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Chapter 1


ÇEDA KNELT IN A CAVERN beside a pool of water, deep beneath the desert’s surface. The cavern’s darkness enveloped her, as did the chill air. It smelled clean here, unsullied, a place that might have remained hidden throughout all the history of the Kings of Sharakhai, perhaps longer.


In her hands she held a thick, golden bracelet. She turned it over, again and again, feeling its weight, touching the oval stone, roughing her skin against the intricate designs worked into the gold.


“Speak to me,” she said. “This time, speak to me.”


The echoes went on and on.


The bracelet had once belonged to King Mesut, the Jackal King, but now it served as an indictment of all the Kings and even of the gods themselves. It was not the band itself that provided evidence of their treachery, but the onyx stone. Even now she could feel the souls of the seventeen dead asirim within it, clamoring for freedom, pleading for their release. Çeda was desperate to give it to them, but after six weeks of trying she still had no idea how.


On the night of the great battle in King’s Harbor, Mesut had summoned them forth as wights and set them against Çeda and Sehid-Alaz, the King of the thirteenth tribe, the crowned asir who had kissed her and set her on this strange new path. It had been a desperate moment, but she’d managed to sever Mesut’s hand and take the golden band from him. She’d pleaded with the ghostly souls to take their revenge against Mesut, and they’d answered, descending on Mesut like buzzards. Each rake of their terrible claws had brought them exultation, a taste of their long-awaited revenge, but the joy had been short-lived. No sooner had Mesut succumbed to his wounds than they’d been drawn back into their prison and chained once more. The trick to freeing them had eluded her ever since.


“By your grace,” Çeda whispered to the goddess, Nalamae.


Cleaving open her mother’s flame-shaped locket, she took out the last of her adichara petals. Her mouth watered at the floral scent, and when she placed it beneath her tongue, the mineral taste rushed through her. It warmed her limbs, drove away the cold humidity of the cavern in a way that a fire never could. Clipping the locket closed, she breathed deeply, closed her eyes, and welcomed the sensations that came.


She felt the asir, Kerim, somewhere high above her. He was outside the cavern, roaming among the rocks, she guessed. He seemed reticent, as if he were hiding his thoughts and emotions from her. He didn’t like the bracelet. He’d told her so. She could feel the revulsion within him, though whether it was from the constant reminder of his own fate, or concern for the souls trapped within, she couldn’t say.


Opening her mind further, she beckoned the souls nearer. When they retreated, she searched for the onyx’s boundaries, tried to define them in some way so that she might learn more about the souls within. But as it had every other time she’d done this, the gemstone felt unknowable—a star in the sky, well beyond the ken of mortal man. When she’d taken petals in the past, in or near Sharakhai, she could always sense the blooming fields and the asirim below, trapped in their sandy graves. Even now she could feel them, far, far to the west of the cavern where she and Kerim now hid. She’d thought by using the petals she would feel the asirim in the onyx. She’d hoped to be able to puzzle out its secrets, to use the asirim’s shared bond to free them from their prison or, failing that, simply speak with them as she did with Kerim. To no avail. She’d been rebuffed over and over again. Not once in the weeks following the great battle in King’s Harbor had she felt nearer to her goal.


“Speak,” she said, that lone word echoing in the cave. “But one word, and I’ll know this is not a lost cause.”


Her only reply was a miasma of anguish, fear, confusion, and hatred. The same as always.


Her concentration was broken, as it was so often of late, by the growls and yapping of wolves. She was tempted to simply let it go on, but when the sound became more fierce, and she felt panic emanating from Kerim, she pulled away from the souls in the bracelet.


“Forgive me,” she whispered, and rushed up the winding tunnel toward the sun.


She was out of breath by the time she reached the cavern’s entrance where, spread before her in a protective fan, were her pack of maned wolves. They’d placed themselves between Kerim and the entrance to Çeda’s cave. Directly before Kerim’s crouched form was Mist, a white wolf, hunkered low, ears laid back, teeth bared as a deep growl issued from her throat. She was the very wolf Çeda had stumbled across with Emre on her first trip to the blooming fields, the very wolf that had healed Çeda and led her here so she could recover from her wounds and decide what to do next


“Kerim!” Çeda said as she approached.


Kerim didn’t acknowledge her. He was staring at Mist, his jaundiced eyes wild and nervous, as if he couldn’t understand how he’d come to be here. His disorientation had been getting worse the longer they hid from the Kings’ forces.


Kerim, back away.


As she came near, the maned wolves closed ranks, blocking her path. The largest among them, the scarred one she’d named Thorn, was padding behind Kerim. Though the pack tried to stop her, Çeda pushed her way through them, then charged at Thorn, waving her arms as the wolf darted toward Kerim, silent, teeth bared.


“Thorn, no!”


Kerim turned, arms raised, just in time for Thorn to claw him, to tear at his shriveled, blackened skin. Kerim could have killed him with one blow—the asirim were inhumanly strong—but he didn’t. He backed away, warding off Thorn’s advances with arms and hands spread wide. But the danger was far from over. While she’d been focused on Thorn, Mist had padded to Çeda’s left, clearing a path to Kerim.


“Back!” Çeda cried, putting herself between Kerim and the white wolf.


Mist’s eyes flicked between Kerim and Çeda, but she obeyed, and Çeda ran to stop Thorn.


Kerim wailed, his bloodshot eyes wild with fear. He swung wildly, angrily, at Thorn. Çeda heard a thud as Kerim’s fist struck the wolf’s massive head. Thorn was the largest among the wolves—with his long legs, his head was higher than Çeda’s—yet he was flung aside by the force of that blow. It brought on a fierce yelp and a renewed fury that drove the entire pack to close in. Their heads were low, growls rumbling from between their bared teeth. They’d listened to Çeda until now, but with Kerim’s attack on their leader, they were ready to excise this hated member from their pack once and for all.


Çeda pulled at Thorn’s black mane. “Leave him alone!”


But Thorn rounded on her and charged. Jaws snapping, he caught her wrist. She managed to snatch her hand away, but caught several deep gashes while doing so. She stumbled backward and fell as Thorn advanced, snapping at her ankles as she tried to kick him. He’d just managed to clamp his jaw over her calf when a blur of ivory flew in.


Her leg was freed as Mist and Thorn growled, grappled, and rolled in the sand. The other wolves looked on, their eyes intense as they studied the two wolves locked in battle. It grew so fierce Çeda thought they would kill each other, but when Kerim turned and began sprinting over the sand away from them, the wolves finally disengaged.


In moments, all their growling and yipping and yowling stopped. They panted, wary but content in Kerim’s absence. Thorn was the most animated among them, alternating looks between Çeda and Mist, but then he loped off, heading into the shade of the rocky overhang near the cave entrance, where he dropped down and watched, as if daring any to come near and challenge him, Çeda included.


Mist padded closer to Çeda and licked the blood welling from her wounds. They immediately felt better, just as her injuries had weeks ago. Mist did the same to the puncture wounds along Çeda’s calf while Çeda raked her fingers through Mist’s cloudy mane. “Thank you,” she said, then limped after Kerim.


She followed the footsteps and the trail of black blood left over the sand, weaving her way between the sentinel-like pillars of rock. She found him a quarter-league away, sitting cross-legged between the dunes, knees hugged to his chest like a child lost in the desert.


She crouched by his side, careful not to touch him but close enough that he could feel her warmth. “You don’t have to stay.” She waved her arm to the dunes. “You can go, flee into the desert. Surely, somewhere in the Great Mother you might find peace.”


She didn’t want Kerim to go. Not truly. She wanted to free him or, failing that, find a way for him to have his revenge on the Kings, and how could she do either of those things if he left? But his misery was so great she had to try.


His only response was to swivel his head and stare at her left wrist, where Mesut’s thick gold band rested. Çeda felt the souls in the onyx gemstone, though muted, as they always were in the sunlight. As if he couldn’t bear to think about them any longer, Kerim lifted his gaze to meet hers, a silent plea, and then looked to the sword at her side. Her ebon blade. She put her hand on the pommel, knowing that he’d contemplated this, his final release, since leaving Sharakhai.


“I will give it to you, if that’s what you wish.”


Kerim opened his mouth to speak. A long wheeze came out. He swallowed and tried again. “I . . .”he said, the lone word coming out in one long rasp. “I would . . .”


She stood and with clear intent laid her hand over the leather grip of River’s Daughter. “This?”


He nodded.


Çeda’s heart pounded loud in her ears. She didn’t wish to be alone out here, nor did she wish to end a life that might help others to win their freedom, but she meant what she’d said. No one deserved a life like Kerim’s.


And yet . . .


“You must say it, Kerim.” She licked her lips, praying he would say no. “I can’t do it unless you say it.”


Kerim stood, the blackened skin of his forehead wrinkling. “I . . .”he said again, but then he turned sharply to his left, and Çeda followed his gaze.


Beyond a dozen clutches of standing stones, she saw it, a sleek ship, lateen sails cutting a line across the horizon—a royal yacht, from the looks of it. It was not headed directly toward them, but a crewman atop the vulture’s nest might see them at any moment.


She crouched, pulling Kerim down with her. Her fingers became sticky with the dark, drying blood on his arm.


He looked at the blood, lifted his gaze to the ship in the distance, then regarded Çeda once more. “I cannot leave you.”


She was tempted to ask if he was certain, only her relief was so great she couldn’t find the words. “Come,” she told him. “We shouldn’t linger.”


As they headed low and fast toward the cave where the pack had gathered in the shade, she felt Kerim’s worry growing. He’d managed to resist the Kings’ call thus far, but could he if a Maiden were close and summoned him, or worse, a King? Ahead, Mist was digging in the sand, most likely for a lizard to eat, or to give to Çeda, but stopped when Çeda came near. Her ears perked and her head lifted. Perhaps sensing worry in Çeda even as Çeda felt it in Kerim, Mist returned to the shade of the rocks and lay beside them.


A pack once more, they huddled close, while in the distance the yacht drifted across the horizon. It adjusted course once, and Çeda thought they’d been spotted but, thank the gods, it merely continued in a straight line.


When the sails were nearly lost, Çeda breathed easier, but Mist was still tense. She gave a soft yip, staring at the rocks above them, then huffed and nipped at Çeda’s wrist. Wary, Çeda stood and, silent as a scarab, climbed the rocks, gained their flattened top, and crawled to the far lip.


On the sand below, a hundred paces distant, three skiffs huddled behind a cluster of stones. Three women and a man with a long, sandy beard stood nearby. They watched the horizon, where the tips of the yacht’s masts could still be seen, wavering in the heat.


Four to man three skiffs? Çeda thought. There must be more crew.


The typical minimum was two to a skiff, but given how much gear she saw inside the hulls, likely a dozen had come. The footprints she saw heading away from the ships confirmed her fears.


She’d grown out of practice with feeling for the hearts of those around her. She tried now, clumsily, and realized too late there were others nearby, some working their way around the bulk of the rock she lay upon—


“Stand,” came a voice behind her. “Slowly.”


She stood and turned to find a woman and a man only a few paces away, both holding shamshirs. Çeda lifted her hands in peace as the stiff wind tugged at their amber thawbs. Their faces were hidden by the veils of their turbans, but Çeda recognized contempt when she saw it.


“Your sword,” the woman said. “Carefully.” She wore a black turban with thread-of-gold embroidered throughout. The small coins adorning the fringes clinked softly in the wind.


“I am not yours to command,” Çeda said, lowering her hands until they were loose at her sides.


“Fool girl,” the man said, stepping forward, ready to poke her chest with the tip of his shamshir—a warning meant to draw a bit of blood if Çeda refused to comply. He did it sloppily, betting she’d be cowed, but in this he was sadly mistaken. Before his blade could touch her she spun and slid alongside the path of his swing. He tried to recover, but she was inside his guard now and moving quickly. As he pulled his shamshir back, she gripped the blade near the hilt with one hand, his wrist with the other, and followed his movement. She guided the sword back and up, twisting beneath it and controlling him so that his body effectively blocked any advance by his female companion.


She had more than enough leverage to snap his wrist or dislocate his arm, but she merely flipped him over his extended arm, taking his sword from him in the process.


The woman advanced with a good deal more prudence, but Çeda wasted no time. Gripping the shamshir with both hands, she beat the woman’s initial swing up, dodged when the expected downward swing came, and brought her shamshir down across the woman’s sword with a mighty two-handed chop. The woman lost her grip on it, and the sword clanged loudly against the stone.


Things were escalating far too quickly, but when the woman made the foolish decision to reach for her lost sword, Çeda had no choice but to hold the man’s shamshir against her throat. Thankfully, she took it no further, choosing instead to stand and back away, hands raised.


Without taking her eyes from them, Çeda crouched and picked up the fallen blade. “Who are you?”


It was the woman who answered. “You’ve no right to come on our land, steal our water, and ask us questions.”


After considering that for a moment, Çeda said, “You’re right.” She flipped both swords, one in either hand, so that she held them by the blade, then held them out. The woman accepted hers cautiously; the man leaned forward and snatched his angrily.


Neither, thankfully, advanced on her.


Çeda pulled the veil from her face and bowed her head to the woman. “My name is Verrain, and I’ve come from Sharakhai. I lost my skiff to slipsand two weeks ago and have been here ever since, hoping . . .” She waved in the direction of the skiffs beyond the rocks. “Well, hoping someone might come.”


Kerim was in the cavern, his fear for Çeda spiking. By Rhia’s grace, remain silent, she bade him. Hide deep in the cavern unless the need is great. He was poised to howl, to come bursting forth from the tunnel’s entrance. If that were to happen, blood would flow, and it likely wouldn’t stop until many had fed the sands with their lives.


The woman’s brows pinched in a frown, but then something caught her attention, and her eyes drifted down toward the cavern’s entrance. Çeda risked a glance back. Just entering the swath of shade were a dozen men and women, dressed in similarly pale thawbs and black turbans. A few, like the woman, wore turbans with coins woven into the fabric. Others wore conical helms with patterned scrollwork and a curtain of chainmail along the sides and back. They’d heard the clash of steel, no doubt. Now they’d spotted the wolves and were watching them warily. A few were drawing bows from their backs and stringing them. Three had broken away and were making their way toward the top of the rocks, but when the woman in the thread-of-gold turban held up her hand, they stopped and waited.


Kerim, praise the gods, remained silent as the woman regarded Çeda levelly, thankfully with more curiosity than enmity.


“And the wolves?” she asked.


“They were here when I arrived. We’ve been sharing the water.”


“Then you won’t mind if we kill a few?”


“I’d rather you didn’t.”


The woman considered for several heartbeats before she too removed her veil. Staring back at Çeda was a stern, weatherworn face with blue tattoos marking her cheeks, forehead, and nose. She sheathed her sword and motioned the man to do the same. She kept her right hand on the hilt of her shamshir, however, a warning that in the desert, trust was a commodity bought with truths.


“How does a Blade Maiden find herself in the lands of Tribe Salmük?”


“I’m no Maiden.” A simple enough statement, and true. “I stole both the dress and the blade.”


“The Maidens are hardly in the business of misplacing their dresses, and even less of losing their blades.”


“True, but nor do they complain much when their blood has fed the Great Mother.”


The woman’s eyebrows rose as she glanced at the man beside her. “You expect me to believe you killed a Blade Maiden?”


“I do.” Çeda watched carefully for their reactions, especially the woman’s. Çeda had two choices for how to proceed: either to mark herself as an enemy of the Kings or not. Depending on the loyalties of Tribe Salmük, or at least the band gathered around her, she might be choosing wrongly, but she suspected not—the way the woman had reacted to her claim of killing a Maiden had smacked of being impressed.


“Perhaps by now,” Çeda went on, “word of a battle in Sharakhai has reached your tents. I took part in it. I fought the Maidens and the Kings.”


The woman jutted her chin toward the horizon, where the yacht had disappeared. “That ship was searching for you, then?”


Çeda nodded. “They’ve been chasing me for weeks.”


The tattoos at the corners of the woman’s eyes pinched as she took in Çeda anew. “You’re a scarab?”


A scarab of the Moonless Host, she meant, a soldier in the fight to bring down the Kings. “No,” Çeda replied, “but our interests align.”


As the woman turned to the man, something changed below. Thorn emitted a low growl, and was moving toward the nearest of the desert folk, a man who held a bow with an arrow nocked and sighted. Çeda whistled sharply, urgently, and thankfully Thorn went silent and slinked away.


The woman took this in, one eyebrow raised. “They were here when you arrived, you said?”


Çeda shrugged. “We’ve come to an accord.”


Now both her eyebrows rose, and she laughed. “I daresay!” She weighed up Çeda for a moment. “You’ll remain here.” And with that she headed down along the sloped stone, motioning the man to follow.


When they reached the other desert folk, they spoke together for a time, softly enough that the strong wind hid their conversation despite the adichara petal Çeda had taken. The woman was doing most of the talking. Now and again some of them would look up toward her. The man at one point gesticulated wildly to the north—the place where Tribe Salmük was gathered, perhaps? When the conversation died, the woman waved Çeda to approach, and Çeda made her way down to the level stone beyond the cavern entrance, her heart pounding so strongly it was sending Kerim’s fear to new heights.


Stay, Çeda said as calmly as she could manage. All is well.


She heard his soft moan from the cavern’s entrance, but luckily no one else did, mixing as it did with the sigh of the wind.


When Çeda came to a stop before the gathered tribesman, the woman clasped her hands before her and bowed her head, a gesture of peace in the desert, a gesture Çeda quickly mirrored. “My name is Beril,” she said, “and you are welcome in our lands. Our shaikh is only a day’s sail distant. I hope you’ll come to speak with him.” She looked Çeda up and down. “I suspect you could use the food, and we could use tales of the city.”


“A trade, then?” Çeda asked.


The woman named Beril tilted her head in acknowledgment, but not without a wry smile. “A trade.”


Çeda couldn’t remain out here with a pack of wolves and live on lizards and beetles forever. Accepting Beril’s offer would mean that she would be parted from Kerim, at least temporarily, but it couldn’t be helped. She’d spent these weeks in the desert waiting for the dust to settle in the city, using that time to learn more about Mesut’s bracelet to free the souls within, but the time had come to move on. She had to return to Sharakhai, and soon. There was so much to do, not the least of which was learning more about the bonds that chained the asirim. In Kerim she had found one who could resist the call of the Kings. Might she find more? Might she be able to help them break their bonds once and for all? It must be so. They’d been weakening for centuries; she just had to find a way to exploit it.


And there was the silver trove to consider, the thing she felt certain her mother had gone to find the night before she’d been captured and killed by the Kings. Dardzada, her foster father, had thought it a mirage. In the end, her mother had too, but Çeda would know the truth of it. She had to try to retrace her mother’s steps on Tauriyat that night.


Lastly, there were the Blade Maidens. She needed allies. And what better way to gain them than by turning one of the Kings’ greatest strengths to her advantage? There was Zaïde, but the time had come to try to gain more, to convince others outside the thirteenth tribe that the Kings’ story—of the asirim being holy warriors who’d sacrificed themselves on the night of Beht Ihman—had always been a grand, sickening ruse.


Still, this was no easy decision. Would Beril’s shaikh be friend or foe? In her time with the Blade Maidens she’d learned much of Shaikh Hişam, the leader of Tribe Salmük these past thirty years. He was petty and fought the neighboring tribes fiercely, wielding his control over access to the trading paths to Malasan like a cudgel. Still, he had no great love for the Kings of Sharakhai. He likely wouldn’t turn her in for ransom, not without hearing her tale and weighing what she might have to offer his tribe. He might even supply her with a skiff.


“Very well,” Çeda said, “I will gather my things.”


And so Çeda did. The desert folk went to the underground cavern and filled bladders with water. Kerim, blessedly, had retreated deep into the darkness. She could feel his long-quieted anger awakening once more, as if the presence of strangers had rekindled that most inescapable part of being an asir: hunger for the blood of mortal man.


You’ve held it at bay for this long, she told him. It will keep a while longer. Stay where you are, Kerim, but be ready to follow once we’ve left.


Soon Çeda was led to the skiffs hidden among the rocks. The wolves followed her for a time, Mist padding ahead of the others, yipping and jumping occasionally as if she wanted to play. Çeda knew that wasn’t it, though. Of course it wasn’t.


Çeda scrubbed the fur behind the wolf’s ears, then knelt and hugged her, digging her fingers deep into Mist’s gray mane. “We’ll see one another again,” she said, kissing the wolf on the muzzle. Then she whispered, “Thank you for saving me.”


They left soon after, sailing away across the sand, Mist watching long after the other wolves had peeled away. Soon she had shrunk into the distance, becoming lost altogether as clusters of rocks intervened. They sailed for the entire day, the crew strangely silent. They watched the horizon intently, wary of the royal yacht perhaps, or rival tribes.


“I’ve heard tales of Hişam,” Çeda said as they ate flatbread laced with onion and leek. “They’ve all said he’s a good man, a just leader.”


Everyone in the skiff stiffened, sending sly glances at one another; all but Beril, who held Çeda’s eye with a steady gaze. “Hişam is dead.”


Çeda felt as if the sands were shifting beneath her feet. “My tears for your loss,” she said, making sure to meet every grim eye turned toward her. Hişam was childless, which might have put the succession of the tribe in question. Did that explain their tenseness? “Who leads your tribe now?”


“You’ll see soon enough,” Beril replied.


From that point on, the tone of the voyage shifted. Çeda no longer felt like a guest, nor even an interloper on their lands, but a prisoner. Her immediate thought was to run or to fight if necessary—with Kerim, who followed a good distance behind the skiffs, she stood a good chance. But if she were to survive out here in the desert, she needed to know more about the tribes. She would see this man, this shaikh, and see what he was about.


Near nightfall, a cluster of ships seemed to lift along the horizon. They’d gathered by a large outcropping of stone that looked like a chipped axehead sticking out of the sand. As they came closer, groupings of tents were revealed. Three horses were tied to stakes near the largest ship. People moved about. A fire blazed at the center of the camp.


As their skiff approached, Beril motioned to Çeda’s belt. “I’ll take your sword until you’ve spoken with our shaikh.”


The others watched, ready. What could Çeda do? She’d known they would ask, and yet the idea of giving up River’s Daughter, the very symbol of a Blade Maiden, so repulsed her she considered challenging Beril to take it from her. But the shaikh had no reason to do her harm. If she were careful she should be able to gain his trust, a thing that would be impossible were she to resist. So she slipped the sword from her belt, scabbard and all, and handed it to Beril, who nodded sharply, relief clear on her hardened face.


After they’d anchored near the larger ships, Beril entered one of the largest of the tents near the fire, taking Çeda’s sword with her. After a time, she stepped out, waved, and Çeda was led toward the tent, accompanied by four of the desert folk. None had hands on weapons, but they watched Çeda carefully from the corners of their eyes.


Many took note of her arrival: men, women, and children, some preparing food, others working the ships. Most stared with mistrust in their eyes. Those who hadn’t noticed Çeda, or weren’t interested in the new arrival, seemed joyless, burdened, even in the menial tasks of mixing dough for flat-bread, grooming horses, or tending to the ships.


“When did your most gracious lord, Hişam, die?” Çeda asked. It was the only explanation she could think of for the strange mood.


The man walking by her side did not reply, he merely led Çeda, along with the others, toward the large tent.


All around them, the hands at work seemed to slow. All eyes turned to her. In the desert, she felt Kerim—a spike of fear burned suddenly inside his heart, mere moments before a hulking mass lumbered out of the tent. He was a beast of a man. A head and a half taller than Çeda. Arms like haunches of meat. Legs like tree trunks. He wore black armor that might once have been fine but was now nicked, rusted in places, torn near one shoulder so that it hung not-quite-right on his meaty frame. His black hair was matted to his forehead and cheeks, framing humorless, deep-set eyes that gave him the look of one of the terrible hyenas, the black laughers, that roamed the desert.


She knew now why the tribe had acted the way it did, and why fear now filled Kerim’s heart.


For Onur, the Feasting King, the King of Spears, stood before her, grinning as if he’d just found his next meal.
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Chapter 2


FROM A DARK ALLEY in Sharakhai’s cramped west end, Emre studied a window across the street, three stories up, where an old man was methodically setting pistachio shells down into a slowly growing pile. His hands would disappear into the shadows of the room, then reappear in a flash of sunlight with fresh shells, the rhythm revealing how deft he was at shelling the nuts.


Or how bloody hungry he is, Emre thought.


Frail Lemi stood behind Emre, leaning his colossal frame against the mudbrick wall behind him. He cracked his knuckles loudly. “Time to go up, Emre?”


“Not yet, Lemi. Quiet down.”


“I know. You said. It’s just”—he looked up and down the street, a flash of fear showing on a stark face that all too often projected anger and threat and little else. “I hate being out like this,” he said. “Feel like a fucking lamb waiting for the slaughter. You know?”


“I know, Lem. I want to make sure we’re not walking into a trap.”


Frail Lemi hardly seemed to hear him. “I’m no lamb, Emre.”


“I know, Lem.”


Shifting his weight, Lemi cracked his neck and glared up and down the street. “No fucking lamb.”


Emre kept watching the building—its windows, the roofline, the alleys. Not many walked this street in the Shallows, and those who did knew it didn’t pay to linger.


It had only been four weeks since the battle at the harbor, a night the entire city now referred to as Beht Savaş, the Night of Endless Swords. Not much time in the grand scheme of things, but Emre was sure the hunt would continue for months, day by day putting more pressure on the resistance known as the Moonless Host.


There wasn’t a night that passed where Emre didn’t hear of someone new found hung at the gates of Tauriyat, or face-down in the dry bed of the Haddah, or dragged away for an intimate chat with the Confessor King. He was sure one day he’d return to the hovel he shared with Frail Lemi to find a squad of Silver Spears waiting for them, or hear that Macide, leader of the Moonless Host, had been killed, having miraculously, and perhaps foolishly, remained in the city after his father, Ishaq, had returned to the desert.


Two children ran along the street, each waving a dusty green streamer behind them. It made Emre feel foolish. Is this what it’s come to? Quaking at the sight of empty streets? Seeing ghosts in empty doorways?


“Come on, Lem. Time to speak to the man.”


Despite his bravado, Emre felt as if an arrow were being aimed between his shoulder blades as they crossed the street and entered the squat mudbrick building. It made his skin itch. As he passed into shade, and the breeze flowed along the shade-cooled hallway, he shrugged his shoulders in a vain attempt to ease the feeling. It made his skin itch even more—made him feel a bit of a coward to boot.


He turned and groused at Lemi, “Stop stepping on my heels, will you?”


Frail Lemi looked down, confused. He hadn’t stepped on Emre’s heels, but looked chagrined as though he had. “Sorry, Emre. I didn’t—”


“Just give me some space. You’re breathing down my neck.”


“Sorry, Emre.”


Emre felt like a jackass, but said nothing as they took the stairs up to the third floor and walked past a dozen doorways. A month ago these doorways would have been open to allow the breeze to blow through, but today they were all covered by rugs or blankets—all but the last, which was their destination.


“Galliu,” he said when he reached the open doorway.


Across the room, in a chair beside the window, a wizened old man sat with a pile of pistachios in his lap. With practiced ease, he took one of the pistachios, split it using an empty shell, and popped the pale green nut into his mouth. “Emre,” Galliu said, chewing.


As he spoke, he didn’t look toward Emre, nor did he look toward the growing pile on the windowsill as he set another pair of empty shells atop it. He was blind, or near enough that it made no difference.


On a pallet in the corner rested a lone boy, twelve, maybe thirteen years old. The rest of the narrow pallets—fifteen in all—lay empty, bedrolls placed neatly at the head of each.


“One?” Emre exclaimed, wondering what Macide was going to say.


The last time Emre had come here, he’d been paying Galliu to gather volunteers to join the Moonless Host. It had been shortly before the Night of Endless Swords, a night that had seen two of the Kings’ caches of life-giving elixirs destroyed. Emre himself, along with Macide, Ramahd Amansir, and Meryam, the Queen of Mirea herself, had gone to Eventide, the palace of Kiral, the King of Kings, where they’d destroyed his cache, while their brother and sister scarabs had done the same to the one in Ihsan’s palace. The third, Zeheb’s, had been found by the forces of the blood mage, Hamzakiir, before the Moonless Host arrived. Hamzakiir’s men had stolen the elixirs, so between them they had robbed the Kings of the bulk of their magical draughts while at the same time shifting a good deal of power to Hamzakiir.


It was a disturbing outcome, to say the least. Hamzakiir had posed as an ally to Ishaq and his son Macide, but had soon betrayed their trust, using his power to siphon off much of the support the Moonless Host received from the shaikhs of the desert tribes and other powerful people in Sharakhai. In the days before Hamzakiir’s arrival, the Moonless Host had been beset with trouble, but at least its ranks had been filled with optimism. Now, though . . . Emre stared at the boy on the pallet, sizing him up anew. Is this what we’ve come to? One lone, brave boy has answered our call? Leaning against the crumbling brick wall, legs pulled to his chest, the boy looked small and fragile, and that in turn made this whole endeavor feel like a house of sand ready to crumble the moment the desert winds came howling.


Galliu chuckled at Emre’s reaction. “You expected an army?”


“I expected more brave souls to stand up.”


“Perhaps the souls of this city aren’t quite as brave as you thought.”


Emre glanced back at Frail Lemi, who merely shrugged. One, Emre thought. One to add to our cause. “You told them the new reward?”


Galliu waggled his head. “I did, but they might be worried about you paying. The west end’s alive with rumors that it’s not Macide who has the money, but someone else.”


Hamzakiir. He meant Hamzakiir, who was vying for the hearts of those sympathetic to the Moonless Host. Since dawn had risen on the Night of Endless Swords, he’d been working steadily against Ishaq and Macide, slowly driving a wedge between them and their followers—sowing seeds of doubt that they could free the downtrodden in Sharakhai. He’d promised money as well as protection, but unlike Macide, he’d been able to deliver.


Emre dropped ten sylval into Galliu’s outstretched palm and said, “Raise the price to one rahl each.”


The coins disappeared. “The price of a life in Sharakhai.”


“Save your cheap philosophy,” Emre said, waving the boy to stand and follow Frail Lemi from the room. “Just see that it’s done.”


“Of course,” Galliu said as he gathered up the last of the nuts and dropped them into a cloth sack between his feet. He’d kept one in his hand, which he split and ate, but then he did something strange. He placed the shell on the windowsill, but it slipped off the edge, a thing he’d been careful never to do.


Until now.


Emre spun around, suddenly wary. From the hallway he heard the clash of a cymbal ringing over and over. It came from the open window as well, the sound rebounding off the mudbrick buildings. It sounded as if it were coming from their building.


Lemi was leaning out of the doorway, looking down the hall. The boy had inched toward him, and when he saw that Lemi wasn’t watching he burst into motion, a knife suddenly raised in one hand.


“Lemi!”


Frail Lemi turned in time to see the boy rushing him. He tried to shy away from the knife, but he’d only managed to take one step back when the boy lunged and drove the tip of the knife into Lemi’s chest. The next moment, Lemi had grabbed the boy’s wrist and wrenched it upward. The boy cried out, and the knife clattered to the floor. Then, in a blur of movement, Lemi lifted him like a sack of flour and drove him down onto the dry, wooden planks. The impact shook the walls. The sound was like the strike of a battering ram. The boy curled up like a fiddlehead as he fought to regain his breath. In that moment, Frail Lemi grabbed the blood-slicked knife.


“No!” the boy gasped. “I had to!”


But that was all he had a chance to say before the knife blurred and landed with a thump over his heart.


He went stiff all over and gripped Frail Lemi’s wrist, mouth agape in a silent plea to the gods for kindness in his final moments.


Emre turned on Galliu as he heard the stomp of boots along the hallway. In a flash of anger, he drew his shamshir. “I name you traitor to the Al’afwa Khadar!”


Galliu, who looked strangely pensive, stared straight ahead. “Depends on who you think is leading the Al’afwa Khadar.”


Emre felt a white-hot rage burning inside him. He meant Hamzakiir. Galliu, one of Ishaq’s oldest soldiers in Sharakhai, had somehow been turned as well. With one swift stroke, Emre swung his sword across Galliu’s neck, knocking him back off his chair and onto the dusty floor, blood spurting from the gash. Pools of his blood collected along the dirty floor, turning it the color of a dusty rose.


A woman’s voice bellowed along the hall. “In the name of the Kings of Sharakhai, lay down your arms!”


Frail Lemi stood at the door, his sword in hand, blood flowing down his chest. In another man, such blood loss would seriously hinder him, but not Lemi. He stood, ready to fight, his eyes feral as they searched for a way out. Emre moved toward the window to see how many might be waiting below, but the moment he went near it a black arrow streaked into the room. It caught him with a searing burn across his right arm. He’d only just managed to duck away as three more flew in, all from different angles.


Emre shook his head at Frail Lemi, whose eyes hardened. “I’m no fucking lamb, Emre.”


“No,” Emre said. “Neither am I.” He’d rather die than sit with the Confessor King. But what could they do? Both exits were blocked.


The call came again, “Lay down your arms!”


And now Emre could see her, a Maiden in her black fighting dress, veil, and buckler, the ebon blade in her right hand making her look like a revenant come for its due. There were two more behind her, and a line of Silver Spears behind them.


Emre looked to the window, to dying Galliu, to the boy who now lay lifeless. As Frail Lemi engaged the Maiden and the ring of steel made this already small space feel smaller, a grapnel swung up and hooked over the windowsill. Pistachio shells scattered everywhere. Drawing his knife, Emre rushed forward, careful to stay out of sight of the bowmen. He took a chance, trying to reach out and cut the rope, but the moment he did, an arrow punched through the meat of his forearm, sinking into the wood of the window frame.


Gritting his teeth against the pain, he gripped the shaft of the arrow and pulled up in a sharp, violent arc. The shaft snapped as the rope was cut. Blood streamed down his arm as more arrows thudded into the floor. He’d seen in that split moment how many there were outside: a pair of Maidens and a dozen Silver Spears.


He sat near the window, his back against the wall. With a terrible spasm of pain he yanked what remained of the arrow shaft free of his arm. He shut his eyes as the pain peaked. When he opened them once more, he noticed the state of disrepair in the corner of the room, how badly the bricks were crumbling, and a mad, desperate thought occurred to him.


Rising to a crouch, he shifted closer to the door. Only an arm’s reach away, Frail Lemi bellowed with rage as his sword flashed, defending against the Maiden’s incredible speed. Emre ignored the fight and ran at the wall, powering one shoulder against it.


Something crunched in his shoulder. Bits of the mudbrick flaked away, but the wall held.


Frail Lemi, retreating into the room, glanced back. His eyes went wide like a child who’d been shown a card trick for the first time. In unspoken concert, he nodded as Emre picked up one of the heavy wooden pallets. Emre’s arm burned from the bloody arrow wound, and his shoulder felt as though the bones were being pulverized, but he managed to lift the pallet and run toward the open doorway as Frail Lemi launched three hard, precise blows against the Maiden’s defenses and backed away.


Emre drove forward with the pallet, shoving it hard against the Blade Maiden as she tried to enter the room. She was caught off guard, forced back by the massive hunk of wood driving toward her. She braced herself, but too late, Emre shoved her into the hall, crowding those behind her as well.


As Emre picked up his fallen sword, Frail Lemi drove into the wall like a charging akhala stallion. The entire face of the wall caved inward, a wooden beam cracking in two as Frail Lemi, bricks, and a cloud of dust, broke through to a small living space on the opposite side. The support above the wall gave a bit, and more bricks crumbled down into both rooms.


From the floor above, the muffled sound of an old woman’s voice shouting in Kundhunese filtered down. A family of five cowered in the room beyond, staring wide-eyed at Frail Lemi and the hole in the wall of their one-room home.


As the Maiden threw the pallet aside and made for him, Emre charged another of the exposed wooden supports. It was dry as bone, and hardly thicker than his arm. He rammed it with his good shoulder, praying to Rhia for kindness.


As the Maiden sliced an arc through the air with her ebon blade, Emre met the support. It splintered as he crashed into it. And the floor above began to rain down.


The Maiden tried to follow, tried to get beyond the falling debris to reach Emre, but Frail Lemi had stood and picked up a heavy iron cooking pot. He swung it by the handle and brought it down with all his might against the Maiden’s head. She tried to roll away, but it caught her along the top of her skull with a crunch that was swallowed by the growing stream of debris falling from the floors above.


Emre headed for the open doorway, but Frail Lemi was just standing there, staring at the Maiden’s form, his eyes afire.


“Quickly!” Emre hissed, grabbing Frail Lemi’s arm and pulling him toward the open doorway. “Lemi, quick, or we’re both dead!”


He wasn’t sure Frail Lemi had heard him, but a moment later, Lemi’s eyes turned to his. The fire in them faded a bit, and he looked around at the ruin they’d created. Then a bit of fear returned, and they sped off, into the hall, following a rush of fleeing men and women and children. Most probably didn’t know what they were running from. Few bothered to look back. They just ran, sensing that to remain would be to die. The Shallows had a way of instilling such instincts.


When they came to a set of stairs, Frail Lemi was about to follow the rush, but Emre grabbed his arm. “This way,” he said, guiding him to a nearby room. It had a small stove at its center with warm bread spread around it, abandoned in the panic. On the far side of the room was a window and beyond, a space only wide enough for a man to slip along sideways—a victim of the slapdash planning that plagued the Shallows. They were three stories up, but the closeness of the buildings was an asset here. Emre slipped into the gap, one foot on the wall ahead of him, his back against the opposite wall. Bracing himself between the two, he slid slowly down, scraping painfully at times in his haste to reach solid ground.


Frail Lemi came after. When they struck dirt, they sidled quickly along, then squeezed themselves through the narrow gap at the end to reach one of the hundreds of nondescript alleys in the Shallows.


They ran, farther and farther away. The more distance they put between themselves and Galliu’s building, though, the more disconsolate Frail Lemi became.


“He was just a kid, Emre. Why’d he have to take a knife to me like that?”


“I don’t know, Lem. Things are changing in the city.”


Frail Lemi, coated in both his blood and the boy’s, didn’t seem to hear him. “He was just a fucking kid.”
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Chapter 3


IN THE QAIMIRI EMBASSY HOUSE, a knock came at Ramahd Amansir’s door.


“Come,” he called.


As the heavy, carved door groaned inward, Ramahd stopped writing. He looked up to find not a servant, as he’d expected, but Amaryllis.


It was winter moving into spring in the desert. The city had been cool, even cold at times, but you wouldn’t know it from looking at her. She was wearing the sort of clothes a west-end harlot might wear: a slit skirt that revealed her shapely legs well past her knees whenever she moved, and a sleeveless shirt she’d tied around her waist to reveal her belly and accentuate the curves of her breasts. Both garments were dyed a vibrant mix of orange and ruby red, a match for the dozen ribbons she’d braided into her hair. Together the clothes and the ribbons were a perfect contrast to her dark hair, which cascaded down past her shoulders in curly locks, accentuating a look that was already sultry.


“Can we talk?” she asked.


“Is it important?”


“It’s about Tiron.”


Ramahd immediately put his quill back in its inkwell. “You found him?”


She took one of the two chairs by the open patio doors behind him. The chair was so large, and Amaryllis so relaxed as she pulled one foot onto the seat, that she looked like a rag doll, tossed there and forgotten. “I found him.”


Ramahd joined her in the sunlight, which warmed him to the point of discomfort. “Where?”


“In the Shallows. A drug den owned by a woman known as the Widow.” The look that had settled over Amaryllis was one of regret or despair. Perhaps it was both. “He’s deep into the reek. He won’t last a fortnight if he stays there.”


“Did you speak to him?”


“I tried, but he just lay there, staring at the shisha.” Amaryllis paused, lips curling in disgust as she gazed through him. “It was a sty, Ramahd. People everywhere, naked, filthy. It smelled like a charnel for the damned.”


“Is he still there?”


Amaryllis shrugged. “Probably. He likely paid them ahead so that they’d keep him there, filled with the drug until the coin ran out.”


Ramahd pinched the bridge of his nose, remembering the Tiron of old. He’d always been dour, but strong as steel, the sort of man Ramahd depended on in the desert, so far from home. Whatever burden Ramahd had given him, he’d shouldered it and borne it silently.


Until they’d gone to King Kiral’s palace, Eventide, on the Night of Endless Swords. That was the night he and Meryam, disguised as Amaryllis, had gone with Tiron, his cousin, Luken, and eleven others to destroy King Kiral’s cache of elixirs hidden beneath Eventide. Luken had fallen, ravaged by a demon made from the stuff of nightmares—skinless body, eyeless head, massive, sweeping horns. Meryam, desperate, had fed on Luken’s heart and used the power gained to save them all.


Tiron was a hard man, but Luken had been like a brother to him. Even the hardest men can become brittle in ways that cannot be seen. His grief weighed heavily, and he finally broke, turning to black lotus and embracing it like a newfound lover. Though he’d tried to hide his growing dependence on it, it quickly became an open secret. Everyone in the embassy house knew, and Ramahd had looked the other way, hoping it would help Tiron forget, that he’d find the will to stop on his own. But after watching him stumble down a set of stairs and hardly notice the pain, Ramahd had confronted him. Tiron grew angry. Angrier than Ramahd had seen him in years. He denied it all, and for a time things had improved, but then Tiron began staying in the city overnight. He’d claimed it was for a girl. A seamstress who created beautiful embroidery. He even brought a few pieces to show Ramahd.


A night here or there turned into days away, and it soon became clear Tiron had found a shisha den somewhere in the city. Ramahd demanded that it stop. Their argument had shaken the walls, and Tiron had stormed out. He hadn’t been seen since. That had been two weeks ago.


Ramahd had sent Amaryllis and others to find him—even making inquiries himself when he found the time—but they’d had no word of him until today.


Ramahd glanced at his desk, at the half-finished letter sitting atop the leather blotter. He was working to secure Meryam’s power in Qaimir against those who wished for any other to sit the throne. He’d been working to secure her power here in Sharakhai as well. Neither was certain. The work was important. He had a dozen more letters to write before a caravan left for Qaimir in the morning.


But Tiron was important too.


“Let’s go and get him.”


Amaryllis nodded, and the harried look on her face eased. They were heading for the door when another knock came. The door opened before Ramahd had a chance to reply, and in strode Basilio, the heavyset lord who was Qaimir’s primary ambassador in Sharakhai.


Basilio’s round face was blotchy, as if he’d sprinted up the stairs. He looks scared, Ramahd thought.


Basilio took out a kerchief and patted his forehead dry. “You must come with me.”


“It will have to wait for my return.”


“Your queen requests your presence.”


“Tell the queen it is important. She’ll understand.”


“She most certainly will not.”


Ramahd shoved past him.


“Lord Amansir!” Basilio groused. “A messenger has arrived from Eventide. Our queen’s presence has been requested and she’s of a mind to attend and . . .”


Ramahd turned. “What?”


Basilio straightened himself up. “For some reason”—he pulled his vest down to cover more of his belly—“she requested that you attend her rather than me.”


Worms churned inside Ramahd’s gut. They always did when the precariousness of Meryam’s position here in Sharakhai struck him. She wanted to accept an invitation from Kiral, the King of Kings? Gods, if only she’d left the day after the Night of Endless Swords, as Ramahd had bade her. The Kings might have lost four of their number—Azad, Külaşan, Yusam, and Mesut—but they were still more dangerous than a pit of scorpions. Better for Meryam to deal with them from the safety of Almadan. However often she might insist that remaining in the Amber City would lead to better terms, dealing with the Kings face-to-face was an act of tempting fate, pure and simple.


Amaryllis looked as nervous as Ramahd felt. Basilio, his gaze swinging between the two of them, noticed. “Will you not tell me what happened that night?”


It was a rare bit of vulnerability from Basilio, who was always trying to push Ramahd, to exert his authority and ensure that he was the queen’s most trusted servant. Were they back in Qaimir, Ramahd might have relented and told how he and Meryam had joined forces with the Moonless Host, how they’d stolen into Eventide, and destroyed the cache of glowing blue elixirs that gave the Kings their long life. But they weren’t in Qaimir, and the danger of gossip was simply too great.


“Take Cicio and Vrago with you,” Ramahd said to Amaryllis. “Get Tiron. Take him to the safe house near the pits. I’ll come when I’m able.”


Amaryllis nodded and left. Basilio, meanwhile, puffed himself up like a pompous peacock. “Keep your secrets then, but I deserve to know why King Kiral wishes to speak with Queen Meryam.”


“I don’t know, Basilio.” Ramahd sniffed, somewhat enjoying the affronted look on Basilio’s blotchy face. “But rest assured, the queen will tell you at the appropriate time.”


He turned toward Meryam’s apartments, but Basilio grabbed his elbow. Rather than do something rash, Ramahd slowed his pace, and when it became clear Basilio wouldn’t let him go, he stopped and turned.


When Basilio spoke, it was nearly a whisper. “You know how tenuous things have become in Almadan. I’m doing all I can to keep the hounds at bay. But if we are in danger because the two of you—”


“Our kingdom stands on the doorstep of the desert, Basilio. There is always danger.”


“You know very well what I mean.”


Ramahd stepped forward until the two of them were chest-to-chest. “And you know that to tell you more could endanger you, me, our queen, and the entire kingdom. So keep your bloody questions to yourself and be satisfied with what the queen gives you.”


If Basilio’s face had been blotchy before, it was a field of red now. To his credit, though, he didn’t back away.


He’s desperate, Ramahd thought. I really do need to focus on what’s happening back home, and so does Meryam. Soon, he promised himself, and left Basilio fuming in the hall.


He found Meryam in the coach yard behind the embassy house. He climbed inside the waiting coach and sat across from her as it lurched into motion. With the clop of the horses’ hooves mixing with the spray of gravel, Ramahd leaned back into the padded bench. Meryam was propped in the corner of the bench opposite him, wearing a queen’s raiment: a stunning copper dress that flared around her hips, hiding to some degree the fragility of her frame beneath.


“You’re shaking again,” Ramahd said.


Meryam licked her lips, pulling herself taller as a look of embarrassment flashed across her face. “I’ll master it ere we sit before the King of Kings.”


Ramahd raised his right hand, where he wore a ring with a sharp needle that could be used to draw blood. “Have you need?”


She shook her head, denying his offer even as her shivering became more pronounced. “It cannot be risked. Even after all this time, I’m still not sure how much Kiral can sense of the red ways.”


“Some brandy, then.” He’d made sure her carriage was always stocked with several bottles of spirits.


“I’d need to be drunk for it to have any effect.”


“Perhaps drunk would be better.”


“And perhaps a brawling mule would be better than the pestering jackdaw I find sitting before me.” She closed her eyes and tilted her head back until it rested on the bench. “I said I will control it.”


Her sharpness had everything to do with how tenuous her position was, but it made the sting no less easy to stomach, not after unrelenting weeks of it.


The coach wound its way higher along the mountainside. They passed palace after palace, and Ramahd wondered at it. Tauriyat had both the look and the feel of power, as if the mountain were made from it. These palaces had stood for well over five hundred years. Together they represented a concentration of power neither the desert nor the four kingdoms surrounding it had ever seen. The Kings were no fools. They used that power to their advantage, negotiating favorable trade agreements, controlling the flow of culture, food, and literature through those accords, allowing only what they’d expressly approved to move from place to place.


Four Kings were dead—Azad, Külaşan, Yusam, and Mesut. To anyone standing in the streets of Sharakhai, the House of Kings would appear as strong as it ever had, but Ramahd knew better. It was a house ready to crumble, now that they’d been robbed of their immortality. How long would the Kings last? Would they age like normal men? Or would they wither away until they looked like the asirim, their centuries of cheating the lord of all things catching up to them in a matter of weeks or months?


Up and up they went. From this vantage the city looked like a grand carpet, an impossibly complicated weave that brought together people from thousands of leagues distant. At last, the wagon rumbled over the drawbridge to Eventide and the city was lost. They pulled around the large circle before the palace doors, where servants in bright finery rushed to welcome them. He and Meryam were led into the palace and up several flights of stairs, an arduous task given how slowly Meryam climbed. She refused all offers of help, though, her face grim. To Ramahd’s growing awe, the quivering of her body, which had become so bad he’d nearly asked her to return to the embassy house and reschedule this for another day, had all but vanished.


Your will cannot overcome your failing body forever, Ramahd thought. He could already hear her biting reply. It can, Ramahd Amansir, for there is work yet to do.


They reached a grand audience hall, a space made up of blue-veined, marble pillars, of niches filled with stark, stiff-backed statues, of arched domes intricately sculpted. At the far end of the hall, across a sea of patterned, mosaic flooring, sat an empty throne on a daïs. An ancient woman with a sour face stood next to it. The woman was crooked with age. She moved with obvious difficulty as she took three steps down to stand below the throne but still above Ramahd and Meryam.


This was Esmirah, Kiral’s daughter and his vizira, a former Blade Maiden. She’d risen to warden, then first warden, then served as a Matron for nearly two decades before being summoned to stand by Kiral’s side as his most trusted servant.


“The King will see you shortly,” she said as Meryam and Ramahd came to a halt before her and bowed their heads.


She shuffled off toward the door in the corner of the room. As it clicked shut behind her, the sound echoed into the cavernous space, somehow making the space seem larger than it had moments ago. A long bout of waiting followed, and Meryam’s quivering returned. She was letting down her guard while they were unobserved, but it became so bad Ramahd took a step toward the line of chairs resting against the nearby wall, prepared to move one so that Meryam could rest.


“No,” Meryam said softly. “This is a test, and there will be more to come. Stay where you are, and be wary.”


Esmirah returned almost a half-turn later. Meryam’s shaking vanished as the imposing form of King Kiral, a man who stood nearly a head taller than Ramahd, entered the room behind his vizira. Standing before his throne, he looked like one of the first men; regal, imposing, even dangerous, with flinty eyes, tightly shorn hair, and a pockmarked face.


When Esmirah bowed and left, Kiral gave Meryam a gesture that could barely be called a nod. “Queen Meryam shan Aldouan, you are well met.” He stared at Ramahd as if he were little more than a nuisance. “As are you, Lord Amansir.”


“My Lord King,” Meryam replied.


Kiral’s crown glinted as he sat on his throne, then he spoke in a voice that filled the hall. “It has been some time since we’ve spoken. It’s past time we rectify that, don’t you agree?”


“Of that there can be no doubt.” Meryam smiled, giving him a pleasant nod. “But forgive me, my Lord King, I don’t know that we’ve ever spoken.” Her voice was loud. Strong. No trace of her tremulous tone remained.


“I meant our two kingdoms,” Kiral replied easily.


“Ah, of course. But then I wonder, why haven’t more of the Kings been summoned? We’ve always dealt with Ihsan. I’m sure he’d prove invaluable now.”


“There will be time to involve Ihsan, after you and I have come to an understanding.”


The smile that stole over Meryam’s skeletal face was now tinged with a hint of mischief. “Well, now we’re getting somewhere. On what matter does the King of Kings wish to come to an understanding with the Queen of Qaimir?”


“Why don’t we begin with your father? How did he die?”


If Meryam was surprised by this, she didn’t show it. “You are blunt.”


“I’ve little enough time for many things in my life, let alone niceties. I’ve read the letter you sent us. I know you told Ihsan your father wished to sail the seas of the Great Shangazi. That you were waylaid by pirates. That your ship was taken and the two of you left for dead.” Kiral sat taller in his chair, as if he’d just been insulted. “I would like the true story.”


It was a moment before Meryam spoke. It looked as if she was considering how much to share, and how to say it, but Ramahd could tell she was suffering from her condition. Lack of sustenance. Lack of aught but wine and blood. And yet for all his inside knowledge, he could hardly tell and was sure Kiral wouldn’t see what lay behind Meryam’s odd pause. But as he waited for Meryam to speak, he saw how irritated Kiral was becoming. “I will tell you, King of Kings,” Meryam finally said, “and then I will make a request. Something you will grant me without hesitation, I suspect.”


Kiral looked bored. “Go on.”


“You saw the state of my father’s body.” When Kiral nodded with a tiny movement, as if assent were some precious commodity, Meryam went on. “It was done by the ehrekh known as Guhldrathen. My father was an offering, a way to appease the beast and make it renounce its hunt for the man who had convinced it generations ago to bargain away its power. Do you know who that was?”


To Ramahd’s surprise, there was a hunger in Kiral’s deep voice as he gave Meryam the name she wanted to hear. “Hamzakiir.”


“Hamzakiir,” she echoed in satisfaction, “the man the Moonless Host hoped to use for their own benefit, the man we stole from them after they raised him from his grave.”


“You admit it, then.”


“To you, yes.” The implication was clear, that she didn’t wish for the story to go beyond these walls.


“Name your purpose, then. Why did you seize him?”


“He was about to become a tool of Macide Ishaq’ava and his father, men you and I both despise. It was something we couldn’t allow.”


“You could have come to us.”


She bowed her head, showing just the right amount of contrition. “In hindsight, I would certainly have done so, but Hamzakiir had much to answer for in Qaimir. Now he has even more.”


Kiral seemed pleased enough with that answer. “Go on.”


She did. She told Kiral how they’d wrested Hamzakiir from the Moonless Host, how they’d returned to Qaimir, how Hamzakiir had bested her and inveigled his way into her mind. The journey to Almadan and the desert beyond was filled with regret, but none stronger than having lost Dana’il, his most trusted man, taken by his own knife in Black Swan Tower after Hamzakiir had found him less than useful.


Then Meryam came to the part of the tale Kiral seemed most eager to hear: Hamzakiir leaving them in the desert for Guhldrathen to find. Hamzakiir had meant all three of them, King Aldouan, Meryam, and Ramahd, as offerings, but it was somewhat sated after devouring Aldouan’s heart, and they’d managed to strike a new bargain for their freedom: Çeda’s blood if they failed to deliver Hamzakiir.


Ramahd felt his cheeks redden at the memory. And I sealed the bargain with my own blood. How foolish it seemed now. The memory of Guhldrathen’s hot tongue lapping blood from his fingers made him wonder if the hunger inside him was from simple physical need or from the spell Guhldrathen had worked on him in those moments. He shook the thoughts away as Meryam concluded her tale.


“Desert voyages have not been kind to you and yours.” Kiral gave a knowing smile, which Ramahd wished he could strike from his face.


Meryam stared back, a fire in her eyes. “Nor have the scarabs been kind to Sharakhai.”


“The Moonless Host are dying like lambs in the desert.”


“Because you’ve had help,” Meryam said.


“Their days were always numbered.”


Meryam made a show of looking around the room. “Let us be blunt, my King. Sharakhai suffered greatly on the Night of Endless Swords, and we both know Hamzakiir’s betrayal is what has weakened the Host. With his power, influence, and charm, by showing how little Macide accomplished over the years, he has won many of them to his side. You have been hounding the remains of the old order since the battle in the harbor, taking what Hamzakiir is willingly giving. But things are about to change again, are they not?”


“That depends on a great many things.”


“Such as what happens on your eastern border with Malasan. And your northern with Mirea.” Meryam’s voice had grown stronger; she was a power to be reckoned with, every bit Kiral’s equal. “Such as what Hamzakiir has in store for you all when the Kings grow tired of picking at the bones of the old order.”


Kiral had been indifferent, as if this were merely one more burden in his day. But now he leaned forward with the look of a falcon that had just spotted a viper slithering toward its nest across the sand. “You said you had a request.”


“I do, my King. Do Qaimir the honor of taking this burden from your shoulders. Allow Ramahd and me to hunt Hamzakiir, unfettered, in the city and the desert beyond, wherever his trail might lead us.”


Kiral’s eyes narrowed, as if this were the last thing he’d expected. “And in return?”


“You will give me Malasan.”


A pause. “What did you say?”


“Malasan gathers for war,” Meryam replied easily.


“And if they strike, Sharakhai will drive them back across the mountains.”


“But why stop there? Why not sweep well beyond the mountains? Only the threat from the other kingdoms holds you back.” Meryam clasped her hands tightly. “But were Sharakhai and Qaimir to combine efforts”—her voice dropped to a whisper, and it was all the more chilling for it—“not an army in the world could stand against us. That is what I propose, oh King of Kings. Let us bait those who stand on your doorstep, waiting for you to stumble. Let us draw Mirea and Malasan out. Let us run roughshod over them when they do. And then there will be more than enough to divide between our nations. I humbly request all lands of Malasan we might take, while Sharakhai takes Mirea.”


Kiral spent nearly as much time pondering this as Meryam had done. And then in a burst of movement he stood, staring down at Meryam and Ramahd with the look of a mad god. Ramahd was certain Meryam had made a terrible mistake, but when Kiral spoke, he said, “Begin your hunt.” He turned and strode toward the door in the corner. “When you’ve fed Hamzakiir’s body to the ehrekh, you shall have your union.”


The door boomed shut behind him, echoing into the room. No sooner had the sound faded than Meryam collapsed to the floor. Ramahd rushed forward, cringing as her cheek slapped against the marble.


“Meryam,” he whispered, shaking her.


She didn’t respond. Her eyes were heavy, her breath coming sharply as if she were in the throes of sickness. “Gods, Meryam.” Ramahd took the ring from his finger and used it to pierce his wrist. He held it before Meryam’s mouth, worried that Kiral would return at any moment. There was nothing for it, though. After a speech like that, there could be no showing weakness like this. And they certainly couldn’t flaunt her ability to use blood magic before the King or anyone else in Eventide.


The blood trickled along Meryam’s lips, dripped down to the floor, creating bright red patterns on the polished white and marble tiles. He pressed the wound to her mouth. “Drink, damn you.”


Finally, she did. A swipe of her tongue at first, then a suck from the wound. And then she was holding Ramahd’s wrist, pressing her warm lips tight against his bleeding flesh. More and more she took, but he refused to let it go too far and ripped his arm away despite the strength that had already returned to her.


Meryam’s nostrils flared. Her eyes took in the throne room, as if she hadn’t truly seen it until now. “Clean it,” she said as she made it to her feet.


Ramahd used his dark sleeves to wipe up the blood, even the little that had slipped between the tiles. Meryam was licking her lips. Ramahd wiped blood away from her chin and cheek until they were both satisfied that they’d left no evidence.


Then, a lord of Qaimir, bloodied by his own choice, and his queen, giddy with the power he’d granted her, left Eventide.
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Chapter 4


HIGH IN KING SUKRU’S PALACE, Davud stood before a tall shelf in the room that had been his since he escaped from the horrors of Ishmantep. Bandages, ointments, salves, and other medicinals were stacked along the shelves, all of the highest quality. Many an apothecary in Sharakhai would be proud of such an assortment. It would likely last months and provide care for dozens of patients. Here, it was intended for only one.


Davud took down a roll of bandages and a half-empty jar of thick salve and walked toward the bed at the center of the room, where a woman lay covered from the waist down in a light blanket. The late morning sun was slanting in through the open windows to his right. A gentle wind tugged at the long curtains, throwing shadows across the brilliant marble floor, the ivory blankets, and the still woman, who was wrapped in layers of tightly rolled bandages.


Setting the bandages and salve down, he looked to the man sitting near the door, who watched Davud placidly, as he had every day of the seven weeks since Davud’s arrival. He was Davud’s primary watchdog, a soldier, Davud supposed, a stocky man twenty years Davud’s senior. He had a day’s growth of stubble and piercing blue eyes. Most of the guards who patrolled the palace were Silver Spears, sometimes Blade Maidens. This man was different. He was a foreigner, with lighter skin and a sharp nose. Malasani, perhaps. He wore fitted leather armor most of the time, and a hooded cloak when they went outdoors. He was special, though in what way, and why he’d been chosen to watch Davud, was unclear.


“Are you ready to tell me your name yet?” Davud asked.


The man sniffed. The chair beneath him creaked loudly as he uncrossed his legs and put both feet on the floor. “Never you fucking mind. That’s my name.”


The same answer, more or less, he’d given Davud every day. “I heard one of the other Spears called you Zahndrethus yesterday.”


The man glowered. “So why’d you bloody ask?”


“Zahndrethus—”


The man rolled his eyes, his bushy eyebrows pinching menacingly. “Nalamae’s teats, call me Zahndr if you’re going to call me anything.”


“Zahndr. You’ve seen me do this a hundred times. There’s no danger. Couldn’t you give her some privacy”—he motioned to the woman lying on the bed before him—“just until I’m done?”


Zahndr stared around wide-eyed, as if he were shocked at his own boorishness, then somehow sketched an elaborate bow while remaining seated. “Why, most certainly, my good lord. And when you’re done would you like me to fix you some tea and rub your feet?”


“It’s for her benefit, not mine.”


“Oh?” He made a show of looking over Davud’s shoulder. “Well, near as I can tell, she doesn’t care. So get on with it.”


Davud heaved a sigh. He and Anila had been watched since the moment they’d arrived. What was there to do but suffer it until the Kings came to trust him?


“Anila?” he said softly. The ends of the heavy curtains flapped and scuffed over the floor. “It’s time to change your bandages.” She didn’t stir, nor did she make a move to stop him as he pulled her up to a sitting position. She remained still while Davud, shielding her as best he could from Zahndr’s view, began to unwrap the bandages.


Around her head he went, revealing a bald scalp. Her skin, once a healthy copper hue, was darkened—not like the asirim’s skin, which was a deep, deep brown, but more a mottled gray. And where once her skin had been smooth and supple, it was now uneven, dry as a sun-cracked riverbed, and nearly as hard.


In the weeks after the devastating events in Ishmantep, where they’d chased the blood mage, Hamzakiir, Davud had hoped her skin would return to normal. Every night he’d prayed to Yerinde to return some of Anila’s beauty to her, or sometimes to Rhia that she might be made anew, as the goddess was each new moon. In one of his low moments, he’d even prayed to Bakhi to take her life that she might be granted a new one in the farther fields. He’d convinced himself that if Anila could speak, she would ask to be done with this remnant of a life. Why else had she been silent since the fire that Davud had managed to snuff using blood magic, at the terrible cost of Anila’s body?


Over the days that followed he’d been ashamed by the very thought—that he’d considered making this choice for her, and worse, that he’d wondered if he ought to take matters into his own hands.


He continued to unwrap the bandage, tugging it when necessary, wincing at the pain it might cause. He did her arms next, and then, after lifting her arms up, a position she held without comment, unwrapped the one around her chest. As always, he felt supremely conscious of her privacy, of the embarrassment she might be feeling, even if it was masked in silence. The Matrons had asked him if he would rather they do this for him, but he’d only accepted their help for the first few times, so he could learn how to properly tend to her needs. He’d done it every time since. This was his burden. He’d done this to her, and he would help her as much as he was able, at least until she was well enough to return to her family’s estate in Goldenhill.


The bandages removed, he proceeded to rough her skin with a brush made from the ridge hair of a bone crusher. Anila’s eyes reddened, her breath quickened, and tears began to stream down her cheeks. Davud continued to work methodically. The faster he moved, the sooner her pain would end. But he did whisper, “I’m sorry,” softly enough that Zahndr wouldn’t hear. He knew he said it too often, knew that if Anila could speak she’d most likely scream for him to stop saying it, but the words came practically unbidden. Silent, Anila kept her gaze focused squarely on the rough stone wall.


He brushed all of her exposed skin, even around her face and ears, moving on from each section only after her skin had taken on a rougher, flakier appearance. When he was done, he set the brush down and began peeling. Like dried, sunburnt skin, swaths of it came off at once to reveal dark, shining, indigo skin. Snakeskin, Davud remembered thinking the first time it had happened. The gods have given her snakeskin.


He buried the thoughts and continued, trying to minimize Anila’s discomfort and exposure. Her tears continued, twin rivulets glistening on the black skin of her cheeks. She became cold as the old skin came off every few weeks—indeed, she was starting to shiver already—but he didn’t skimp on the final step, which was to clean her with a wet cloth.


When he was done, her skin gleamed.


Like a black mamba. Like one of Goezhen’s children.


Not for the first time, Davud wished he could speak to Master Amalos about all this. He’d been devastated to learn of his old master’s death. Murdered in the tunnels below the city, he’d been told. He missed the man’s calm intellect, his ability to reason through problems rather than become frustrated by them. It was something Davud could use more of; his guilt over Anila’s injuries was constantly clouding his judgment.


Taking up the glass jar, he rubbed salve over her arms, chest, and back, and finished by wrapping her in fresh bandages. After laying her back down, he repeated the entire process on her legs and pelvis. “They say you’ll be done soon enough,” Davud said softly as he spread the salve. “That you’ll have healed. You can return to your family or, if you wish, remain here with me. The steward said it would be allowed as long as I’m a guest of the Kings.”


Just how long that would be, his remaining here as a guest, Davud had no idea. The Kings knew he was a blood mage, knew that he’d been given some small amount of training by Hamzakiir. Surely they’d suspected Davud was one of his agents. They might still suspect that, despite all Davud had said to convince them otherwise.


The fates will decide, Davud told himself while finishing with her calves and feet. I’ll spend no more sleepless nights wondering if the Kings have decided to murder me.


In truth, he’d spent little time wondering what the future held. He wanted to make sure Anila was well cared for. There was time enough to worry about his own needs after that, and when she was healed, she would want to return to Goldenhill, not remain in the House of Kings, but in all honesty he couldn’t say what her family would want. He’d been present the first time her mother and sister had visited. Her mother had been horrified by her daughter’s reptilian skin. She’d taken Davud away to speak with him, grateful he’d been there to tell her what had befallen her daughter.


“Has she been cursed?” she’d asked bluntly near the end of their conversation.


What could Davud say? Of course she’s been cursed. And all because of me.


“I couldn’t say,” he remembered replying. “Better to speak to a priest than me.”


“Which, though?”


It was an echo of his own fears, that cruel Goezhen had touched her.


“Best to begin at Bakhi’s,” he’d replied.


She’d visited twice more. Both times, whatever small glimmer of hope she had in her eyes had been snuffed not only by Anila’s state, but her daughter’s cold indifference—to her, to Davud, to the world around her. She hadn’t returned. Anila’s sister hadn’t deigned to come again, and her father had never come, perhaps finding himself unable to stand before his daughter after the strange reports brought to him by his wife. Part of Davud wanted him to visit so he could call the man a bloody coward to his face, but another part wanted him there for Anila.


A knock came at the door. Zahndr opened it, and in swept a woman in white robes. After giving Davud a perfunctory nod, the Matron, a terse, middle-aged woman named Kaelira, took in the state of the room. She looked, as always, as if she were the palace steward and had personally assigned Davud to ensure the space was immaculate.


“King Sukru is on the way.” She said it so abruptly, and with so little warmth, that it took Davud a moment to understand.


“King Sukru? But why would he—”


She moved to the bedside and inspected Anila’s bandages carefully. She might have been pleased—had she not been, Davud would have heard about it—but you wouldn’t know it from the sour look on her face. “It isn’t yours to question the Kings, though I deem it probable he wishes to speak of your time with the traitor, Hamzakiir.” Moving to the same shelf where Davud had taken up the salve, she retrieved a bottle filled with lilac-colored liquid, which she poured into a teapot with a long, thin spout.


Taking the teapot, she returned to Anila’s bed and trickled the distillation over the bandages—to hasten the formation of new, healthy skin, she’d told Davud weeks ago, though what help it might be providing, he had no idea. No matter what they did—debriding it with brushes, applying the salve to her skin, and a half-dozen different distillations to her bandages over the course of her weeks here—her skin retained its midnight hue, its strange, snakeskin feel.


“When will he—”


“Presently,” said a hoary voice from the door.


Davud turned and saw a crooked man dressed in curled leather slippers and a simple black khalat. Simple for a King, that is.


Both Kaelira and Davud bowed, but King Sukru waved the formalities away.


Behind him, a girl with pigtails stuck her head in the room. “Leave us, Kaelira. Zahndrethus, you as well. And take Bela with you.”


“Of course, Excellence.” And they left, Zahndr guiding the girl by the shoulder and Kaelira closing the door behind her.


“Infernal girl,” Sukru said under his breath. As he shuffled closer to the bed, his eyes turned on Anila. “Well, well . . . The burned one I’ve heard so much about.”


“She wasn’t burned,” Davud said. “She was—”


“I know,” Sukru said, his small eyes narrowing. “Drawn thin like thread from wool in your attempt at quelling the flames in Ishmantep.”


Drawn thin. Like thread from wool. He’d never heard it described as such. But there was some truth to it. Her body had suffered the effects, but it was Davud’s drawing on her soul that had caused it.


As Sukru reached the bedside, Anila gave no sign she’d noticed them. She stared at the ceiling, blinking every so often. The King picked up one hand, examined her fingernails carefully. “She eats?”


“Yes,” Davud replied, feeling awkward standing so close to a King.


“Does she soil herself?” Setting her hand down, Sukru drew a short knife from inside his left sleeve, the sort cooks used to pare apples and the like, then tugged back the bandaged covering Anila’s shoulder.


“No. She uses the pot we bring for her.”


Sukru lifted his head and scowled at Davud. “But she does not speak?” He returned to his examination of her shoulder. After bringing his eyes close and squinting, he brought the blade close and scraped it along Anila’s scaly skin. He did so lightly at first, then in stronger, longer waves. Anila’s eyes pinched. Then they began to redden. She winced with every stroke of the blade.


“Please, my Lord King,” Davud said, “there’s no need for that.”


He turned his beady eyes on Davud. “I asked you a question.”


“No. She hasn’t spoken since the incident.”


“Incident . . .” A low rumble of a laugh escaped Sukru. “Tell me about it, boy. This incident.”


Davud told Sukru everything. The voyage to Ishmantep after escaping the Moonless Host, the fire along Ishmantep’s docks, how Anila had offered her blood and Davud had accepted. King Sukru watched most intently when Davud spoke of using the power of Anila’s blood, how he’d caught the flame and smothered it, and how in doing so he’d burned Anila through their bond.


He’d recounted this tale a dozen times since returning to Sharakhai. He’d even told it in this very room, but he’d never done so in front of Anila. It made the story feel weighty in a way it never had before, as if he now stood before a tribunal, and the King was preparing to render judgment for his crimes. He supposed, looking at this immortal man who stood proxy for the other Kings, it wasn’t too far from the truth.


“I didn’t know this would happen,” he said at last, glancing uncomfortably toward Anila. “I’d been swept away by the fire, but the sheer power in her blood . . .”


“Yes, yes.” Sukru waved his hand, brushing Davud’s words away like a platter of honeyed sweets. “When did she last speak?”


“Ishmantep.”


Did we finish it? she’d asked as they stood beside the still-smoking ship. She’d meant the men within the royal clipper, had she and Davud saved them . . .


We did, he’d whispered to her. We saved them all.


That’s good, she replied, her words soft as gossamer. That’s good.


The King was staring at Anila uncharitably, the way one might at a thoroughbred that had developed a limp. He was weighing a decision he wouldn’t give a second thought to once it was made—he wasn’t called the Reaping King for no reason. Davud was trying to formulate the right words, to divert the King’s thoughts from Anila and her fate, when Sukru reached into the folds of his robes and drew out a small book, the very one Hamzakiir had penned for Davud.


“Hamzakiir gave you this?”


“He did.”


Sukru thumbed through it as if it were nothing more than a curiosity. “You are a learned young man.”


Davud stammered his reply. “You honor me, my King.”


Closing the book with a snap, Sukru frowned, his uneven gaze boring deeply. “Do you wish to join the service of the Kings? To help us balance the scales of justice?”


“I don’t understand, your Excellence.”


Sukru’s small eyes sharpened, giving him a ratlike look. “Will you serve me as we hunt for Hamzakiir and drive the scarabs from the desert?”


“I only thought . . .” He motioned to the book in Sukru’s hands. “I thought the use of blood magic was forbidden.”


“The Kings decide what is forbidden.”


“Of course, your Excellence.”


At this, he withdrew a vial from his right sleeve. The vial was made of translucent green glass tipped with a silver cap, to which was affixed a needle. Within the vial was a dark liquid that sloshed as he flicked his fingers to Davud’s left arm.


“My King?”


“I require assurances from those who enter into my service.” He flicked his fingers again. “Given your nature, I’m sure you understand.”


He wanted Davud’s blood. He suddenly wished he were anywhere but here, but what was there to do now? He held out his arm, and Sukru grabbed his wrist and pierced his skin near the elbow. He collected the blood, then swirled it around, stoppered it, and slipped it back inside his sleeve.


To Davud’s surprise, and growing horror, he withdrew another vial and repeated the ritual with Anila. When he was done, her red blood spread from the wound, stark against the white bandages over her indigo skin.


“But she’s no mage,” Davud said, powerless to stop him.


“But she is,” he said while swirling Anila’s blood, “a rather unique specimen.” Davud didn’t like that word, specimen, nor the way he’d said it. Away the vial went, into King Sukru’s sleeve with the other. “Five nights hence, you will accompany me to the blooming fields.”


The King waited with a curious look on his face. He looked rather like one of the masters in the collegia after they’d posed a particularly tricky riddle to his students. The answer came to Davud a moment later.


“Beht Zha’ir is five nights hence.”


Sukru’s flat expression made it clear he’d expected more.


Gods, Davud had never been close to the blooming fields. Their legend was fearful enough, but it was the asirim themselves that made Davud’s knees quake. “If you’ll forgive my presumption, my Lord King, what are we to do there?”


“Some of the adichara have been withering and are close to death. You’ll investigate.” Sukru tossed the book to Davud, who caught it, confused. “You’ll find more sigils in those pages,” he said. “Master them before we depart.”


Gods, he means blood magic. “I cannot, my King.”


“Ah, but you can.” He strode for the door. “Your King demands it.”


He left, letting the door swing open behind him. When his footsteps had faded, Davud thumbed through the book, horrified at what Sukru was asking him to do. This was what had led to Anila’s disfigurement. He’d foresworn the practice entirely, except for that which kept him from pain as the change within him continued to settle. He soon found the pages to which Sukru had referred. Written in a scratchy hand—so different from Hamzakiir’s tall, elegant penmanship—were two additional sigils: one for flora and another for poison or decay, the text below wasn’t quite clear.


Suddenly the hungry look on Sukru’s face when he’d questioned Davud about his use of blood magic made sense. It had been jealousy, not simple curiosity. That, coupled with the fact that he’d asked Davud to join him, implied two important things: first, that there was some puzzle Sukru desperately wanted to solve, and second, that he wasn’t gifted enough to do it alone.


Davud felt sick. He hadn’t wanted the curse of magic when Hamzakiir told him of it, and he didn’t want it now. He’d give it up in the beat of a butterfly’s wings if he could. But he couldn’t. It was foolish to pretend otherwise.


Turning the pages, he found an overlaid sigil, penned in three different inks. It combined the two earlier sigils with a third: the one for binding or mastery that appeared earlier in the book. What the King meant him to do with it he wasn’t certain.


He turned back toward Anila, and shivered. She was no longer staring at the ceiling. She still lay on the bed, but her neck was bent awkwardly as she stared at the book in Davud’s hands. She said nothing, her face held no expression whatsoever, and yet he felt a rush of shame.


Anila either didn’t notice or didn’t care as her gaze slid from the book to the doorway. She watched it for a time, her eyes calculating, hungry, as they’d been when she’d questioned him, day after day, about his magic out in the desert.


“Anila?”


She didn’t respond, didn’t so much as look at him.


“Anila, please speak to me.”


Her only reply was to give the book one last glance, then return her gaze to the ceiling, wincing from the movement. Her look of hunger faded, and then she was back to the same Anila he’d known these past many weeks.


He was about to plead again when a shadow flitting behind the curtains caught his eye. He moved toward the window. There was a firefinch in the ornamental fig tree outside, a bird with a vivid yellow breast that burned its way up toward the bright orange feathers along its head. He wouldn’t have given it a second thought if it hadn’t been acting so strangely. Most such birds would flit about, hop from branch to branch. They would blink, take in their surroundings, flutter about and little more. Firefinches were nervous birds.


But not this one. It rested stock still, and seemed to watch Davud as he came to the patio doors and opened them. It turned its head once as he walked over the brick toward the tree.


“What are you about, then?” he asked.


It remained perfectly motionless, for all the world one of the preserved birds the traveling shows sometimes brought to the city. It was on the lower branches, close enough to touch. Only when Davud took one more step toward the tree and reached for it did the bird take wing. In moments it had flitted up beyond the walls of the small patio and was gone.
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Chapter 5


ÇEDA STARED INTO KING ONUR’S EYES. She was doing her best to control her fear but felt exposed and helpless without her ebon blade. Onur snapped his fingers at Beril of Tribe Salmük, who threw River’s Daughter to him. He caught Çeda’s sword and pulled the blade free of the lacquered wooden scabbard. It looked tiny in his massive hands as he inspected the design near the crossguard: a heron wading along a reedy riverbank. An expression of curiosity overcame him, and then a look of understanding, as if the sword’s identity had told him all he needed to know about Çeda and how she’d come to be there.


“Well, well.” He lifted his eyes and stared at her, his stony face smiling in that grimy, lecherous way of his. “A Maiden lost from her flock.”


Beril and the others shared a glance. One placed a hand on the grip of her sword.


Onur waved her away. “She’s harmless enough.” Then he turned and trudged toward the nearby tent with his characteristic limp. “Come, Çedamihn.”


Far out in the desert, Kerim pleaded with her. Flee! Flee! You must flee!


His terror for her was so strong she nearly complied. Part of her wanted nothing more than to run, but she knew Onur’s presence here represented a shift in power in the desert, and she’d be a fool to let this chance go, danger or not, so she followed Onur into the tent, watching him carefully for signs of aggression, wary as well of the four women standing beside the wooden throne near the back of the tent. The women, all with shamshirs at their side, were dressed much like Blade Maidens. From the battle skirts to the boots to the bracers and the boiled leather sewn into the fabric. Except the cloth wasn’t black; it was the sandy color of the desert, and their turbans were red, a sign of war in the desert, and their veils were pulled over their faces, hiding all but their eyes.


Onur practically fell into his throne, as if it pained him to remain standing. “You’ve come a long way,” he said in his deep baritone.


“As have you.” She nearly added my Lord King, and was glad she hadn’t.


“How is it that you, that bitch Sümeya’s lap dog, has ended up here in the desert wastes?”


Sümeya was Çeda’s former commander in the Blade Maidens, their First Warden. Çeda had hoped the news of the battle hadn’t made it this far into the desert, but stories like these, ones that shift the very sands of the desert, traveled as fast as ships could carry them. He might already know some of her reasons for fleeing Sharakhai, which left her with a choice. Should she speak the truth and hope to gain some small amount of trust, or gamble that he didn’t know all of it, and that he wouldn’t learn the truth before Çeda escaped the protection of his tribe?


She wasn’t sure. It all depended on why Onur had left Sharakhai.


Knowing the halls of the House of Kings as she did, she could make some guesses. Onur was slovenly. He was brash. He took only his own counsel, and offered his with neither hesitation nor invitation. He was barely tolerated by the other Kings. Had that changed? Had something made the other Kings exile him, or had Onur left on his own? The former seemed unlikely. Onur was stubborn and belligerent—he would have defended his throne to the death if challenged.


But what if he’d simply grown weary of his life in Sharakhai, of ruling the city with eleven other Kings? Could a man like Onur not return to the desert and rule whatever tribe he wished?


“Come, child,” Onur snapped, “tell your tale.”


His reaction to her hesitation, the pinched look on his face, made her decision for her. Revealing more than she needed to Onur, who rarely repaid the trust others placed in him, would be the height of foolishness. “All I may say is that I’m on a mission from King Yusam.”


Onur laughed deeply, genuinely, though on him it seemed a sort of vulgar foreplay that would lead to violent acts. “May say. You are here in my tribe. You’ve entered my domain. And you’ll share what I will. Now, why are you here in the desert?”


“I was on Tribe Masal’s lands.”


“They can no longer make claim to those lands.”


“They’ve ceded them to you?”


“I’ve taken them, as I will take the entire eastern reach of the desert.” His brow furrowed; his eyes darkened. “Now out with it. If you force me to ask again, I’ll have these women quarter you alive, then man and god alike will see that you’re made of naught but flesh and blood and bone.”


“Yusam sent me into the desert the day after the battle. He shared little with me, but I believe he foresaw this meeting in his mere. My only question is how it fits within his grand vision.”


“Your only question?”


“Yes.” Çeda had tried her best to sound confident, but there was a note of irritation in Onur’s voice that worried her.


“From where I sit there are more relevant questions. Such as how you escaped the Night of Endless Swords, with Cahil and Mesut in tow. How you survived while Mesut died and Cahil was almost sent to the tomb that awaits him beneath his palace. Or what, as some have whispered, you had to do with the Wandering King’s death.”


Onur stood and immediately his women flanked Çeda. As Onur strode forward, his intentions clear, she dropped into a fighting stance and felt for their heartbeats. She managed to find the women’s, but Onur, as strong as his should have been, eluded her completely.


“Most curious to me is why the gods have seen fit to place you in my waiting palm like a glittering jewel when all I’ve ever done is spit upon them and their gift to the Kings of Sharakhai.” He swung one meaty fist at Çeda, a blow she easily avoided. “It’s a sign as sure as the moons in the night sky.”


He swung again, and this time Çeda stepped in and drove one fist deep into his belly. She only just escaped his grasping hand, but was kicked forward by the tribeswoman behind her. Onur charged with a speed that belied his bulk and grabbed her left wrist. Her right she drove into his neck. It struck hard, with all her weight behind it, but Onur took it with little more than a cough.


She tried to send the heel of her palm up and into his nose, but he snatched her hand and drew her toward him. She had only a split second to turn away before his forehead crashed into her cheek. She saw stars, and took another blow to the left side of her head. One more thudding blow came in from her right and then she was tipping down and rolling blindly along the carpets.


She stumbled while trying to regain her feet, to the amusement of Onur, who stood over her, a cut on his forehead dripping blood down into his left eye and along his sweaty cheek. He grabbed the front of her dress and pulled her up until they were eye-to-eye. “Do you know what tipped your hand?” Before she could answer, another strong blow came in from his right fist, driving her down to the carpet.


The world began to spin away, as Onur spoke one last time. “Yusam, the only man I halfway respected in that entire stinking city, died the night of the battle.”


And then the darkness claimed her.
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Çeda woke to the sound of scratching. Her head felt like a smith had been using it for an anvil.


Not a smith, she thought. Onur.


Memories of her fight with the Feasting King swam before her. Gods, how fast he’d moved. It wasn’t right for an ox to move so quickly. Yet another thing the gods would one day answer for.


For all the pain in her head, her limbs felt strangely numb, as if she’d been thrown in an ice bath. Her hands were bound behind her, tied to what felt like an iron spike driven into the unforgiving stone beneath her. She tried to get her fingers around the spike, see if she might pull it loose, but the smallest movements made her head pound so badly she abandoned the exercise.


The scratching sounds continued. She was both curious and annoyed to realized there were two sorts. One was soft, a scritching sound, like a reed pen on papyrus. The other was harsher. Metallic. Both made the roof of her mouth itch and opening her eyes brought sharp pain from the bright light. She closed them and only after waiting a good long while for the pain to pass did she pry them open once more. She was in a tent. A small one layered in bright, patterned carpets.


Two women were in the tent with her. One sat cross-legged in the corner, writing in a book, dipping a pen into the nearby well before writing with quick, precise strokes. She gave Çeda a sour glance but then went back to her task.


The other woman sat on a stool, a sword across her lap. She was scratching something into the blade with an awl. The steel blade was dark, Çeda realized. An ebon blade. Dear gods, it was River’s Daughter. Years ago Çeda would have laughed at the thought of caring about a sword, but she and that blade had been through much together—too much to allow some girl from the desert to carve things into its dark steel.


“Leave that—” Çeda squinted against the piercing agony that speech brought. She waited for it to subside, again sensing a strange numbness in her frame, then tried again. “You will lay that sword down, now, before I use it to carve things into your skin.”


The woman looked up. She was several years older than Çeda. Blue tattoos marked her forehead and framed her eyes, trailing along her cheeks and down her chin, making it look as though she were wearing a demon mask. “Speak again you’ll wish our Lord had led you to the farther fields.”


“I said lay that sword aside.”


The two women exchanged a look. The one who was writing, the older of the two, nodded, and the other took Çeda’s sword up and stood. She used the flat of the blade to strike Çeda’s hip. “You will remain silent.”


Çeda felt for her own heartbeat. Even as battered as she was, she became attuned to it as never before. It calmed her. Gave her confidence. The numbness she’d felt earlier had become a prickling beneath her skin. “You’re not worthy to touch that blade.”


This time the woman aimed for Çeda’s face. She put no great force behind it, but she was quick.


Çeda was ready, though. She’d felt the woman’s intent before her arm moved. She twisted aside as River’s Daughter whirred past her face and struck the carpets. Rolling back onto her shoulders, Çeda kicked upward. Her heel caught the young woman’s jaw, but that was only part of her purpose. Even as she reeled away, Çeda locked her legs around her sword arm. She pulled down, twisting her hips and legs as she went. The sword spun free, and the woman stumbled into the wall of the tent.


The other woman was caught by surprise. She threw aside her book and pen and lurched to her feet.


Çeda felt her own fear and anger coursing through her. Her right hand was hot as windblown embers, as it had been before she’d fallen on Yndris in Sharakhai and beaten her bloody. Then it had been the asir, Havva, working through Çeda. Havva was dead . . . but Kerim was not. This power was his; he was giving her what aid he could.


There was something odd about his emotions, though. Regret? Sorrow? She couldn’t tell, and there was no time to figure it out.


She pulled hard on the rope restraining her wrists. It held, but her hand and wrist burned the hotter for it. She tried again, and the rope snapped just as the other woman charged forward, a curving kenshar held in her right hand. She’d not taken two steps before Çeda pressed on her heart, making her cough. Her eyes widened as she stumbled, creating an opening so large Çeda could have ridden a horse through it. Çeda stepped in, blocked the sloppy stab of her knife, and brought her fist so hard across the woman’s face her eyes glazed even before she’d struck the carpets.


The younger woman was on her feet again, but she was disoriented from Çeda’s kick. She was pushing herself up off the tent wall, ungainly as a waking infant, and then Çeda was on her, a punch to the throat to keep her from crying out and then slipping behind her and snaking one arm around her neck.


She grasped desperately at Çeda, trying to free herself, but she seemed to know it was a lost cause, which was perhaps why she desperately flung one foot out to catch a small table holding a host of copper bowls. They clattered across the tent, surely alerting the entire camp that something was amiss. Indeed, as the woman went slack, Çeda heard a cry of alarm. Through the tent flaps she glimpsed Onur’s trunk-like legs plodding toward her. He was dragging something behind him. She picked up River’s Daughter and charged toward the opposite wall. Slicing down, she cut through the tough fabric with ease.


Çeda sprinted toward the edges of the camp, looking for something—a horse, a skiff—she could use to escape. She’d not gone ten strides, however when she heard a booming voice behind her. “Çedamihn Ahyanesh’ala!”


Onur had sensed her flight. Why else would he have been heading toward her tent so shortly after her attack had begun? But she could still escape into the desert. There were horses tied to a stake behind a sleek caravel. She would take one, find Kerim, and return to the desert—


“Flee if you wish,” Onur thundered, “but if you do, the one you’re bonded with dies.”


Çeda slowed, then stopped in her tracks.


Kerim. He’d been the cause of her numbness. Onur had been stifling his presence and Kerim had still somehow lent her strength so that she might escape, knowing full well he would remain under Onur’s control.


She hadn’t considered how completely the Kings could dominate the asirim—a terrible, foolish mistake on her part. She should have sent Kerim far away the moment she saw Onur.


She turned to find Onur stalking across the sand, dragging Kerim by his rags as if he weighed no more than a gutted lamb. The asirim had always seemed so godlike, almost otherworldly—she’d never considered that they might succumb to trauma as mortal man did. Yet here Kerim was, his limbs dragging, his head swinging awkwardly, his eyes were drunken and half-lidded.


With one hand, Onur heaved Kerim, tossing him to the sand at his feet. In his other hand he held a great spear, its broad head etched with ancient sigils. He lifted it to one shoulder, the tip pointed vaguely at Kerim’s chest. “How very tender-hearted you are. I’d half thought you were bonded to this pathetic soul against your will and would be glad to be rid of him.” The spear’s tip slowly pierced Kerim’s skin. Black blood oozed. Kerim did no more than moan and twist gently away.


“Leave him!”


Onur raised his eyebrows. “Drop your blade.”


There was fear in Çeda, strong and building, that Onur would kill Kerim no matter what she did, but what else could she do? She couldn’t stand by and let Onur kill him, a soul who had done so much to protect her.


She threw River’s Daughter to the sand.


Onur’s amused expression deepened across his flabby face. “I’d rather hoped we would cross blades. I haven’t slaked my thirst on the blood of a Maiden in many long years.” He shrugged and motioned to the men and women by his side to take Çeda. “Another day, then.” When Çeda’s hands were bound once more, he turned and plodded away.
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Chapter 6


THE CAMP MOVED ON the day after Çeda gave herself up to Onur. She was forced to help tear down the tents and pack them onto the waiting ships, and then she was chained to the hull in the hold of their largest galleon. She hadn’t been told where they were going, but she’d gleaned several clues as the ships were being made ready: the dour looks on everyone’s faces, their worried glances toward Onur and, while Çeda was carrying things aboard the ship, she’d seen men and women training with shield and spear on the sand. Onur had led them, shouting commands, the ranks of desert soldiers moving in disciplined order. Beyond them, archers fired into dummies made of hay-stuffed canvas. Even the ballistas were being fired, some releasing grapnels, others long bolts, others clay pots that, while not alight now, would be filled with oil and lit before being launched on the enemy.


Tribe Salmük was preparing for battle. The question was: battle with whom?


The Kings? Çeda mused.


It seemed unlikely. The tribe, given enough ships, could take down a royal ship, but only if they managed to catch it, and the royal clippers and yachts, unless caught off guard by ill winds, were too fast for all but the swiftest vessels in the tribe’s small fleet.


They might be turning to piracy, as many tribes did from time to time. It was conceivable a caravan was headed their way, and that Onur’s plan was to sack it, but base piracy felt out of character for Onur. There was a third possibility. That Onur had set his sights on another tribe. That Çeda could believe. He’d established his power in the desert very quickly, and he’d surely not rest at ruling a single tribe. He’d force more—whether through reason, gold, might, or some combination of all three—to join him.


Which tribe, though? The ships are headed north. And north means Red Wind territory. The land of Tribe Masal.


Over the course of the night and the following day, Çeda tried to reach out to Kerim. She could feel him, just out of reach, like the light from a bonfire over the horizon. Onur’s will was smothering him, which made her wonder how in the great wide desert Kerim had managed to overcome Mesut’s will and bond with her. She refused to believe Onur was stronger. Mesut’s resolve had not only been strong, it had been precise and righteous, things Onur might match but not exceed.


Mesut had spent centuries lording it over the asirim, though. Could Kerim have learned his weaknesses and exploited them to break from Mesut and bond with Çeda? Even if he had, Kerim was now as distant from her as the shores of the Austral Sea. Days passed. Her world became marked by simple meals of water and flatbread, shitting and pissing in the pot they’d provided, and the unceasing motion of the ship as it maneuvered the ever-changing dunes.


Three days into their sail, Beril, the woman who’d first found Çeda in the desert, came for her. She was unchained from the hold and led in shackles to the captain’s cabin. Onur sat within. He waved Beril away, and Çeda was alone with him.


Or so she’d thought. She’d been so fixated by Onur that the form hanging from the hull to her right hadn’t registered. As the door thudded closed, however, she gasped and stepped back. Kerim hung there, limp, his hands and feet fixed to the hull with massive iron spikes, making him look like a puppet waiting to be taken up for its next show.


“Breath of the desert . . .”


She hadn’t meant to speak, especially not in front of Onur, but she couldn’t help it. How frail Kerim looked. The asirim were so often hunched, moving with menace, and a power that spoke of the desert’s elder days. To see Kerim reduced to an object of Onur’s sick amusement shook her.


“Release him!” she commanded.


Onur was sitting on the same wooden throne he’d used in the desert tent. He eased his bulk from it and waddled around the desk. “Soon enough.” He stood before Kerim, all but ignoring Çeda. “Curious creatures. Their chests may rise and fall, but they don’t need breath.” He glanced back, his porcine eyes spearing her. “You can take it from them. It sends them into fits of terror if you bury them away from the adichara. You can bleed them as well. Bleed them until there’s nothing left. It comes back after a few weeks if you leave them be, and you can do it all over again.”


Çeda felt sick. He’d been torturing Kerim, and he wanted her to know it. But why hadn’t she felt it? It was yet more proof of his dominion over the asirim.


It was then that she noticed the object around Onur’s fat wrist. She’d been so shocked by the sight of Kerim she hadn’t noticed that he wore Mesut’s bracelet.


Onur noted her surprise, raised his arm, and examined it. “I must admit, I had doubts when I heard Mesut had been killed, and more when the rumors said you were responsible. But now . . .” He lowered his arm and took her in from head to toe. She suppressed a shiver. His lecherous gaze felt not only foul, but fervent, as if he wished to own her as he owned Kerim.


“They’re calling that great battle in the harbor Beht Savaş. The Night of Endless Swords. I left that very night, and do you know why?” He paused, perhaps wondering how much she knew, but in this she had no idea. She shrugged, if only to keep him talking.


“I found a traitor amongst our ranks. A coward who’d been playing the Kings against each other in a bid to rule Sharakhai on his own—or at least with fewer other Kings to contend with. King Azad, or should I say King Azad’s daughter, stood by his side. She gave me this.” He pulled up the sleeve of his thawb and showed her a puckered scar. “And this.” Another just below his collarbone. “And a handful more.”


“A pity Nayyan’s knife didn’t slice higher,” Çeda said.


With Kerim’s pitiful twitching, her anger was threatening to boil over, but the fact that Onur had chosen to reveal some key information wasn’t lost on her. Çeda had long since guessed that her mother had killed King Azad, and that the Kings had chosen to replace him, through wizardry of some sort, with his daughter Nayyan. It was deeply pleasing to learn she’d been right, but it left one burning question: Why would Onur share this with her?


Onur shrugged his massive shoulders. “Nayyan was skilled, but she fell like a sack of turnips when I struck her. She did, however, manage to spill Yusam’s blood all over the floors of Ihsan’s pretty palace.” Though Onur’s mouth drooped into a frown, his eyes twinkled. It was a look Çeda was beginning to associate with genuine amusement from this, the most unpleasant of Kings. “Whatever the fates decided that night,” Onur went on, “you’ve touched on an important point. Nayyan was one of the finest wardens the Maidens have ever seen. She is not just a fine warrior, but a leader. Those trained in the arts of war are rare. Those gifted at it even rarer. As young as you are, I see much of her in you.” A pause. “There is a thirst in you, is there not, to kill more of the Kings?”


Next to her, Kerim squirmed, and Çeda’s insides with him. “Just get on with it.”


A flash of annoyance marred Onur’s features as he considered her. “You have the same fire as your mother. She wished for the downfall of the Kings, yes? And she was not wholly unsuccessful. She took Azad’s life before she died.” He leaned back, his fingers interlacing over the roundness of his belly. “And now comes her daughter, searching for vengeance.”


Çeda felt her face drain of blood. Onur of course knew that Ahya had assassinated Azad—all the Kings knew—but until now only Ihsan had pieced together the clues that tied Ahya to Çeda. Did the other Kings know as well? Likely so, but in the end she supposed it mattered little. More important for now was the fact that Onur was dangling the information before her like bait in a snare. Could it be? Had Ahya pretended to love him in order to have Çeda?


Had Çeda a handful of sand, she would have lifted it to her lips right then and there and sifted it through her fingers. Please, Nalamae, if there was ever a thing you would grant me, grant me this.


“Do you know who my father is?” she asked, afraid of the answer but refusing to hide from it.


“I do,” he replied, letting the words sit between them like a golden chest, waiting to be opened.


“Who is he, then?”


His rumbling chuckle filled the cabin. “That’s too valuable to give up for so little from you.”


“Then send me back to the hold. I tire of your stench, and I would sooner die than stand by your side as you lay ruin upon the desert.”


“I’ve heard rashness is your greatest weakness. Don’t let it be your downfall.” He cast his gaze toward the hull, beyond which lay the bulk of the tribe’s ships. “Train these savages how to swing a sword. Prepare them to march on Sharakhai. Help me knock the Kings from their merry perches atop Tauriyat and watch them fall like coneys struck through with arrows.”


“I want you to fall as well.”


His face turned sour. “If you truly wish to avenge your mother’s death, set that aside. Come with me, and command an army. Come with me, and watch Kings take their last breath. The coward, Cahil. The snake, Ihsan. The mighty King of Swords. Even Kiral, King of Kings.”


“And if I decide to take a sword to your throat first?”


“Then it will be a day for the ages, will it not? A day all the gods of the desert will come to observe.” She was shocked to see a grudging respect in his gaze. “There would be no shame in dying that way, for either of us.”


“But why would the tribes follow you, a King they’ve loathed all their lives?”


“Because I’m giving them what they want: revenge, the strongest motivator of man. The desert people may loathe me, but only as a vague notion of King. Their hatred for Sharakhai lives in their bones. They’re forced to abide by the city’s rule, and so the Amber Jewel has become a symbol of all they hate. Permanence. The influence of foreign powers. The tainting of the ways of the desert and the raping of its resources. They hate that far more than they hate any one King. And if I can promise them the city will fall then what does it matter that I once ruled it?”


“Why?” Çeda asked. “Why share all this with me? Why not tell the other Kings how Ihsan and Azad have betrayed them and watch them fight from within?”


“I never said the other was Ihsan.”


“No. But it was?”


As he worked his tongue across his yellow teeth, Onur considered her more carefully. “You discovered much in your time as a Maiden.”


“Answer me. Why not tell the other Kings?”


“Because I want them at full strength when I tear them apart. The Kings crushed the desert tribes four centuries ago. Let us see what happens when I set that conflict alight once more.” A knock came at the cabin door, but Onur ignored it. “Say that you will stand by my side. Tear down the walls of Sharakhai with me. Avenge your mother.”


Gods help her, Çeda actually considered it. Onur was building an army. She might free Kerim and use Onur even as he hoped to use her. She could still do all she hoped to do, but for once from a position of power instead of weakness.


“You’ll even have your asir back.”


An echo of what she’d been thinking, and yet the words were like cold water to her face.


She turned to look at Kerim, whose head was turned to one side, lifting slightly, as if he were trying to look at Çeda but couldn’t summon the strength to do so.


“You would give me my asir . . .”


“And more if you wish. Only tell me how many you can safely bond with.”


More of them . . . As if the asirim were his. His playthings to distribute as he saw fit. As the knock at the door came again, more urgently, Çeda moved to the wall. The chains of her fetters clanking, she took Kerim’s head in her hands, and lifted him up until she was gazing into his eyes. His eyes were clouded but seemed to focus on her.


“Blood of my blood,” she whispered.


Kerim’s eyes closed. Fluttered, opened again. Words were on his lips, but nothing came. It didn’t matter, though.


“Forgive me for what I’m about to do,” she whispered, then turned and spat on the deck between her and Onur. “You are a coward. An enemy of my people. And I would never fight for you.”


Onur’s face went red. His features screwed up in anger. He stepped forward, grabbed for Çeda’s chains. She backed away, but he kept coming, and there was nowhere for her to go. He backhanded her, then followed her down to the floor, raining blows down with his meaty fists.


A third time the knock came, someone spoke in a rush. “My Lord King, sails have been spotted on the horizon.”


Onur’s movements slowed. His breath came heavy as he stared at her, spittle rolling from his mouth. “You’ll see things differently when I have more of his kind in my power.”


Çeda said nothing as he dragged her to a stand in one great heave and shoved her out onto the deck of the ship. Her ankles still shackled, she spilled across it, falling near Beril’s feet.


“Put her back in the hold,” Onur spat, then lumbered past her, surveying the way ahead, where the sails from several dozen ships made a sawtooth pattern over an otherwise smooth horizon.


“Come,” Beril said in a low voice. She pulled Çeda, not so roughly as Çeda might have expected, and led her belowdecks.
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