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  Praise for Twelve Kings in Sharakhai


  



  “Beaulieu has proved himself able to orchestrate massive storylines in his previous series, the Lays of Anuskaya trilogy. But Twelve Kings lays down even more potential. Fantasy and horror, catacombs and sarcophagi, resurrections and revelations: The book has them all, and Beaulieu wraps it up in a package that’s as graceful and contemplative as it is action-packed and pulse-pounding.”


  —NPR Books


  



  “Twelve Kings in Sharakhai is the gateway to what promises to be an intricate and exotic tale. The characters are well defined and have lives and histories that extend past the boundaries of the plot. The culture is well fleshed out and traditional gender roles are exploded. 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. I expect that this universe will continue to expand in Beaulieu’s skillful prose. Wise readers will hop on this train now, as the journey promises to be breathtaking.”


  —Robin Hobb, author of The Assassin’s Apprentice


  



  “The protagonist, pit-fighter Çeda, is driven but not cold, and strong but not shallow. And the initial few scenes of violence and sex, while very engaging, soon give way to a much richer plot. Beaulieu is excellent at keeping a tight rein on the moment-to-moment action and building up the tension and layers of mysteries.”


  —SciFiNow (9 / 10 Rating)


  



  “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


  



  “This is an impressive performance.”


  —Publishers Weekly


  



  “Racine novelist delivers a compelling desert fantasy in ‘Twelve Kings’.”


  —The Milwaukee Journal Sentinel


  



  “Beaulieu’s intricate world-building and complex characters are quickly becoming the hallmarks of his writing, and if this opening volume is any indication, The Song of the Shattered Sands promises to be one of the next great fantasy epics.”


  —Jim Kellen, Science Fiction and Fantasy Book Buyer for Barnes & Noble


  



  “Bradley P. 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. Çeda is hands-down one of the best heroines in the genre—strong, resourceful, and fiercely loyal to friends and family. Fantasy doesn’t get better than this!”


  —C. S. Friedman, author of The Coldfire Trilogy


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  In the Village Where Brightwine Flows


  



  Dardzada finished wrapping a package in burlap and twine, tying it for his patron, a kindly old woman from the Hill who came to him every month for a set of vials—kyphi for her labored breathing, and ginger tonic for her gout.


  “Very well,” the old woman said, handing four sylval over to Dardzada with a hand shaking from palsy. “Very well.”


  Dardzada took it with a quick smile. “Twice daily for your gout now. More and you’re wasting it.”


  She turned and walked out as if she hadn’t heard him.


  A dozen others milled about, looking at the tonics, or the balms and unguents, or the charms he made himself to hang over babies’ cribs to protect against the night demons that wandered in from the desert from time to time, or a hundred other materia medica they might choose from. It was uncommon for so many to come at once—most made appointments, or came at certain times of the week—but there was a festival on in Sharakhai, Beht Revahl, a day that brought visitors from all the five Kingdoms, even desert tribesmen.


  “Who might I help next?” Dardzada asked.


  The bell above the door rang—the old woman leaving and two more patrons entering—but Dardzada was busying himself with a middle-aged man and his young wife, who had just placed three vials onto the high table for Dardzada to tally. The man looked mortified, while the woman smiled like the cat who’d eaten the mouse, though whether this was due to her husband’s discomfort or anticipation of the effects from the intense aphrodisiac they were purchasing, Dardzada couldn’t tell.


  “Two sylval, five khet, if you please.”


  “Out!”


  Dardzada stood, ready to shout down the man who’d dared to order his patrons about, but his barking reply died on his tongue when he saw who had entered his shop. The two men were no patrons, but Silver Spears, and the elder was none other than Layth, a captain in the Spears and Dardzada’s half brother.


  Layth stared about him in wonder. No one had moved a muscle. “Everyone!” Layth bellowed. “By order of the Kings of Sharakhai, you will clear this place!”


  Most of Dardzada’s patrons began filing out, but the husband and wife standing at his desk hesitated. The man held out a hand filled with coins, but before he could drop them into Dardzada’s palm, Layth grabbed him about the shoulders and swept him toward the entrance like a swift river bearing a rudderless ship. The bell jingled as they left, the sound of lost wages.


  When the door had closed at last, Layth turned to Dardzada, his arms crossed over his broad chest. An old bull of a man, he wore a conical helm with the bone-white horse tail flowing back from the crest, a mark of his rank as a captain. His white tunic, with the sign of the Silver Spears on the chest and trousers made from supple cloth, showed a man more accustomed to the shaded halls of the Spears, whereas the Spear next to him, wearing the full, bright hauberk and tall leather boots associated with the rank and file, had a more weatherworn look about him, a man used to the dusty streets of the Amber City.


  Dardzada leaned back, his tall chair creaking from his not-inconsiderable weight. “Don’t you ever get sick of yourself, Layth?”


  Layth put on a frown. “Now is that any way to greet the agents of your Kings?”


  Dardzada took a deep breath before answering. “What brings you to Floret Row, Captain?”


  “Captain, is it?” Layth took two steps forward, his bad left knee giving him a noticeable limp. “So formal…”


  “Make up your mind, Layth. Do you come as brother or Captain?”


  Layth hefted himself onto the stool on the far side of the desk. “Didn’t you have some girl working for you? That skinny little thing, what was her name? Çeda? What happened to her?”


  Dardzada said nothing.


  Scratching the white stubble along his chin and neck, Layth chuckled and looked about the shop as if he cared one whit about Dardzada’s affairs. “Doing well for yourself, I see. Paying all your taxes, are you?”


  Dardzada gave him a flat stare. “If you’re looking to line your purse, Layth, just come out and say it. No doubt I could spare a copper or two for the finest the Silver Spears have to offer.”


  Layth laughed, little more than a deep rumble. “Did I tell you, Ezren? Prickly as a fucking cactus.”


  The young Spear, a handsome young man half Dardzada’s age, watched the exchange with a look that landed somewhere between confusion and embarrassment. He didn’t seem put off, exactly, just unsure what to expect. Layth had kept him in the dark then. He was going to reveal something to the both of them here.


  Layth raised his hand magnanimously, as if he were granting Dardzada some great favor. “No need for coin, Zada, no need for coin. But I might use your nose for sussing things out. That I might do.” Layth winked. “By order of the Kings.”


  “By your order, Layth.”


  “No! Not this time, Brother. Official King’s business. Tell him, Ezren.”


  Ezren clasped his hands behind his back, as if standing for inspection. “My Lord Captain?”


  “Tell the good citizen what you were called to investigate.”


  Ezren nodded, then turned incrementally so that he faced Dardzada squarely. “Three days ago, I was summoned to investigate a boy found dead on his parents’ estate. He was found lying near a pump house behind their paddock. His name is Gazi, the son of a horse breeder—”


  “A man you’ve apparently impressed,” Layth cut in.


  “Wait,” Dardzada said, “this is the son of Amir Jandal’ava?”


  “The very one,” Layth replied.


  Amir wasn’t merely a horse breeder, but the owner of some of the finest thoroughbred akhalas the desert had ever seen. He raised them for racing, though this attracted many other takers. The highborn who had a fancy for the hippodrome. Rich merchantmen and caravan owners. Even the Kings of Sharakhai had been known to buy his horses from time to time. Any who saw the very owning of one of the kings of horses as a symbol of high status.


  Layth crossed meaty arms over a broad chest. “Amir asked that I treat this as if my own son had been lost.” Dardzada couldn’t help but laugh at the thought of Layth with a son—what a travesty that would be. Layth went on as if he’d heard nothing. “So like a good captain, I set my best man on it.”


  “And?”


  “Amir didn’t believe what Ezren found, that the boy had died from a beating.”


  Dardzada didn’t at all like where this was headed. “Why not?”


  Layth looked to Ezren.


  “Gazi was found near his home,” the young Spear began, “but with clothes his mother says were not his. And she claims he looked different.”


  “Different how?”


  “She had difficulty telling us.”


  “Tell him,” Layth cut in.


  Ezren shrugged. “She claims he looked older.”


  “How long had the boy been missing?” Dardzada asked.


  “Six weeks,” Ezren replied.


  “A boy could have a growth spurt, could he not? Or look so harrowed in death that he might seem older?”


  Ezren nodded. “All things I told the mother plainly, facts she chose to ignore, and in so doing convinced the father to press.”


  Dardzada shook his head. “Forgive me, but what does any of this have to do with me?”


  “Well if you haven’t guessed, dear brother, Amir asked for you. He asked for you specifically.”


  Like an east end dandy down a west end alley, this was heading in the completely wrong direction, and Dardzada was struggling to find a way out before things got really bad. “I’m not a Spear,” he sputtered.


  “One of your wealthiest patrons has lost a son, Dardzada.”


  “Well what do you want me to do about it?” Dardzada knew Amir, but it wasn’t as though they were fast friends. They’d met by chance at a tasting party years ago, Amir had taken a liking to Dardzada—gods only knew why; they’d had a terrible row over the state of imported Qaimiri caviar that night, Dardzada claiming it had gone steadily downhill, Amir defending it until his face had gone red and he’d stormed off. Yet a week later, without ever mentioning their argument again, Amir had begun ordering his house’s medicinals from Dardzada. He’d even summoned Dardzada from time to time to consult on conditions of illness where he felt their usual physic was leading him astray, especially where his wife or any of his three sons were involved.


  “Go!” Layth said. “Investigate! Put your mind to it. Isn’t that what the scholars in the collegia say?”


  As if it were the simplest thing in all the world.


  “Well you may as well put their minds to it, Layth. I’ve no time for this.”


  Layth waggled his head. “Amir won’t have it. He knows as well as I that you know about these things.” He stood from the stool and swept his arms about the small apothecary as if he were taking in the grand mosaic on the underside of Tulathan’s temple dome, a thing that felt as demeaning as Layth surely meant it. “You live them.”


  “I’ll make more over the next day than I will in the following four weeks combined! Who’s going to pay me for what I’ll lose?”


  Layth stared at Dardzada as if he were disappointed in him. “This is Kings’ business, payment in kind for all the Kings do for you.”


  The Kings can rot. “I won’t do it, Layth. This has nothing to do with me.”


  Like a bucket of water had been poured over him, Layth’s expression of annoyance vanished; replacing it was a calm look that gave some small insight into how truly angry he was. He stepped up to the counter and stabbed one meaty finger into Dardzada’s chest. “Make no mistake, Dardzada, this is King’s business.”


  The implication was clear: give Layth what he wanted or suffer not only his wrath, but the fury of the Silver Spears as well. Dardzada loathed the idea of helping his half brother, especially on orders, but the last thing he needed, lost business or not, were for the Silver Spears, or worse, the Kings themselves, to become aware of him and his other business dealings.


  Seeing he’d made his point, Layth spun and strode to the door, the bell jingling as it swung wide. “Take Ezren. He’s a sharp eye for these things. Report to me what you’ve found by tomorrow morning.”


  With that the door crashed shut, leaving Dardzada alone with the young Spear. They stared at one another for a moment, Ezren looking uncomfortable, Dardzada trying and failing to hide his annoyance at his brother. “Well don’t just stand there with your cock in your hand,” he said to Ezren. “Lead the way.”


  



  ❖ ❖ ❖


  



  Within Lord Amir’s impressive estate, Amir himself led Dardzada and Ezren down a winding set of stairs. Dardzada hated stairs—they reminded him how much weight he’d put on since his younger days—but as they circled lower and lower, the heat of the city was slowly replaced by the chill interior of the cellar, which was a welcome relief indeed. They eventually came to a passageway and finally to a room where expensive casks of wine and wheels of cheese and various dry goods were stored in shelves along the wall. In the center of the room was Gazi, a boy of ten, lying on a wide wooden table. He was naked, his black hair mussed, his eyes half lidded and glazed. Dardzada remembered him running around his shop more than once. He was a precocious boy, always getting into things.


  “How was it he was missing from your household?” Dardzada asked while mopping his brow with a kerchief. He stepped to the table’s opposite side and motioned Ezren to shine the lantern higher.


  Amir, dressed darkly, stared down at Gazi with a long face made all the more haunting by the lantern’s shadows. “I’d brought him to a race six weeks ago. I saw him talking with a few older boys at the edge of the track, but by the time the race finished, I couldn’t find him, nor the boys.”


  “The boys, we believe,” Ezren broke in, “are part of a black lotus gang that run the west end streets.”


  “And they were at a horse race?”


  Ezren shrugged. “The hippodrome draws all sorts.”


  “Have they been found, these boys?”


  “We have men looking, but so far, no.”


  Dardzada leaned in close. Along Gazi’s face and arms were bruises and cuts and scrapes. One was particularly nasty, along his forehead, mottled patches of brown, yellow, and green surrounding it like fallen butterflies. Likely that wound had killed him. “When was he found?”


  “Three nights ago.”


  Dardzada moved along the table, examining Gazi’s skin, which had bruising, but… “He’s very clean.”


  Amir looked embarrassed. “I shouldn’t have let them, I know. But his mother… I couldn’t stand to let her see him so filthy.”


  Dardzada looked up. He could see the pain in the man’s eyes. “It’s been three days. You were right to clean him.” Dardzada checked his toenails. The little dirt collected there had a brown tinge to it, which would follow from a boy found among the streets of Sharakhai. His fingernails were short and strangely immaculate. “Help me roll him over.”


  Ezren did, and Dardzada examined his back. There were faint lines across his skin. He leaned in closer and ran his fingers over them—welt marks, nearly healed. “These are from a lashing,” Dardzada said, then he stood and looked Amir in the eye. “What do you know of them?”


  Amir’s gaze flicked between Dardzada and Gazi’s back. “Are you suggesting we whipped him?”


  “I’m merely asking a question.”


  Amir turned to Ezren, puffing himself up. “I will not stand for this in my own home!”


  “Lord Amir,” Dardzada said, “you requested my presence here for a reason. It’s because I’m thorough. I imply nothing with my questions. I ask because I need to know. Now please, if you would be so kind, do you know anything about the whip marks on his back?”


  “Of course I don’t! That was done by the ones who took him!”


  Dardzada nodded, granting him the point. “It’s conceivable. They’re old enough to have healed but fresh enough to have been given shortly after his abduction, if that’s what it was.” Dardzada returned to his inspection. “But why would he have received lashes?”


  “Well, I’m sure I don’t know,” Amir said. “I can only imagine the sort of men he ended up with.”


  “As you say,” Dardzada said, carefully inspecting Gazi’s skin. “Had Gazi been known to smoke lotus?” The boy was young, but he’d seen younger succumb to the draw of that vicious narcotic.


  Amir’s anger seemed to drain. “Not that we were aware of, but he might have been lured in by the older ones. They talk sweetly to boys like him. Even those from the richer quarters of the city can become mesmerized by it, thinking it exotic to be near, even if they haven’t yet tasted it on their tongue.”


  Dardzada couldn’t argue there. Black lotus had drawn many into its dark embrace, and the many deaths around Sharakhai seemed to do little to dull the attraction. If anything, that made it more seductive, not less. It seemed romantic, this drug, whose smoke gave such intensely euphoric dreams. He opened Gazi’s mouth. The boy’s teeth were not yellowed, though if he’d been smoking it only a while it wouldn’t have had a chance to discolor his teeth yet. The smell of his mouth was rank, but that was to be expected. There was no scent of black lotus, though, and Dardzada would have been able to smell it, even on a boy three days dead.


  He glanced up at Ezren. “You believe Gazi was taken by this group, a black lotus gang. He tried to leave, was beaten for it, and died from those wounds.”


  Ezren’s brows pinched as he stared down at Gazi. “Or some other altercation. It takes little for them to come at odds with someone from Sharakhai’s more affluent quarters, and less for someone like Gazi”—Ezren glanced to Amir—“who his father tells me was, despite his recent trouble, a gentle boy.”


  Amir nodded. “When he was young, he was. He’d become more rebellious of late, no doubt from the west end dross he’d been associating with.”


  When Dardzada came to Gazi’s legs, he paused. On the back of his knees, where the skin folded, was a small red mark, circular, only partially healed. He looked at the other leg and found something similar, though fainter.


  “What is it?” Amir asked, stepping closer.


  “I don’t know,” Dardzada said. “Help me turn him over again.”


  Amir and Ezren both helped, then Dardzada looked more carefully at Gazi’s skin. He found two more such marks on the insides of his thighs, to either side of his scrotum, two more in his armpits, and another pair behind his ears.


  “What are they?” Amir asked, now inspecting his son’s skin as closely as Dardzada was.


  “I don’t know, but they’re all in vital points of the body, where the body’s humors are most readily accessible. The Mireans call them nodal points, or qi points.”


  “Mireans…” Amir looked at Dardzada as if he were mad. “What would they have to do with any of this?”


  “Perhaps nothing, but no other tradition in the Five Kingdoms uses the nodes of the body in quite this way.”


  “What traditions?” Amir’s voice had gone reedy. Dardzada could see the emotion in his eyes, the fears over the horrors his son might have experienced before he’d died.


  “My Lord.” Dardzada waved to Gazi’s dead form, suddenly more conscious that this man was the boy’s father than he was moments ago. “They use qi for a variety of things, for different purposes. They tap needles into them to restore the body’s balance. It is said the warriors in their mountain temples can press upon them to debilitate. They draw blood to drain the body of ill humors.”


  Amir’s face was growing more angry. “You’re suggesting my son was sick and they were hoping to heal him of his ills?”


  “I’m merely observing that the pattern of Gazi’s wounds seem to follow their practices, and that some of those practices have found a foothold here in Sharakhai.”


  Ezren looked embarrassed by Dardzada’s insights, perhaps thinking he should have seen what Dardzada had seen and come to the same conclusions before now, but really, how could a Silver Spear be expected to know of such things?


  Dardzada returned to Gazi’s head, looking for more marks, perhaps hidden by his thick black hair, finding another on the crown of his head, and one more at the base of his skull. And one last thing. A thing most strange. He reached his pinky finger into Gazi’s ear and scraped away some of the dirt he found there. He rubbed the dark earth between his thumb and forefinger. “When did you say his body was cleaned?”


  “I didn’t say. We washed him last night.”


  “And he’s been here ever since?”


  “Yes.”


  “Take me to the place he was found, please.”


  They went up and into the heat of the day. They left the lush estate and headed across the grounds to the horse paddock, where a pair of golden akhala stallions were being led by their reins in a circle by women in riding clothes. Amir circled to the back of the paddock, where a small wood shed stood—the house for the pump that kept the paddock and the grazing field beyond it so green.


  “Here,” Amir said, motioning to a patch of ground that was unremarkable save for the wiry brown grass that had been flattened.


  Dardzada knelt down and took up a pinch of dirt. It was an ochre color, bordering on yellow.


  “What is it?” Amir asked.


  “I don’t know yet, my Lord. Thank you for your time.”


  “Wait. Is there anything I should know?”


  “Not as yet. Let me and good Ezren search. We’ll return as soon as we know more.”


  Amir nodded, and then Dardzada and Ezren were off.


  



  ❖ ❖ ❖


  



  At the center of the Amber City was a roundabout known as the Wheel, a place where the Spear and the Trough and two of the city’s lesser byways all crossed ways, creating a never-ending whorl of men and women and horses and wagons. Within the chaos of the ceaseless traffic was a marble pool filled with water that was pumped daily from an old well that some said was the very first to be dug in Sharakhai. It was a strangely calm place for all that was happening around it—a respite for those moving about the city, much as Sharakhai was a respite for those moving about the desert. Dardzada stood at one edge of this pool, speaking with a man whose face was hidden by turban and veil. Few would be able to see the tattoos on the backs of his hands, the heads of vipers that twined around his forearms.


  On the opposite side of the pool, Ezren stood watching, waiting, as Dardzada had requested. The young Spear was inquisitive, Dardzada had found, almost overly so, but he, Dardzada, couldn’t very well have a Spear around while speaking to this particular man, now could he?


  The conversation was short. Dardzada told the man of the boy, Gazi, and what had happened to him over the past several weeks. He described Gazi’s features in detail, and the boy’s final fate, his assumptions about the black dirt and Amir’s estate.


  The man nodded, then accepted a small bag of sylval handed to him with a sly pass of Dardzada’s hand—the bounty for any word of Gazi’s presence in the west end or anywhere else in the city, plus a fee for getting the information out. Dardzada didn’t know if it would pan out, but he suspected it would. This man’s reach in Sharakhai’s poorest quarter was great, and there was little doubt that Gazi had been running those streets.


  It was a strange phenomenon of late, rich boys and girls from Goldenhill or Blackfire Gate or other affluent sections of the city slumming in the west end. What they got from it, Dardzada had no idea, but what a foolish thing indeed, to turn your back on your upbringing, to pretend you’d never been raised with bands of gold about your wrists, all to run with the scum of Sharakhai. Strange as it was, it was likely the reason Gazi had been taken. It wasn’t the first time the poorest in Sharakhai—or those that seemed poor—had been scooped up by slavers or worse, and it surely wouldn’t be the last.


  “You mind telling me what that was all about?” Ezren asked when Dardzada summoned him over.


  “I have business I’ve set aside, Ezren. I trust neither you nor Layth will begrudge me a moment or two to deal with it.”


  Ezren didn’t seem particularly pleased by this, but he nodded. “And now?”


  “Now we head for the rice terraces.”


  Ezren’s face screwed up in confusion. “Why by the grace of the gods are we going there?”


  “The soil in Gazi’s ear.” Dardzada set off with Ezren in tow, the two of them merging with the ceaseless traffic until they could head north along the Trough. “It’s pointing us there, or I’m a beetle-brained fool.”


  



  ❖ ❖ ❖


  



  Using a rope tied to stakes to help him, Dardzada hefted his bulk up the steep trail. Ezren led the way, checking behind every so often, perhaps to make sure he wasn’t outstripping Dardzada too badly, or that the much older and much heftier man wasn’t ready to fall over, clutching his heart.


  “Go on,” Dardzada groused the next time Ezren looked back. “I daresay I can still climb a gods-damned hill.”


  To Dardzada’s left, hugging the northern slopes of Tauriyat, lay row upon row of terraced rice paddies. They were staggered like the stairs of the gods below the imposing stone wall that ran around the mountain’s circumference. Were one to follow that wall, it would continue to the east and round the great Royal Harbor, then snake its way south and wrap around the House of Kings and its twelve palaces, reaching past the House of Maidens with its stout gate, before returning here. The wall protected much, but from this vantage it looked useless, an edifice guarding stark slopes and dry shrubs for the assemblage of amberlarks that nested along those higher climes.


  The paddies and the glimmering water along the terraces made this place look like the verdant skin of some sleeping leviathan. Below, fanning like petals around the mirror surface of Sharakhai’s vast reservoir, were plantations of trees and crops, a cornucopia that stemmed the tide of hunger in Sharakhai, a welcome addition to the endless food brought in from all corners of the Five Kingdoms. There were pastures here too, penning oxen and goats and lambs. It was a place unique in the desert, something rich and vibrant when so much else was dry and sandy and barren. It felt fragile too, as if one sweep of the gods’ hands would take it all away, allowing the desert to consume it once more.


  “It would help if you told me what you were looking for,” Ezren called back.


  “I don’t know. Anything strange.”


  “Dardzada, this is mad. I don’t care what the boy had in his ear. What could we possibly find in a rice paddy that could lead to Gazi’s killer?”


  “Perhaps nothing,” Dardzada said, “but we’re almost done, so quit grousing.”


  The foreman hadn’t been happy about allowing them onto his fields, but he’d bowed to Ezren’s authority as a Silver Spear. He’d returned afterward to the men and women, breeches rolled up past their knees, planting the new rice stalks in the empty paddies below, and Dardzada and Ezren had begun their hours-long trek, wandering the rows, searching for something, anything, strange.


  They’d wandered the paddies, crossing along the rows. Ezren, young and spry, had navigated them easily, but Dardzada had slipped into the water more than once, a thing that displeased him, not merely for how it soaked his sandals, but for the pungent smell of the ox dung they’d used as fertilizer. For all their searching, they’d found nothing, and they’d nearly reached the end of this place. Indeed, in the time it took Dardzada to silently mouth a handful of—if he were being honest—some of the least creative epithets to the gods he’d ever bothered to craft, they reached the top of the last row, the one that gave the best view of these uppermost paddies.


  “Blood and balls,” Dardzada said under his breath.


  He gazed among the vibrant green rice plants, finding row upon row of perfectly ordered stalks. But the boy, Gazi… He’d had dried dirt in his ear. Black dirt. Dark earth that was found nowhere in Sharakhai except right here. It was a unique project, these paddies, created after an extensive treaty between Mirea and Sharakhai had been signed generations ago. Dirt had been hauled in wagons over the course of a decade to create these paddies, and the owners, hand chosen by Mirea’s queen herself, had run it ever since, they and their descendants. The earth worked well indeed for the rice, but was unnecessary for other crops grown in the plantations near the reservoir, so no one had ever bothered to use it for anything else.


  When Dardzada had seen it, he’d been certain Gazi’s body had lain here at one point or another. Killed here, then taken to the estate of his father for some reason yet to be fathomed.


  The notion seemed ludicrous now.


  “Satisfied?” Ezren asked. The look on his face wasn’t pleased exactly. It was more like relief, surely over the fact that he wouldn’t have to trudge along these slopes in this infernal heat any longer.


  “Very well,” Dardzada said, and began walking back down the hill.


  He’d not gone five steps, however, when he saw something off to his right. His heart sped up as he left the winding, makeshift stairs and walked along the dry rim of the water-filled terrace. “What is it?” Ezren asked, following, but Dardzada merely continued his steady plodding, eventually reaching a place where the rice plants had been matted down. There were footprints of varying sizes along the moist earth bordering the water, some from sandals or boots, but one set from naked feet—Gazi’s, he was sure.


  Dardzada knelt down, inspecting the matted plants. “Here,” he said. “This is where Gazi died.”


  Ezren leapt over to the opposite bank and inspected the area. “Here?”


  “Here.” Dardzada stood and looked among the fields below. Black lotus was grown in Mirea and parts of Malasan and imported to Sharakhai, but that didn’t mean someone wasn’t trying to grow it right here under the noses of the Kings. “But why had Gazi run up this bloody hill instead of returning to the relative safety of Sharakhai? Why not try to return home?”


  “Perhaps he hoped to hide here for a time,” Ezren said, “throw them off his scent and return home later when it was safe.”


  Perhaps, Dardzada thought, sweeping his hands over the matted stalks of rice, but it doesn’t feel right. He imagined Gazi running along the bank of the terrace, falling here, though who knew why? Tackled by his pursuers? Exhaustion? Succumbing to a soporific that had, perhaps, been forced upon him? Goezhen’s sweet kiss, how was Dardzada supposed to determine the cause of this boy’s death?


  King’s business, Layth had said. It was a thing he’d held above Dardzada’s head before. It implied the Kings’ interests were involved, or that the Kings themselves had taken note and would be apprised of the outcome. Normally it was as empty a threat as the biting winds that blew over the desert, but a wind could turn to a storm, couldn’t it? There had been something about the way Layth had gone about this. He always blustered, but this time it felt as though it were forced, as if this meant much to him but he didn’t wish Dardzada to know it. It made Dardzada wonder if it truly was King’s business.


  But if that were so, why bring Dardzada into it, a man who, admittedly, might be trusted by the boy’s father, but who had so little experience in this sort of thing? Amir may have demanded it, but it was hard to imagine Layth giving in. Perhaps there was more to it. Perhaps this had some sort of bearing on Amir’s dealings with the Kings or others in Sharakhai.


  “Best we return to Layth,” Ezren said, “tell him what we’ve found.”


  “Mmmm…” But Dardzada wasn’t really listening. His attention had been caught by the flutter of wings higher up. A golden amberlark was flitting about the plants, landing here, then there. Then it speared its beak in among slim leaves near the stem and pulled out a wriggling green caterpillar. The bird blinked once, twice, then flew up and over the nearby ridge.


  “Something interesting?” Ezren asked.


  Dardzada shrugged, the wriggling caterpillar fixed firmly in his mind, tickling a memory. “Perhaps.” Then he lumbered past Ezren and headed toward the trail back down to level ground. When they’d reached the streets of city center at last, Dardzada stopped and turned to Ezren. “Be a good man and give me some time. There are several appointments I’ve missed because of this, and I need to speak to them.”


  A lie, but a necessary one.


  “I’ll go with you.”


  “I fear your presence will only slow things down.” Dardzada began backing away. “Meet me at the Wheel at sundown.”


  Ezren watched Dardzada warily, but nodded and continued southward, presumably to report to Layth.


  



  ❖ ❖ ❖


  



  An hour later, Dardzada sat beneath an old fig tree, sipping from a cup of sweet apple tea. When a man dressed in a threadbare kaftan strode up with a sleepy-eyed boy by his side, Dardzada stood and greeted them. The boy’s name was Hamid, a gutter wren if there ever was one. Dardzada had seen him once or twice running the aisles of the bazaar or the spice market with Dardzada’s foster daughter, Çeda.


  Hamid and the man sat opposite Dardzada. “The Silver Spear?” the man said.


  “Gone for now,” Dardzada replied.


  “Any trouble?”


  “None so far.”


  “Well enough.” The man slapped Hamid’s leg and stood. “I’ll leave you two good men to your business.”


  Hamid seemed nervous at being left alone, but Dardzada ordered them tea and a plate of honey biscuits, a thing he was sure the boy rarely saw, and by the time the boy had drunk his tea and devoured the cookies, he’d relaxed somewhat. They chatted awhile as they finished a pot, enough for Dardzada to learn that Hamid had seen a boy that matched Gazi’s description.


  Dardzada described Gazi again to make sure. “You’re sure it was him?”


  Hamid shrugged, sending glances along the street, as if he might be spotted by the Spears, or worse, someone he knew. “Near as I can tell. Might have heard the others use his name once or twice.”


  “Well did they or didn’t they?”


  “They did.”


  “Tell me more of him.”


  “He was nice enough. Gentle as a lamb, that one. Bought sweet meats for any of us who wanted them.”


  “Was he from the west end?”


  A laugh burst from Hamid, his shyness suddenly vanishing. “He’s from the west end and I’m king of the desert!”


  “What makes you say that?”


  “Everyone could smell the gold on him, and not just from the way he spoke. Soft hands, clean nails, washed hair.” Hamid said all this with a sneer.


  “And did you eat the sweet meats, when he was buying?”


  Hamid shrugged again. “Why not take a bit from Goldenhill? They take enough from us.”


  Dardzada nodded, allowing him the point. “And have you seen him recently?”


  Hamid shrugged, refusing to meet Dardzada’s eyes, as if Dardzada were wearing the uniform of a Silver Spear.


  “Have you seen him, boy?”


  “He stopped coming, weeks ago. Just vanished.”


  “He returned home?”


  “Word is he was taken.”


  “Taken?”


  “Snatched, in broad daylight when he fell behind the others.”


  “Snatched by whom?”


  And now Hamid did meet Dardzada’s gaze, and stared at him as if he were daft. “The Spears. Who else steals people in the middle of the day?”


  A chill ran down Dardzada’s frame.


  The Spears…


  He suddenly wondered just how well Layth thought he was going to get on with this mystery, and Ezren, for that matter, and what would happen if he did make progress.


  “Did you see it happen?”


  “No.”


  “Know anyone who did? Saw it with their own eyes?”


  Hamid shook his head. He knew some who’d seen it, but he wouldn’t give up their names. Do that and he became a target. “Can I go now?”


  Dardzada nodded, and Hamid left, walking swiftly, then jogging along the street until he was lost around a gentle curve. When Dardzada finished his tea, he set a few khet beneath the tea saucer and left, heading north, toward Tsitsian Village, the place populated almost exclusively by Mirean immigrants. As he walked, the people changed from the dark-skinned Sharakhani to lighter-skinned Mireans. The facades became more bold—carved with the likenesses of dragons and kirin. The window decorations changed from the typical reds and yellows to more earthen colors. Even the smells changed. He’d been to the city of Tsitsian once, and this small piece of Sharakhai was as close as anything came to it outside of Mirea itself.


  When he reached the mouth of a narrow alleyway that would take him to his destination, he caught sign of a white uniform a few dozen paces behind him. Dardzada sighed. He supposed it had been too much to ask for Ezren to leave him alone. He just hoped he hadn’t seen his conversation at the teahouse. He suspected not, though. If Ezren had actually recognized the man accompanying Hamid, a full squad of Silver Spears would be here to collect him, not a lone guardsman.


  Dardzada reached the end of the shade-darkened alley, then beckoned to Ezren. “You may as well stop flitting about rain barrels.”


  Ezren stood from behind a large barrel, looking chagrined, and strode forward. “I spoke to Layth,” he said as he came alongside Dardzada. “He was ill-pleased to find I’d left you alone.”


  Dardzada shrugged and pointed to the little shop across the street, the facade of which was lit a brilliant orange by the lowering sun. “There’s a man in there I need to speak to,” he said, “but I’d ask that you let me go on my own.”


  “Layth’s instructions were clear.”


  “I’m sure they were, but Layth wants results as well, does he not? The man inside is Li Bai. He’s an apothecary, and a particularly surly one at that. You come with me, and he’s likely to tell me nothing, no matter what sort of pressure I apply. But he’s wiser by far than I am in Mirean traditions, so let me speak to him awhile.”


  Ezren chewed on this, his eyes darting between Dardzada and the shop. “Tell me why you think Gazi’s death is tied to Mirea.”


  “You don’t find it strange that he has fresh red marks in his qi points?”


  “It’s odd, I’ll admit.”


  “It may not be tied to Mirea, but it’s almost certainly tied to Mirean medicine, so we’ll follow this trail until it proves itself to be false. Well enough?”


  Ezren nodded. “I’ll accompany you and we’ll learn together.”


  “Tell me you aren’t as naive as you’re making yourself out to be.”


  Ezren bristled but said nothing.


  “The Spears aren’t shunned here,” Dardzada went on, “but neither are they welcome. We might as well be in Tsitsian for all they recognize the authority of the House of Kings.”


  Ezren’s face was turning red. “They’ll recognize what the Kings wish them to.”


  Dardzada bowed his head, granting him the point. “Of course they will, if it comes to that, but if you truly want information—honestly given with little to no fuss—then allow me to go and speak to him alone.”


  “I’m coming,” Ezren said, “but I’ll leave Li Bai to you.”


  Well, well, well, Dardzada thought, the pup has some fire in him after all. “Your decision…”


  Ezren nodded, and motioned for Dardzada to lead the way.


  Inside the shop, it was dim. Oil lamps burned black smoke that tainted the air with a heavy scent that reminded Dardzada of the humid forests of Mirea, a place he’d visited only twice in his life. “Good day to you,” Dardzada called as he stepped inside.


  Ezren came behind and wandered the aisles of shelves, looking at the endless array of ivory statues and dangling charms and vials of liquid and jars of ointments. On the opposite side of the room, a bent little man with a round face poked his head up from behind a desk piled high with bric-a-brac: carved ivory tusks, silk parasols, jewelry boxes made from lacquered wood the color of blood. Li Bai stared at him for a moment, glanced at Ezren’s receding form, then ducked back behind the mountain. “Who are you?” came his thin voice.


  Dardzada strode to a valley between the peaks to find Li Bai holding one billowing sleeve of his robes back while the other hand held a calligraphy brush over a rich sheet of vellum half-filled with complex Mirean script.


  “We met years ago,” Dardzada said, “at a function for Juvaan Xin-Lei when he first entered your queen’s service.”


  Li Bai finished one long, graceful stroke, then held his billowing sleeve and the brush away from the vellum. He stared up at Dardzada, as if memorizing his face. “Dardzada. You’re an apothecary.” His Sharakhani was heavily seasoned with Mirean accents, but it was also sharp and precise, like a dish of rice and desert lamb altered to appeal to lovers of both lands. He dipped the brush and began a new character. “Your shop is on Floret Row, and you have a passable understanding of healing agents.” He paused. “Or so I’ve heard.”


  “I’ve come to ask after a boy that’s gone missing.”


  “I know of no boys gone missing.”


  “It isn’t the boy himself I’ve come to speak about, but the marks on his body. Small red marks the likes of which I’ve seen only once before. The leechmen of Mirea use them to restore balance to one’s humors.”


  “I’m not a leechman.”


  “No, of course not. But you know much of what happens in Tsitsian Village. The marks were found along his armpits, the backs of his knees, inside his upper thighs, placed precisely over his qi points. Why?”


  Li Bai finished a character with an expert flourish. “Perhaps the boy was sick.”


  “He’d been abducted. And when he was found dead, he looked as though he’d aged years. Sunken eyes. Sallow skin.”


  “I told you, I’m no leechman.” Dardzada watched with growing annoyance as he finished inking the final character. After setting the brush carefully down in its holder, he picked the vellum up and blew on it, as clear a dismissal as if he’d ordered Dardzada to leave.


  Dardzada had come prepared to place coin on the table if he thought it might make a difference, but he could see that Li Bai would care little for money; it would likely only cement his opinion of Dardzada as an outsider, a man to be trusted with neither the secrets of Mirean medicine nor the rumors flitting about the streets of Tsitsian Village.


  “This involves children,” he finally said. “The boy was twelve, and if there was one, there are certainly more.”


  “That has nothing to do with me.”


  “You can’t be comfortable with it. Everyone in Sharakhai that’s dealt with Li Bai knows him to be an honorable man.”


  Li Bai’s resolve seemed to harden at this, as if he refused to turn back now that he’d committed to hiding what he knew. “Is there anything else I can help you with?”


  “I’ve been sent by the Silver Spears,” Dardzada said casually, committing to a new path, one he hadn’t wished to travel.


  “So I see.” He set the vellum on a small table behind him to dry, then sat back in his chair and regarded Dardzada with an infuriating mixture of self-satisfaction and deference. “Invite more of them, if you wish. I’ve much that might interest the honorable men of the guard.”


  “His commander doesn’t run your district, but you may have heard of him. His name is Layth.” Li Bai’s smile faded just a bit. As much as Dardzada hated him, he had to admit Layth’s name traveled far in Sharakhai. “I’d like to tell you a story before we go any further. It might save us both some time. Layth is my brother, if truth be told, so I hope you’ll believe me when I say I know a thing or two about the man.


  “When we were young, the two of us found a stray cat, a Mau, I found out much later. It was a skinny thing when we found it, but beautiful, with striking eyes the color of blue jasmine. I’ve never seen its like since. The two of us fed it scraps, and it came to our house often when we lived in Roseridge. It began to fatten up, and we both came to like it, perhaps even love it, and that angered Layth. He was not a boy who shared. One day I found him pulling its whiskers, a thing he continued to do even after I’d caught him. That cat yowled, and I pleaded for Layth to stop, but he didn’t; not until every last whisker had been pulled. My mother, who had a soft spot for animals, and no great love for Layth, who was only her stepson, named the cat mine and forbade Layth from caring for it.


  “I woke up the next morning with the cat’s tail lying across my blanket. Just the tail. He told me the same would happen to the tail between my legs if I ever told my mother of it. I was petrified, and said nothing, yet over the next week, more of the cat kept showing up. A paw in the tiny scrap of yard behind our home. A handful of its sharp teeth hidden in my shoe. A half-rotted leg in the box beneath my bed, the one I made sure to lock every night.


  “I was nine when this happened. Layth was twelve. And age has done nothing to mellow his twisted predilections. In fact, they’ve grown worse as he’s risen through the ranks of the Silver Spears.” Dardzada glanced back at Ezren—who was pointedly not looking in Li Bai’s direction—then leaned in and spoke low, “Gods help us if he’s ever named Lord Commander of the Guard.”


  Dardzada let this sink in a while. Li Bai was holding his gaze steady, but all the smug humor had vanished from his eyes.


  “Layth is not without his strengths, however,” Dardzada went on. “He’s a particularly tenacious man, for example, a quality that has served him well in his capacity as a protector of our fine city. When he wants something, he will stop at nothing to get it. Please believe me when I say that his rise to captain has only fueled this fire, given him more tools to exact what he wants from those who have decided, for whatever fool reason, to hide things from him.”


  Li Bai swallowed, and even though he couldn’t see from behind the mound sitting on the desk before him, he glanced nervously in Ezren’s direction.


  “Don’t allow me to leave here empty-handed,” Dardzada said softly. “It will go ill for us both, I fear.”


  When Li Bai spoke again, it was almost too soft to hear. “You cannot let them know I told you.”


  “You may consider this conversation private.”


  Li Bai nodded, timid as a hummingbird. “There are men who might use a particular kind of leech in the way you describe.”


  Dardzada smiled grimly. “Tell me of them.”


  



  ❖ ❖ ❖


  



  Two nights after the talk with Li Bai, Dardzada strode with Ezren along the streets of Tsitsian Village. Golden lanterns lit the district, giving this place an otherworldly feel. Dardzada wore one of his robes-of-a-thousand-pockets—a fine khalat of green silk and thread-of-gold trim. Adorning his head was a high turban with a peacock feather held in place by an emerald brooch. His bejeweled slippers curled at the toes. Ezren wore a khalat as well, but nothing so fine as Dardzada’s, for he would pose as Dardzada’s nephew this night.


  “I still think this is risky,” Ezren said. “If they’re involved, I should call my brothers of the Guard and we should take them all now.”


  “Those in the Garden will mean little, Ezren. It’s those above them we want.” Dardzada broke away and headed for an intricately carved archway crowned with a lantern that cast a light similar to all the rest in Tsitsian Village, but with a subtly more orange hue.


  “We may risk the chance to take down one of their dens with a misstep.”


  “It isn’t the dens I care about,” Dardzada said, “but those responsible.”


  They made their way along the alley beyond the arch and found a set of stairs leading up. They climbed and came to the top to find two men and a lithe Mirean woman with the most brilliant green eyes Dardzada had ever seen. All three of them wore dark clothes with tasseled dao sheathed in leather scabbards. The woman took them in, a jeweler judging uncut stones, somehow making it seem both threatening and welcoming. “Are you lost?” she asked in passable Sharakhani, the first part of the passphrase to this place.


  Dardzada gave a flourish of his hand and a bow of his head, a thing more common in northern lands. “We’ve come to see the rise of the stars over the Garden,” he said, giving her the passphrase’s opposite half, a handful of words that had cost him a goodly amount of gold, and no small amount of effort, to obtain.


  The Garden was an elite drug den that moved from place to place about the city, often in Tsitsian Village, but sometimes elsewhere as need or whim dictated. New sites were chosen so that they made for an interesting setting for their clientele but, more importantly, so that they kept the operation free of scrutiny from the Silver Spears and other agents of the Kings. Dardzada knew very well that the Kings would not approve. Children were involved. The Kings might be cruel in many ways, but the trafficking of children was something they would never allow.


  “I’ve not seen you before,” the woman said.


  “Well, I’ve only just arrived in the Amber City!” Dardzada replied brashly, adding a healthy dollop of Malasan to his accent. “I’ve been in Samaril for over a decade, and now, after an arduous voyage over the sands, I’ve returned home for ten days. Ten days only! Even in the southern capital there are those who’ve spoken of the Garden, so you see, I knew when I returned home I would come. I would make the time, I told myself. After your audience with the Kings, with the highborn of Sharakhai, I would come to the Garden!”


  “Entry to the Garden is a gift given to few,” she said easily.


  From a pouch at his belt Dardzada retrieved a marker, a wooden chit with a lush fern carved into one face, a stylized sun on the other. He handed it to the woman, who took it easily and bowed her head. “You’re most welcome, my Lord.” She gave them a beckoning wave and strode further along the balcony.


  The marker had been another thing that had cost Dardzada much. Money was never exchanged here. The markers were purchased elsewhere, then presented at the Garden’s current location, where men and women who had little knowledge of the elixir’s origins would attend to those who wished to partake of it.


  Dardzada had no idea whether Layth would pay him back for these expenses, but he no longer cared. Like the Kings, this was something he wouldn’t allow in his city, not if there was anything he could do about it.


  When they came to a shoji door, the woman slid it wide. “My name is Tai Lin.” She bowed, waving Dardzada and Ezren inside. “You may call on me any time, but you are in good hands.” They were met inside by a silver-haired man, who led them down a hallway and up a set of stairs to an open-air deck, which was populated by a host of low tables with crimson lanterns, and patrons talking or lying on the mounds of pillows spread throughout. Their silver-haired host led Dardzada and Ezren to one of the empty tables, at which point he bowed and left.


  Dardzada looked to the richly dressed men and women around him. This was as much a drug den as the hovels in the west end that catered to those ensnared by black lotus, except no one here had glazed eyes or wasted expressions. Instead, they looked perfectly and profoundly aware—of themselves, of what was happening to them—and seemed eminently pleased by it. Some spoke softly while eating from small plates, but most in the room were lying on their pillows, eyes wide, staring up at the veil of stars.


  Dardzada and Ezren were soon brought rice wine, then dates stuffed with goat cheese and honeyed pistachios and spiced cakes and a sweet liqueur, all of it cast bloody by the lanterns at the center of their table. Finally their host glided to the table bearing a silver platter, upon which were set two flutes filled with a syrupy silver liquid. White diamond, it was sometimes called, or snowmelt. Most often, though, it was referred to as brightwine. And Dardzada could see why. The stuff glowed as brilliantly as the firmament above.


  “Gentlemen,” the host said, bowing as he set one of the flutes before each of them. “What you have before you is an elixir that is best sipped. You’ll find the bouquet to have strong anise overtones, floral, a bit sharp on the tongue at first, but by the time the last drop is emptied from the glass, you’ll find it mellow as the sunrise.” He flourished to both glasses while taking a half step back. “Take your time. Enjoy your evening.” Then he spun and was off, down the stairs to the place where the food and drink was prepared.


  Dardzada looked to Ezren, who was staring intently at the glass of softly glowing liquid. He was clearly having second thoughts. The two of them had debated on whether to come, had debated on whether to imbibe the liquid. Dardzada had no wish to. Not really. But they had to determine whether it was true, what Li Bai had told him, and that those who ran this particular drug den were responsible for the missing children. This might all be a sham. If it was, and they sprung their trap too soon, they might have lost their chance to find the real perpetrators of this crime. And if it was the real Garden, he had to find the one in charge of this den, for only in that way could they be trailed back to their supplier.


  Apparently coming to some decision, Ezren nodded, then picked up the glass and sipped from it. After a pause in which he stared at the flute with something akin to awe, he downed the rest of the liqueur in one healthy swallow. His throat convulsed as he gently set the glass down. He licked his lips. Even in this dim light Dardzada could see how reddened his eyes had become.


  As Dardzada lifted his own flute and peered into the liquid, Li Bai’s words came back to him. “In the dens of Tsitsian,” he’d said, “leeches are placed carefully so that they draw blood from one’s qi points, places where our very souls can be touched. As the leeches feed, they secrete mucus, which is collected and mixed with a liqueur, often anise. In my country there are rituals where the old give of themselves to the young, a passing of their lives to their children or grandchildren. There are cases of those who give blood willingly for our Queen or, in rarer cases, others of noble blood. Some few dens in the larger cities pay those who offer up their blood, but rarely is it taken against one’s will. It is a grave dishonor to do so, for each time the leeches draw from you, they take something that is never replaced. One grows more frail from each application, an affliction that no amount of time or rest will restore, not completely.”


  Which was why Gazi had looked so frail, so old for his age. They’d placed the leeches on him, drawn his blood. Gods, even the few weeks he’d been gone had been enough for the effects to show. What of the others? Some of them might have had blood taken from them for years.


  “Forbidden in Mirea,” Dardzada had said, “yet here they seem to have no compunction over the practice….”


  “I said it was rare in my country, not unheard of. The Jade Masks have been known to run secret dens like the Garden.”


  Dardzada had heard rumor of the Garden years ago, but he’d never thought it was real. He’d written it off as hucksters pawning off fake serums to the unwitting wealthy of Sharakhai. Now he regretted not looking more deeply into it. He would have done something about it had he known…


  “And now the Masks have made it flourish,” Dardzada had said, for he was sure that they were the ones responsible—they and certain key allies. The Spears, young Hamid had said when he’d asked him who had taken Gazi. Who else steals people in the middle of the day?


  Li Bai had placed his hands over his lap, the picture of an obedient ally. “They’re not people to trifle with, my Lords.”


  Throughout Li Bai’s explanation, Ezren had stood silently by Dardzada’s side, but at these words, he bristled. “The Silver Spears aren’t afraid of making new enemies.”


  No, Dardzada had thought. No, they aren’t.


  “Why children?” Dardzada had asked, keeping Li Bai’s attention where he needed it.


  “I do not know for certain, but the young, when their voices deepen, when their first blood befalls the girls, that is when they are at their most potent. I suspect that is why they take children of that age. Surely a premium is charged for it as well.”


  A premium, Dardzada thought, blinking as he returned to the here and now of the Garden, his cheeks burning in anger.


  Across the table, a strange look had overcome Ezren, as if he felt sublime but was embarrassed over it and was trying to hide it. A premium for children of a certain age. Dardzada lifted his own flute to his lips—he felt sick to his stomach, but told himself again this was necessary—and took a sip of the liqueur.


  The sugary licorice flavor came first, but on its heels was another taste, something akin to sharp citrus or pine. It was like nothing he’d ever tasted. As the initial wave began to fade, something new suffused Dardzada’s form. Unlike alcohol, which he might feel in his hands or feet or nose first, he felt the effects of the brightwine everywhere. It pervaded his entire form. He could see why Ezren had been embarrassed over the feeling. It felt wonderful, not merely as though he were young again but, gods, as though he’d been made anew. The aches and pains of his old body vanished, replaced with a vim and vigor he couldn’t remember ever having experienced before.


  Memories of his younger days came flooding back unbidden, but strangely, they were not the painful ones he returned to most often. These were the rare happy moments: a horse ride along the Haddah in spring with his mother and aunt; his trips to Kundhun and the woman he’d found there and loved for a time before returning home to Sharakhai; his time with the very cat he’d described to Li Bai.


  How he’d loved that cat before Layth had killed it….


  Strangely, none of the regrets surrounding these memories accompanied them. His departure from Kundhun had been made with a heavy heart, and his memories of that scrawny cat had always been followed with regret and depthless anger over Layth’s cruelty.


  Not now, though.


  Dardzada stared at the glass, one small sip missing from it. Gods help him, he regretted it wasn’t still full, that some of his time basking in it was already gone. He’d told himself he would come here, and he would take one sip and be done with it, but as more bright memories came and lit him from within, he found he couldn’t set the flute down, couldn’t prevent himself from lifting it to his lips again and again and again until all of it had slipped gloriously down his throat.


  Mellow as the sunrise, their host had said. Mellow indeed, Dardzada thought, shamed by the very thought.


  Minutes later. Hours later. He found himself staring up at the stars, lying down, though he couldn’t remember having done so. Ezren lay on the pillows opposite him, doing the very same thing, a beatific smile on his young, handsome face.


  It was with that one thought—how very youthful Ezren looked—that brought Dardzada back to himself. He’d wasted so much time already. He had to do what he’d come to do, and he had to do it now.


  Making sure Ezren wasn’t watching, he thrust his right hand into one of the many hidden pockets sewn inside his khalat and pinched the top off of a small wooden jar. After palming the coin-sized object in his hand, he leaned back and began convulsing, his body jerking over and over. The gods knew he’d seen enough fits in his life as an apothecary to put on a reasonably good show, and he rather thought he was pulling it off.


  Indeed, Ezren rushed to his side, his face a mask of concern. “Are you well?” he whispered. Then louder, “Uncle, are you well?”


  Their host rushed in, wringing his hands. “Whatever is the matter?”


  “I don’t know!” Ezren said. “Please, fetch him some water!”


  The old man nodded and rushed down the stairs. The other guests—those conscious enough to notice—were watching now. Dardzada continued to spasm and jerk, his head cracking against the wooden planks of the deck until Ezren had the presence of mind to slip a pillow beneath it.


  When the old man returned, he came with a glass of water. Tai Lin, the woman that had met them out front, accompanied him. She was the one, then. She was the one he wanted.


  When the host passed the glass of water to Ezren, Tai Lin knelt and ran her hand down his back. “Has this happened to him before?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “He’s your uncle, as I recall.”


  “Yes, but…” Though he had no idea he was, in fact, playing the part Dardzada had written for him, Ezren played it perfectly. “Not that I know of….”


  Tai Lin, her face concerned but also businesslike, stood and said, “We’ll fetch someone.”


  That was when Dardzada slowed his body, made as if the fit was passing. “That won’t be—” he started, then licked his lips. “That won’t be necessary.” He tried to make it to his feet, reaching his arm out to the woman for help. She came forward to assist, but before her arms could support his, he stumbled and grabbed the hem of her black dress, rubbing the wooden jar against the cloth so that the ointment within smeared liberally.


  “My apologies,” he said when he’d managed to stand at last. “It…happens from time to time. I’ve never been able to predict when.”


  Tai Lin waved his concerns away. “Don’t worry yourself. All is well. We care only that you’re feeling better, though it might be best if you return home, find your rest.”


  Dardzada nodded and winced while reaching into his khalat as if rubbing away pain from his fit. “Of course you’re right.” In a practiced move, he slipped the lid back onto the jar, then fumbled about as if he had no idea where the exit might be.


  “This way,” said Ezren, picking up exactly as Dardzada hoped he would.


  They left, Tai Lin escorting them, and soon they were out and into the streets of Tsitsian Village, the coming sunrise a tease of gold along the eastern horizon.


  “Do you mind telling me what that bloody fit was all about?”


  “It was nothing,” Dardzada said.


  “Nothing? You were falling over yourself! Was it an act?”


  Instead of answering, Dardzada slowed his gait. He held out his hand as if grasping for support—any support. Ezren took it as Dardzada fell to the dry street. “It’s never come on so strong.” He said weakly. “It must be the brightwine.” With one hand he grasped his chest, as if his heart were failing. With his other he reached into the leather pouch at his belt and retrieved a key. “Behind the front desk in my shop, there’s a brown satchel filled with instruments and a set of vials. Please bring it to me.”


  Ezren accepted the key—a key to a trunk in Dardzada’s basement, not the front door. He just wanted the man away from here, to be free to do what he had to do. Ezren made no move to run, however. It looked as though he were weighing his options. In the end, though, he nodded and ran off.


  



  ❖ ❖ ❖


  



  As the sun rose, Dardzada stood in an alley, watching the archway through which he and Ezren had passed early the previous night. He’d been waiting a while, hoping the woman, Tai Lin, would emerge and head for the lords who ran the Garden, but she’d either taken another exit entirely or had left soon after Dardzada and Ezren had been escorted away. The night had been winding down, after all, and his fit had been abnormal enough that she would want to speak to them about it. Or so he hoped.


  With care, Dardzada reached into a pocket inside his khalat and pulled out a bundle of cloth. He unwrapped it to reveal a wad of cotton. Within the cloudy tufts, white moths no larger than the nail of his little finger fanned their wings, and when he held the cotton out to the chill morning air, they lifted from the folds, a small handful at first, then a dozen, then scores. They fluttered about in a cloud, as if they feared to be apart from one another, then wandered to the archway, where their pattern became noticeably more hypnotic. The woman had come through the archway, then, and not some other entrance.


  Slowly but surely, the moths billowed up the street, following the path the woman had taken.


  Dusted ivories, they were called, partly for their color, but also for how powdery their wings looked when viewed up close. They had a particular liking for the stalks of the charo plant, especially rotted ones, a thing he’d discovered long ago when tossing the milked remains of the charo plants into a midden behind his shop. Even when mixed into an ointment, which made the subtle smell practically undetectable to the human nose, the ivories followed the scent uncannily well. Dardzada looked to the forms in the shadows behind him. A woman was standing there casually, but at his nod, she stood taller and made short series of hand signals toward an alleyway, then nodded back to Dardzada.


  Dardzada followed after the moths, which were now slowly but surely hounding after Tai Lin. She was the key, he knew. She had been the one to check on him when his fit overtook him, and she would be the one to report it to those in command. Had the night gone as any other, there would be little guarantee that she would head to the drug lords who ran the Garden, but his hints that he had ties to the Kings would surely force her hand; for the same reason Dardzada didn’t want the Spears poking about his business, so would the Garden be concerned over even the smallest amount of added scrutiny from the House of Kings. All he need do was follow her. And then he would grant them justice, even if it wasn’t the Kings’ justice.


  Through the city the dusted ivories wove, taking him slowly but surely north, then east toward the city’s reservoir and plantations and rice terraces. He’d been certain the tale would have its ending somewhere near that place, but he’d had no idea where to look. As it turned out, all his guesses had been off. The ivories led him to a nondescript warehouse just off the sandy northern harbor, well away from the reservoir and the plantations. When it was clear where the ivories were headed, Dardzada opened the sealed wooden jar and tossed it at the foot of the stone wall. When he was sure all the ivories were flocking to it—preventing them from warning anyone inside the warehouse—he stepped up to one of the open windows and peered carefully inside. Within, he saw Tai Lin speaking with a heavyset Mirean man. A half dozen guardsmen stood around them, watching patiently.


  “Step away from that window,” came a soft voice.


  Dardzada turned and found six Silver Spears standing there, all of them holding their tall, iconic spears at the ready. When Dardzada didn’t immediately comply with the soldier’s demand, their leader, a man with a black beard and a chipped tooth, forced the issue, stepping forward and pressing the tip of his spear into Dardzada’s side.


  Dardzada backed away. “Are we going to see Ezren?”


  He’d become convinced that Ezren was involved, and he’d thought surely the soldier would give something away with the mere question, but give the man credit. Nothing betrayed his surprise beyond a slight twitch along his eyelids. “Come now,” he said, pointing his spear toward the alley that would lead to the warehouse’s back entrance. “Let’s not make this more difficult than it needs to be.”


  “What about Layth? Don’t you wish to summon him?”


  Before Dardzada knew what was happening, the Spear reversed the weapon and brought the foot of it crashing across his brow. Blood trickled down from Dardzada’s temple. The blow wasn’t as hard as it could have been, but his vision still swam with stars.


  “Now get yourself moving and keep your bloody questions to your ruddy fucking self.”


  His skull flaring with pain, Dardzada moved clumsily to the head of the alley. Further down, Tai Lin and the heavyset Mirean and their bodyguards were stepping out into the chill morning air. Dardzada walked toward them, trying to create a bit of space between him and the tip of the guardsman’s spear behind him. When they were all in the alley—Tai Lin and her men ahead, the Silver Spears behind—Dardzada brought his fingers to his mouth and gave a sharp whistle.


  The Spears behind Dardzada looked about, clearly sensing the danger they were in. Tai Lin and the other Mireans drew their swords. But they all froze when they saw forms appear along the tops of the two buildings bordering the alley. Twenty armed men and women, turbans and veils hiding their identities, stared down. Most held bows with arrows drawn. Others had short spears poised, ready to hurl them downward.


  “Drop your weapons,” Dardzada said.


  The six Spears complied immediately. Tai Lin and her men hesitated, but when the fat one ran for the far end of the alley and three arrows immediately took him in the back, felling him in a heap, they complied as well.


  A pity, Dardzada thought. I would have liked to speak with him.


  A dozen of the newcomers then dropped down to the ground, pulling shamshirs. These were soldiers of the Moonless Host. Some in Sharakhai would call them traitors, rebels fighting to bring down the Kings. Dardzada, however, called them his brothers and sisters, though very few in Sharakhai knew this. They’d been sent by their leader, Macide, the man with the viper tattoos, and told to follow Dardzada, to do whatever it was he wished. It was not something Dardzada did often, associating in the open with the Host, but for this, he’d made an exception.


  “Into the warehouse,” Dardzada said, leading the way.


  The soldiers of the Moonless Host routed them into the building quickly and efficiently, then removed them of any knives they still had on them. The Spears were breathing like jackrabbits now. The same was true of both Tai Lin and her men. Their eyes were darting about, looking for ways to escape, to summon help.


  “There must be some mistake,” Tai Lin said.


  “No mistake.” Dardzada beckoned Tai Lin and the leader of the Spears deeper into the darkened warehouse, a place filled with crates marked with the seals of Mirea and the caravan that had brought the goods here. “Let’s start with the two of you.” When they’d moved beyond the circle of turbaned soldiers, Dardzada nodded to the same woman he’d signaled to at the archway that led to the Garden. “Kill the rest.”


  Shouts of surprise followed, but they were quickly cut short as arrows bit and short spears drove into the chests of the doomed men. When all was silent once more, Dardzada looked to Tai Lin and the Spear he’d allowed to live.


  “Now,” he said, “as you might imagine, there are a few things we need to discuss.”


  



  ❖ ❖ ❖


  



  Dardzada returned home late that night, more tired and shaken than he’d been in a long while.


  In short order they’d discovered a false floor in one corner of the warehouse, a half-cellar where dozens of naked children lay cowering, shackled to the walls, leeches all over their bodies. As Dardzada pulled each from the darkness, the soldiers had helped, using the technique Dardzada had showed them to free the slick, blood-fattened leeches from their bodies. The children, one and all, had been in a daze, walking when asked to walk, standing and quavering when asked to stand still, muttering to themselves occasionally but only very softly. And how very old they had looked, how frail. By the gods, they might have had the bodies of twelve-year-olds, but their eyes were sunken, their skin sallow. Many had lost so much hair it was thin, as if they’d been ravaged by lupus. How long some of them must have been here… Months, surely. Perhaps years.


  Unforgivable, Dardzada had thought more than once. An unforgivable crime.


  The soldiers of the Host had left soon after the children were freed. There was no sense allowing them to stay and running into trouble with the Silver Spears, or worse, the Blade Maidens and the Kings themselves. He’d then sent word to Ozan, a Silver Spear and a man he trusted. Ozan brought a dozen Spears to the warehouse to help, but Dardzada had remained and helped throughout the day to find the families of the freed children. He and Ozan spoke to each of them in turn, and then, for those lucid enough to tell them the names of their mothers or fathers and where they lived, they were given to the men of the Silver Spears to be escorted home. Like this, the number of children slowly dwindled until only a few remained. These were taken near sundown by Ozan to the Garrison, and Dardzada finally felt it proper to allow himself to return home for a bit of rest. He’d check up on the remaining children in the coming days, make sure some sort of home was found for them.


  During their questioning, Tai Lin and the lone remaining Spear had given up much. They both confirmed a number of names in the wing of the Jade Masks operating here in Sharakhai, people above Tai Lin in the pecking order. Dardzada had fed the names to Ozan in hopes that appropriate actions would be taken. The Silver Spears being what they were, however, an overly large organization with far too many masters, he wasn’t going to hold his breath.


  Ezren was never seen again, but the Silver Spear had confirmed his involvement in the Garden. Ezren had been paid not merely to look the other way, but to supply the Jade Masks with children from Sharakhai’s west end. The Spear hadn’t been able to name anyone above Ezren, however. “He never bloody said,” he’d told Dardzada again and again, “and I never pressed. Why would I? I follow my orders, I go home, I wake up the next day, and then I do it all over again.” The man hadn’t even known whether Ezren reported to a man or a woman. Tai Lin was no better, which was a shame, for this was something Dardzada dearly wished to know.


  When he was convinced he’d get nothing more from the Spear, Dardzada took him to the corner of the warehouse where the children had been secreted away, slit his throat, and shoved him into the pit. The man had stared up at Dardzada, eyes wide and pleading, but Dardzada had merely walked away. There was no sense keeping him alive. The likelihood that the Silver Spears would protect their own and let him free was simply too great. Besides, he didn’t want the man telling everyone about the soldiers Dardzada had rallied to his cause. Tai Lin, on the other hand, he let live. He did need someone to hand over to the Spears for questioning.


  With the sun set and Floret Row lit only by moonlight, Dardzada entered his home and headed for the stairs leading up to his bedroom. He’d just reached the first step when something crashed into him from behind. Someone rolled him over and struck him hard across the jaw.


  It was Ezren. Dardzada nearly laughed. Of course it was him. Dardzada could see his enraged face by the moonlight filtering in through the front windows.


  “I thought you’d be well into hiding by now,” Dardzada managed to get out through the pain in his mouth.


  “I will be soon enough.” He punched Dardzada again. “But I’ve got a debt to pay, don’t I?” The third time he struck, a keen ringing filled Dardzada’s ears. “I’d hoped you wouldn’t be quite so good as Amir seemed to think you would be. Gods, I should’ve killed you when you had that ridiculous fit!”


  “Why didn’t you?” Dardzada replied.


  “Your act was good, I’ll admit.” He struck Dardzada across the mouth. “I thought you would die of your own accord!”


  Ezren tried striking one more time, but Dardzada caught his wrist and grabbed for Ezren’s throat. Dardzada might have been an old apothecary with pain in his joints, but he wasn’t always so. He was no stranger to the ways of arms and armor, of swords and fists.


  The two of them wrestled on the floor of Dardzada’s shop, each gaining the upper hand for a moment before the other turned the tables. Glass vials and jars crashed to the floor, spilling their contents and filling the air with a mixture of bitter and floral scents.


  Finally, Dardzada shoved the younger man away. Ezren came up in a lithe move holding a long, curving knife in one hand.


  “Does Layth know?” Dardzada asked as he made it to his feet with ungainly movements.


  If Ezren was surprised at Dardzada’s question, he didn’t show it. “Layth doesn’t much care as long as he gets his money.”


  “Does he know about the children?”


  “What does it matter?” Ezren said. “You know I can’t allow you to live.”


  “It matters. How can you have subjected children to this?”


  “Perhaps you haven’t noticed, but the city is lousy with them. We hardly know what to do with them all.”


  More than what you’ve done, Dardzada thought. Certainly more than that.


  Ezren took a step forward, brandishing the knife, but before he could take another, Dardzada reached into his left sleeve and retrieved a blowdart hidden there. It was already fitted with a poison-tipped dart, so that all it took was a sharp puff to launch it into Ezren’s neck.


  Ezren spun away, his hand slapping his neck where the dart had struck. He bowed over as if winded, pulling frantically at the dart, but it was barbed and difficult to remove once embedded in the skin. He fell to his knees, then collapsed onto his back with a heavy thud against the floorboards. His muscles would already have started to grow leaden. Soon he would be unable to lift his arm, be unable to speak. His lungs and heart would follow in less time than it took to plead for one’s life.


  Dardzada walked calmly to his side and knelt as Ezren finally managed to pinch the dart between his fingers and pull it free. He looked at Dardzada pleadingly.


  “It’s a deadly poison, I’m afraid. There’s no longer anything you or I can do about it. Now tell me before it’s too late. Was my brother involved in this?”


  Ezren merely stared.


  He slapped Ezren’s reddened face. “Were you paying him? Did he know?”


  In the end, the poison was simply too fast-acting. Ezren’s eyes glazed, and his body fell slack. The blood drained from his face, leaving him looking strangely at peace, a thing that angered Dardzada so much that he stood and kicked the young Spear in the side. “They were children!”


  To this final accusation, Ezren’s lifeless body declined to respond.


  Dardzada stood over him a while, breathing heavily, but then set about making the preparations needed to hide the body, a thing Dardzada had done more times in his life than he cared to remember, but a thing he did gladly in this case. For here was a man who deserved no remembrance.


  No remembrance at all.


  



  ❖ ❖ ❖


  



  After wrapping two bundles of lemongrass stalks in burlap, Dardzada tied the package efficiently with twine. “Steep it for thirty minutes. Best if he’s in the room when you do it. Tell him to breathe deeply.” The ancient woman on the far side of the counter accepted the bundle with shaking hands. “Then remove the stalks and boil it down by half. Use it in a stew of white meat—pheasant, chicken, fish if you can find it—but never red. No beef, no goat. Understand?”


  The woman nodded and put the lemongrass into a bag slung over her shoulder, then left, leaving Dardzada finally, blessedly, alone.


  It had been a long day. Not so busy as a festival day, but busy all the same. Perhaps the gods were shining upon him, balancing the scales.


  While Dardzada was noting the transaction in one ledger and adjusting his inventory numbers in another, the front bell jingled. The door creaked softly open, then closed with a clatter. Heavy footsteps drummed an uneven gait over the floorboards, and someone with an impressive heft to his frame sat on one of the stools on the far side of his desk.


  “I’ve got some mustard oil and camphor you could use for your gout, Layth. Perhaps some ginger tonic like the old women use.”


  Layth, never one to accept help unless it was demanded, replied, “My gout is well enough, little brother.”


  Dardzada finished the line he was recording, then returned the vulture quill to its inkwell and regarded Layth. “At least go to the market a few times a week. Suck on some lemons. It’ll help.”


  Layth’s broad face was unmoved. “Another flight of children were found in a second warehouse near the southern harbor.”


  Dardzada was unsurprised, but relieved. “Hedging their bets.”


  Layth nodded. “We found twenty in the ring.” He shrugged. “Some were killed in the act of apprehension. Others are awaiting their date with the Lord Chancellor himself.”


  Dardzada’s brows raised of their own accord. “The Lord Chancellor. The Kings are taking note, I see.”


  “They are.” Layth let the words hang between them for a moment before continuing. “The investigation was wrapped up nicely with the information you and the woman who somehow managed to survive the attentions of your convenient allies provided.”


  Dardzada shivered at the memory of those children, how frail they’d looked.


  “So where did you come by them, these friends of yours?” Layth asked.


  “I have friends all over this city. It wasn’t difficult to rally them to my cause.”


  “And yet you’ve given my lieutenant no names. Even to Ozan, your trusted servant, you gave nothing.”


  Dardzada laughed. “I didn’t know who I could trust, Layth. I still don’t.”


  “Come, the danger is over. Surely you can tell me.”


  “I’ll not tell anyone from the Silver Spears, and that includes you.”


  Layth frowned, making his jowls puff out unflatteringly. “Six Spears fell that morning, Zada.”


  “All of them complicit in that crime. Whatever happened to those guardsmen that day, they deserved it, and worse.”


  Layth tipped his head, as close to agreement as Dardzada was going to get. “The Lord Commander of the guard demands answers.”


  “Then give them to him! Ezren and his men were taking coin to steal children from the west end of our city! He was feeding them to those merciless bastards! You’ve done well! You’ve removed a terrible stain from this city—a thing any man should be able to spin into a tale that would leave the Lord Commander more than satisfied, a thing I’m sure you’ve managed before, Layth. The only thing I’d be worried about is whether the Commander believes his captain involved in the crime.”


  Dardzada watched Layth carefully at this. He wanted to know—he needed to know—whether Layth was involved. But either Layth knew nothing or he’d been anticipating this. “Of course his captain knew nothing of it.” He lifted the bulk of his frame from the stool and smoothed his soft, white uniform down. “But tell me this, Zada, if the Lord Commander demanded a more thorough investigation, would he find that the Moonless Host, the scourge of this city, were involved in the attack on the Spears that day?”


  And now it was Layth watching Dardzada for signs of a lie. But this was a lie Dardzada had been telling for years. It was a lie he’d be telling until the day he died. Layth had no more hope of catching him at it than anyone else in this city did.


  “Of course he wouldn’t,” Dardzada replied.


  “And what of our good Ezren?”


  “What of him?”


  Layth sighed. “Have you seen him, Zada?”


  “Neither hide nor hair. And good riddance to him.”


  Layth hardly weighed him. He stared for the span of a breath, his expression more relieved than anything else. “Children… Such a terrible tragedy.”


  “Yes,” Dardzada said.


  “Why did you say the girl, Çeda, left you?”


  “I didn’t.”


  “That’s right. You didn’t.” A cruel smile distorted Layth’s already-smug face—a smile that, despite Dardzada’s years of practice at hiding them away, brought on a host of bitter memories.


  Without another word, Layth turned and left Dardzada’s apothecary.


  The bell jingled. The door clattered shut.
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  Twelve Kings in Sharakhai is the first book in the new Arabian Nights-inspired epic fantasy series, The Song of the Shattered Sands…


  



  Sharakhai, the great city of the desert, center of commerce and culture, has been ruled from time immemorial by twelve kings—cruel, ruthless, powerful, and immortal. With their army of Silver Spears, their elite company of Blade Maidens and their holy defenders, the terrifying asirim, the Kings uphold their positions as undisputed, invincible lords of the desert. There is no hope of freedom for any under their rule.


  Or so it seems, until Çeda, a brave young woman from the west end slums, defies the Kings' laws by going outside on the holy night of Beht Zha'ir. What she learns that night sets her on a path that winds through both the terrible truths of the Kings' mysterious history and the hidden riddles of her own heritage. Together, these secrets could finally break the iron grip of the Kings' power...if the nigh-omnipotent Kings don't find her first. 
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  With Blood Upon the Sand is the second book in the Arabian Nights-inspired epic fantasy series, The Song of the Shattered Sands.


  



  Çeda, now a Blade Maiden in service to the kings of Sharakhai, trains as one of their elite warriors, gleaning secrets even as they send her on covert missions to further their rule. She knows the dark history of the asirim—that hundreds of years ago they were enslaved to the kings against their will—but when she bonds with them as a Maiden, chaining them to her, she feels their pain as if her own. They hunger for release, they demand it, but with the power of the gods compelling them, they find the yokes around their necks unbreakable.


  Çeda could become the champion they’ve been waiting for, but the need to tread carefully has never been greater. After the victory won by the Moonless Host in the Wandering King’s palace, the kings are hungry for blood. They scour the city, ruthless in their quest for revenge. Unrest spreads like a plague, a thing Emre and his new allies in the Moonless Host hope to exploit, but with the kings and their god-given powers, and the Maidens and their deadly ebon blades, there is little hope of doing so.


  When Çeda and Emre are drawn into a plot of the blood mage, Hamzakiir, they sail across the desert to learn the truth, and a devastating secret is revealed, one that may very well shatter the power of the hated kings. They plot quickly to take advantage of it, but it may all be undone if Çeda cannot learn to navigate the shifting tides of power in Sharakhai and control the growing anger of the asirim that threatens to overwhelm her.
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  A Veil of Spears is the third book in the Arabian Nights-inspired epic fantasy series, The Song of the Shattered Sands.


  



  The Night of Endless Swords was a bloody battle that saw the death of one of Sharakhai’s immortal kings. When former pit fighter Çeda narrowly escapes the battle and flees into the desert, she takes with her the secrets she learned while posing as a Blade Maiden, one of the elite women warriors who protect the kings. Foremost among these is the revelation that the asirim, the kings’ frightening immortal slaves, are in fact Çeda’s own ancestors. They are survivors of the fabled thirteenth tribe, men and women whose lives were bargained away so that the kings could secure their wondrous powers from the desert gods.


  To Çeda’s great joy, the scattered survivors of the thirteenth tribe are gathering in the desert, forming a new tribe from the descendants of the few who escaped the kings’ cruelties. Their very existence is threatened, however, both by Onur, the King of Spears, who is calling warriors to his banner to challenge the other kings’ rule, and by the other Sharakhani Kings, who will stop at nothing to see the thirteenth tribe destroyed once and for all.


  In desperation, Çeda returns to Sharakhai, hoping to break the chains of the enslaved asirim and save her people.


  In the city, Çeda soon discovers that the once-unified front of the kings is crumbling. Feeling their power slipping away, the kings vie for control over the city and the desert beyond. Çeda plans to use that to her advantage, but who can she trust? Any of them might betray her as easily as they betray their fellow kings.


  As Çeda works to free the asirim and rally them to the defense of the thirteenth tribe, the Kings of Sharakhai prepare for a grand clash that may decide the fate of all.
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  Of Sand and Malice Made is the exciting prequel to Twelve Kings in Sharakhai, the acclaimed first novel in The Song of the Shattered Sands.


  



  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 this all changes when she crosses the path of Rümayesh, an ehrekh, a sadistic creature forged aeons ago by the god of chaos.


  The ehrekh are desert dwellers, but for centuries Rümayesh has lurked in the dark corners of Sharakhai, combing the populace for jewels that might interest her. Some she chooses to stand by her side, until she tires of them and discards them. Others she abducts to examine more closely, a thing that leaves them ruined, worn-out husks.


  Çeda flees the ehrekh’s attentions, but that only makes Rümayesh covet her even more. Rümayesh grows violent. She threatens to unmask Çeda as the White Wolf, but the danger grows infinitely worse when she turns her attention to Çeda’s friends. Çeda is horrified. She’s seen firsthand the suffering left in Rümayesh’s wake.


  As Çeda fights to protect the people dearest to her, Rümayesh comes closer to attaining her prize and the struggle becomes a battle for Çeda’s very soul.


  



  This spellbinding tale is sure to strike a chord with readers of Peter V. Brett, Brent Weeks, and Trudi Canavan—as well as fans of Twelve Kings in Sharakhai eagerly awaiting the later books in the Shattered Sands series.
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  This omnibus edition of The Lays of Anuskaya is comprised of the following novels:


  
    	The Winds of Khalakovo


    	The Straits of Galahesh


    	The Flames of Shadam Khoreh

  


  



  Also included are the following two Lays of Anuskaya novellas:


  
    	“To the Towers of Tulandan”


    	“Prima”

  


  



  Among inhospitable and unforgiving seas stands Khalakovo, a mountainous archipelago of seven islands, its prominent eyrie stretching a thousand feet into the sky. Serviced by windships bearing goods and dignitaries, Khalakovo’s eyrie stands at the crossroads of world trade. But all is not well in Khalakovo. Conflict has erupted between the ruling Landed, the indigenous Aramahn, and the fanatical Maharraht, and a wasting disease has grown rampant over the past decade. Now, Khalakovo is to play host to the Nine Dukes, a meeting which will weigh heavily upon Khalakovo’s future.


  When an elemental spirit attacks an incoming windship, murdering the Grand Duke and his retinue, Prince Nikandr, heir to the scepter of Khalakovo, is tasked with finding the child prodigy believed to be behind the summoning. However, Nikandr discovers that the boy is an autistic savant who may hold the key to lifting the blight that has been sweeping the islands. Can the Dukes, thirsty for revenge, be held at bay? Can Khalakovo be saved? The elusive answer drifts upon the Winds of Khalakovo…
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  Find more adventures in other worlds with Lest Our Passage Be Forgotten & Other Stories…


  With The Winds of Khalakovo, Bradley P. Beaulieu established himself as a talented new voice in epic fantasy. Now, with the release of his premiere short story collection, Beaulieu demonstrates his ability to weave tales that explore other worlds in ways that are at once bold, imaginative, and touching. Lest Our Passage Be Forgotten & Other Stories contains 17 stories that range from the epic to the heroic, some in print for the first time.
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  Twelve Kings in Sharakhai marked the start of a bold new epic fantasy series for critically acclaimed author Bradley P. Beaulieu.


  



  In the Stars I’ll Find You & Other Tales of Futures Fantastic features Beaulieu’s science fictional work, from exploring far-flung worlds to finding what it means to be human through artificial intelligence to the cost of dividing ourselves—or ourself—through the use of technology.


  



  In this short story collection, you’ll find eleven tales that explore our very human relationship with technology, some in print for the first time.
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  The Burning Light is a stand-alone novella by Bradley P. Beaulieu and Rob Ziegler.


  



  Disgraced government operative Colonel Chu is exiled to the flooded relic of New York City. Something called the Light has hit the streets like an epidemic, leavings its users strung out and disconnected from the mind-network humanity relies on. Chu has lost everything she cares about to the Light. She’ll end the threat or die trying.


  



  A former corporate pilot who controlled a thousand ships with her mind, Zola looks like just another Light-junkie living hand to mouth on the edge of society. She’s special though. As much as she needs the Light, the Light needs her too. But, Chu is getting close and Zola can’t hide forever.


  



  A thrilling and all-too believable science fiction novella from the authors of Twelve Kings in Sharakhai and Seed.
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  Strata is a stand-alone novella by two Writers of the Future Award winners.


  



  It’s the middle of the twenty-second century. Earth’s oil and gas reserves have been spent, but humankind’s thirst for energy remains unquenched. Vast solar mining platforms circle the upper atmosphere of the sun, drawing power lines up from the stellar interior and tight-beaming the energy back to Earth. For most of the platforms’ teeming masses, life is hard, cramped—and hot. Most dream of a return Earthside, but a two-way ticket wasn’t part of the benefits package, and a Sun-Earth trip doesn’t come cheap.


  Kawe Ndechi is luckier than most. He’s a gifted rider—a skimmer pilot who races the surface of the sun’s convection zone—and he needs only two more wins before he lands a ticket home. The only trouble is, Kawe’s spent most of his life on the platforms. He’s seen the misery, and he’s not sure he’s the only one who deserves a chance at returning home.


  That makes Smith Pouslon nervous. Smith once raced the tunnels of fire himself, but now he’s a handler, and his rider, Kawe, is proving anything but easy to handle. Kawe’s slipping deeper and deeper into the Movement, but Smith knows that’s a fool’s game. His own foray into the Movement cost him his racing career—and nearly his life—and he doesn’t want Kawe to throw everything away for a revolt that will never succeed.


  One sun. Two men. The fate of a million souls.
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