spit onto their path, though not, Çeda noticed, when any of them were looking. Soon they reached the Wheel, the grand open circle in the center of the city. Already traffic was busy, carts and horses and people flowing through the circle from one of the four streets that crossed here in the center of the city.


Demal turned around and sized the three of them up. “A bit more rough



and tumble, methinks.” Immediately Emre and Tariq took dirt and rubbed it over their hands and face. Demal snapped his fingers at Çeda. “You as well.” Çeda complied, but stopped when Demal laughed. “Dear gods, you’re meant to look like a west end urchin, not a bloody golem from Malasan.” He wiped off some of the dirt, sized her up anew, and then nodded. “Well enough.”


Demal ordered them to the edge of the Wheel, but not so far that those passing through couldn’t still see them. He looked to Emre. “You can enlighten our young wren?” Emre nodded, and then Demal headed into the crowd looking for all the world like a little lost dove.


“Keep your eyes on him,” Emre said to Çeda, “and look sad.”


“I do look sad.”


“No, you don’t. You look like the jackal who swallowed the finch.”


Çeda laughed. She tried hard to hide her excitement, but Emre’s look made it all the harder, and soon she was laughing outright, the crowd staring at her and the others as they strode or rode past.


“Gods, just send her home,” Tariq said.


“No, I can do it.” But she didn’t actually stop smiling until she got a sour look from Demal. The look made her feel small and childish, and she felt bad for disappointing him.


After a good long stare, Demal seemed satisfied and proceeded to stop random passersby and tell them stories. A tale of woe, she later learned. Their mother had gone to a caravanserai to pick up their ailing grandmother. She’d been robbed at the caravanserai and could no longer afford the return passage home and could they spare a sylval or two to help?


Sharakhai was famous for how many ships arrived the day after Beht Zha’ir. Who would want to arrive just before Beht Zha’ir, after all? As Demal began working his magic, Emre went on. “The richest among these fine, wide-eyed does,” he said, “often have their purses cinched tighter than Tariq’s arse.” Tariq scowled and gave him an elbow. Emre shot him a quick smile before putting his sad face back on. “And the crews of the sandships have little enough to spare. It’s the people like them.” He pointed to the couple in green finery speaking with Demal, who held his woolen cap tightly in his hands. “They’re the ones ripe for the plucking.”


Demal got nothing from that first couple, but he moved on, undaunted.



He changed the story for each couple he stopped, and it was always couples. If a Malasani merchant was walking the Wheel, Demal might say their mother was lost in Ishmantep, a caravanserai they’d likely passed through on the way to Sharakhai. If it was a Qaimiri lordling, it would be Mazandir. And he would change the caravanserai based on how rich they appeared to be: the poorer the lord and lady, the nearer the serai was to Sharakhai, and so, the cheaper the passage; the richer, however, and their fictional mother was magically transported to one of the farthest serais along the path to their assumed country of origin. Two women wearing green silk dresses even gave Demal a rahl, a full piece of gold, and this after they’d given him two sylval and Demal had been bold enough to ask for more, explaining that the fare from Rienza was expensive indeed.


They did well that day. Very well. Çeda saw coins pass to Demal’s hands several times an hour. They moved locations now and again, sometimes to try their luck in a new place, other times because a Silver Spear told them to shove off or catch the flat side of his blade for the trouble. Near midday Demal bought a sprig of yellow jasmine from a vendor at the center of the wheel, near the pool of water. “You hardly look like a girl,” he said to Çeda as he put it in her dark brown hair.


She could feel her face flush as he went back to his business. She felt foolish wearing it. Her mother had never been one for putting on airs, so after a few more prunings, as Demal put it, Çeda threw the jasmine into the dirt behind her. Soon after, she caught Demal looking at her hair, but he made no mention of it, so neither did she.


They finished a few hours before sundown when the traffic had wound down and most of those freshly arrived in Sharakhai had made it to wherever they’d been headed. As they were starting back toward the Red Crescent, Demal put one arm around Emre’s shoulder, the other around Çeda’s. “Well, my little wrens, one of you must certainly have pleased Bakhi.” He squeezed Çeda’s neck and hefted his leather purse. All of them heard the satisfying clink. “Tulathan’s bright smile, I’ve never seen the like.”


Demal was not a gutter wren. Not really. His father was a stevedore at the southern harbor. His mother was dead. He was the de facto head of his household, and did things like this to make a little extra, to help his father and brothers and sisters. Perhaps that, and the fact that they’d managed to



take so much that day, was the reason he did something no one in Sharakhai should do in plain sight.


He opened the purse and began to count the money out. Tariq received his share first. Then Emre. Before he could count out Çeda’s, there were three men standing before them in the street, blocking their way.


“Hello, Demal,” said the nearest, a shirtless man with a red vest and an expression that made him look calm, like an old friend happy to be reacquainted with someone he’d missed. Except he was no friend. If Demal’s expression of poorly masked terror wasn’t enough to tell her that, the looks on other two men—utterly blank, like a pair of wild dogs closing in for the kill—would have. The one who’d spoken was Çeda’s mother’s age. Thirty summers, perhaps. The other two, grizzled men, the both of them, looked years older.


Demal was silent. Grim-jawed. Wide-eyed. He stared at the men as if he knew exactly who they were and deeply regretted that he was now standing before them.


The red-vested man motioned to the alley on their right. “Let’s go have a chat, shall we?” Without another word, he walked down the alley, while the other two men remained, watching Demal closely.


Demal glanced over to Tariq on his left, then Çeda on his right. “Alando, there’s no need to involve them.”


“Bring them all,” the red-vested man, Alando, called over his shoulder.


With familiar ease, the larger of the two toughs pulled a straight, slim knife from the leather bracer he wore on his forearm. It was keen-edged, Çeda saw. Well kept. “You heard the man,” he said, jutting his stubbled chin toward the alley.


Demal swallowed, then worked his tongue around in his mouth. His cheeks were aflame. He looked ready to bolt, but after only a moment’s pause he nodded and followed.


Ahead, Alando had reached a courtyard of sorts. He whistled three high notes and stared upward, a common signal that no one above should watch lest they risk the street toughs’ wrath. Çeda and the others soon reached the courtyard, and indeed, the windows above them were all empty save for one three stories above, where a tabby cat lay along a sill, watching them with casual interest.




Alando waited, hands behind his back. Only when Demal and Çeda and the rest came to a stop did he begin to speak. “You’ve been going to the Wheel for a while, now, haven’t you, Demal?”


“A few weeks is all. No more.”


“A few months,” one of the men called from behind him. “Near a year now.”


Alando tilted his head, regarded his man, then settled his cold stare back on Demal. “A few months, he says. Near a year.” He paused as if trying to remember some crucial fact. “When did we speak last, Demal?”


“About a year ago,” Demal said, “but I haven’t—”


“About a year ago,” Alando cut in, “and when we spoke, what did I tell you?”


When Demal replied, his tone sounded defeated, like he’d already given up. “I haven’t made much.” Even Çeda knew he shouldn’t have said it. Give, and they’d ask for more. Give them that, and they’d take everything.


“Doesn’t look like not much to me,” Alando said. “That look like not much to you, Meshel?”


“Not to me,” said the one with the thin knife, still held loosely by his side.


“Doesn’t look like much to him.” Alando considered Demal, looked him up and down like a cut of meat he hadn’t quite figured out if he was going to buy or not. “The way I see it, Demal, you owe Farah tribute for a year, plus interest.” He jutted his chin toward the purse at Demal’s side. “We’ll take that as the daily amount and extend it from there. You know what that’s going to add up to by the time you’re done?”


“What I made today was triple any other day this year! And I don’t go every day! I’ve got a family to take care of. Tansu’s come up sick. The medicine’s expensive. And father needs the salve for his knees more than ever!”


Çeda heard the man coming up behind her. She should have moved, but she was so worried for Demal, what would happen to him and his family, what Alando would do if Demal didn’t pay him the money, that her feet were like lead. Meshel, the one with the knife, grabbed her hair and slipped the knife easily under her chin, the tip pointed upward. All he need do is lift it and she’d be done. Her terror drove her up on her tiptoes, but Meshel kept the tip pressed lovingly against her skin. All she could think about was how long it would take to die when Alando decided enough was enough and Meshel did the deed. Gods help her, she squeaked in fear like a frightened little mouse, but what was she to do against such a big man?




Demal turned halfway toward her, but kept his eyes squarely on Alando. “Please, don’t. Leave her be. She only came with us today, this one time!”


“If you didn’t want her involved, Demal, then you shouldn’t have involved her.” He nodded to Meshel, at which point the big man tightened his grip on Çeda’s hair and pressed the knife deeper.


This time Çeda shouted from the fright and the pain. She’d never been so afraid, not even when the asirim came howling. But just like those nights, she hated herself for giving in to the fear. Her mother was no victim, and neither was she. Before Demal could say another word, she gripped Meshel’s wrist and put all her weight and strength into pulling the knife down. The moment it was free of her skin, she jerked aside and shoved the knife upward as hard as she could.


He wasn’t ready for it. The knife drove into the underside of his jaw. How deep it went she wasn’t sure, but the moment he loosened his grip on her hair, she dove forward, grabbing a blue, castoff bottle as she rolled back to her feet. As she turned to face Meshel, she felt a burning on the underside of her jaw. The knife had cut her, she realized, but she ignored it.


Meshel was holding his throat with his free hand, eyes wide in disbelief. He was half coughing, half choking as he staggered toward her. He swiped clumsily as Çeda ducked. When she came up, she swung the bottle broadly over her head. It crashed into the side of his head and shattered. Çeda felt stinging pain along her palm where the glass cut her. Meshel staggered backward, coughing, eyelids blinking like a butterfly’s wings. Then he fell to the dry earth like the broken mast of a sandship, the sounds of his moist gagging filling the small space.


A sound like a hammer on stone preceded the world tilting away. The ground swung up and struck Çeda full on. The only sound in the air was a keen ringing. And then the pain came, something small that blossomed like a newborn sun at the back of her head. Her skull felt like it had been put into a vice and was squeezing, squeezing, ever harder.


As she rolled over, she saw Alando standing over her. “You’re a fucking disgrace, Meshel!” He was shouting, but the words were soft and distant, dreamlike in the fabric of the pain that enveloped her. She could understand little. The windows above her seemed impossibly far away, doorways to other



worlds. Alando’s knife, however, seemed oh so close. He held a proper knife—a kenshar, curved and keen, flicker-edged.


He gripped Çeda’s hair and lifted her head until the two of them were eye to eye. There was regret in his eyes, as if he knew this had gone too far. He pointed to Meshel with his blade. “He might die girl. I can’t let this go. You know I can’t.” Which seemed a strange thing to say since he was the one holding the knife and could do just about anything he pleased.


He was breathing hard now, perhaps working himself up like she’d seen boys do from time to time. But then there came a long, piercing whistle. Alando’s head snapped up and his look of indecision became one of confusion. Confusion and a touch of fear.


“This is no business of yours,” Alando said, though who he might be speaking to Çeda had no idea.


“My daughter is my business,” said a voice.


It took a long while to register who had spoken, and still she didn’t understand. Why would her mother be here? How could she have found Çeda?


“Your daughter’s just taken a knife to my man.”


“If your man can’t protect himself from a seven-year-old, then perhaps he deserves to die.”


Footsteps approached, the sound gritty. Alando stood, and finally Çeda could roll over to see. Her mother wore a simple blue dress. A fighting dress, cut at the sides, strips of boiled leather worked into it. She held her shamshir at her side with ease, at the ready. She had always done so when the two of them had practiced at swords, but something had changed. Never had Çeda felt ill intent from her mother. But she felt it now, a will to do harm. The signs were all over her. From her half-fighter’s stance to the way her body was poised to the way she was ignoring-but-not-ignoring Alando’s other man.
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