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Praise for Bradley Beaulieu

‘Çeda and Emre share a relationship seldom explored in fantasy, one that will be tried to the utmost as similar ideals provoke them to explore different paths. Wise readers will hop on this train now, as the journey promises to be breathtaking’

Robin Hobb, bestselling author of Fool’s Assassin

‘I am impressed … An exceedingly inventive story in a lushly realized dark setting that is not your uncle’s Medieval Europe. I’ll be looking forward to the next installment’

Glen Cook, author of The Black Company

‘Beaulieu has crafted a rich, fascinating world, filled it with compelling characters, and blended them into an epic tale that grabbed my attention on the fi rst page and refused to let go. I look forward to more stories of Sharakhai’

D.B. Jackson, author of the Thieftaker Chronicles

‘Sumptuous and incredibly entertaining, Beaulieu has created memorable characters in a richly imagined world’

Michael J. Sullivan, author of The Riyria Chronicles

‘Beaulieu’s new fantasy epic is filled with memorable characters, enticing mysteries, and a world so rich in sensory detail that you can feel the desert breeze in your hair as you read’

C.S. Friedman, author of Dreamwalker

‘A memorable heroine, a poetically told tale of revenge, and superb worldbuilding make Twelve Kings in Sharakhai a splendid read’

John Marco, author of The Eyes of God

‘Twelve Kings in Sharakhai isn’t the same as the last epic fantasy you read. Like the desert sands of Sharakhai, this first volume of Beaulieu’s new series is a constantly shifting narrative of betrayal and friendship, loyalty and vengeance. Leave the farm boys to their chickens and the scullions to their pots, because Çeda’s bringing a knife to this fight. It’s vivid and diverse, full of complex relationships, eye-opening magic, and world building for this new age of fantasy that’s broken out of its medieval shackles’

Aidan Moher, A Dribble of Ink
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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 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. In more recent years, however, the city’s iron grip has weakened.

The asirim, strange and powerful creatures of the desert, once members of the thirteenth tribe, have always protected Sharakhai, but they have become fewer, their power enfeebled. Sensing weakness, the kingdoms bordering the Great Shangazi close in like jackals, hoping to snatch Sharakhai, a jewel they’ve long coveted. But it may be the wandering people of the desert, insulted by the very presence of Sharakhai, who prove more of a threat.

After a grand bargain with the gods of the desert, the thirteenth tribe were betrayed by the Twelve Kings of Sharakhai and transformed into the cursed creatures they are now. Fearing retribution, the Kings sent the asirim to hunt their own 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 their secret history.

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, herself, is a descendant of the thirteenth tribe, which gives her a clue to why her mother was 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 when they sleep. 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 is later brought to the house of the Blade Maidens, 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 to train as a Blade Maiden.

As she recuperates, Çeda investigates the clues left in her mother’s book. Her mother died trying to unlock the secrets of a fabled poem that promises to show Çeda the keys to the Kings’ power and the ways they can be defeated.

Meanwhile, the Moonless Host, a resistance group made up of scarabs who hope to end the reign of the Twelve Kings, hatch 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 are also Ramahd Amansir, a lord from the neighboring kingdom of Qaimir, and Princess Meryam, who travels with him. They have different plans for Hamzakiir. 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 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.

Of Sand and Malice Made

Roughly five years before the events depicted in Twelve Kings in Sharakhai, 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 Kesaea’s place as the favored plaything of Rümayesh, one of the ehrekh, sadistic creatures forged aeons ago by Goezhen, the god of chaos. The ehrekh are desert dwellers, often hiding from the view of man, but Rümayesh 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 Rümayesh is, 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.

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 experience the torture as well. Knowing that she can never be free unless she liberates Rümayesh from the godling twins, Çeda recruits one of her childhood friends, a gifted young thief named Brama, to aid her in her quest. 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.

With Blood Upon the Sand

Months after the events depicted in Twelve Kings in Sharakhai, 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 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, eager to avenge the death of King Külaşan, scour the city for members of the Moonless Host. Emre and his new allies in the Host, meanwhile, lay plans to take advantage of the unrest caused by Yusam’s death. They hope to strike a major blow against the Kings and their gods-given powers.

Hamzakiir escaped Queen Meryam and Ramahd and insinuated himself into the ranks of the Moonless Host. Through manipulation and sometimes force, he is slowly taking the reins of power from Macide, leader of the Moonless Host, and Macide’s father, Ishaq. Hamzakiir’s plan for Sharakhai is bold. The many scarabs of the Moonless Host, who itch for progress, buy into Hamzakiir’s plans, which 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, 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 himself 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, recognizing that depriving Hamzakiir and the Kings of their ability to heal themselves will only help her cause, 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 Çeda will be killed that he manages to throw off the shackles of his curse and protects her long enough for her to free the wights, the trapped souls of the asirim, from King Mesut’s legendary bracelet. Once free, the wights come for their revenge and kill King Mesut.

Çeda, having been revealed as a traitor to the Kings’ cause, 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 that to stay would be to risk destruction at the hands of the Kings, the scarabs of the Moonless Host flee the city.

Çeda 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 remnants of the Moonless Host, who are now calling themselves the thirteenth tribe. Her people are gathering once more, but the nascent tribe is 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 him: 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 King 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 the Kings. 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, and 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.

Beneath the Twisted Trees

Sharakhai was sorely weakened after the Battle of Blackspear, the intense conflict that saw King Onur die and the thirteenth tribe narrowly escape the royal navy and the Sharakhani Kings. Sensing that Sharakhai is ripe for conquest, the kingdoms of Malasan and Mirea sail hard across the Shangazi Desert, each planning to take the city for their own.

Unbeknownst to all, Queen Meryam sent Kiral, King of Kings, to die in the Battle of Blackspear, while putting Hamzakiir, disguised with her blood magic, in his place. To further secure her power, she forces Hamzakiir, in his guise as Kiral, to marry her, thus cementing her place as a queen of Sharakhai. Their nuptials are interrupted by the goddess, Yerinde, who demands that the Kings kill Nalamae, her sister goddess, who has remained in the shadows for centuries but who Yerinde fears may interfere with her plans. Knowing Yerinde could undo all they’ve worked for, the Kings agree and a hunt for Nalamae begins.

Çeda, meanwhile, searches for a way to liberate the asirim from the curse placed on them by the desert gods. She frees a family of asirim that, against all odds, has remained together since Beht Ihman four centuries earlier. Çeda discovers a way for the asirim to bond with her handpicked warriors, the Shieldwives, which helps them to resist their compulsion to obey the Kings.

Using a legendary bird known as a sickletail, the Kings find Çeda in the desert and attack, but she and those with her are saved when Nalamae suddenly returns. While escaping, they take a lone prisoner, none other than Husamettín, King of Swords. Nalamae was wounded in the battle, however, and is in desperate need of a safe haven, so Çeda sends her to a valley where the bulk of the thirteenth tribe hides.

Çeda, meanwhile, along with Sümeya, Melis, and the asirim, sneak into Sharakhai and corner her former sister in the Blade Maidens, the famed Kameyl. Çeda explains to Kameyl the Kings’ betrayal of the thirteenth tribe on Beht Ihman, the enslavement of the asirim, their deceptions to hide their crimes. Kameyl is unconvinced until Çeda tricks Husamettín into revealing many of his long-held secrets. Realizing it’s all true, Kameyl helps Çeda, Sümeya, and Melis to steal into Sharakhai’s uppermost palace, Eventide, and free Sehid-Alaz, King of the thirteenth tribe, from imprisonment.

In the process, they’re nearly captured, but King Ihsan has been working behind the scenes to forestall the gods’ plans. After reading a prophetic entry in the Blue Journals—of Çeda’s freeing Sehid-Alaz—Ihsan helps her and the others to escape but is captured by King Emir of Malasan, who has begun his invasion of Sharakhai. King Emir’s father, Surrahdi the Mad King, was long thought dead but is revealed when Ihsan arrives in the Malasani war camp. Surrahdi created hundreds of golems for the assault on Sharakhai but was driven mad in the process. On seeing Ihsan, Surrahdi cuts out Ihsan’s tongue, robbing him of his magical voice and its power to command others.

Emre has been traveling to the southern tribes on a mission for Macide. He hopes to form an alliance among all thirteen tribes to act as a unified force not only against Sharakhai, but Mirea and Malasan as well. Emre hopes to secure peace with the Malasani King, but when King Emir makes it clear that any accord will entail the desert tribes’ bowing to the will of Malasan, Emre is certain he’s failed.

Queen Meryam, forced to deal directly with the looming threat of Mirea, goes with Sharakhai’s navy and confronts them on the sand. The Mireans have managed to entice an ehrekh, Rümayesh, to work with them. Rümayesh has a servant, Brama, who eventually sympathizes with the Mireans when a plague is introduced into their ranks. The plague is voracious, but Brama finds a way to nullify it with the help of Rümayesh, thus saving a good portion of the Mirean fleet.

After her near capture in Eventide, Çeda returns to the desert and works to free King Sehid-Alaz, finally succeeding when she realizes that Husamettín’s own sword, Night’s Kiss, can be used to kill and rejuvenate. Sehid-Alaz, his chains broken at last, frees the rest of the asirim. This momentous event occurs just as Meryam is throwing the might of Sharakhai’s royal navy against the weakened Mirean fleet. Things look to be going Meryam’s way, but when the asirim all flee at Sehid-Alaz’s bidding, the tide turns and the royal navy is forced to retreat toward Sharakhai. The Mirean fleet, badly weakened, remains to lick its wounds in the desert.

During the battle, Brama learns that Rümayesh has been trying to steal his soul. He stops her using a powerful artifact, the bone of Raamajit the Exalted, but Rümayesh manages to save herself by fusing her soul to Brama’s. Brama and Rümayesh are now inextricably linked, their souls sharing the same scarred body.

King Emir, meanwhile, renews his assault on Sharakhai using the Malasani golems, an unstoppable force. But Ihsan, even though imprisoned and mute, is not powerless. He’s learned the reason for Surrahdi’s madness: the golems themselves, each of which required a splinter of Surrahdi’s soul, weigh on him, putting him on the very brink of insanity. Ihsan, using his gift of manipulation, convinces Haddad, a woman Surrahdi loves and respects, to force Surrahdi to face his misdeeds. Surrahdi becomes distraught and slips entirely into madness. The golems do too, and the entire Malasani assault is thrown into chaos.

Davud the blood mage, Anila the necromancer, and Lord Ramahd Amansir of Qaimir are all in similar circumstances: they’re on the run from the powers of the city. They join forces for mutual protection but are split up when King Sukru captures Anila and takes her back to his palace in the House of Kings. King Sukru wants the return of his brother, the blood magi known as the Sparrow, and he hopes Anila can help him using her power over the dead and the wondrous crystal beneath the city, which acts as a gateway to the farther fields. When her family is threatened, Anila agrees to help, but tricks Sukru in the end and then kills him when her brother is summoned from the dead.

As the battle for Sharakhai reaches a fever pitch, Davud and Ramahd work to free Hamzakiir from Meryam’s imprisonment. They manage to do so in grand fashion, breaking the chains Meryam has placed on him and, in the process, revealing Meryam as a traitor to her own throne and to Sharakhai. Meryam, however, has allied with the children of the Sharakhani Kings to start a new order. With them, she overthrows the old power structure and takes a position of leadership among the new.

Never abandoning the quest for Nalamae, King Beşir goes with a sizable force to conquer the thirteenth tribe in their mountain fastness. Çeda kills King Beşir and returns to the fort where she finds Yerinde standing over her wounded sister goddess, Nalamae. Çeda sneaks up on Yerinde and slays her with Night’s Kiss, a sword forged by the dark god, Goezhen. Nalamae, having been given a mortal wound by Yerinde, dies moments later.

As the story closes, Emre frees King Ihsan in repayment for his help in saving the city. When Emre returns to the tribe, however, he’s intercepted by Hamid, a childhood friend of Emre’s and once a rising star in the Moonless Host. Hamid, both jealous of Emre and incensed by his actions, attacks Emre and buries him alive in the sand.

King Ihsan, meanwhile, gets the Blue Journals from Queen Nayyan, planning to read them all to find a path to save Sharakhai.

And in the valley, Çeda plants the acacia seed her mother left for her. The acacia tree begins to grow at an incredible rate. Knowing Nalamae would have been reborn, Çeda vows to find her in her new incarnation—Çeda is determined to learn the plans of the gods and stop them once and for all.
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Prologue

There was a particular vault below the Sun Palace that had once belonged to the royal vivisectionist but that Meryam shan Aldouan, queen of two kingdoms, had found convenient for her own purposes. The vault was cool and humid. It had a ramp leading down from the palace proper that could accommodate large, rolling tables for the delivery and removal of corpses, even those as massive as the Malasani golems Meryam had been studying. It was stocked with a hundred instruments for cutting, and sawing, and chiseling, all useful tools for the sorts of operations Meryam had been conducting on the golems since the terrible battle with Malasan three weeks earlier.

As Meryam walked along the easily sloping ramp, braziers lit the passageway and the room ahead in a sunset glow. When she reached the vault itself, an open space the size of a small temple, a broad marble table was revealed, and on it, the latest subject of her experiments, a massive clay golem wearing the face of Surrahdi the Mad King.

The golem was awe-inspiring, as were all the Malasani golems. More importantly, it was impressively pristine, so much so that Meryam was actually starting to believe that the opinion King Yavuz had shared with her a little over an hour ago was true: that the golem, or, more accurately, the crystal heart inside its chest, might provide her the opportunity to rid herself of one of her most powerful enemies, King Emir of Malasan, who had yet to give up his quest for Sharakhai.

On the table’s far side stood Yavuz himself, son of the departed Kiral, King of Kings. He waited patiently, studying Meryam’s approach over the golem’s rounded belly. He wore a rich khalat of white and silver. Pinned to the fabric of his white silk turban was a diamond and pearl broach. He was a tidy man, his dark beard sculpted, his nails impeccably clean. He’d taken his father’s throne on the discovery that Kiral had not survived the Battle of Blackspear, as everyone had thought, but had died, a victim of the terrible blood mage, Hamzakiir. Or so Meryam had made them all believe—in truth she had killed Kiral; Hamzakiir had merely been a convenient scapegoat.

Kiral’s death had been one of many sweeping changes that had unfolded in the past few years. Eight of the original twelve Kings had been taken by the lord of all things. Azad, the first King to die, had fallen to the blade of Ahyanesh, Çedamihn’s mother. Çeda herself had assassinated Külaşan, Mesut, Onur, and Beşir. No one was certain how Yusam had died, but signs pointed to a supposed ally of his, King Ihsan, as having done the deed. Sukru had grown overly ambitious and had been murdered by the necromancer, Anila, in some strange scheme to bring his brother back from the dead. With Meryam herself having arranged for Kiral’s death, it left only four: Ihsan, Husamettín, Zeheb, and Cahil, all of whom had fled the city, leaving their houses in disarray. The other eight thrones, meanwhile, had been filled by the Kings’ sons and daughters—the lesser Kings and Queens, as many referred to them. It made for a greatly altered landscape in Sharakhai, but one infinitely more favorable to Meryam and her goal of ruling the city alone.

Across from her, Yavuz motioned to the golem, his pride plain to see. “We found it in the southern harbor, buried beneath the sand.”

Ignoring his overly eager look, Meryam inspected the golem with care. She ran her hands over it, felt the grit of the clay, which had bronze-filings worked into it. There were nicks here and there, and one great, gaping hole that went clean through its abdomen—all signs of the pitched battle Malasan had waged for control over the city—but the golem’s upper chest, the area Meryam cared about most, was free of wounds.

“It’s in surprisingly good condition,” she said.

His relief plain, King Yavuz pointed to the golem’s chest. “No doubt we’ll find the heart intact.”

At this, Meryam frowned. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

Yavuz’s pride, so bright and clear moments ago, dimmed, then went out altogether. And well it should. A month before, in hopes of currying her favor, he’d attempted to liberate, on his own, the heart of the only other pristine golem they’d found. He’d bungled the operation badly and cracked the precious artifact.

Meryam, holding the broken pieces in her hands, had barely been able to hold her rage in check. “Why didn’t you send word?”

Yavuz might have been Kiral’s son, but you wouldn’t know it from the way he’d fidgeted and avoided her gaze. “I’d hoped to save you the trouble,” he said, like a boy admitting he’d broken his mother’s prized vase. “It’s still mostly intact.”

“Mostly intact does me no good.” She lifted the broken pieces of the heart. “This is useless to me now.”

When the intense battle for the city had ended, Meryam had examined dozens of golems. Formed of a special clay and infused with a fragment of a mortal soul, the Malasani golems had historically been crafted as protectors. Not the ones that had swept like a storm through Sharakhai, though. Those had been violent machines of war, set upon the city by King Emir.

Emir’s father, King Surrahdi the Mad, had made them over the course of decades by shearing off splinters of his soul and trapping them in crystals, which were then placed inside the golems’ chests. Each golem was autonomous, but Surrahdi had stood among them all, creating a grand, mind-bogglingly complex web. By the end there were a thousand of them, each placing an incremental strain on Surrahdi’s delicate sanity.

It was hardly a surprise the golems had gone insane; their madness was an echo of Surrahdi’s own. He’d taken a knife to his own throat in the end, but Meryam could still use him. In fact, his being dead only helped her. Surrahdi wouldn’t be able to fight her for his soul. By the time he was summoned, he would already be beholden to her.

Meryam hoped to use the heart to peer into Surrahdi’s mind and learn more of Malasan’s secrets, or animate his body and use it to sow chaos on whatever ship had been given the unfortunate duty of bearing it home. She’d taken great care with the rituals but had always fallen short of her goal, and she knew perfectly well why. The golems’ hearts had all been broken, cracked, imperfect, leading to imperfect connections to Surrahdi himself.

This time, Meryam vowed, it will work.

She regarded the tools laid out on the slab above the golem’s head: a variety of hammers made of iron and wood, a few iron spikes, several picks and saws, and a set of gleaming steel chisels of various sizes. She chose a wooden hammer and one of the smaller chisels—she’d learned from experience it took a delicate hand.

Using the chisel’s edge, she scored several lines to guide her—indicators of where the golem’s heart would be buried—then placed the spike against the skin and tapped just so. A chunk of it splintered away. When Yavuz cleared the debris, she laid the spike, tapped again, and broke more of the clay free. Like this, the two of them continued, Meryam tapping, Yavuz sweeping away the flakes with a horsehair brush, until something new was revealed: a brilliant, chromatic gleam amongst the dullness of the clay. It looked like the tip of a massive diamond, but it wasn’t. It was a crystal, its nature and the secrets of its making known only to the Malasani priests.

Meryam slowed her pace, taking all the care of an archeologist liberating a fossil from stone. Well over an hour passed until she had it: a pear-shaped crystal with facets that glittered green, gold, azure, and coral. She could hardly take her eyes from it. It was perfect, and miraculously whole.

“Summon Erol,” she said. When King Yavuz paused, Meryam let out her breath slowly. “What is it now?” Meryam would never have spoken in such a brusque way to his father, but Yavuz was not cut from the same cloth as the King of Kings.

Yavuz took a deep breath. “Allow me to take Erol’s place.”

Meryam gave him a flat stare. “You?”

Yavuz nodded. “Erol is a fine man, and brave”—he waved at the golem between them—“but he fears this. He fears you. I saw it in him every time we tried this. I think his fear is as much to blame as the broken crystals.” He motioned to the golem’s heart in her hands. “Let me try. I have no such fear.”

Meryam was surprised at his sudden fit of bravery until she noticed the redness in his eyes and the way his hands quavered. Yavuz was one of a growing number of royals who’d become disaffected by his lot in life. Only a year ago, the order of succession was an all-but-meaningless distinction for the sons and daughters of the Sharakhani Kings; those waiting to sit the thrones of their fathers had as much hope as any in the last four hundred years, which was to say none at all. So many frittered their fathers’ money away—on black lotus, on brightwine, on the many other narcotics that flowed into Sharakhai from the four kingdoms and lands beyond—and Yavuz was one of the worst offenders.

He was constantly on the lookout for new highs, and what would becoming the focus of her spell be if not a wild rush of emotion and fear that he could later share with his friends? Who among them, after all, could claim to have melded minds with the Mad King of Malasan?

Putting a Sharakhani King in danger was nothing to take lightly—it would create no end of complications if something happened to him. Even so, Yavuz wasn’t wrong. The willingness of the participant was a factor. And the intact heart might be her last, best chance at using Surrahdi’s soul.

Her decision made, Meryam walked around the slab and twisted the blooding ring on her right hand into position. “Give me your wrist.” Her words echoed in the harshness of the stone-walled room.

Yavuz complied, nostrils flaring as she pierced his skin. She sucked on the wound, swallowed his blood. Power flowed through her, giving her the same heady rush as always. She held it in check, a reservoir ready and waiting for her to call upon.

After smearing the crystal heart with more of his blood, she held it out for him to take. “Hold it to your chest, near your heart.”

He did so, gripping it in both hands like an offering to the gods.

In the air before her, Meryam drew a complex sigil. She immediately felt a difference from the other attempts—her connection to Yavuz and to the soul still attached to the crystal was strong, and through Yavuz, she felt the stirrings of Surrahdi’s soul. He was drawn toward the land of the living. Drawn toward his own body, which lay in a distant ship, wrapped in a funereal shroud within a wooden coffin. She could feel how cold his lifeless corpse was, how tight its desiccated frame.

“Come, Surrahdi,” Meryam intoned, “I have need of you.”

She felt his soul inhabit his dead body, felt his eyes open. He tore away the shroud that confined him, then pushed on the coffin’s lid. With a great crack, the lid was rent, the pieces thrown aside. He sat up. Around him lay a dozen more coffins—surely more men and women of royal blood who’d died during the ongoing war between Malasan, Mirea, and Sharakhai.

A dim light from the far side of the ship’s hold caught his attention. There, a ladder led up a short set of stairs to a door. Part of Surrahdi wanted to lay back down, to find his final rest, but Meryam’s will overwhelmed him, forced him on. On creaking limbs he climbed from his coffin. The ship swayed as he lurched up the stairs. Meryam felt a desire in him to seek out his son, King Emir. She fanned that desire, allowed it to guide his steps toward the rear of the ship, then up another flight of stairs and along a short passage that led to Emir’s cabin.

Meryam’s heart pounded like a kettledrum on hearing Emir’s voice. When it went silent, another voice, too soft to make out clearly, replied. She thought of waiting, of listening, but the chance of being spotted by a crewman was too great.

Months ago both Malasan and Mirea had sent fleets racing across the desert so that they could be the first to take Sharakhai. Meryam had been working with the Kings ever since to stymie them, to push them back beyond the desert’s borders. Now, at last, she’d found a way to deal with Malasan. She would force Surrahdi to enter Emir’s cabin and kill him, sending Malasan a clear message: that the desert’s Amber Jewel was hers, and any attempt to take it would end with her feeding their bones to the Great Mother. When Malasan had fled east with its tail tucked between its legs, she would turn her attention to Mirea, who would buckle in short order. Then, with Sharakhai secure at last, she could focus on her deepest desire: to see Macide Ishaq’ava and every single one of the Moonless Host dead.

Surrahdi drew a ceremonial dagger from a sheath on his golden belt. He trudged closer to the intricately carved cabin door. His leaden steps thudded against the wooden planks, so much so that Meryam feared he’d be discovered, but the volume at which Emir was recounting the invasion of Sharakhai to the cabin’s mysterious second occupant was loud enough that it masked the Mad King’s approach.

Surrahdi gripped the door’s curving brass handle. The latch clicked. The door swung wide, revealing an opulent cabin. King Emir sat in a padded chair with a small table nearby, bathed in the glow of the hanging lanterns. Across the table from him was an empty seat. Emir turned toward the opening door—he might have thought it was the ship’s captain coming in unannounced, or a crewman—but soon recognition dawned and his expression became one of abject terror.

“Father?”

Knowing the time was ripe, Meryam filled the Mad King with purpose. Knife raised, Surrahdi launched himself at his defenseless son, but managed only one vicious swipe of the ceremonial blade before a form sped in from the right and powered his frail form against the hull. Surrahdi’s head crashed hard against it. Something glinted below his vision while a terrible pain, bright as a forge fire, exploded over his heart. Staring down, he saw a long steel hairpin inexplicably sticking out of his chest.

King Yavuz, who should have been nothing more than a conduit with no free will of his own, recoiled in surprise, fear, and pain. His hands grasped ineffectually at his chest—he clearly thought the pin was sticking out of his own chest.

Suddenly a woman wearing an orange silk dress cut in the angular Mirean style stepped into Surrahdi’s field of vision. Her appearance was of a woman who’d seen some fifty summers, but Meryam knew she’d seen many, many more. It was Queen Alansal, a woman centuries older than she looked who’d spent her entire life collecting artifacts like the miraculous hairpin.

When she took its mate, the second pin, from the half-unfurled bun atop her head, her raven black hair flowed down over her delicate shoulders. “Did I not tell you?” Queen Alansal said in halting Malasani. “Soon enough, I said, she will come.”

Understanding dawned on King Emir as he stared into Surrahdi’s eyes. “Queen Meryam is behind this?”

Alansal twirled the second pin in her fingers with absent ease. “Undoubtedly.”

Meryam commanded Surrahdi to attack, but he didn’t move so much as a muscle. Worse, the spell that had seized Surrahdi had Yavuz and Meryam in its grip as well. It was as if the pin had pierced all three of their souls, binding them together.

Emir’s eyes flitted nervously between the animated corpse of his own father and Queen Alansal. “Is she still there?”

“Yes.” Alansal gave a pleasant smile. “She’s trapped.”

Indeed, Meryam was trying everything to free herself, but there was nothing she could do. For the first time in a long while, she was fully and unwillingly in the grip of someone else’s power.

She did the only thing she could. It was hardly ideal, but it was precisely the reason she used men like Erol and Yavuz, and Ramahd before them, as her conduits. They protected her. All she need do was eliminate the conduit and she would be freed, steel pin or no.

Using the power from Yavuz’s own blood, she pressed down on him, smothering him. He fought her when he realized what was happening, but he was like a toddler trying to fend off a lioness. It didn’t take long for her to still his heart. Still his breath. She felt the life leaving him and her own will returning.

Alansal, who had just pulled a honey-colored gemstone from inside her dress, turned suddenly toward Surrahdi, her eyes wide as a frightened oryx. She knew. She lifted her right arm and brought the steel pin down against Surrahdi’s skull in a movement so fast it blurred. Meryam felt the crunch of bone. Felt the thump of Alansal’s fist against her forehead. Pain exploded as the vision of the distant cabin went dark.

Meryam woke lying on the cold stone floor of the vault below the Sun Palace with a headache so intense she was certain Alansal’s bloody pin was stuck through her skull. She rubbed her forehead, wondering how much time had passed. The braziers, bright earlier, glowed dully, bathing all in red, leading her to believe it could be no more than an hour.

Nearby, King Yavuz lay still, unmoving, dead.

She pushed herself to her feet, knowing she should be more worried than she was over Yavuz’s death. It would cause problems, to be sure. Explanations would need to be made, perhaps an apology or two. But much worse than a lesser King’s untimely death was the discovery that King Emir and Queen Alansal had decided to throw in their lot together. The Malasani and Mirean fleets had been deeply wounded during their clashes against the Kings, but Sharakhai was worse—few knew it, but the city couldn’t stand against their combined might, not with Qaimir’s help, not with Kundhun’s.

From the neck of her dress Meryam pulled out a red beaded necklace. As the realization she might lose everything began to squeeze the breath from her, she kissed it and spoke to her dead sister. What am I going to do now, Yasmine? Her fears were beginning to cascade when she noticed a glow coming from the tunnel she’d taken to the vault. She thought a servant might have come, but the glow was too perfect—and lanterns didn’t cast that sort of pure, blue-white light.

Understanding dawned a moment later, and a nearly irrepressible urge to bolt away through the room’s other passageway threatened to overwhelm her, but really, what good would that do? If she was right about the identity of the one approaching, running wouldn’t help. With no small amount of effort, she managed to press the fear deep down inside her, smothering it temporarily, and wait as calmly as she could manage.

The silver light brightened. A female form, a full head taller than any man or woman Meryam had ever seen, strode through the archway and into the room. It was the goddess, Tulathan, the sister of golden Rhia. She was naked, her breasts bared, her skin radiant. Silver hair flowed over her lithe shoulders, rippling as if she were underwater.

Goosebumps rose along Meryam’s arms. The pain in her forehead suddenly felt as if it were days old, a faint memory. The urge to kneel was great, but Meryam denied that as well—the goddess had come for a reason, after all; she wanted something from Meryam—so instead Meryam gave her the slightest bow of her head, a sign that they were equals, at least for the purposes of this meeting.

Tulathan, her metallic eyes taking Meryam in from head to toe, seemed amused. She wandered the room. Where she walked, the dull red light of the braziers was drowned in silver. She stared at the table, at the golem, at Yavuz on the floor with the crystal heart still in his hands. Her hair trailed behind her languidly, as if it refused to obey the laws of the mundane, material world. Then the goddess spoke.

Much has happened in the Great Shangazi.

Meryam’s mouth had turned suddenly dry, so she waited to speak until she could do so clearly, strongly. “And much is yet to come.”

Of this there can be no doubt.

As Tulathan continued her circuit of the room, Meryam’s skin prickled. She shivered as if she were the naked one. Steel yourself, Meryam. What follows means everything.

The goddess leaned in and whispered into Meryam’s ear, “So many possible outcomes.” How ephemeral her voice. How her breath tickled.

“Not so many if one applies oneself,” Meryam said. “The fates reward the brave.”

Tulathan stood before Meryam once more, her look of amusement vanished. The fates reward no one.

“Why have you come, goddess?”

To offer thee thy heart’s desire.

“Sharakhai?”

Thy desire is for a city? Tulathan’s silver gaze drifted down to Meryam’s neck, to her beaded necklace. If it is so, but speak it, and it will be thine.

For the first time in a long while Meryam felt exposed. She felt beholden to the goddess, and if there was one thing Meryam hated, it was to have her fate resting in the hands of others. But what was there to do? The goddess was offering her a way to get what she wanted. What sort of fool would turn her down?

“No,” Meryam said, “that isn’t what I desire the most.”

Tulathan, her amused smile returning, waited.

“I want Macide Ishaq’ava delivered to me,” Meryam went on. “I want to see him suffer.”

As he made thy sister suffer?

“Yes. And I want the Moonless Host to suffer as well.”

If that is so, it is as simple as making a wish.

A wind rose and swirled about the room. Drifts of silver sand were borne upon it. They circled Meryam, making her feel trapped by the goddess. Tulathan, meanwhile, held her hand out flat, her palm facing upward. When it was clear she meant for Meryam to do the same, Meryam did, and a portion of the sand pooled within her palm.

Tulathan meant for her to whisper to the sand as it fell between her fingers, as the people of the desert did when begging the gods for favors, but it made her wonder …

“What do you want in return?” she asked the goddess.

Tulathan’s smile revealed perfect teeth. So very little.

“Name it.”

The goddess stepped closer, and whispered the terms of their bargain to Meryam. When she was done, the goddess strode away, her light fading with her. The room plunged into shadow, the walls returned to their former bloody, muddy red.

Staring at her closed fist, Meryam swallowed hard.

Nothing she’d done on her road to power had been more dangerous than this. Not dealing with Guhldrathen. Not dominating Hamzakiir. Not forcing King Kiral to change places and to walk into the desert to his death. Not even killing her own father, King Aldouan, had been more risky.

Reaching up, she touched the worn beads of her sister’s necklace. Then lifted her fist to her lips. Allowing the silver sand to sift slowly between her fingers, she whispered, “I pray for your help, Tulathan. I pray you deliver me all that you’ve promised.”

As the sand fell and pooled near her toes, it did so in a pattern that looked familiar. It was shaped very much like a particular crystal hidden deep beneath the city.
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Chapter 1

Çeda followed the flow of traffic through the bazaar. All around her, the aisles were choked, the myriad patrons shoving past her, trading and chatting as if war hadn’t nearly torn the city apart five months ago.

The meeting she was about to have was nothing if not dangerous. Nevertheless, Çeda found herself smiling beneath her veil. She wore a threadbare dress. A dusty, eggplant-colored turban wrapped her head. A beaten old shamshir hung from her belt. It was tatty attire at best, yet she felt like a queen. She hadn’t realized how much she’d needed this homecoming until she’d arrived in Sharakhai.

Sümeya, the former First Warden of the Blade Maidens, walked alongside Çeda. She wore a head scarf as well, its veil covering her face. The skirt of her midnight blue dress was uncharacteristically long, frayed along the hem, hopelessly dusty from walking the streets of the city. “Where are we meeting the girl?”

Ahead of Çeda and Sümeya was Kameyl, the vanguard of their small contingent. Çeda pointed beyond her towering form to the horseshoe archway into the spice market. “Just inside the arch.”

The last of their number, Jenise, one of Çeda’s Shieldwives, trailed a few stalls behind. She wore a belted kaftan. Her brown, shoulder-length hair was unbound and flowed freely on the gentle wind. She’d never been to Sharakhai, and it showed in the way her striking green-and-gold eyes flitted around, the way she flinched when others brushed past her.

As the four of them entered the spice market, the din of business and barter became intense, and Çeda found herself looking for signs that they were being followed—by Silver Spears, by Blade Maidens in disguise, by one of the Kings’ elite Kestrels. Sümeya had assured her that Nayyan—Queen Nayyan, the woman they were about to meet—would abide by her word and listen to what they had to say. She’d further agreed to bring three and only three Blade Maidens, and promised that, no matter how the conversation went, neither Sümeya nor any of those accompanying her would be taken into custody. It was risky, but Sümeya trusted Nayyan, and Çeda trusted Sümeya. The closer they came to the meeting, though, the more Çeda’s doubts were starting to resurface.

For years Nayyan had posed as her father, King Azad, but those days were behind her. She’d stepped out of her father’s shadow at last, unveiling herself as the rightful heir to his throne, which was precisely why Çeda was worried. With all the other young monarchs in the House of Kings, and a dominating force like Queen Meryam leading them, Nayyan needed notoriety. What better way to get it than by delivering the White Wolf and Sümeya, the former First Warden turned traitor?

A few stalls in, Çeda spotted Mala, an eleven-year-old girl with curly brown hair pulled into a long, scraggly tail. Several strands hung down her face, adding to her angry, distrustful look.

“Hello, Mala,” Çeda said.

Mala glanced at the milling patrons. “Don’t use my name,” she spat. “You know better than that.”

Çeda gave her a second look. Then caught an older girl staring at the two of them from across the way. Further down the aisle stood more gutter wrens, all of them girls, watching this exchange carefully.

In Sharakhai’s west end, children were often pressed into gangs, either by choice or by the tough hand that life in the city’s poorest quarter often dealt them. When inducted formally, they were forced to stand up to a random person and cut them after some forced argument. It was a ritual called taking up the knife. Mala was only eleven, but it was clear she’d taken up hers. She looked harder than she once had, more prepared to protect herself and those she’d come to call family. Çeda wanted to ask about her swordcraft, wanted to trade a few blows as they used to, but she couldn’t. She’d become an outsider in Mala’s eyes.

“Did you follow her?”

Mala’s chin jutted out. “Money first.”

Çeda considered challenging her, but she saw how fixedly Mala was staring at her. Mala needed this. She had to show that she could handle herself. So Çeda took out the handful of six-pieces she and Mala had agreed upon but held them just short of Mala’s waiting palm—this was deadly serious; the other wrens could easily have sold their identities to the Silver Spears.

“Do they know who I am?” Çeda asked in a low voice.

Mala shook her head.

“You’re sure?”

“They don’t know.”

“Do they know you were sent to watch Queen Nayyan?”

She shook her head again. “I told them you were an heiress feuding with her sister over an inheritance.”

Çeda stared at her, weighing her words, and found no reason to disbelieve her. “Here,” Çeda said, handing over the money. “Now tell me what you’ve found.”

“She came in through the east entrance and went straight to the tea stall. Three women joined her. She’s been there for half a turn. There’s no one else watching her.”

“No more Spears than normal? No enforcers wandering the aisles?”

“None, and we’ve been watching all morning.”

“Good,” Çeda said, and lowered her voice even further. “Take care of yourself, Mala.”

A quick smile, a bit of the old Mala returning. “You too,” she said, and then she was gone.

It was as Mala had said. Near the center of the spice market was a tea shop with several small tables and chairs. Within it, sitting by herself at a table with two empty chairs, was a woman in a rust-orange dress that was rich but not too rich. Standing at the corners of the shop were three women in tribal niqabs, the veils covering their faces a cascade of beaten coins and coral beads. Each wore a voluminous skirt that had been bunched beneath the belt at one hip. No doubt there were ebon blades beneath those skirts, ready to be drawn.

As Jenise and Kameyl took up positions near a counter dominated by open bags of aromatic teas, Çeda followed Sümeya, who was just rounding Nayyan’s table. Sümeya suddenly stopped in her tracks. Çeda had no idea why until she reached Sümeya’s side and saw that Nayyan was cradling a newborn.

“You have a child,” Sümeya said in a voice that was distant as the Austral Sea.

Nayyan was a woman of some forty summers who stunned with her beauty. Thin eyebrows arched above expressive eyes as she took Sümeya in. She had full lips, a dimpled chin, and rounded cheeks that accented the unbound waves of her hair. The folds of her dress were pulled wide at the chest, allowing the babe to suckle while her mother patted her swaddled bottom.

Nayyan’s eyes might have been locked with those of her child, as if the baby were her sole concern, but her words gave lie to that impression. “When you asked me here, you said nothing about inviting the daughter of my father’s killer to sit across the table from me.”

Sümeya pulled out a chair and sat. “Nayyan, this is as much about Çeda—”

“I should have her throat slit here and now.”

“I told you we’d be discussing the asirim and the thirteenth tribe and all the things Çeda discovered in the desert and in the mountains. Who better to tell it than Çeda herself?”

“Don’t bandy words with me, Sümeya.” Nayyan stroked the peach fuzz on top of her baby’s head. “It doesn’t suit you.”

“It isn’t Sümeya’s fault,” Çeda said. “I insisted.”

“The Sümeya I knew wouldn’t let anyone insist on anything.”

“Then maybe you don’t know her as well as you thought.”

Nayyan regarded Çeda at last, her gaze turning razor sharp. “I know her better than you ever will, scarab.”

Just then the baby squirmed, fell off the teat, and began to fuss. Only then did Çeda realized the babe had mismatched eyes: one brown, one hazel. Nayyan pinched her nipple and used it to rub the baby’s lips, at which point she latched back on, gave one last squirm, and continued feeding. Çeda actually felt bad. It was clear Nayyan had brought the baby away from the safety of the palace specifically so that Sümeya could meet her, and Çeda had ruined the moment.

When it became clear Nayyan wasn’t going have Çeda’s throat slit—not yet, at least—Sümeya waved to the tea merchant and signaled for two more cups. “What’s her name?” Sümeya asked when tea had been poured. She’d asked almost casually, which told Çeda just how much she cared.

Nayyan surprised Çeda when she let down her guard and gave an unabashed smile. “Her name is Ransaneh Nayyan’ala, heir to the Throne of Thorns.”

Sümeya shared a look with Çeda as the sound of the market washed over them. Nayyan had given the matrilineal version of her daughter’s name, which meant she considered herself the child’s sole provider, or enough that it made no difference.

“Will her father be pleased to hear it?” Sümeya asked.

“Her father wasn’t there to witness her birth”—the fire in Nayyan’s eyes was plain to see—“nor has he been attentive enough to warrant his name’s precedence over mine.” She kissed the crown of Ransaneh’s head. “Now tell me why you’ve come. I have no wish to sit in this traitor’s presence for a moment longer than I need to.”

Sümeya, apparently oblivious to the seriousness of Nayyan’s words, stared at Ransaneh with a forlorn expression, as if with her presence one of the hopes Sümeya had secretly harbored had been dashed. Çeda had known of Sümeya’s feelings for Nayyan—she just hadn’t realized how strong they were.

“She’s beautiful,” Sümeya said with a melancholy smile.

Wary at first, as if unsure whether Sümeya had some ulterior motive for paying her daughter the compliment, Nayyan’s look eventually softened. “Why did you ask me here, Meya?”

“Because Sharakhai is in trouble.”

Nayyan snorted. “Do tell.”

“It’s the gods,” Sümeya went on. “They’re playing a game, and have been for four hundred years. How can we win that game if we refuse to acknowledge we’re even playing it? How can we make a move when the rules have been hidden from us?”

“And how do you think I can aid you?”

“In the mountains, something happened that few outside the thirteenth tribe have heard about. You know King Beşir led a battle against the thirteenth tribe. You know he failed. You know that the goddess Yerinde arranged for that battle. She wanted Nalamae to die.” Sümeya leaned closer. “Yerinde succeeded, but was slain in the process.”

Nayyan scoffed. “Yerinde cannot die.”

“She fell to Night’s Kiss, a sword of Goezhen’s making.”

At this, Nayyan sobered. “Who killed her?”

“Çeda.”

Up to this point, Nayyan had seen fit to ignore Çeda, but now she took her in as she might a west end trollop brought in for questioning. “This one killed the goddess?”

“Yes,” Çeda replied, “this one did.”

“Yerinde was slain,” Sümeya went on quickly. “I saw her body with my own eyes. Nalamae fell too, but she will return, or has already, as she has done since the days of Beht Ihman.”

“Well, which is it? Has returned, or will?”

“We don’t know,” Çeda interjected. “We’ve been searching the desert since the battle in the mountains.”

Nayyan’s nostril’s flared. “Your betters are speaking, child.”

“The wise would not silence me. What we search for is nothing less than a way to stop the gods.”

“From doing what?”

“I don’t know,” Çeda said, “but I know this much. Ihsan is searching for the same information. He wants a solution to this riddle of the gods’ desires and what they mean to do with the crystal. He told me as much in the desert.”

“Yes, well”—Nayyan pulled Ransaneh from her breast and tugged the rich fabric of her dress back into place—“the more time passes, the more I think Ihsan is a fool.”

“He isn’t, though,” Çeda said. “He was right about the gods hunting Nalamae. And he was right not to kill me when he had the chance. Nalamae will return, and when she does, we must be there to meet her. Only then do we have a chance of learning what the gods mean to do.”

Nayyan laid the baby’s head against her neck and patted her back. “Then why aren’t you off finding her?”

“We’ve tried.”

Ransaneh squirmed, then whined, the sound barely audible above the roar of the market. Nayyan, meanwhile, was about to speak, but Sümeya cut her off. “Before he died, King Yusam told Çeda he’d seen her, Çeda, kneeling beside his mere, peering into its depths. He said she was caught in a vision, rapt.”

Nayyan waited for more. “And?”

“Çeda has never done so.” Sümeya shared a look with Çeda. “We think that time is now. We think she uses it to search for Nalamae.”

“We …” Nayyan was looking at Sümeya in a new way.

Nayyan still loves her, Çeda realized.

Sümeya stepped into the silence. “We need this, Nayyan. For the good of the city, we must find Nalamae.”

Nayyan responded, “I’ve spent years getting to where I am, Sümeya. And I’ll be fighting until the day I die to remain there. I’ve made many mistakes along the way. I’ve learned hard lessons.” Nayyan held her baby close and stood. “I decide what’s good for the city, not you.” She turned to Çeda. “And certainly not you.”

She turned, ready to walk away, but before she could Çeda stood and snatched her wrist. Nayyan’s eyes went wide, and the veiled women who’d accompanied her began to close in. They stopped when Çeda released her and Nayyan signaled them to back away.

“This isn’t for me,” Çeda said, “It isn’t for Sümeya, either. It’s not even for you. We’ve lived our lives and could be content with them.” Çeda’s gaze drifted to the soft bundle in Nayyan’s arms. “This is for her.”

Nayyan stared into Çeda’s eyes as if she’d never heard anything so foolish in her life. She looked ready to slap Çeda for it. Holding Ransaneh close, she turned and strode away. As one of her Maidens led the way through the crowd, the other two watched Çeda and Sümeya carefully, then followed in their queen’s wake.

“You were right,” Çeda said, her head hanging low, “I never should have come.”

“Well?” Kameyl grunted as she and Jenise joined them.

Sümeya shook her head.

Kameyl suddenly put one hand on the hilt of her shamshir. One of Queen Nayyan’s escorts was striding quickly toward them. “Return here tomorrow,” the Maiden said, “at the same time. I’ll have instructions for you then.”

As she turned and lost herself in the crowd, a wave of relief washed over Çeda.
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Chapter 2

As king ihsan guided his golden akhala over the dunes, the wind pressed against him like a drunk lover. His eyes were reduced to slits. The veil of his turban, now hopelessly soiled with amber dust, was pulled tight across his face. It left only a slit through which to see, yet time and time again the tireless, biting sand found its way in. He turned away from it, blinked the grit from his eyes, then scanned the amber-streaked horizon ahead, praying he was near his destination.

His golden akhala and stalwart companion, Barkhan, plodded ever onward, as much a victim as Ihsan was to the unrelenting storm. No, it was worse for the horse, Ihsan reasoned. The poor creature had no say in it; Ihsan certainly did.

He would have apologized for it had he not lost his tongue to Surrahdi the Mad King. With my own bloody knife, too. In place of words, he patted Barkhan’s neck, flaking away some of the sand caked into his coat. I am sorry, Barkhan. Truly.

The horse threw his head back and nickered, sending a baleful look Ihsan’s way.

It couldn’t be helped! Ihsan thought. And besides, if you want someone to blame, blame Yusam. Or the gods. Or even the fates, but don’t blame me! We are both but puppets in their schemes.

Barkhan plodded on, cresting a dune and taking to the shifting surface of its windward side.

In the months since Nayyan had delivered Barkhan to him in the blooming fields, he’d considered selling the horse. Barkhan was purebred, and many, upon realizing this, would inevitably think of Sharakhai, purebreds being somewhat rare anywhere but in the city. It was the sort of association Ihsan needed like he needed his eyes put out. But Barkhan was an amazing animal. Nayyan had personally chosen him for Ihsan from her own stock—he was a horse sired from two of the finest beasts ever to gallop across the Great Mother. No one could pay him what Barkhan was worth. And the simple truth was that Ihsan had come to trust the horse more than anyone he’d ever known. He’d part with the grapes between his legs before he’d sell Barkhan.

The wind suddenly changed direction, and Ihsan was caught in a powerful squall. Sand scoured him from the left, threatening to throw him from the saddle. Barkhan, accustomed to such things, stopped, lowered his head and, when the squall had passed, resumed his stoic pace.

Ihsan hoped they were still headed toward the caravanserai known as Çalabin but was no longer sure. Earlier that day, when he’d left from the slopes of the nearby hills, the caravanserai had been distant, a smudge along the horizon. The wind had been meager then, but had picked up shortly after they’d embarked and hadn’t let up since. He’d decided to let Barkhan find their path on his own.

But gods, the
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