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  Content Warnings


Content Warning List

This is a work of fiction; the behaviors, actions, and views of characters should not be conflated or confused with the author's opinions and beliefs. The presence of these darker themes in this work is not an endorsement of them. This list is as complete as the author can make it. 
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	Violence,
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	Domestic violence,

	Arson,
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  One

[image: image-placeholder]

Mar’sahr’dan’i   are not born; they are chosen. That is what her mother—Sumalika mat Qa’taru, Sarhe’Danu of Sua—had told her. Chosen based on strength, wisdom, cunning, and desire. Chosen for their ability to be ruthless, unforgiving, and unfeeling.  
In the six years since the violent insurrection at the hands of the Amyrdine Bara and their savitus fighters, Saritrah has not forgotten those words. She turns them over as if they were stones in her mind as General Arishaki moves the pebbles on the parchment, movements deliberate, slow, but coldly calculated. As long as everyone follows his orders, tomorrow they will take back Antalyza from the Amyrdine Bara.  
If she can take back Antalyza, she can take back all of Sua.  
The cool night wind pricks at her skin, but the glow of the twin moons sets her eyes on fire. The lost princess; six years in exile, six years of biding her time. Six years of sharpening her claws and honing her fangs. Tomorrow will not be her first skirmish, but it will be the most significant. The sarhe of Antalyza was loyal through and through to her family, the perfect vassal, the perfect servant to the royal family. Now, she will free him from the prisons the insurrectionists have left him to rot in, proving to the world that she will be a just ruler, righting the wrongs of the world swiftly and decisively. 
Distantly, a herd of camels sings into the winds of the desert. “Are the Re’u coming through?” Puzur asks. Young, ambitious, but hopelessly clueless. Saritrah twirls a strand of hair around her finger, willing to let him embarrass himself so Arishaki can step in and prove again why he is the most trusted of her army. 
“That doesn’t sound like them; that’s something else,” Harharu replies. 
“Aye,” General Arishaki says, straightening his back and scanning the horizon. His harsh voice is barely a whisper, but it has the commanding tone required for a leader. Arishaki was chosen from an elite group of women for his cunning and strength to be Saritrah’s bodyguard since she was ten summers old. Though the woman was only a few years older than her, he was a better fighter than those with twice his experience. “I don’t like the sound of it.” 
“No, it has to be some merchants or traders. Who else would be here?” Ears pricked up, tail frozen, Yangi glances around the fire, eyes wide. 
Saritrah purses her lips. Ashur. It is Ashur. That cursed brother of hers. Her hand reaches for the royal seal, a ring threaded with a leather ribbon worn loosely around her neck. Always next to her heart, pried from the hands of another of her sibling Aishah when she fled the palace the night the Amyrdine Bara attacked. Ashur cannot have it. 
“He’s getting closer,” Arishaki says, both hands brushing the sand, speaking with the dunes. “He’ll be upon us within half an hour. From the north.” 
“Dammit.” Saritrah reaches for Katynna, the bladed weapon passed down through the generations, wielded only by the mar’sahr’dan‘i; the other item that proves her divine right to the throne and that marks her as the rightful heir to the throne. She pulls the curved blade from the sheath and raises it above her head. “To me! To me! We fight!”  
She brandishes it into the night sky, racing towards her stallion, relying on the loyalty of her soldiers to follow her into battle. Fires quickly extinguished, rations hastily eaten—her followers, her believers, her trusted servants rally behind their queen, Saritrah, the next Sahre’Danu of Sua. 
She rides toward the gates of Antalyza, the shining city that the Oracle of Yshuld calls home. Of all the people in her demesne that she must protect, the Oracle is the most vital. If Saritrah is their leader, the Oracle is their hope.  
She steadies her breath, a trick she was forced to learn before she could walk. She will make it. She will save Antalyza not just from the savage insurrectionists, but from her brother’s sharp talons. The glint of gold against the gate distracts her, a flash of light, and then a shadowed figure slips into the desert. A spy sneaking out of the city? The figure creeps along the wall, staying just out of reach of the moonbeams. 
But others follow, and the shrill pleas for help that are ripped from the mouth of this mysterious figure alarm her. Not a spy, but someone in distress. Four more figures creep through the gates after it. “Ari, take the lead! There’s someone there,” she yells, no doubt that he will follow her orders. 
“Of course, my princess,” he replies. His domineering tone gives way to gentleness and care. He is the only one she has allowed to address her thusly. 
The shrill cries continue, interspersed with cruel chuckles. Ashur’s soldiers visiting some sort of violence upon a helpless civilian. She leaps from her horse, putting away Katynna, drawing her spear in one swift movement, and stabbing at the predators before they even see her.  
Their prey is small, dark hair pulled back, exposing every inch of fear etched in her face, back pressed against the city wall, fingers curled around a dirty gray robe. She is terrified, cowering, weak. But for the brief second that Saritrah glances into the woman’s eyes, she sees a golden, radiant light. Power untapped, strength unharnessed, determination hidden beneath fear. 
What a waste of potential. And yet, it is her duty to save this woman, even if the woman is too cowardly to save herself. In two graceful arcs, she dispatches the rest of the leering soldiers, sending them to meet Xana. “Hurry back inside,” she says, not bothering to look at the woman as she plunges her spear into the sand and then wipes its sharp point on her wrist brace.  
“I am not going back in there,” the woman says. Her voice quivers, but Saritrah hears just a glissando of defiance in it. A defiance that she can admire, praise, even respect. But not one she can tolerate. Not right now. 
“That’s an order. Get back inside. Things are about to get violent, and the fighting out here is not something you should have to witness.” 
“I assure you, I have seen worse.” 
Saritrahlaughs. This woman looks like she’s never seen the outside of whatever walled garden she lives in. What, has she seen the kitchen cat torture a rat? Saritrah turns around. The woman still shakes, but her back is straight, and her chin is high. Just the right combination of fear and defiance for playtime, but a lethal combination on the battlefield. Crossing her arms, Saritrah wonders if she could recruit the woman for something like armor repairs or weapons maintenance. She takes in the rest of the woman’s figure, trying to find a place and purpose for her in the army, ignoring the small part of her that wants to take the woman to bed. She wants her for the army, that is all, she tells herself. But once she has been recruited, what fun they could have together. 
“Fine. Do as you wish, but I don’t like my work going to waste. I saved your life; pay me back by not losing it tonight.” 
The woman looks out into the desert, a death sentence if she has no supplies. “Thank you, ma’am. I will wait out here until the fighting is over and then go home.” 
“If I see you out later, I won’t be pleased.” 
“Understood.” 
Saritrahmounts her horse, enters the city, and only chides herself for not getting the woman’s name as she unleashes a fury of lethal assaults on the soldiers she meets inside. She slices her way through the throng; how Ashur acquired so many soldiers is baffling, and yet his numbers are overwhelming. His laugh echoes on the wind, mocking her as she forces her way toward his unspoken call. Haunting her as she races to answer it.  
Arishaki—loyal, brave, dependable Arishaki—is already engaging her brother. Blood pounding in her ears, she takes a deep breath. Steady. Steady. You don’t win by being reckless; you don’t win by being hasty. Squaring her shoulders, she leaps from her horse, lunging at her brother, her sword point slithering toward his throat. 
“Ah, sister dearest! I had not expected to see you here. What a delightful surprise! A family reunion. How have you been, love?” 
Sister dearest, he would say before wrapping his hands around Zisuthra’s throat. How have you been, love? He would say before dragging Zisuthra down the halls by her tail. He never hurt Zisu because he hated her; he hurt Zisu because he knew it hurt Saritrah. 
Steady, steady. Don’t let him win; don’t let him get to you. She swings upward and then back down, quick and ruthless and without aim or method. He dodges easily, just as easily as he had dodged her attacks in the iseru. His smile just as cruel now as it had been when they were children fighting in that arena. 
But this is different. She has Katynna strapped at her hip and the royal seal concealed under her tunic this time. She has the power of the mar’sahr’dan‘i. She slashes, he dodges, neither getting a hit on the other. But he is clearly winning, no sweat upon his brow, no quiver of fatigue on his lips. Her face is contorted in anger and concentration; his is as tranquil as the glow of Yludi on the full moon night. 
Why can’t I win? Why can’t I beat him? I can’t lose, I can’t. I have to save our people from him; if he claims the throne, it will be worse than even those brutal insurrectionists. 
“Well, this has been so much fun, sister dearest,” he says, jumping backward to land on the edge of the city wall and nodding at someone behind, most likely his second-in-command. “But I have more important things to do than to toy with a little mouse. I got what I came here for, but thank you for keeping me entertained.” He leaps back over the wall, a silent signal to his troops to retreat. 
As quickly as they came, Ashur’s army leaves Antalyza. Now all that remains for Saritrah to do is drive out the insurrectionists. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The insurrectionists flee when they realize they are caught between the two warring royals. Their tails between their legs, they are gone before the sun has fully crested the horizon. 
As daybreak shatters the bloody night, the isiaq of Anatlyza, an older qatu by the name of Zaakit, summons the Seers of the Temple of Yshuld to celebrate their liberation and meet their saviors.  
Hands clasped behind her back, Saritrah takes in the sights of her new prize: The Temple of Yshuld, the patron goddess of Sua. The Oracle, Yshuld’s Chosen, resides inside the tall marble walls, attended to by priestesses and acolytes, every comfort given to the one divinely blessed with not just the Sight, but Her Sight. It is the grey-robed novices that patter out of the marble doors first, descending the stairs in the best attempts at dignified waltzes that children can make. Following them are the blue-robed acolytes, those who had survived the grueling instruction of harsh priestesses and decided they still wanted to consecrate themselves to Yshuld. 
Saritrah tries not to fidget as the silver-robed priestesses join the crowd around her, impatient to speak with the Oracle and be on her way to her next conquest. But one of the priestesses catches her eye. The woman from last night! Face blank, back straight, the flowing silver robe doing nothing to mask her identity. A runaway priestess? 
Before she can wrap her mind around this anomaly, the gold-robed High Priestess floats down the stairs and bows deeply before her. “Our prayers have been answered; the Sahre’Danu has saved us. Let us lift our voices in praise to Yshuld!” 
The gathering of Seers fall to their knees and lift their hands heavenward, eyes closed against the bright sun. This show of honor is interrupted by a scream that Saritrah knows all too well. The woman she had saved the night before. Pledged to Yshuld. Part of Saritrah is disappointed; there will be no recruiting. No new bed partner. 
She waits for the High Priestess to chastise the wayward adherent, yet the High Priestess does no such thing. Instead, the woman glides across the flowered courtyard to take the frightened woman into her arms. The woman’s whispered words carry on the hot breeze. “Child, what has the Goddess shown you?” 
“The end, the end…” The priestess paws at the ground, digging her nails into the soil and then pounding her fists, a cloud of dust enveloping her. The sun’s hazy rays make the woman seem like a mirage.  
The High Priestess draws the frightened woman to her feet, leading, or perhaps dragging, her before Sari. 
“Darudan,” the High Priestess says, the appellation of royalty only given to a sahre’danu. “Our Oracle is unwell and unable to present herself before you, even though she dearly wishes to be here.” 
“Unwell?” 
The High Priestess does not meet her gaze. “She suddenly became ill late last night.” 
Is this Ashur’s doing? Was he here to assassinate the Oracle? Did he fail and only injure her? No, he wouldn’t leave unless he knew the job was done… Saritrah wants to ask the High Priestess for more information, but she seems determined to give no further clues. 
“Instead, I would like to present you with Sister Nanshaie, a talented Seer, more than blessed by Yshuld.” 
Sister Nanshaie curtseys. Saritrah wants to laugh for thinking about inviting this woman into her army, and perhaps to her bed.. But the fear in the Seer’s eyes confirms Saritrah’s suspicion. She had been running last night to flee Ashur. She must have known he was coming for the Oracle… But why is the High Priestess acting as if nothing has happened? Is the Oracle already dead? 
“I am honored to meet you, Sister Nanshaie.” Saritrah holds out her hand, but when the Seer touches it, the spark she feels almost stops her heart. 
The Seer, eyes wider than they had been the night before, looks straight into Saritrah’s soul and somehow stares at something far in the distance. “You will be betrayed; be wary of those you call friends, for their words are naught but lies and their actions naught but subterfuge. I must go. I am sorry, I must go!” She covers her face in her hands and dashes back inside the temple, tripping more than once as she ascends the stairs. 
“Forgive her, please, Sahre’Danu. She is young, and the strength of her Sight still frightens her.” 
“There is nothing to forgive. I appreciate her warning, but I have no need of it. I have Katynna; there is nothing else that I need in order to restore order and justice to the kingdom. All are loyal to me; I am sure she merely misinterpreted what she saw.” 
“Of course,” the High Priestess says, her composure cracking for a fraction of a second. “To show our gratitude, we have many gifts for you.” 
Isiaq Zaakit joins the congregation as the Seers distribute gold, jewels, and, most importantly, weapons to Saritrah’s army. “Darudan, I also would like to offer you and your army medical care. We have several healers who would be happy to attend to your wounded. I believe I saw that my dear friend Ari had a nasty cut.” 
The general steps forward, gripping the isiaq’s hand, laughing. “You worry too much, old friend. I am more than hearty and hale and in no need to see a healer.” 
“I wouldn’t be a friend if I didn’t offer, Ari.” The isiaq throws his arm around the general’s shoulder and pulls him away from the crowd. 
“Darudan, there is one more thing.” The High Priestess steps closer, far too close for Saritrah’s comfort, but she does not take a step back. “The key to your victory, I know what it is. There is nothing that would make me happier than to see you occupy the Kashtu Throne. And I have foreseen the beautiful paradise that you will bring to our nation should you do so. But your victory requires more than just strength.” 
“Please, speak plainly.” 
“There is something more you need, something that I can help you find.” 
“The blade of Katynna and the royal seal are more than enough, but I do thank you. I hope to one day bring about this paradise, but I can do it on my own terms.” 
“As you say, Darudan.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]It has been six years since Saritrah last slept in such opulent accommodations. The cool marble floors, the soft and thick ersu, the silk sheets, and the curtained windows let the cool air in but keep the insects out; such a change from staying in cramped edin’tu and sleeping on thin halersu mats. She had spent too much time luxuriating in the cold pool and had missed her usual practice time with Arishaki. 
The general stretches, flexing every muscle in his chiseled body. A body hardened by both battle and training. A body that has lain beside hers every night for the past three years. A body that has defended hers since she was a child and he her servant. Only a handful of years older than her, yet exceptionally more skilled, gifted with a speed and precision she could only hope to imitate, he had been assigned her bodyguard when he was only twelve years old. But he had been her training and sparring partner since before she had even learned her letters. 
He had not been allowed in the arena with her, yet he was always just outside of it, waiting. Willing to offer her advice and feedback, as well as to help her wash her wounds and nurse her pride, never giving up on her. He was the only woman Saritrah had ever trusted with her heart. She shared her bedy with many; but only Ari had her heart. 
She taps the soft pillow beside her. “Join me, Ari.” 
He makes one last pass with his spear, wincing at the last second, and then removes his shirt and settles in beside her.  
“Are you alright?” 
“Your brother may have got me; I will admit to that. But Zaak was making too much of it. It will be better tomorrow.” 
“Are you sure? Once we leave here—” 
“I will be fine.” His eyes narrow and annoyance creeps into his voice. “I won’t need any medical attention. You worry too much.” 
“If you insist. I was thinking about what that one Seer said,” Saritrah says, running a finger down his chest, tracing a line around each muscle, watching him twitch with each light touch. She wants to move her hand lower, futher down his body until she can plunge her fingers between his legs and hear him moan as she moves inside of him. But he tenses and she pauses. 
“About the traitors?” He asks. 
“Yes, about that.”  
He pushes her hand away, rolling on his side to face her. “Do not worry about it. The soldiers are loyal.” 
“But—”  
He brushes a strand of her gold-brown hair out of her face and then runs the tip of his claw up the side of her ear, flicking the tip when he gets to it. “Don’t jump at shadows; fear does not suit you.” 
“You do not believe in the Sight?” 
“I believe that the woman is young, as the High Priestess said, and not in control of herself or her emotions, let alone her Sight.” 
She rolls away from him, pulling the silk sheets tighter around her body. “Do you think it’s Belu? She’s always saying she wants fewer duties, she’s lazy. Or maybe it is Ditanu; I saw zir talking to—” 
“Princess. No. You cannot keep treating everyone like they will turn their back on you.” 
“But what if they do?” 
He rolls off of the ersu, letting the sheets fall away as he stands up. “I am going to do one more patrol. When I come back, I hope you are sleeping soundly.” He does not bother to put on more than a pair of trousers before walking out. 
What if it’s him? What if he will betray me? She eyes his drawstring pouch he always has strapped to his belt. . It’s small, fits in the palm of his hand.  But he did not take it with him. She stares at it, hand twitching, wanting to grab it, to pull on the strings and see what he keeps in it. 
Her hand clenches and unclenches, her arm extends and retracts. She needs to know. She has to know if he is the traitor that Sister Nanshaie warned her about. 
“All seems well. Why are you still awake, princess?” 
Too long. She hesitated for too long. “I think I have too many nerves to sleep,” she says, grabbing his hand and pulling it toward her chest, placing it between her breasts. “Do you think you can help me unwind?” 
He smiles, but his eyes do not reflect the light. “I am tired, princess. Not tonight.” He rolls over, facing away from her, and falls asleep before she can even protest. 






  
  Two
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Saritrah wishes that she could stay in Antalyza longer; the fruits—faricot, imquats, dates, and undu—that are offered to her before dawn rival those she had once taken for granted when living in Erzuremei at the royal isi’tu , and the refreshing pools in the Temple surpass the comfort of the ones in her childhood home. Yet, Arishaki ushers her out of the Temple, having already assigned a battalion to stay at Antalyza to help the isiaq protect it against  both Ashur and the insurrectionists. A pang of jealousy overtakes her as she looks over her shoulder at the troops now guarding the gates to the city. 
They are only an hour into their trek across the Esiri desert when Arishaki calls for a halt. “Is something wrong?” she asks. They should keep moving. They got a later start than she wanted, entirely her own fault,but the high-noon resting time of nialsamsu is still hours away. 
“I did not sleep well last night, and the bandages on my wound are loose. I am sorry to cause a delay, princess. I won’t be long.” He wanders away from their procession. She wants to give chase, but her troops are restless, and she will not give them cause to worry.  
Arishaki returns, but he looks worse than when he left, his golden skin dull and the sheen of his fur lacking the usual luster. No wonder he turned me down last night. 
They are moving again within half an hour, but the sun is not even a quarter of a way into the sky before he requests another stop. She pulls on the reins of her camel, but before she can raise her arm to call for a halt, Ari slides off of his mount.  
In one swift motion, she leaps from her camel, twisting in the air to land next to her fallen general. “Ari! Ari, what’s wrong?” 
He pulls aside his bandage, and the gash across his shoulder is a deadly shade of purple, the center oozing a foul-smelling pus. “Maybe I should have listened to Zaak.”  
“Belu! Belu, get the medical kit, now!” Not waiting for her medic, she grabs her flask and pours water over his wound; trying to ignore the pained hiss he lets out as the water hits his skin. 
“How long do you think you can hold on?” 
“I can keep going, Princess, I promise.” 
“No, you can’t! Drink this. Tanit! Set up the edin’tu, get a halersu. We’re taking nialsamsu early.” 
“But the sun is nowhere near the apex…” 
“I said we are taking nialsamsu early! Set up the edin’tu. I did not ask for your input or request that you question me. Do as you’re told!” Her words come out with a snarl. 
The lieutenant salutes and issues her own orders to the rest of the troops. Leather tents spring up around Saritrah and her general as the sun inches closer to its zenith. She carries him to her personal edin’tu, laying him out on her halersu mat of gaatsu feathers and treated qaboon skin, the skin not having lost a mote of its iridescence or shimmer in the tanning process. He looks radiant; he looks like a sleeping sahru’dane. 
“Tu’erebu?” Belu calls from outside of the edin’tu. 
“Tu’sala,” Saritrah replies. “Come in, hurry!” 
The medic pushes aside the cloth entrance to the edin’tu and sets down her supplies next to the general. “What is wrong?” 
“His wound… I think it is infected.” 
Belu takes a quick glance at it. “It is poisoned. It may also be infected, but the primary concern is the poison.” 
“Ashur… What a monster. It must be imtu’bas venom.” 
The medic flinches. “I am afraid, Mar’sahr’dan‘i, that I do not have the antidote for that.”  
“Of course! Of course, that bastard would resort to dishonorable deeds like poison! Damn him!” 
“Princess,” Arishaki whispers, “please, do not let your anger make you lose control.” 
If he were not ill, she would slap him for that comment, especially for making it in front of a soldier. But she bites her tongue. “I will find the antidote. There’s a village nearby, yes? The village Nebu?” 
The medic nods. 
“I will go get it. Belu, you look after General Arishaki. I’ll leave Tanit in charge should the general… I will be back. Take care of him.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]The village is small, with only a handful of sub’tu around a central well. But she finds the bu’aru‘tu—the healer’s sub’tu—easily marked with the crescent moon of Ayndras.  
“Tu’erebu?” She calls from the other side of the baputi as if the thick leather flap to the sub’tu is as impenetrable as iron, not caring if she wakes the entire village. “It’s an emergency! Tu’erebu?” 
“Aye, aye, fine, tu’sala, tu’sala!” the healer calls, his voice carrying the edge of someone reluctant to leave their bed, and while his accent is Suan, their soft vowels hint at Re’u ancestry. 
She marches through the baputi, sliding a jeweled ring from her finger and slamming it on the counter just inside, not waiting for the healer to rub the sleep from his eyes. “I need a vial of antidote for imtu’bas.” 
“I’d love to, especially for that price,” he says, pointing to the ring. “But I don’t have any, sorry.” 
“Well, then, come with me. My friend needs treatment. He was poisoned! He’s dying!” 
“Kit, I’d love to take your payment and help your friend, but there is no helping him.” 
She clenches her hand. Ari is not dying. Ari can’t die. He promised, he promised he’d be there to place the crown on her head. He isn’t a liar, he can’t have lied, so he can’t die! “You need to save him! You need to! I demand it!” 
“I don’t know who you think you are, kit, but not even the Bah’en can stop Xana,“ he says, invoking the Re’u goddess and confirming Saritrah’s suspicions.  
She reaches across the counter and grabs the healer by the scruff of his neck, pulling him off of the floor. “I am the Mar’sahr’dan’i; you will not call me ‘kit,’ and I do not care about your gods or mine. Arishaki cannot die!” 
“The goddess of death does not care who you are; she does not care who your friend is,” he says, grabbing her hands and trying to pry her fingers off of his neck. “She takes who she wants when she wants. There is nothing I can do to stop her if your friend has truly been poisoned by imtu’bas.” 
“No! No!” She lets go of the healer and jumps onto the counter, drawing Katynna. The tip of it inches its way to the healer’s neck. “If you will not help me, who in this village can?” 
The healer raises his hands above his head. “I swear on my life, I swear to Bah’en, I would help you if I could, but no one in this village has even a drop of that antidote.” 
“Liar! Shut up! He can’t die! He can’t! He promised me, he is loyal to me! He won’t die unless I order him to, so there must be some way to save him!” 
“Kittu, I am so sorry, but everyone loses someone they love, eventually.” 
“Shut up! I do not love him. He is my servant, he is my general, he is my…” She does not want to admit outloud that he is the only woman who has seen all of her scars. She does not want to admit there are even scars to show. 
“I can accompany you to him and help ease his pain as he passes, but I can do no more than that.” 
“Tu’erebu, Enlil, are you okay?“ Another voice drifts in from outside the tent. 
“I am fine, Nazim. I just have a grieving customer.” The healer’s voice is full of sorrow, and it burns at Saritrah’s chest. 
“I am not grieving,” she says, sheathing her weapon. “Fine. Come with me. Maybe by the time we get to him, you’ll remember how to save a life, like healers are supposed to do.” She drags the healer out of his sub’tu, glaring at the villagers whom she has woken from nialsamsu with her shouting. 
“I’m coming, too,” Nazim says, bearing his own spear and flashing his fangs at her. “You hurt our musalli, and I will gut you.” 
She hisses at him but protests no more as she helps the healer onto her camel. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The ride back to her camp is harsh; there is a reason the Suan people do not travel during the sun’s apex. But she cares little if she or her companions suffer from sun-sickness; she must make it to Arishaki. She must save her most loyal servant. That is what good sahre’danus do. They save their subjects. She ignores the healer gripping her belt to stay on; she ignores the protests of the healer’s son that they are going too fast. There is no such thing as too fast when it comes to saving the life of a loyal bodyguard. 
She does not bother to dismount her camel at the entrance to her camp. She rides it straight to her edin’tu, entering without even asking for permission, leaving her two companions to climb down on their own. 
“Mar… ! You’re back!” Belu says, stepping away from Arishaki. “Do you have the antidote?” 
Saritrah rushes to Arishaki’s side, taking his cold hands in hers, both glaring at and silently imploring the healer to do something as he and his son push aside the baputi and approach. The deathly gray-purple has spread from just the area around the slash to take over his entire torso and arm. “Save him, please,” she says. 
The musalli, his steps hesitant and short, crosses the large edin’tu and sits down across from Sari. “I cannot.” 
“Belu. Out! Keep everyone away from here.” 
“Yes, Mar.” The lieutenant salutes and exits without another word. 
“Save him!” She hisses. 
“Kitt—” He says it kindly, but all Saritrah hears is condescension. 
“Don’t call me that. Just save him! That’s an order!” She knows her heart is racing, but she cannot feel anything in her body except the lump in her throat and the stinging in her eyes. 
“I wish I could. The poison has spread too fast.” The healer says—his full Re’u accent coming out, lines of anxiety etched into his forehead. 
“No, that’s impossible! He only got the wound last night!” She does not want to cry, so she yells. 
“I do not know what else to say; as you can see, it has already spread past his heart. Even if I had an infinite supply of the antidote, it would not be enough. I suggest that you say goodbye to your loved one. I can give him something to regulate his body temperature and dull his pain, or even something to make him sleep and…” 
“Do not say it. Do not say what you are about to say if you value your life.” Her hand reaches for the royal seal hidden under her camise, feeling the rough grooves in the side of the ring through the fabric. He promised. He swore on his honor that he would not abandon me, that he would be the one to crown me. 
The musalli says something to his son, and the qatu pulls a few bottles from the healer’s bag. “This one will help control his fever,” the son says, holding it out to Sari. She glares, hands suddenly not knowing how to move. The son says nothing more, continuing to hold out the small glass bottle. 
“Fine,” she says, snatching it from his hand. 
“And this one is for pain. He will need it every three hours.” Despite the bite in Saritrah’s voice, neither the healer nor his son have said a single word to her with anything but kindness. She hates them for it. 
“Fine, fine.” She takes it, setting it on the ground beside the first. 
“And this one…” 
“Don’t say it!” She takes the bottle and shoves it into her pocket. 
“That last one, it doesn’t take a lot. Just a few drops in some water. But with how fast this is spreading… I would do it sooner rather than later. And be careful with it; once you break the seal on that bottle, it must be used within the hour, or it will stop being effective.” 
Saritrah grabs her own bag, pulling out five gold coins. “Will this be enough?” She already knows the answer. This is more than even the royal physician was paid, and she had the unpleasant task of caring for twelve qitu who tried to murder each other at least once a week. She is not paying the healer for his medicines or his time; she’s paying him for his discretion and silence. 
“I thank you,” the healer says. “Sen’en‘dai, Bah’en’rita.” 
The healer’s Re’u accent comes out as he wishes her well in his own language. The wishy-washy Re’u who roam the desert and refuse to offer fealty or loyalty to any isiaq, sahre, or even the sahre’danu. Living on Suan lands yet refusing to acknowledge it; no sense of loyalty or duty, claiming that they should not have any as they are refugees from another land, another time. 
“Ask for Tanit, and tell xir to escort you back this evening. For now, you can use Arishaki’s edin’tu to rest. It’s one directly next to this on the right. At the center of the encampment, you will find Haruhar. He can provide you with water and rations if you need some.” 
“You are most generous. Truly, I wish I could do more for your hira’imu.” 
She bristles at the term. Hira’imu. Life partners. Lovers. Pledged in love. An oath sworn to each other, but an oath that never once mentions loyalty. That is what she has from Arishaki; loyalty, which is infinitely more important than love. “May I ask you a question?” 
“Of course, I only hope that I can answer it.” 
“Your people pledge no loyalty to my family despite the gods demanding such fealty to those they have divinely appointed as rulers. Yet you help me now. Why?” 
“I mean no disrespect;  but you did threaten me.” 
She chuckles. “Is that all?” 
“No. That is not the full reason. The love in your heart, the love you have for this woman… A woman who can move one so hard-hearted as you surely deserves a dignified death. Maybe, if he had lived longer, he would have taught you to love yourself, too.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]She administered the first two tinctures as soon as the healer and his son exited her edin’tu. She hesitates when she grabs the last one. Should she do it? Should she ask him if he wants it? He has been unresponsive since she returned; she does not even know if he has heard her speaking to him. Sometimes his eyes are open, and he looks around frantically, but otherwise, he is frozen in place. Sometimes his eyes are closed, and he looks as peaceful as when he falls asleep beside her every night. 
She sets the last vial down again. If she were to kill him, she would want to do it with her blade. That is how he would want it. 
As it stands right now, it is Ashur who is taking his life. She keeps vigil at his side even as the day ends and the twin moons crest upon the horizon.  
“I failed you,” she says. “If I were worthy of your loyalty and fealty, you would not be dying right now. If I deserved your service, you would not be leaving it. I am unworthy of both you and the people of Sua.” She lays her head on his naked, ghost-purple chest, his heartbeat only audible if she holds her breath. “You snuck the wrong mat’sahr’dan out of the palace that night. You should have helped Aishah escape that night! He could have taken on Ashur.” She lays down beside him on the halersu, stretching out her legs and entwining them with his. 
Outside, she hears her troops chattering over dinner, most likely eager to get moving again, none but Belu and Tanit knowing just how sick the general is. 
“He was the rightful Mar’sahr’dan’i. I am just a thief who took advantage of that chaos. You should have helped him; he could have beaten Ashur.” 
His hand twitches, and she wants to believe it is him reassuring her. She wants to believe it is an attempt at communication and not the spasms of muscles as they die. 
Hira’imu. The healer had called them hira’imu. A relationship built on love. What she had with Ari might look like love, but mat’sahr’dan do not know that emotion. It is not taught to them. What she has with Ari is loyalty, respect, trust, understanding, and acceptance. Nowhere in there does love factor in. 
But why does the word sit on her tongue right now? What is it clawing behind her teeth, trying to escape her mouth and be whispered into his ear? Why is that the only word she can think of right now, the one word she wants to say to him? 
Her heart beats rapidly, as if encouraging his heart to do the same. Her deep breaths an attempt to get him to follow her example. To live, to fight, to persevere. “Please,” she says. A word she has never said before. A request. Not a demand. Not an order. “Please, stay, Ari. You promised me. You promised.” 
His hand twitches again and slowly moves toward her. His thumb brushes against hers.  
“Fight, please fight it. If anyone can do it, it’s you. Stay with me. Please.” 
He takes a deep breath, eyes briefly opening. Emerald jewels marked by sharp, vertical pupils. “Prin—” 
“Ari! Yes, stay! Please! You need to stay. I lo—“ His eyes close and the rattle of death escapes his lips. 
She couldn’t say it. Not even at the end. And apparently, neither could he. 
She does not say a word as she lifts his limp body and carries him into the desert, not acknowledging any of her troops, and they follow her to the unplanned funeral. No one says a word as they dig, taking turns looking out and scouting the area for predators of any variety.  
As the gathered mourners finish their task, Saritrah orders them to leave her. Alone, completely alone, she collapses on the sand, imagining it’s Ari. “I will see our goal through to the end. I won’t fail you. I won’t.” 
She wishes that she could send him away in flames, but only those of royal blood can have the honor and blessing of cremation. If she had married him…  
She pulls the ring from under her shirt, clasping it tightly. “I won’t fail you.” 
But he failed her. He betrayed her, abandoned her, and broke his promise. Is this what Sister Nanshaie warned her about? Is this what that cryptic message meant? 






  
  Three
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They are only a few days away from Erzurumei, a few days away from home—from the palace, her birthright, her inheritance, her salvation and Sua’s. A few days away from the goal she and Ari had dreamed of for the last six years. She wants to keep going, keep pressing forward. It is almost nialsamsu, but if she can just make it another hour, push them just a little more…   
“Aye! Mar!” Yangi calls, circling back from his scouting. “Tracks up ahead. Lots of them.” 
“Ashur… That has to be Ashur. He’s ahead of us. While we were celebrating our victory and…” Mourning our dead… “He got ahead of us.” Weakness. This is what comes from love. Mistakes. She made a mistake trying to save Ari. She made a mistake by not just leaving him there to rot. A mistake that might cost her the throne.  
Nothing for it now. “We press ahead. We will set up nialsamsu in an hour but for now, press ahead.” 
She pretends that she does not hear the groans some of her troops make, pretends she does not see their faces fall and their shoulders sag. She has no patience or time for weak soldiers. If they cannot push through a little longer while marching, they will not make it through the upcoming battle.  
“Hey, Mar… I don’t think these are tracks from Ashur; they are not orderly at all,” Belu says as they approach the marks in the sand.  
“No, these aren’t his army. So who—?” 
The bandits, hiding over the top of a dune, descend.  
“Formation! Get in formation!” She raises Katynna, signaling their strategy. But instead of rushing to obey, they fall apart. They race forward, not even in any sort of order. 
“Formation! Get in formation!” She tries again, but no one can hear her now over the shouts of the bandits. She has more soldiers, but the bandits have more discipline. 
If Arishaki were here… they would listen to Arishaki. 
But he’s not here. 
The largest of the bandits shoves his way through her soldiers to engage her. He smirks at her. He probably does not even know who I am. But he will learn. 
He knows how to leverage his weight, not needing any effort at all on his downward swings. He slashes randomly, relying on gravity and luck to do the work for him. But she is fast, more clever, and prepared.  
The bandits engage in battle only long enough for their second group to swoop in, scoop up as many packs and bags as they can, and scurry off with their stolen goods. Despite her own skill and her soldiers’ overwhelming numbers, the bandits make off with over half of their edin’tus, most of their dried meats, and almost all of their water supplies. While they did not manage to steal any camels or horses, they did kill enough of them to hobble her army’s progress. 
“Badly done!” She shouts at her troops as they nurse their wounds, watching the bandits disappear again. But they do not listen.  
What is wrong with them? Or is it me? Am I not worth listening to? 
She hears Sister Nanshaie’s words again. Is someone here a traitor? 

      [image: image-placeholder]She allows her troops to rest for the night and decides not to break their camp until the sun has crested the horizon. But as she calls for order, she is ignored. They carry on with their chattering and banter as if they do not even hear her. 
Her frustration mounts. She clenches her fist, a weight on her shoulder as she recalls all of her failures. She takes a deep breath, waiting for Ari to place his hand on her shoulder and whisper that it will be fine, that everything is well. These are just stumbling blocks on her way to the throne. But he will never again do that. She calls out once again, imagining that she is Arishaki this time, imitating his cadence and tone.  
Still, they disregard her commands. She has led them through countless battles, fighting side by side, and yet now they choose to ignore her. 
As the rays of the twin moons illuminate the camp and the desert sands cool, she gives up. She marches through the camp, glaring at her disobedient troops. In the privacy of her edin’tu, she cleans her weapons, pushing out all the memories of her and Ari doing this together. 
She does not sleep, she does not want to crawl into her cold halersu and find it empty. She does not want to awaken to another dawn without Arishaki. She stays up until the sun crests the horizon.  
“Let’s get moving,” she shouts to her troops as she marches through camp. “Pack up. We’re going.” 
The soldiers’ eyes shift towards her as she shouts. One says, “No, we’re still tired, Mar. We want to get going, we do, but we have not even recovered from Antalyza. We’ve barely had a break. Can we at least scout for some food first?” 
Not one of her troops has ever talked back to her, and yet…   
“Ashur’s troops have more than one advantage over us now. If we do not get there soon, he will claim Erzurumei for himself. Do you want to live in a Sua ruled by that monster?” 
“Heh, maybe. Does he let his troops at least rest?” The voice of the disobedient soldier is snide, loud enough to be heard but soft enough to be denied. 
“Who said that?” She draws her spear from her back. 
No one responds. 
“Who? Who said that? I demand that you answer me, or you will all be held accountable!” She glares at her troops, searching for a face that has guilt written across it. No one even moves. Is this what Nanshaie meant when she said someone would betray her? Did she mean the entire army? All of her soldiers? “Fine! Fine. We will rest until after nialsamsu. But then we leave. I expect everyone to have reconsidered their behavior and be ready to march. If you are not, you will be left behind.” 
She returns to her edin’tu. She wants to throw things; she wants to scream and claw out the eyes of every single one of her soldiers. Which one is the traitor? Which one is sabotaging her efforts to get to Erzurumei? Which one set the bandits on them? Which one has convinced the rest of her troops to run amok and be so disobedient? 
One of them has to be a traitor. One of them has to be working either for Ashur or the insurrectionists. How much are they being paid? How much are they being bribed to betray her? 
She’s a good leader; Arishaki would not have stood behind her if she were not worthy of being followed. She’s worthy of loyalty and respect; she is. She is. The only reason one of her soldiers would have to betray her is money. Is this what Nanshaie meant? 

      [image: image-placeholder]As they set out after nialsamsu, she realizes what she needs: another general. There is no one that she can trust as much as she trusted Ari. But she needs someone to at least take care of the minor details. She mulls over her lieutenants: Tanit, Ditanu, Belu, and Harharu. They had not been amongst those who disobeyed her when taking out the bandits, and they had all started packing up before she had even ordered it, anticipating her orders before she issued them. 
She falls back. She did not spend one-on-one time with each soldier and does not know everyone’s strengths and weaknesses the way Ari had. But someone in her troops must. She needs to figure out who that is and appoint them. Someone the troops feel they can get close to and confide in a way they would never feel comfortable confiding in a ruler. Yes, that is the problem. 
“Tanit! Here.” She holds up her hand and gestures Tanit to the front. 
The qatu approaches, falling in next to her, and Saritrah does not miss the hesitation in xir face. “Yes, Mar?” 
“I need a new general. Who do you recommend?” She keeps her face neutral, matter of fact, not wanting anyone to see the storm raging in her mind. 
A thousand emotions pass across the qatu’s face. Saritrah wishes she could decipher even one of them. She scrutinizes the lieutenant’s countenance, hoping for even a hint, a glimpse, into the inner workings of one of her troops. 
“Ditanu or myself.” 
“Interesting. What is your rationale?” If it were anyone but Tanit, Saritrah would be put off by the confidence. But Tanit has more than earned the right to request a higher position. 
“Ditanu is experienced in far more fighting styles than most people even know exist. She is calm, logical, but approachable. While I am not the best fighter, I worked side by side with the general on strategy and can identify shifts in battle before they become an issue.” 
“Not Puzur? Yangi?” 
“Puzur is well versed in many areas, but his skills are better suited to the backlines, organizing, training, and recruiting. Yangi is definitely a sight to behold… on the training field. But he cannot keep his head in an actual battle. It does not matter how often he wins sparring matches nor how soundly.” 
Saritrahwants to laugh, acknowledging the faults of Yangi. But she must maintain an appearance of neutrality. “Harharu or Belu?” 
The qatu bites xir bottom lip. “They both have exceptional leadership skills, and I think one day they could take on more responsibilities. They are still too green right now, though, and need more experience. But with time, I believe either of them could rival the general in talents, if given the right learning opportunities.” 
Saritrah’s ears flatten and she hisses. “No. No one can rival Ari.” She kicks her camel forward; no need to even bother finishing that conversation. No one can compare to Ari. They are right to idolize him, but she wonders if they respect him more than they will ever respect her. Or maybe they did not respect him enough if they think they can ever ascend to his level of skill and prowess. 






  
  Four
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Without better alternatives, Saritrah appointed both Ditanu and Tanit. It took two experienced and capable qatu to fulfill the role that Ari had filled all on his own. Her irreplaceable general.   
She stands tall at the top of a dune, and in the distance, the royal isi’tu juts into the sky; the tallest building in all of Ahnlisen, proof that the Suan people are unrivaled even if the rest of the world cannot comprehend their culture. It sparkles in the morning sun, and at night, it glows in the light of the twin moons. Made with marble and granite quarried from the far north and laboriously transported through the harsh Esiri desert, it is graceful without harsh angles, intricately carved with elegant filigree, and inlaid with emeralds. Its windows are all of sea-blue stained glass, set so well into the stone that one cannot even see the seams. It has stood for longer than even her family has ruled. It dates back to the founding of Sua. Some say it goes back further, that the Suans found it and made it theirs. But those people are wrong. They cannot fathom that the people they label as uncivilized could build such a structure. 
But it was always meant to be hers, and tomorrow it will be. Tomorrow, she will take it back, the final item of her inheritance.  
She imagines what the people in that city are doing; it’s almost nialsamsu, but city-dwellers do not adhere to the tradition as much as others might; they have no need. They have awnings, and sturdy roofs, and a fountain on every street corner. But for six years, they have lived under the thumb of the insurrectionists; what tragedies have since befallen them? She’s heard that those belonging to the mashr’i class had their assets seized and are now forced to work among the people they once managed, forced to do the demeaning labor that should be reserved for the kinatu’i class. Upending the natural order. 
If a qatu cannot claw and fight their way to the top, they deserve to be in the dredges. Perhaps, strangely, the insurrectionists are another manifestation of that. They relentlessly clawed their way to the top. They had no qualms with slaughtering her siblings like livestock. 
She had been one of twelve qitu. The ruthless infidels had brutally eliminated all of the royal descendants except for her and Ashur, and they would not have hesitated to kill them as well, had the opportunity arisen that night. 
And Aishah. They had not struck down Aishah, but they would have, if Saritrah had not killed Aishah first. His death, the death of the Mar’sahr’dan’i, was still laid at the feet of those ghouls, however. But she slew him and in doing so, the title of Mar’sahr’dan‘I passed to her. 
She retraces her steps to the camp, hoping to find her troops checking their armor, sharpening their blades, and stretching their muscles. She finds them doing no such preparation. Even her newly-appointed generals are reclining on their worn halersu and gazing at the stars. 
“Troops!” Her voice carries across the sea of sand, loud enough for anyone nearby to hear. A risk, but it is not as loud as the din her troops are making. “I have some words to say.” 
Only her generals and lieutenants rise; no one else even acknowledges her presence. 
With allies like these, she does not need enemies. Traitors, all of them. Nanshaie was not wrong about betrayal in her ranks; she was wrong about the number. “I said order! Tomorrow, we will reclaim Erzurumei! Today, I need your attention as I explain the plan.” 
“They aren’t listening,” Tanit says. 
“Why? What is wrong?” she asks as a high-pitched flutter rings out across camp 
“I could not say, Mar.” 
“Who’s that, the one with the flute?” 
“I am sorry, Mar, but I do not know his name.” 
“Even better.” She strides into the throng of qatu that are supposed to make up her army but have instead decided to have a party. She snatches a flute from the hands of one of her shoulders and breaks it over her knee. “Up. On your feet.” 
He hesitates for only a second, but it is still too long. She grabs him by his neck and drags him to the center of the camp, holding a dagger to his throat. . “If any of you says another word, he will pay for it!” 
The camp quiets. Her troops have never dared to look at her like this before, but she does not care. Like they fear her; like she is some monster. Tomorrow, she will take her capital back or die trying, and if they are content to die, then they shall, but her hands will not be the ones covered in blood when they fall. 
“Now that you are listening, I would like to go over strategy for tomorrow because, unlike you, I would prefer to come out of the battle unscathed. Ditanu will cover the cavalry formations and lines of attack, and Tanit will cover the infantry movement. I have assigned Belu to instruct and prepare our long ranged—” 
“Can we do this tomorrow, Mar?” 
She presses the knife into the young soldier’s neck. “Who said that? Who is questioning me?” 
“Mar,” Tanit says, quiet enough only for Saritrah to hear it. “They are overworked, they are spent. They’ve had far too many days of hard and long marching with dwindling rations and little rest. If you explain a plan now, they will forget it by tomorrow.” 
She lowers the knife. “Fine. We do not march today. Go hunting, get us meat if you can or stay in camp and see to the weapons. Tomorrow morning, we will discuss strategy, and after nialsamsu,we march. We march to the capital, attack and reclaim our nation.” 
She storms off to her edin’tu and flops onto her halersuEven though she and Ari technically each had their own, they always shared a halersu together. The freezing nights of the Esiri desert never bothered her before. But without Arishaki next to her, suddenly, every inch of her skin feels exposed and frozen.  

      [image: image-placeholder]Her soldiers do not complain the next day when they are roused; they do not protest as they march through the desert with the ferocity and speed of a desert storm. And they make no complaint while Ditanu and Tanit explain their orders. No one says a word as the cavalry advances into the city, clearing the way for the rest of the army, and there is no objection as Saritrah leads the infantry past the gates, spears and swords raised. They are once again the obedient, well-trained army, dedicated and loyal to Saritrah’s cause. 
But what she finds on the other side of the city walls frightens her. 
It’s a trap, she realizes. The cavalry had cleared the way, had invaded the city from all sides, and yet the insurrectionists met them with more soldiers than she would have thought possible for such a small and radical movement.  
But that is not what has her frightened. 
She looks over her shoulder. Advancing, far too quickly, is Ashur’s army. She thought that her army had managed to pass his; that her mad dash across the dunes had meant she would arrive here well before he could. But he has been here
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