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For Rick,
Rest in peace, friend,
You left us too soon.
Thanks for all the laughs, the good times,
and above all, the donuts and grape soda.
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The Story So Far

The Song of the Shattered Sands is a vast and complex tale. I consider that a good thing, and if you’re reading this, you likely do too, but it can present a problem. It’s easy to forget what happened in the earlier volumes. I do my best to catch readers up with little reminders along the way, but even so, I recognize the need for a refresher.

It is with this in mind that I provide the following synopses.

As always, thank you for joining me in this grand tale. I hope you enjoy your return to the Great Shangazi.

—Bradley P. Beaulieu

The Song of the Shattered Sands

The Song of the Shattered Sands is an epic fantasy series in the vein of One Thousand and One Nights. The story centers on Çeda, a young woman who lives in the slums of the great desert city of Sharakhai and fights in the pits for money. In the eyes of the city’s wealthy, she is nothing. She is one step above slavery, a fate that constantly nips at her heels. Through clues in a book left to her by her mother, Çeda realizes she is also one of the thirteenth tribe, a legendary group of nomads who were nearly eradicated by the Twelve Kings of Sharakhai four hundred years before.

In the decades that followed those dark days, Sharakhai became the single, unquestioned power in the desert, but in recent years the iron grip of the city has weakened. The asirim, strange and powerful creatures of the desert, have always protected Sharakhai, but they have become fewer, their power more feeble. Sensing weakness, the kingdoms bordering the Great Shangazi close in like jackals, hoping to snatch this jewel they’ve so long coveted, but it may be the wandering people of the desert, insulted by the very presence of Sharakhai, who in the end destroy the city so that no one—especially outsiders—can control it.

Though Çeda doesn’t know it, her heritage and the book her mother left her put her in a unique position. The asirim were once people of the thirteenth tribe. After a grand bargain with the gods of the desert, they were betrayed by the Twelve Kings of Sharakhai and transformed into the wicked creatures they are now. Fearing retribution, the Kings sent the asirim to hunt their kinsmen, to kill every man, woman, and child who had blood of the thirteenth tribe running through their veins. The asirim wept, but they had no choice. They were bound as surely as the sun shines on the desert. Çeda’s book is one of the last remaining clues to that secret history.

Of Sand and Malice Made

Çeda is the youngest pit fighter in the history of Sharakhai. She’s made her name in the arena as the fearsome White Wolf. None but her closest friends and allies know her true identity, but that changes when she crosses the path of Hidi and Makuo, twin demigods who were summoned by a vengeful woman named Kesaea.

Kesaea wishes to bring about the downfall of her own sister, who has taken her place as the favored plaything of Rümayesh, an ehrekh, a sadistic creature forged aeons ago by Goezhen, the god of chaos. The ehrekh are desert dwellers, often hiding from the view of man, but this one lurks in the dark corners of Sharakhai, toying with and preying on humans. For centuries, Rümayesh has combed the populace of Sharakhai, looking for baubles among them, bright jewels that might interest her for a time. She chooses some few to stand by her side until she tires of them. Others she abducts to examine more closely, leaving them ruined, worn-out husks.

At Kesaea’s bidding, the twins manipulate Çeda into meeting Rümayesh in hopes that the ehrekh would become entranced with her and toss Ashwandi aside. To Çeda’s horror, it works.

Çeda tries to hide, but Rümayesh is not so easily deterred; the chase makes her covet the vibrant young pit fighter all the more. She uses her many resources to discover Çeda’s secret identity. She learns who Çeda holds dearest. And the more restless she grows, the more violent she becomes. But the danger grows infinitely worse when Rümayesh turns her attention to Çeda’s friends. Çeda is horrified that the people she loves have been placed in harm’s way. She’s seen firsthand the blood and suffering left in Rümayesh’s wake as she hunts for those she craves.

Çeda is captured but manages to escape, and in so doing delivers Rümayesh into the hands of Hidi and Makuo, who torture her endlessly. But the ehrekh is still able to reach out to Çeda, forcing her to relive the torture as well. Knowing that she can never be free unless she liberates Rümayesh from the godling twins, Çeda recruits the help of a gifted young thief named Brama. With Brama’s help, Çeda steals into Rümayesh’s hidden desert fortress in hopes of freeing her through the use of a sacred ritual.

Çeda succeeds, but at the cost of Brama becoming enslaved instead of her. Knowing she can’t leave Brama to the cruelties of an ehrekh, Çeda searches for and finds a different, more ancient ritual that prepares a magical gemstone, a sapphire, to capture Rümayesh. In a climactic battle, Çeda manages to trap Rümayesh within the stone and free Brama. In the end, Çeda knows that Brama is perhaps the one person who would be most careful with the sapphire, and so leaves it with him.

Twelve Kings in Sharakhai

Çeda uncovers secret poems hidden in a book left to her by her mother. Through clues in the poems, she learns more about Beht Ihman, the fateful night when the people of the thirteenth tribe were enslaved and turned into the asirim. She also learns that she is herself a descendant of the thirteenth tribe, which gives her some clue as to what her mother was doing in Sharakhai. She later discovers, to her shock and revulsion, that she may be the daughter of one of the Kings, and that this too was part of her mother’s plan.

Refusing to let the mystery go unresolved, Çeda goes into the desert to the blooming fields, where the adichara trees shelter the asirim. The Kings are immune to the adichara’s poison, and their children are resistant. To all others the poison is deadly. To prove to herself once and for all that she is the daughter of one of the Kings, Çeda poisons herself, and later is brought to the house of the Blade Maidens, the place where the warrior-daughters of the Kings live and train. There, with the help of an ally to the thirteenth tribe, Çeda survives and is allowed entry into the House of Maidens.

As she recuperates and trains with the Blade Maidens, Çeda investigates the clues left in her mother’s book, her one treasured possession. Her mother died trying to unlock the secrets of a fabled poem that promises to unlock the secrets of the past and show Çeda the keys to the Kings’ power and the way in which they can be defeated.

Meanwhile, the Moonless Host, a resistance group that hopes to end the reign of the Kings of Sharakhai, hatches a plan to break into the palace of King Külaşan, the Wandering King. Hidden in its depths is his son Hamzakiir, a blood mage and a man the Moonless Host hopes to use for their own purposes. It won’t be so simple, however. The Kings stand ready to stop them, and their resources are vast.

There is also Ramahd Amansir, a lord from the neighboring kingdom of Qaimir, and Princess Meryam, who travels with him. They have plans for Hamzakiir as well. Ramahd came to Sharakhai in hopes of gaining revenge for the loss of his wife and child at the hands of Macide, the leader of the Moonless Host. He stumbles across Çeda in the fighting pits, and the two of them come to know one another.

They might even have become involved romantically, but Çeda has more to worry about than love, and Meryam has other plans for Ramahd. Meryam knows that allowing Hamzakiir to fall into the hands of the Moonless Host would be terrible for her cause, so she makes plans to steal Hamzakiir from under their very noses.

At the end of the book, Çeda manages to unlock the first of the poem’s riddles. Along with her best friend, Emre, who against Çeda’s wishes has joined the ranks of the Moonless Host, she infiltrates King Külaşan’s desert palace and kills him. Emre and the Moonless Host, meanwhile, manage to raise Hamzakiir from his near-dead state and steal him away from the palace. Before they can reach safety, however, Meryam and Ramahd intercept them and take Hamzakiir.

With Blood Upon the Sand

Çeda has become a Blade Maiden, an elite warrior in service to the Kings of Sharakhai. She’s learning their secrets even as they send her on covert missions to further their rule. She’s already uncovered the dark history of the asirim, but it’s only when she bonds with them, chaining them to her will, that she feels their pain as her own. They hunger for release, they demand it, but their chains were forged by the gods themselves and are proving unbreakable.

Çeda could become the champion the enslaved asirim have been waiting for, but the need to tread carefully has never been greater. The Kings, hungry for blood, scour the city in a ruthless quest for revenge. Emre and his new allies in the Moonless Host, meanwhile, lay plans to take advantage of the unrest in Sharakhai. They hope to strike a major blow against the Kings and their god-given powers.

Hamzakiir has escaped the attentions of Queen Meryam and Ramahd, and has insinuated himself into the ranks of the Moonless Host. Through manipulation and sometimes force, he is slowly taking the reins of power from Macide and his father, Ishaq. His plan for Sharakhai is bold. The many scarabs of the Moonless Host, who itch for more progress, buy into Hamzakiir’s plans.

Those plans are nearly upended when Davud, a young collegia scholar, is captured along with many others from his graduating class. Hamzakiir’s spells trigger Davud’s awakening as a blood mage. It is that very awakening that gives Davud power, nearly stopping Hamzakiir and his dark agenda. Davud fails, however, and burns his fellow classmate, Anila, in a cold fire, almost killing her.

The Moonless Host fractures in two, many following Hamzakiir, others following Macide, who is revealed to be Çeda’s uncle. In a devastating betrayal, Hamzakiir kills many of the old guard in the Moonless Host, giving him near-complete control of the group. With them at his beck and call, he attacks Sharakhai, planning to take for his own the fabled elixirs that grant the Kings long life.

Emre and Macide, however, want the elixirs destroyed so that neither Hamzakiir nor the Kings can have them. Meryam is sympathetic, and commands Ramahd to help Emre.

An attack on Sharakhai unfolds, where the abducted collegia students, now grotesque monsters, are used to clear the way to King’s Harbor. As the battle rages, both Hamzakiir and his faction, and Macide and his, infiltrate the palaces in search of the caches where the fabled elixirs are stored. Two of the three primary caches are destroyed. The third falls into Hamzakiir’s hands.

Çeda, meanwhile, caught up in the battle in the harbor, tries to kill Cahil the Confessor King and King Mesut. The Kings are not so easily destroyed, however. They discover Çeda’s purpose and turn the tables, nearly killing her. Sehid-Alaz, the King of the Thirteenth Tribe, is so fearful of Çeda’s death that he manages to throw off the shackles of his curse and protect Çeda long enough for her to release the wights, the trapped souls of the asirim, from King Mesut’s legendary bracelet. Thus freed, the wights come for their revenge and kill King Mesut.

Having been revealed, Çeda flees into the desert.

A Veil of Spears

The Night of Endless Swords was a bloody battle that nearly saw Sharakhai’s destruction. The Kings know they won a narrow victory that night, and since then, their elite Blade Maidens and the soldiers of the Silver Spears have been pressing relentlessly on the Moonless Host. Hundreds have been murdered or given to Cahil the Confessor King for questioning. Knowing their movement is nearing the point of collapse, the scarabs of the Moonless Host flee the city.

Çeda, who has already fled the city, is captured by Onur, the King of Sloth. Onur has returned to the desert and is raising an army of his own to challenge the other Kings’ right to rule. After escaping Onur, Çeda finds the scattered remains of the Moonless Host, who are now calling themselves the thirteenth tribe. Her people are reforming, but the nascent tribe is quickly being caught in a struggle between Onur’s growing influence and the considerable might of the Kings who, with Sharakhai now firmly back under their rule, are turning their attention to the desert once more.

In Sharakhai, meanwhile, a deadly game is being played. Davud and Anila are being kept by Sukru the Reaping King. They’re being groomed for their powers, Davud as a budding blood mage, Anila as a rare necromancer. A mysterious mage known as the Sparrow, however, is trying to lure Davud away from King Sukru for his own dark purposes. As Davud and Anila both grow in power, they fight for their very lives against the machinations of the Sparrow.

In the desert, Emre comes into his own as a prominent member of the thirteenth tribe. More are looking to him as a leader, including Macide. Emre helps to navigate the tribe toward safety, but the threat of King Onur grows by the day. Even with Emre’s help in securing allies among the other tribes, it may not be enough. Things grow worse when the Kings of Sharakhai sail to the desert to confront Onur. They hatch a deal with Onur: crush the thirteenth tribe first, and they can deal with one another later.

Çeda knows that the thirteenth tribe will be destroyed unless she can free the powerful asirim from their bondage. She vows to lift the curse the gods placed on them, and soon returns to Sharakhai and its deadly blooming fields to do just that.

The Kings have not been idle, however. Nor are they fools. They know the asirim are the key to maintaining power. Making matters worse, their greatest tactician, the Kings of Swords himself, has made it his personal mission to bring Çeda to justice for her many crimes. Queen Meryam has also decided to throw in her lot with them. She’s even managed to steal away the sapphire that contains the soul of the ehrekh, Rümayesh.

The night before the final confrontation, Çeda manages to liberate the wights still trapped inside Mesut’s bracelet. The tribes and the Kings clash. As the battle unfolds, Ramahd, Emre, and the young thief, Brama, stage an ingenious attack on Queen Meryam’s ship. There, they free Rümayesh, adding a powerful ally to their fight.

Near the end of the battle, it is revealed that Queen Meryam has long been dominating the mind of the blood mage, Hamzakiir. She has designs on more than just Macide or the Moonless Host. She wants the city for herself. In order to secure it, she forces Hamzakiir to take on the guise of Kiral the King of Kings. Kiral himself, meanwhile, is sent into the battle and is killed.

In the battle’s closing moments, Çeda is nearly killed by the fearsome ehrekh, Guhldrathen. Guhldrathen, however, is swept up by Rümayesh and destroyed. This frees the path for Çeda to kill King Onur, which she does in single combat.
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Chapter 1

UNDER COVER OF DARKNESS, leagues east of Sharakhai, three women navigated the endless dunes of the Great Shangazi. Çeda led the way on her zilij, a skimwood board that hissed as she rode it. Like the runners of sandships, the board had been painstakingly treated with a special wax which, coupled with the qualities of the wood itself, allowed it to glide slick as a lemon seed over the desert’s surface. Melis and Sümeya, wearing their old uniforms, their Maiden’s black, rode just behind her on zilijs of their own, and while they might not be as deft as Çeda, they were passable and they made good time toward their destination: the blooming fields.

Golden Rhia and silver Tulathan hung high overhead, pendants in a star-swept sky shedding light on the spindrift that lifted from the dunes like smoke on the wind. Both moons were full. Beht Zha’ir had returned to the desert, which partly explained why, despite the night’s heat, all three women wore battle dresses. Melis and Sümeya’s were well worn and made from black cloth, while Çeda’s was newly sewn and dyed in rich amber hues, colors more typical of the desert tribes. Hanging easily from Çeda’s belt were her mother’s knife and her shamshir, River’s Daughter: the ebon steel blade that had once felt so foreign, a sign of the Kings’ oppression, but was now her truest, most trusted friend.

The weapons gave comfort against the boneyard chill trying to seep its way into her heart, but did nothing to prevent the whispers of doubt. Turn back, the whispers said. There’s no hope in this. The Kings will sense you. They were echoes from the asirim, those pitiable souls who lived beneath the twisted trees. The words were meant to discourage, but served only to harden Çeda’s resolve. What she was about to do was necessary—for the good of the asirim, for the good of her tribe, for the good of the desert—and it was long past due.

After following the crest of a dune, Çeda leaned into the downward slope, built speed toward and through the trough, then kicked along the incline with full-body strokes of her leg. Melis and Sümeya followed suit, and when they reached the peak, all three of them stomped the end of their zilijs, flipping them over to prevent them from sliding away.

“Breath of the desert,” Sümeya said, “it feels like years since we were here.”

“Like another life,” Çeda replied.

So much had happened since then: their flight into the desert, their meeting with the thirteenth tribe, the battle against King Onur and his tribe built through conquest, then the larger battle where the other Sharakhani Kings and the royal navy joined in. It had all begun here, when Çeda, hoping to reveal the truth to Sümeya and Melis, had chosen a family of asirim to speak with. They’d told their story, but King Husamettín had dominated them immediately after and forced them to do his will. Only with the help of Dardzada, the old apothecary, had they managed to escape Husamettín and his Blade Maidens, and even then it had been a near thing.

The sand was soft beneath Çeda’s callused hands as she crouched and studied the blooming fields. Today might be a different day, she thought, but it’s every bit as dangerous. From their distant vantage, the long line of trees looked harmless, a line of ink spilled across a rolling piece of parchment. To the careful observer, however, more was revealed. The branches of the adichara trees swayed, their night blooms open, each a pale, blue-white flame, brighter than the reflected light of the moons could account for. Like a river of souls, Çeda mused, searching for the farther fields.

She studied the shadows beneath the trees and the gaps between the groves for any telltale signs of soldiers. She spread her awareness outward, wary of spikes of emotion from the asirim that might indicate the presence of one of the Kings.

She had once needed an adichara petal to do such things. Not so now, especially this close to the blooming fields. It was a miracle of sorts, a power that flowed from the old wound in the meat of her right thumb, a wound she’d given herself to prove once and for all that she was a daughter of a Sharakhani King. Through the poison that still resided there she could feel the trees and the asirim. The tattoo around it, given to her by the Matron Zaïde, had saved her life. It helped to hem the pain in, but it could only do so much. This close to the blooming fields the wound was a fount of anger and vengeance.

She’d learned that she could draw upon that anger so long as she didn’t let it overwhelm her. She did so now, squeezing her hand until the pain sharpened. Her sense of the blooming fields sharpened with it.

“Well?” Melis said gruffly.

Çeda ignored the note of impatience in her voice, completing her inspection with care. “There’s nothing,” she replied when she was done. “We’re safe for now.”

Melis stood and stomped on her zilij to flip it back over. “Then let’s get bloody moving.” With one hard kick, she slid into motion.

Çeda and Sümeya shared a look. Melis had been acting like this more often of late, but now was hardly the time to discuss it. They followed and had just reached the peak of the next dune when a lonely wail swept like cold rain over the desert. Çeda shivered from it. The sorrow in that call stemmed from the asir’s pain, its helplessness to stand against the voices of the gods that whispered in their minds: Go to Sharakhai. Take tribute. Kill for us.

Çeda had once viewed the asirim as ruthless monsters. Now she saw them for what they truly were. Slaves. Slaves to the gods’ decree. Slaves to the will of the Kings. On this holy night, they would go to Sharakhai and kill the ones King Sukru had marked, then return to the blooming fields with their tributes, where the bodies would be tossed into the arms of the adichara to be torn limb from limb, their blood feeding the roots of the twisted trees.

It was all still so daunting, her mission to destroy the Kings, but she couldn’t forget how far she’d come. Six Kings lay dead or powerless. Azad had been felled by Çeda’s mother, Ahya. Külaşan, Mesut, and Onur were dead by Çeda’s hand. Yusam’s death was still a mystery, though Çeda wouldn’t be surprised to learn that one of his brother Kings, Ihsan being the most likely, had done it. And then there was Zeheb, the Whisper King, driven mad by his own power.

As she reached the edge of the grove, more and more of the blooming fields were opened to her. More of the asirim were as well. She felt so much pure need in them it was nearly overwhelming, but she suppressed those gnawing feelings as best she could, concentrating solely on the grove that lay before her. As she, Sümeya, and Melis entered it along a tunnel-like path, the adichara branches moved snakelike, rubbing against one another, the sound of it like twigs breaking underfoot. Beneath the light of the blue-white blooms, an arsenal of thorns stood out starkly along the branches.

They made their way to a clearing where they’d first met the asir named Mavra, a matriarch who had somehow managed to keep her family together over four terrible centuries of enslavement. As had been true the last time she’d come, Çeda felt not only Mavra, but her kin as well: the children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren. Most were asleep, caught in the spell that kept them in place until called upon by Sukru and his infernal whip, or pressed into service by one of the other Kings.

“Rise, Mavra,” Çeda said aloud. “Rise and wake your children.”

Like moonlight rippling over a pond, Mavra’s will spread amongst the others. They roused, and their anger flared. Emaciated hands broke the sandy surface beneath the trees. Their ceaseless hunger gnawed at them as they crawled like termites from rotted wood. A dozen cadaverous shapes lifted from the ground, their blackened skin shriveled, tight against their bones. More followed, and more still, until they all stood trembling, mouths agape as their eyes swallowed the light of the adichara blooms.

Only Mavra remained in her grave.

Come grandmother. Leave the roots behind.

A few paces from where Çeda stood, an ungainly form broke the surface and pulled herself tall. Mavra was large, with broad shoulders and pendulous breasts. Lank hair hung before her face in dust-ridden strands. Her whole body quivered, making her look fragile, as if she were standing through sheer will alone. Only in her flinty stare could Çeda see some glimmer of her former, awesome strength.

“Threeee of mine died when last you came,” she said in a reedy whisper.

“What happened was a tragedy,” Çeda said. “But the Kings caused it. Surely you see this.”

“Haaaaddd you not coooome”—her voice had grown stronger, her sorrow palpable—“they would still be aliiive.”

Her brood were becoming more animated. Sedef, the most overprotective of her sons, crept closer on all fours. His limbs were long and lanky, his thoughts dark, echoing the murderous look in his eyes. The others parted as he came.

“You’re right to be angry,” Çeda said, keeping one eye on Sedef, “but direct that anger against King Husamettín, who has hidden the truth for four hundred years. Direct it against King Sukru, who summons you to Sharakhai. Direct it against King Kiral, who rules them all. Not against me, nor my sisters, who have come to see you freed.”

Çeda could feel Mavra’s heart skip at the word freed. She might hate Çeda for what had happened, but she recognized the truth in Çeda’s words. Sedef, however, was not so patient. He growled and groaned until the others backed away and cowered from him, even Mavra.

It was in the following moments, as Sedef charged and Mavra did nothing to stop him, that Çeda understood: Sedef had supplanted Mavra as the leader of their family.

With long strides he stormed toward the clearing.

“Control your son, Mavra!” Çeda called.

Melis, breathing rapidly, drew her shamshir. Çeda immediately whistled, Stand down! Melis knew better—Çeda had told her not to touch a weapon—but her fear of the asirim was overriding it. Still, she complied with Çeda’s order, though by then Sedef was nearly on top of her.

Now! Çeda whistled.

As one, Çeda, Melis, and Sümeya tackled Sedef. Çeda felt his long claws rake her dress across the thighs. The armor held, but the next moment he was reaching for her neck.

Like all the asirim, Sedef was inhumanly strong, but Melis and Sümeya had both taken petals, and Çeda had the power of the adichara running through her as well. Together, they held him at bay. But Sedef was no newcomer to battle. He rolled. He clawed. He bit. Sümeya, Melis, and Çeda all took cuts from his nails, or were struck by his elbows, his knees, his feet.

“Mavra!”

Sedef head-butted Çeda. Stars mixed with the brightness of the adichara blooms. Sedef threw her back and sent a kick into Melis’s gut, and then, in a blink, had his arms around Sümeya’s waist. He lifted her high, ready to throw her into the poisonous adichara thorns.

“No!” Çeda cried, coming shakily to her feet, too far away, too woozy to help.

With a roar, a dark form tackled Sedef from behind. It was Mavra. She was using her weight to force Sedef to the ground while Sümeya fell against two winding adichara boughs.

“Sümeya!” Çeda reached her a moment later and helped her to her feet.

“It’s all right,” Sümeya said. “The thorns didn’t pierce.”

Çeda’s relief was short-lived. Sedef’s strength was terrible, and Mavra seemed unable to stop him. When Mavra spoke to him, however, everything changed.

“Throw away your chance for freedom if you will, but don’t do it for us all. Think of Amile and how he’s suffered. Think of all the others, your brothers and sisters, your nieces and nephews and countless cousins.”

Sedef still fought her, but Mavra was displaying the sort of power she surely possessed when she was young. The mood in the clearing shifted. Mavra’s children had felt lost without her. Her return, though it came at the cost of Sedef’s defeat and shame, gave them hope. They wanted Mavra to win. And so, Çeda suspected, did Sedef. How else to explain his slowed movements or his faint sense of hope as Mavra drove him down and pressed a forearm against his throat? When his body finally went lax, she lifted herself up and pointed to the darkest part of the nearby trees. There, the adichara parted, creating a path. Like a scolded child, Sedef rose and followed it, shoulders bowed, and the trees converged behind him.

Mavra’s broad frame heaved with every ragged breath she took. She turned to Çeda. “Tell me now,” she said, her words little more than a long wheeze. “Tell me how we can be freed.”

All eyes shifted to Çeda.

“I must know something first,” Çeda replied, and waved to the adicharas as their branches clicked and clacked. “Would you leave this grove? Would you leave the only home you’ve known for the past four hundred years?”

It was not a simple question. Mavra’s old life was like a dream to her, distant and discomfiting even compared to the embrace of the adichara’s roots. No matter that they were a symbol of her enslavement, these twisted trees had long ago become her home.

Mavra considered, her childlike worry plain on her face. “Yeessss,” she said. “I would leave.”

“Would you strike against the Kings?”

“Gleefully.” She spat the word.

“Lastly, Mavra, would you follow me?”

All around the grove, the tortured voices of the asirim rose. It made the hair on Çeda’s arms and the back of her neck stand up. Some, heedless of the thorns, grabbed the nearby trunks and shook the trees, making the light from the blooms above flicker wildly. Mavra, however, was a guiding star. The asirim settled themselves, deferent, waiting for Mavra to decide.

“Will you free all of us?”

“I will.”

“Our King as well?”

She meant Sehid-Alaz, who as far as Çeda knew was still trapped in King Husamettín’s palace.

“That is my hope,” Çeda said.

Mavra considered, her jaundiced eyes searching. “I want more,” she finally rasped. “I want more than to simply be free.”

“What more do you want?”

Çeda thought she knew the answer, but she wanted Mavra to say it out loud. Mavra leaned aggressively toward Çeda. Her heavy cheeks shook. Her eyes opened wide in a yellow leer that spoke of hunger and rage and little else. As much as she wanted to say the words, she couldn’t. She was forbidden to speak of such things, so Çeda spoke them for her.

“You want revenge. You want to taste the blood of Kings.”

Mavra couldn’t so much as nod, but Çeda felt the desire within her, boiling like a witch’s cauldron.

“Follow me, Mavra, and we will go to Tauriyat. Follow me and together we will free our king from his imprisonment.”

Mavra’s hope lit like a beacon. “Husamettín’s will is strong, and he knows the asirim best now that Mesut lies dead. He will not let Sehid-Alaz go easily.”

“No,” Çeda replied, “which is why we’ll kill him first.”
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Chapter 2

A MAN NAMED BRAMA trekked north along the peak of a knife-edge dune. A hot wind blew, scouring the dune’s windward side, sending spindrift to swirling. It tickled the fingers of his left hand, collected in the furrows between his scars. More than the heat, more than the give of the sand beneath his sandals, he felt a thing that couldn’t be seen. It came when the wind picked up, as it had for many days, and in this way was predictable, but it was defined more by its ephemeral nature. Each time it came, Brama would concentrate on the feeling, but he’d no sooner begun to sense its inner workings than it would dissipate.

He wanted to learn its nature—something deep inside him needed to learn it—but he’d failed so many times by trying to impose his will upon it, so instead he relaxed. He let his senses go. Come to me if you wish, he mused. I’ll chase you no longer.

Like a meager wind toying with the canvas of a sandship, a new sensation filled his chest and cradled his heart. Not unlike love, Brama thought. He took in the desert anew. All about him lay the golden dunes of the Great Shangazi, breathtaking in their simplistic beauty. He’d seen much in his time since the great battle between the Sharakhani Kings and the thirteenth tribe, and had come to love the desert like nothing else.

Nothing? he mused.

Not so long ago, his only love had been for Rümayesh, the ehrekh, the ancient desert creature he’d been bound to for years. But Rümayesh was off exploring the desert. When she would return Brama had no idea. He couldn’t even remember when she’d left. Days ago? Weeks? Since then, he’d been free to see the desert for what it truly was: a treasure.

The curious feeling spread. It tingled along his arms and he became increasingly aware of a line of low rocks, too far for the eye to see. He felt the oases beyond, and the life that thrived in and around them. He’d never had much fondness for the desert when he was young. The few times he’d left the city for the sand had felt interminable. Now he felt like a blind man who’d been granted the ability to see for the first time. The strange new world that had been opened to him was chaotic, even garish, but no less wondrous for it.

It felt as if he was coming to know the desert as a part of it. The notion caused his newfound senses to falter and he immediately halted, closed his eyes, and lost himself in the sigh of the wind as it tugged at his curly hair. He felt the sun’s relentless heat along his left side. While he listened to the breathy sigh of sand along the dunes, he found peace once more, and the strange sensation returned.

He opened his eyes to see the sand swirling before him in lazy patterns. The patterns held meaning, he knew, but they felt unknowable. They may as well have been the writings of an elder god. And yet he knew enough to know they had meaning, which was a miracle in itself. It was Rümayesh’s influence, a thing he ought to be more concerned about, but he’d given up trying to escape her. He’d agreed to walk with her for a time, so why not learn more of the desert while he did?

The moment became so powerful he realized he could feel Rümayesh somewhere far, far away. He felt as if, were he to take one step toward her, he would turn to sand and be borne upon the wind until he was lain at her feet, whole once more. She would kiss the crown of his head and the two of them would become as one. They would explore the desert together, as she’d promised, and she would shelter him from all danger. Through ages they would walk, side by side, the lord of all things coming to take his hand only when she’d tired of his company.

He was nearly ready to do it. The urge was intoxicating, almost overwhelming. But he was jarred by a bitter scent on the wind. Something new had come to this part of the desert, which might be friend or foe. He turned and breathed deeply, knowing, without knowing how he knew, that he would find it in that direction. In the moment he’d made up his mind to learn more, the swirling wind vanished and the sand fell about him like rain.

After shaking it from his hair, he considered the horizon. Whatever he’d sensed, it was something old, something deeper than the desert. He felt heady from it. For days and nights he followed that scent, and one morning spotted an amber haze lifting along the horizon. His first thought was a caravan, but this was something much, much larger.

Rümayesh had said before she’d left, “War has come to the desert.”

“Are you certain, then, that we should part?”

Sensing his true meaning, she’d smiled and caressed his cheek. “You have nothing to fear. And you need time to learn the desert on your own.”

He hadn’t known what she’d meant then, but in the days that followed, his new senses had been born—his ability to see the magic that made up the world—and he’d come to know the desert in ways he could never have before. He knew he should hate Rümayesh for all she’d done to him, but for this he was glad.

As high sun arrived he reached the edges of Aldiir, the largest caravanserai along the desert’s northerly passage, roughly halfway between Sharakhai and the southern border of Mirea. To the right of the cluster of mudbrick buildings were daubs of blue-green, pools of water choked with all manner of greenery, from tall grasses to spearsheaf bushes to the occasional date tree.

Beyond the serai, a great fleet of ships was arrayed in a protective ring. Brama had heard of them. Dunebreakers, they were called, four-masted affairs with double-decked forecastles and aftcastles. And they were tall, taller than he thought sandships could be. They had strange, huge wheels affixed to the sides of the hulls at the ships’ centers, apparently to help dig them out of trouble, though if that was the case why wouldn’t they just make the damned ships smaller to begin with? They were so cumbersome it hardly seemed they could navigate the desert, much less bear an army toward Sharakhai.

A horn blew, and three riders left the ring of ships and came riding toward him. The lead rider sat atop a dappled brown mare. He wore light leather armor and a conical reed hat. More curious was his cream-colored skin and his hair, which was paler than bleached bones. The other two riders wore lacquered armor, their faces hidden by the grinning demon masks of their helms. They rode qirin, powerful mounts with the body of a horse but the neck and head of a dragon, with huge coiled horns atop their heads. And while their coats along their midsection and haunches were chestnut roan, the scales along their forelegs, neck, and head were a powdery blue that shone red under the light of the hot desert sun.

The lead rider urged his horse ahead of the qirin knights. His icy eyes pierced Brama as he reined to a stop. Though they made no move to raise them, the knights behind him each held a bow with an arrow nocked. In the glaring sun, the arrowheads glinted like diamonds. It took Brama a moment to realize why. They were diamonds. The thief in him wondered how many more were in their quivers. He wondered at their quality. But those were old instincts from a different life, and he set the thoughts aside as useless.

Their albino leader took in the weave of scars covering Brama’s face, neck, and hands. “State your name,” he said in perfect Sharakhan.

“I am Brama Junayd’ava. And you?” A memory tickled at the back of Brama’s mind. He’d seen the man before, but couldn’t place where.

He peered at Brama’s scar-riddled face. “You’re the Tattered Prince, the one who used to heal addicts in the Knot.”

Brama gave him a theatrical bow. “We are one and the same.”

The man scanned the horizon beyond Brama as if he expected someone else to be there. “Your business here?”

It was that word, business, that unlocked the memory. Brama had gone to the fighting pits often when he was young, and he’d seen this Mirean man there, quite a few times actually, usually as a guest in Osman’s personal seats. “You’re Juvaal … No, Juvaan. The Mirean ambassador.”

Juvaan’s eyes remained cold. “I asked you your business.”

Brama smiled. “I need give no answers to an interloper in the desert.”

The qirin warriors, one to either side of him, lifted their bows and drew their diamond-tipped arrows back, but at a wave from Juvaan, they lowered them again. Juvaan slipped down from his saddle and walked across the grasping sand, stopping several paces from Brama. He was wary—more than Brama would have expected on finding a lone man walking in the desert—but there was no fear in his eyes. “I must know what brought you here.”

“Is curiosity not a good enough answer?” Brama waved toward the towering ships. “It’s not every day one sees an army invading the Great Shangazi.”

Juvaan seemed disappointed. He retrieved something from a small bag at his belt: a glazed, plum-sized pot with holes in it. When he lifted the lid, an emerald green dragonfly with pink wings flew out. It glittered as it flew, the color of its wings shifting from pink to blue to green and back again. It hovered before Brama, buzzed past his ear, only to return a moment later as if waiting for something.

Brama crooked a finger toward it, and there it landed, fanning its wings like the dragonflies along the Haddah in spring. Of a sudden it began beating its wings in such a way that it created a drone. It was louder than Brama would have given it credit for. He felt it in his chest. Goezhen’s sweet kiss, it made his mouth itch. Juvaan, as though he’d been expecting this, gave nothing away. He set the lid of the pot against the clay rim and began circling it slowly. It produced another sort of sound, a crystalline ring. The dragonfly, clearly summoned by the sound, launched itself, arced through the air, landed on the pot, and crawled inside.

Juvaan quickly replaced the lid and secreted the pot inside his bag. “Would you care for some tea?”

“Tea?” Brama waited for further explanation, but Juvaan only smiled and waved to the encampment. “What did that bloody thing just do?”

“All will be explained.” Juvaan waved again, this time bowing his head. “Please. My queen would be honored if you would join her.”

Brama laughed. “Well then, by all means, let’s have tea with the queen!”

At a quiet word from Juvaan the two qirin warriors rode away, taking Juvaan’s horse with them. Juvaan then led Brama on foot beyond the caravanserai and toward the ring of ships. As they passed between two of the tall dunebreakers, more knights in lacquered armor and demon masks watched them pass from atop the decks, bows at the ready. Workmen called. Soldiers moved to and fro. From somewhere beyond the circle of dunebreakers, a strange call sounded—a cross between an elephant’s trumpet and a sand drake’s hiss. Brama looked to his escort, but none of them seemed put off by it.

In the center of the camp was a pavilion of white silk that shimmered as the wind made its roof roll in easy waves. Around it, in a circular pattern within the ring of ships, stood similar but smaller tents. Some few soldiers stood sentry here, but by and large servants seemed to dominate the space.

Why are they camped here anyway? Brama thought. If their purpose is conquest, shouldn’t they be sailing hard for Sharakhai?

Juvaan led them inside the central pavilion, where the sand was covered by a host of fine Mirean carpets, a variety of low tables, and piles of pillows meant for sitting. All around the pavilion, standing inside the wooden poles, were more warriors like the first two, each wearing a demon mask, each with a diamond-tipped arrow nocked across their bow.

Across the tent from Brama was a dais, upon which rested an ornate wooden chair. Sitting cross-legged upon it was a woman of perhaps fifty summers wearing a fine silk robe with long, flowing sleeves. The black silk was embellished with thousands of tiny pearls in the shapes of lotuses and marsh grasses. A wide crimson belt wrapped her waist. Her lustrous black hair was done up a in perfect bun, which was held in place by an ornamental headdress and a pair of gleaming steel pins, each as long as her forearm.

Juvaan bowed and spoke quickly in Mirean, then bowed again and said in Sharakhan, “My Queen Alansal, I bring you Brama Junayd’ava.”

The queen smiled as Juvaan backed away and left them in peace. Her smile was pleasant enough, but her eyes were hungry. “I’m pleased you found us.” Her Sharakhan was noticeably slower than Juvaan’s, and had a thick Mirean accent. Holding one sleeve, she used her opposite hand to wave to the pile of pillows before her. “Sit if you would.”

Brama did, more curious than anything else. He had no idea why they were treating him this way, but he was willing to play this game if they were.

They brought him rice wine that tasted of grapes and fennel and fresh cut grass. They served him dumplings filled with minced pork, onion, and water chestnuts that were both savory and sweet, with a texture that was at first chewy but then melted in his mouth. These were followed by disks of steamed, jasmine rice with bull’s-eye centers made from a fragrant radish and pickled carrots. More platters came, all bearing bite-sized food with flavors the likes of which Brama had never tasted. The last had crunchy black seeds that made his lips and tongue tingle.

When he was sure he would burst if he had another bite, he lounged against his pillows and sipped from his glass of sweet plum wine. “What is it you need?”

The abruptness of the question didn’t seem to faze Queen Alansal. “As you may have guessed,” she said, “my fleet has come to the desert to topple the twelve Kings, now somewhat fewer in number, from power.”

“That’s hardly a surprise.”

The queen smiled, fine lines showing at the corners of her eyes and mouth. “No, no surprise, but I wonder. Would it bother you?”

“If the Kings no longer sat atop Tauriyat?”

Holding her long sleeve with care, the queen smiled and took a sip of wine. “Yes.”

“No, I don’t suppose it would.”

“And would you care to help?”

The game, such as it was, was becoming more elaborate by the moment. “How?”

“The Kings will meet us here soon enough, and we will defeat them. No matter that the Mad King of Malasan has sent a fleet to take the Amber Jewel. No matter that Kundhun supports the failing, flailing Kings. No matter that the Qaimiri Queen thinks to swoop in when the Kings are at their weakest. We will still win, and I wish to avoid as much bloodshed as possible. Help us convince the Kings of this inevitability now. Help us crush their fleet and leave them defenseless as we advance on the city. Our fleet is mighty, and with you at our side we could do just that.”

Through the alcohol haze, Brama thought he was beginning to understand. The queen thought he was an ehrekh. Rümayesh’s taint on him had caused the dragonfly to land on him and buzz in that strange manner. And it was the promise of an ehrekh’s power that had led to the queen of Mirea making an offer to a man who otherwise looked like what he truly was: a one-time thief who’d somehow, improbably, befriended one of the most ancient and powerful creatures in the Great Shangazi.

Brama wasn’t about to give up the game just yet, though. “I see how your aims might be furthered, but there is nothing free in the desert.”

This drew a smile that made the queen seem ancient. It was a knowing smile, the smile of a woman who knew the hearts of men at but a word. “Nor beyond the mountains,” she said softly. “There are many things Mirea might offer you. You have but to name your price.”

Brama might be young, but he was no stranger to bargaining. “You put a scent on the wind that I might be drawn near. You did so because you already have something to offer, something you’re sure will be of interest.”

At this Alansal paused. She set down her glass of plum wine and stared more deeply into Brama’s eyes than she had before. “It is said that Goezhen bestowed upon you his own thirst. It is said that you hunger for the touch of the lost gods. It is said that you would pay dearly for but a glimpse of who they once were. Is it not so, Brama Junayd’ava?”

She spoke his name in singsong, as though the two of them were conspirators and she knew that some other name, his true name, hid behind it, waiting to be spoken. He might even have felt a compulsion to tell her what it was. But he resisted that call, thinking more on what she was implying. He’d felt Rümayesh’s cravings. Most often it was to taste mortal women and men, to experience life as they did, but that desire was driven by something deeper, something as much a part of her as her midnight skin and curving horns. She’d never said it, but Brama had felt her thoughts. She wanted the touch of the old gods. She needed it. It was why she occasionally gave in and tortured some of her victims, so that she might taste the blood of mortals, and through them, the blood of the old gods, who had given of themselves that mortal man might live and follow them to the farther fields once they’d died.

Now here was the queen of a distant land, claiming to offer him the same: a touch of the lost gods. Something greater than the blood of mortals, which an ehrekh could have at any time she wished.

“What do you have?” Brama asked.

From around her neck Queen Alansal unclasped a necklace, the pendant a glass vial with a cork stopper. Brama couldn’t quite make out what was inside it. It was dark, whatever it was, and scintillant. It reminded him of raw iron ore.

“The first gods left these shores long ago,” the queen said. “Half an age passed before mortals even learned of it. The young gods searched for them and, upon learning of their departure, wept. Some went to the places the elder gods often visited, to remind themselves of happier days. Others collected and hoarded artifacts made by their elders. Others searched for their bodily remains, then hoarded them away. Not all were found, however, and when mortals learned of this, they searched as well. Wars were fought over pieces as small as a fingernail. The young gods sometimes entered the fray, such was their desire for these remnants.” She peered into the vial. “Such was the power of the elders who made our world.”

She let the words settle between them like a hand offered in friendship. Brama couldn’t claim to understand it all, but he understood enough to know what was inside the vial. He nodded to it as casually as he could. “That’s what you’re offering me, a taste of the old gods?”

“No.” She handed the vial to a servant, who delivered it to Brama. “I have an entire finger bone of Raamajit the Exalted. This is but a scraping from that very bone, which I offer to you freely that you might know what I say is true.”

As Brama stared at the vial in wonder, the queen motioned for him to continue. With great care, he held the vial to his nose, pulled the cork, and breathed in the scent.

His head tipped backward from the feeling of power that stormed through him. His fingers tingled. His bones ached. He tried in vain to keep it all in, but the urge to laugh came bubbling up from inside him. He laughed long and hard, a child before an unexpected thousand-layer sweet.

When he and Rümayesh had joined hands after the Battle of Blackspear, the great battle King Onur had waged against the thirteenth tribe, it had freed Brama’s mind of all the pain and doubt burdening him like hundredweights. But that same transaction, whether Rümayesh had intended it or not, had transferred some small amount of her power to him. It had been a rush the likes of which he’d never experienced before. This was similar, but deeper, wider. However connected to the Shangazi he’d felt before, now he was the desert’s master. It was incomprehensible that the mere scent of a thing could possess such power.

“What say you, Rümayesh?” Queen Alansal said. “Will you enter into this bargain with us?”

Brama might have been surprised to hear Rümayesh’s name had the bone’s power not been running through him, but much of what had been hidden moments ago was now revealed, as if the shutters had been opened in an ill-used room, revealing motes of dust in the air, a layer of dirt on the floor. The diamond-tipped arrowheads of the nearby warriors seemed to glow. There was a palpable sheen to Queen Alansal’s skin. And there was a thread that ran from him to another. Rümayesh. Her presence had been veiled but was now clear as day, the connection gaining substance until it felt like a tendril of wool, easy to grip, easier to cut.

Brama swallowed hard, hoping Rümayesh hadn’t sensed his sudden nervousness or that, if she had, she attributed it to his standing before the queen of Mirea, not from the thought of what he might do with so much power.

Tell her yes, Rümayesh spoke from her hiding place somewhere west of the Mirean camp.

She was near, he realized. Very near. And suddenly he understood why. You thought this was a trap, Brama said. You caught the same scent, weeks before I did. That’s why you left me.

She paused. They would never have harmed you.

If you believed that why wouldn’t you have come yourself?

It had to be this way. The queen knew you were but an emissary within moments of speaking to you. And I didn’t lie to you. There were things that needed tending to. He was about to reply, but she spoke over him. Look at her, Brama.

Despite the feelings of betrayal, he obeyed. The sheen on Alansal’s skin had intensified, while the look in her eyes had darkened; they looked like two black pits in a field of stardust.

Queen Alansal has spent her days collecting things like the bones of the old gods. Few could harm an ehrekh, or trap us like Çedamihn did with the sapphire, but there are some that might. How foolish would I have been to have gone to her without knowing more?

It felt strange to be so closely watched by a queen whose powers he could only guess at while another sort of creature stared at him from within. In that moment, he would do anything to make it stop.

“How large is the bone?” Brama asked Queen Alansal.

“It is a piece the size of a chestnut.”

“If we help you, all of it goes to my lady.”

For the span of a breath, the queen considered, then nodded. “Very well.”

“Very well,” Brama echoed. “Rümayesh agrees to join you.”

He felt Rümayesh’s relief, which was strange in and of itself. He hadn’t realized how desperate the ehrekh would be to gain such a thing. But he was glad for it as well, because it hid his own secret: that for the first time since being caught up with Rümayesh, he had a chance to be rid of her once and for all.
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Chapter 3

WITHIN THE ADICHARA GROVE, Çeda drew her kenshar and balled her right hand. The pain was already high, but she forced it higher by pumping her fist, then pressed the tip of her kenshar into her palm. Blood welled, dark and glistening in the pale light of the wavering blooms. When enough blood had gathered, she held her open palm to Mavra.

Mavra hesitated, but not for long. She knew this was her path to freedom. With a hand that felt impossibly warm, she reached out and gripped Çeda’s wrist, then ran her too-dry tongue up Çeda’s palm, accepting the offered blood. Çeda felt a terrible thrill run through her, a quickening of sorts, while her link to Mavra, so weak and tentative a moment ago, crystallized into a bond that was every bit as strong as the one she’d shared with Kerim, the asir who’d accompanied her into the desert after the Night of Endless Swords.

“Good,” Çeda said, ignoring the ache in her hand and wrist.

Behind Mavra, the adichara were pulling back, allowing Sedef to return. It was Mavra’s doing. She knew, as Çeda did, that Sedef’s consent was crucial. Perhaps Sedef did too. It would explain why he seemed so wary, why he walked in a hunched, distrustful manner until he reached them. Only then did he pull himself up to his full, towering height. He smelled like a charnel and looked as if he were on the verge of savaging her.

If it was meant to intimidate her, it didn’t work. Çeda refused to be cowed. She held her bloodied palm out to him.

Sedef stared down at it, and Çeda saw the flash of an image: Sedef’s tongue being cut from him over a century earlier by King Cahil after Sedef had hesitated to obey an order. Unable to speak aloud, his words rang in her mind. We trade one form of slavery for another.

And suddenly his show of strength made sense. He was scared. Not for himself, but for his kin. Çeda refused to lie to him, to any of them. They would all know the truth before they joined her.

“Make no mistake,” she said, “you will be bound to me. It can be no other way until the curse is lifted. But you will be as free as I can make you.”

Sedef’s eyes, those jaundiced eyes, looked as if he were about to break down and cry. Çeda could feel his thirst for revenge. It was greater than even Mavra’s. But he also knew that if this failed, they would all be hunted down by the Kings.

“Please, Sedef.” She shook her hand. “Join me.”

After a moment’s pause, he took her hand. With much of his tongue gone, he could only kiss her palm, then suck on his blood-glistened lips. But he managed it, and Çeda felt the bond with him grow. In some ways it ran through Mavra. She was their undisputed leader once more.

As the ache in Çeda’s right hand deepened, a frail female form stepped forward, one of Mavra’s daughters. Then a waif of a boy, shriveled and blackened like the rest. Each licked her palm, forming a bond with Çeda, and the ache in her hand grew. She bore it with a smile, because the thought of freeing some of them, even imperfectly, made her heart soar.

On and on they came, some two dozen in all, each pushing Çeda’s agony farther. She could hardly flex her hand for how terribly it hurt. The skin was angry and swollen, as if it were infected. The small red scar at the center of her thumb, the old puncture wound where the adichara thorn had pierced her skin, looked as if it were about to burst and release blood or poison or pus. For as long as Çeda could remember, she’d been able to sense the blooming fields, but never had her awareness felt so complete as it did now. She felt the blooms, the branches, the roots, even the strange cavern below Sharakhai where the roots all joined.

“Çeda?”

She also felt, for perhaps the first time, an enmity for the trees themselves. Perhaps it was a reflection of the asirim’s hatred. Or perhaps it was her own growing awareness of the part the trees had played in the enslavement of her people.

“Çeda!”

She turned to find Sümeya staring at her.

“The night is wasting. The Kings may still come.”

Çeda spoke in a distant tone, “We’re nearly done.”

But when all of Mavra’s children had completed the ritual, Çeda remained where she was, simply feeling the trees. She took a sudden breath, her mind beginning to clear. Husamettín had likely felt what they had done, and what they were about to do would alert all of the Kings—how could it be otherwise? That danger had made her second guess her decision for weeks, but the chance that it might sever the asirim’s ties to the blooming fields, or at least allay their burden, was one she couldn’t pass up.

“Unearth the trees,” Çeda said to the asirim. “Tear them up by the roots.”

“No!” Melis said, stepping in front of Çeda.

The asirim hesitated.

“The trees must go,” Çeda said.

She hadn’t expected any objections, but now she could see she’d misjudged the situation. Melis had always been the calm one, but now she was incensed.

“The adichara are sacred!” Melis shouted.

Çeda spoke calmly. “The trees are not sacred. They are a tool created by the gods to imprison my people.”

Melis motioned to the gathered asirim. “We have what we’ve come for. It worked. I can feel it.”

“Mavra and the rest have called these trees home since the days of Beht Ihman. They’re bound to them, Melis. The trees are part of what enslaves them.” When Melis made to speak again, Çeda pointed to the darkest part of the grove and talked over her. “You were taught that these groves were called the killing fields, were you not? They said it was because of the way the asirim, the holy warriors of Sharakhai, chased down her enemies, enemies whose bodies were thrown to the trees that they might drink of their blood. They have a different meaning to us. Death reigns here each month, Melis, when more tributes are collected. But for the asirim it is their own deaths, denied to them these many centuries, which the killing fields and these trees represent. How can you defend the very symbol of what is most reviled?”

Melis stared at the clearing as if she couldn’t understand how she’d wound up there.

“Let them take the trees,” Sümeya said.

Melis glared at her as if it were the worst sort of betrayal. Her hand on the pommel of her ebon blade, she stalked away.

“You should’ve told us,” Sümeya said once she was out of earshot. “You should’ve trusted us.”

Çeda stood there, feeling foolish. “You’re right. It seemed so obvious to me, but I should have realized.”

Sümeya looked as though she’d been expecting a different response. She waved to the asirim, who seemed agitated, on edge. “Best get on with it.”

Çeda nodded. “Go,” she said to Mavra and the rest. “Tear the trees down, all of them that housed you.”

They set to immediately, tearing at the trees, ripping up the smallest among them that they might reach the larger ones. Were these normal men and women, they would have no hope of tearing up these trees with their gnarled trunks, not without tools. But these were the asirim, and their strength was breathtaking.

One tree broke with a great crack near its base. They threw the trunk aside and began digging up its roots. Nearby, Sedef and several others tore up another, larger than the first. Behind Çeda two more were falling to the strength of the asirim.

It was loud, all around her, but Çeda was numb to it. She was coughing, bent over, left hand on her knee to keep herself from falling to the sand while her right hand covered her heart. It was beating so strangely, its rhythm like tripping down a set of stairs. And it hurt, as though each beat were causing irreversible damage.

She tried to reach out to the asirim, but couldn’t. Her mind was running wild. She felt a presence, watching with keen interest. It reminded her of the visions in Nalamae’s tree, a hundred perspectives shown in the hanging crystals, except in this case she was the one being observed. It felt divine in nature, but she was certain it wasn’t Nalamae. It was another of the gods. Which, she wondered in growing fear, Yerinde? Tulathan? Rhia?

She found no answer, and the vision faded, but her panic refused to ease. “Make them stop,” she said. But it came out too softly.

Sümeya was suddenly at her side, one hand on her back. “What’s happened?”

Çeda felt so weak. Her heart had begun to skip. “Make them stop!”

Sümeya was not bonded to the asirim, but she had taken a petal. Çeda felt Sümeya press upon the asirim as she screamed for them to stop. It felt distant and muffled, but Çeda could hear the panic in her voice. It was that, more than anything, that brought Çeda back from the edge. She dropped to her knees, clutched her chest, and focused solely on her breathing, her heartbeat, willing both to fall into their proper rhythms.

The asirim, meanwhile, listened. They felt Çeda’s pain and worry. It echoed within them. Mavra, Amile, Natise, and the rest. Even Sedef. They didn’t love her, but they at least saw her as an ally, and a woman whose blood ran thick with their own blood, and that meant much in the desert.

The tearing, cracking sounds ceased. The clicking and clacking of the adichara resumed while the asirim closed in around her. Their worry cradled her like down. For a moment, she simply basked in it, realizing that the pain in her right arm had eased.

“Are you well?” Sümeya asked, kneeling by her side.

When Çeda didn’t respond, Sümeya felt the pulse on Çeda’s neck. She lay the backs of her fingers along Çeda’s forehead. It felt good, to be cared for. Beyond her, the twin moons had lowered in the west. She knew it shouldn’t, but the night felt strangely serene.

That was when Çeda felt a new heartbeat. One she was sure hadn’t been there a moment ago.

“Someone has come,” Çeda said, but it came out in a whisper. “Sümeya, someone has come!”

Sümeya heard her this time. She stood, drawing her shamshir in a blinding flourish, and turned to the precise location where Çeda had sensed the new heartbeat. In a burst of movement, she dove right and whistled, Enemy! Beware!

Something dark streaked through the air where Sümeya had been standing. The black shaft of an arrow sunk deep into the chest of an asir who wailed as she was spun to the ground.

Mavra lifted her arm and pointed beyond the trees. Beşir! she called. King Beşir has come!

Sedef was suddenly by Çeda’s side, pulling her to her feet.

Sümeya sprinted along the pathway toward the open desert. Attack! she whistled to Melis. Protect our flank!

Çeda saw movement to her left. The trees were parting. A tunnel of sorts opened directly ahead of her, giving a narrow view of the desert. On the sand stood a dark shape, bow drawn, sighting along the shaft of another arrow.

The bowman released, the arrow flying straight for Çeda’s head. She’d begun to move, but already knew it was too late.

Sedef charged into the arrow’s path and took it deep in the chest. He reeled from it, then grabbed the shaft and yanked it free. Bits of flesh and dark blood flew. He turned and loped with the others along the paths through the grove, following Sümeya.

Çeda felt lightheaded. Her ability to feel those around her wavered. She felt King Beşir’s presence, but then he was simply gone. With a meaty thump, an arrow struck Mavra’s side where she was lumbering behind Çeda. Mavra screamed, a pitiful, high-pitched sound that turned into a growl. Sedef reached her side, placed a hand around the shaft, and drew the arrow from her ribs. He caught another of the black-fletched arrows in his thigh for the trouble.

They fled from the blooming field and into open desert.

Melis stood ready with her short bow, the string already pulled to her cheek. Sümeya had just strung hers and was drawing an arrow from the quiver along her back.

“If we don’t do something,” Sümeya said, “he’ll kill us all.”

From within the blooming fields, more arrows streaked through the night. Melis and Sümeya let fly with arrows of their own, but their shots never found their target. Beşir’s angle of attack was always carefully chosen and their arrows were often caught in the branches. Whenever their aim came too close, Beşir simply moved to a new location where the branches would part for him, opening up a new pathway for his deadly fire. He was concentrating on the asirim, sending them into a panic, but Çeda waited with River’s Daughter drawn, her mind open and aware, knowing that sooner or later Beşir would return his attention to the three of them.

She felt a shift, and Beşir’s dark silhouette appeared inside the blooming fields twenty paces away. His bow was already drawn and aimed toward Sümeya. Çeda slid right and lunged with her buckler as the arrow was released. It struck her shield hard and ricocheted with an ear-piercing ting.

Beşir loosed two more in rapid succession, one for Çeda, another for Melis. Çeda dodged the one meant for her and blocked the other, though this time the arrow struck the face of her buckler with so much force her entire arm went numb. Her joints were just starting to tingle, the feeling returning, when she felt a tug along her lower back, then a burning along her skin, evidence of a grazing arrow that bit into the nearby dune with a sound like crunching gravel.

It took Melis and Sümeya only the beat of a heart to aim and loose their arrows, but by then Beşir was already gone. The tunnel he’d created in the trees slowly shrank back into place.

Çeda suddenly felt him near. Very near. Just behind Melis, where Çeda couldn’t easily use her sword to meet him. Melis felt him as well. She turned, holding her bow like a staff, but Beşir, clothed in a black khalat and turban, was already swinging his own bow across her guard.

He struck Melis on the side of the head. Even before she collapsed in a heap, he was on Sümeya, using her position and his own quick footwork to prevent Çeda from reaching him. Sümeya blocked the swing of his tall bow with her shorter one once, twice, but when she tried a third time Beşir dissolved like a shadow and reappeared behind her, his bow across her neck.

“Well, well,” Beşir said, his voice sonorous and expressive, not unlike Ibrahim the storyteller, “if it isn’t the black sheep who began it all.”

Sümeya struggled, but Beşir had her at an extreme disadvantage. He held her steady, the bow slowly cutting off her air supply. Her movements were coming slower, her resistance weakening as she blacked out. Çeda was ready when Sümeya slumped to the ground. She charged and attacked, but Beşir parried her blows, batting them away with sharp twists of his bow.

Several asirim were galloping toward them on all fours, including Sedef, who favored his wounded side. Beşir seemed unconcerned. “Husamettín thought you would reappear in Sharakhai before you dared the blooming fields.” He blocked another of her blows. “But I bargained you would come here, to do exactly this.”

Çeda felt for Beşir’s heart. She tried to reach for it, to press on him, but it was as though his heart were able to disappear and reappear, just like the man himself.

“Some of the other Kings might be impressed by what you’ve managed to do. But I’m not. It ends here, Çedamihn Ahyanesh’ala. It ends tonight.”

She knew he was going to use his god-granted power on her, just as he had with Sümeya. It was only a question of when.

From her right, Çeda felt the lifting of the sand. Mavra was kneeling, one of her great hands pressed to the ground, and the sand was blowing in a gale before her. At this point it was no more than a stiff wind, but Çeda could tell she was readying for something. Sedef was nearing, and he was dragging a bulky object behind him.

Çeda and Beşir traded several more blows as Sedef’s heavy footsteps brought him closer. Then Beşir retreated. By all appearances he was a man who’d seen fifty summers, but he moved like a gazelle. He drew an arrow from the quiver at his hip as he did so. She’d just begun to charge as he nocked the arrow.

And then she felt it.

The strange tug inside her that she now recognized as Beşir’s intent to shift among the shadows.

She felt desperately for where he intended to go, but it was simply too brief. In a blink he was standing to her left, several paces away. She’d just begun to shift toward him when a scouring of sand lifted from the dune. It gusted, blowing around her as it reached for Beşir.

Beşir loosed his arrow. Çeda was too late in bringing her buckler around, but Mavra’s wind was strong enough to blow the arrow off target just enough that it only pierced the boiled strips of leather over her ribs.

Beşir already had another arrow nocked. The air was so thick with sand Çeda could barely see him. She saw enough, though. He was drawing his bow back when she heard an almighty grunt from somewhere behind her. To her left something long and ungainly flew through the air.

The bough of an adichara, Çeda realized. End over end it flew, the thickest part striking Beşir across the head just as he loosed his arrow.

Çeda twisted her body to one side while bringing River’s Daughter up and around in a tight arc. She felt the arrow’s path. Felt her blade slice it neatly in two. Saw the two ends spin up and into the night.

Then she sprinted for King Beşir.

He was on the ground, prone. Head lolling as he stared toward the sky, a great bleeding gash along the left side of his face from his forehead, across one eye, and down his cheek. Çeda brought her sword up as he blinked, mouth yawning wide. He caught her eye as the sword swung down toward his neck.

And she felt it.

His shift.

“No!” Çeda cried as River’s Daughter came down against the sand.

She stared at the spot, feeling desperately for where he might have reappeared. But she felt nothing.

Beşir was gone.
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