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“Katherine Briggs delivers a scorching sequel in The Immortal Abyss. Her brilliantly architected story world will capture readers with its fiery giftings, wondrous creatures, and political intrigue. With its high-stakes adventure and heart-stopping plot twists, this book doesn’t quit. Fantasy fans, your newest obsession is right here!”

—Megan Schaulis, author of Protector

“In The Immortal Abyss, Briggs weaves themes of courage and sacrifice in the face of betrayal and utter loss into epic fantasy filled with compelling characters, an ever-deepening magic system, and vibrant cultures. For anyone who has wished life would be easier, The Immortal Abyss offers a tale of grace, healing, and redemption. This beautiful story will remain in my heart for a very long time.”

—Cathy McCrumb, author of the Children of the Consortium series

“The Immortal Abyss is a spectacular follow-up to its predecessor, providing the other side to the story that I didn’t even know I needed. Briggs brings us once more into the rich fantasy world she has crafted and teaches the reader about the power of faith, truth, and light. With compelling characters and nail-biting conflict, each chapter left me waiting more. Fans of The Eternity Gate won’t want to miss this adventurous and touching conclusion.”

—Ashley Bustamante, author of The Color Theory series

“Briggs captivates with her artful storytelling in The Immortal Abyss. This tale of destiny, betrayal, courage, and hope is not to be missed.”

—Lindsay A. Franklin, Carol Award–winning author of The Story Peddler

“A heroic tale of danger, dragons, betrayal and an impossible quest to overcome evil and heal humanity. The Immortal Abyss does not disappoint. Briggs crafts a stunning allegory of man’s fight against darkness and the power of friendship when conquering doubt in the face of fear.”

—Sandra Fernandez Rhoads, award-winning author of Mortal Sight and Realms of Light

“The Threshold Duology is epic fantasy as comforting as a slow-cooked stew. A hearty base of complex worldbuilding, awesome characters, unique and spicy magic, political struggles, and strong themes of good versus evil. It’s difficult to express how much I enjoyed this read. Highly recommended for any fan of fantasy, adventure, or great storytelling in general!”

—Jamie Foley, award-winning author of The Katrosi Revolution series

“Dragons, fire wielding, and prophecies abound, set against the tapestry of a richly imagined world with strong allegorical themes. Briggs weaves a compelling and transfixing tale with a fiercely spunky heroine you can’t help but root for.”

—Gillian Bronte Adams, award–winning author of The Fireborn Epic
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ECHOES OF WAR


When the Eternity Gate opened, its twin doorway awakened. The Immortal Abyss—tucked within the nation of Vedoa’s ancient volcanoes—breathed, and the winter rains dissipated into cruel, hot air. Drought, like disease, gripped portions of the charcoal desert.

Surely the divine starpalms, Vedoa’s unseen frowning and grinning gods, punished the desert people for losing the war and the Eternity Gate. Even Vedoa’s starpalm-given gift, the power to wield fire, could not save them from thirst. But fire offered protection against the monstrous Shadows flying across their closed borders.

Awaiting winter rain, the commoner, the noble, and the Rebellion remembered an old saying. None dared whisper the desperate hope, lest the dynasty overhear and silence them all. A starpalm will walk the desert in human form. From an endless well, her fire will cleanse the monster’s lair, kindle life within dead bones, and fill the depths of the world. She, the one born of legend, will slay her own soul to finish the age.

Who else could be born of legend besides a daughter of the gods?
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I’d borrowed eleven homes and outgrown ten guardians. All called me Tol, minus the delightful handful who’d preferred You or The Girl. By my fourth guardian, the desert had become my true parent and the stars burning across the night my counselors. Surrounded by charcoal-colored sand, I possessed experience and knowledge. But my desert stretched behind me now.

Like the unblinking eye of an immortal starpalm, the retreating sun hovered between the spires of a city piercing the iron sky. Towering, unscalable white stone walls gleamed beneath afternoon light and overshadowed a colorful sea of awnings and stalls. Despite the late rains and unrest building since the war, city dwellers held the seasonal Rain Market. The distant trade route, a dangerous path slicing through the desert, guided groups of travelers carrying coin for market.

I’d barely seen the trade route before. It didn’t touch the remote villages I hailed from. And by the starpalms, Srolo Kapir’s description of the city’s enormity hadn’t prepared me for the tight, squirming feeling in my stomach.

Why had I begged Srolo Kapir to let me be the messenger? Why had I declared that I was nineteen winters old, trained harder in fire than all my classmates—even though they’d progressed levels ahead of me—and had proven my undying loyalty to the Desert Rebellion? He was my guardian and supposed to stop me from doing foolish things. But after his long stare, preamble for “no,” he’d shocked me by agreeing “yes.” Not only that. He’d also said Tol, you are ready.

“Ready,” I whispered. That word meant everything to me, even if we both knew it wasn’t completely true. Srolo Kapir said important sympathizers to the Rebellion lived inside this city. I would find them, and I would deliver the Rebellion’s message.

Falling from among the stars and holding fire as strong and perfected as our blazing sun, a god was returning to Vedoa, like a page from ancient stories. This starpalm, reborn as a human, would overthrow the dynasty and its lifetime of tyranny with the loyal Rebellion rallying behind. The time was now.

By delivering this message, I would start a war. And by proving myself ready, I would earn my place in the battle.

I shouldered my haversack and pulled my traveling scarf, one meant for a man, tighter across my nose and mouth. May the city see a boy instead of me, thanks to my oversized robes, athletic build, and scarf hiding my long, midnight curls. I grasped my staff and planted the end into the dust. Adrenaline coursed through my veins, and fire surged with it to my fingertips. Srolo Kapir’s warning whispered through my mind. Tol, do not wield unless your life depends on it.

“I promise,” I murmured, as if he were here—wishing he was here before I plunged across the desert toward the trade route.

I reached the broad, dusty path and joined the other sojourners. It was a lighter crowd than normal, as Srolo Kapir had predicted, and mostly men, sweeping their robes behind them. The recent conflict and price for water would have prompted them to leave their families at home. Many led stinking beasts of burden and cast me cautious glances before ignoring me. Everyone feared uprisers—or was one. But what could I be besides a village youth, with my sun-bronzed skin, traveling to visit the festival, keeping a modest bag of coin to take something nice home to Mother?

The sun dropped a fingerlength by the time we reached the market, and I parted from the others to melt between the blessedly covered stalls. Jostling among humanity and goods, I kept my head low, pace slow, haversack close, and inhaled the scents of hot bread, souring juice, rich oils, and sweat. I held my breath, pushing through a group of hawkers murmuring to one another. I would’ve assumed city dwellers never bathed, except that I knew the Rain Market traditionally started at sundown. Curfews against the uprisings had forced the festival to begin at simmering midday. And if I didn’t get inside before curfew, I’d be stuck spending the night out here among thieves, which was unthinkable, considering the message I carried. This risk was one of three reasons why Srolo Kapir almost forbade me to go.

I heard the loud conversation of soldiers before I saw them infesting the market ahead. Wearing scarlet armor and crimson Tier 2 tattoos inked across their foreheads—unlike the paint equally gifted civilians wore—they eyed colorful blankets spread with dried spices and spoke the capital tongue. It was a harsh babble in my ears, amplified by the hush their presence caused. Srolo Kapir had told me the capital was sending soldiers to every city and waypoint along the trade route. No one was permitted to speak of Vedoa’s retreat from war with Laijon, a nightmare months old now, or the empress’s “vanishing.” But the people knew, unrest boiled, and soldiers invaded from the capital. Their weighty presence was the second reason Srolo Kapir almost denied me this task.

Capital soldiers made me ill, but I’d rather face them than the third threat Srolo Kapir warned me about. Since the war, Shadow monsters haunted the eastern desert. Eyewitnesses called them powerful winged phantoms that swirled like nightfall—a vile consequence of the dynasty’s greed. A starpalm who could defeat the dynasty could also cleanse Vedoa of Shadows. And they hadn’t invaded the desert interior. Yet. So, I’d focus on thieves and soldiers.

I moved closer to the wall. Seven local guards kept the nearest gate, so I circled the city, pressing between hagglers. The quality of wares deteriorated until the stench of hot livestock, fertilizer, and rotting fruit encouraged me to breathe through my mouth. The narrower south gate boasted two guards.

Give me an undermanned, seedy back door any day.

Though some time remained before sunset and curfew, a small stream of people formed a line to reenter the city. One husband and wife approached the gate, dragging their market wares behind. I translated their weary expressions as poor sales.

A guard left the gate in a flurry of agitated commands. These words I understood, as the locals spoke the common language, and the guard’s gesture for money was obvious. Srolo Kapir had warned me about the entrance fee and given me double the required dacri, now nestled within my boot and unspent crossing the desert.

The husband produced three coins from his pocket. The soldier shouted, “Five dacri per person.”

An unannounced hike in the toll. Some in line inhaled sharply. Or was I the one who gasped? The old writings of the starpalms demanded that we share our coin with the needy. But I was in need. Srolo Kapir had anticipated payment of two dacri and given me four.

The husband begged, pleading for his children. The guard lifted one hand in a single fiery flame. He wore no paint on his forehead. A Tier 1 wielder only.

I itched to fill my hands with fire and challenge him for his injustice. And to get myself inside the walls with everyone else.

The husband and wife retreated, allowing the next person to step up. Could the two of them make more sales in this poorer section of the market where travelers wouldn’t go? Or would they sleep outside the walls until they did? Could I make camp with them? No, what I carried was too precious. I couldn’t trust anyone but the allies, who were inside the wall.

I fantasized about burning the gate down. If I climbed the wall, they’d shoot me down before I could crest the top.

Someone grumbled behind me. A bushy-faced, pinch-eyed vendor threatened some deal concerning his bevy of bottles filled with snake oil.

I scurried deeper into the market to think. Trading goods was impossible unless I wanted to sell the homespun cloak off my back, but I had to get inside.

A gaggle of the wealthy passed the stalls ahead. Draped in shiny, slippery cloth, they paid entrance to the city with ease and even nodded to the soldiers.

I loathed them. Both the military and the rich sat in the pockets of the dynasty, an endless cycle of money, power, and oppression. But justice was coming, maybe sooner than expected, in large and small ways. The writings of the starpalms said something about leveling unequal scales . . . so if I lifted a couple dacri off the next nobleman I saw, that was righting one wrong among many, right? I wasn’t resorting to common thievery. But no pickpocketing. I’d trained too hard to stoop to that.

A glimpse of a dark cloak, stitched with gold, caught my eye. The man wove through stalls, his face covered with a traveler’s scarf. He wasn’t much taller than me, and his stooped shoulders spoke of weariness or weakness. He headed toward the less populated market outskirts. Alone.

I followed.

Past clustered tables, fencing enclosed a herd of stocky desert horses—a conglomeration of bays, chestnuts, and grays. The animals huddled between poles supporting fabric offering shade and a small hut storing the animals’ feed. A skinny horse trader sat in the building’s shadow with his back to the market, playing himself in a game of dice. He remained absorbed as the man in the fine, dark cloak, slick as a specter, jumped the fence and disappeared inside the hut.

A strange move, but lucky for me. Unlike the trader’s last dice toss.

I crept around the fence and away from the grumbling horse trader. Mares watched me, some huffing and a couple shaking their tangled manes. The stallions must be kept elsewhere, leaving the females and young. Please, don’t spook. I hopped the fence onto their side. One mare snorted, but that was all. The trader didn’t even look over his shoulder.

I stole to the hut, drew a breath, and gripped my staff at a point in front of me, left hand under, right hand on top. I reminded myself that the famous Srolo Kapir was my teacher and slipped past the door into cool shadows.

Grain bags filled corners. Where . . . ? I whirled—

A hand seized my arm.
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I swallowed a cry and tried to twist from the man’s grasp. A bag of grain spilled across the close quarters. He wrapped one arm around my middle and covered my mouth. Really? As if I would scream and alert the horse trader, who would consider us both thieves. I paused to breathe, and he held me fast. By the starpalms, I’d underestimated his strength. My gaze trailed down to his cloak hem brushing against my boots. Cloth trimmed in gold, but dirty and tattered. He couldn’t afford a second cloak? I lifted my staff and rammed the end into his gut.

The man gasped. His grip loosened, and I jerked free to face him, staff gripped at my side and stance strong.

Underneath his traveler’s scarf, hunger haunted his sunken cheeks and sharp eyes. Hard times obscured his age, but he was likely ten or fifteen years older than me. My own scarf had slipped, allowing him to appraise my unpainted forehead before pulling his own cowl down. And that movement allowed me to see the scarlet stain he hid.

He was a Tier 2 wielder. Of course, I would accidently target a Tier 2.

He took a deep breath and, in a flash, seized my staff, then pushed me into the feedbags. I scrambled up and lunged for my staff. I managed to deflect his arm and strike his face, both of us slipping on scattered grain, before he twisted the weapon from my hand and shoved me backward against the splintering stall door.

We stilled, listening. Outside, animals snorted.

I caught my breath. No one disarmed me. Ever. Who was he? Bodyguard? Assassin? Why else would he hide his paint?

He touched his bleeding cheek and scowled. “You’re a girl.”

And you’re a—I froze. I’d understood him perfectly. He spoke with the accent of the northern villages. My home for most of my life.

“You’re trained well, but why aren’t you carrying a knife?” His gaze rested on my haversack.

My heart quickened. Tier 2 wielders didn’t go hungry. They served the dynasty and wanted for nothing—unless they’d escaped to the Rebellion. Why was he eyeing my haversack?

No. He couldn’t know about the message I carried. But if he did, would he think me naïve enough to keep it in a bag?

He wiped bloody fingers down his robes.

Wild recklessness seized me. He had my staff. The security of the message was a life-or-death situation. I’d burn this hut down before he stole that.

I opened my left hand in fire. A tiny, unimpressive flicker that danced so close to wood, grain, and flesh.

His eyes narrowed. “Foolish girl.” He dropped the staff and seized my hands, quenching my flames. I made a show of trying to wrench free, but he held fast and pulled my fire from my palms. Siphoning my fire to add to his. Draining me because he was Tier 2 and possessed all Forms of fire in varying modest amounts, with one stronger focus—uncommon Justice, in his case—which enabled him to take. I hadn’t expected that, but it served my purpose.

His brow quirked when he realized that only my left hand yielded fire, but he didn’t release my right. His Justice was weaker than Srolo Kapir’s, making the draining uncomfortable. I refused to squirm, then gradually realized he was trying to be careful.

“You’re like my kid sister,” he said. Zero emotion.

Was she scrappy and loudmouthed too? Or left-handed? Well, I couldn’t return the compliment. I had no family, and he would have reminded me of a thug, regardless.

“I won’t take it all,” he began, then frowned, because he finally noticed that my fire still flowed strong. He hesitated. Lowered his defense.

Poor Tier 2 had leapt into my snare.

“You can’t hold my fire,” I said, and unleashed my gifting into him.

He growled, doubled over, twisted. Hurting almost as much as it hurt me.

Don’t cry out. I kicked him in the head, and he collapsed. Unmoving.

I held my breath as I watched him, then scrambled to search for his pulse. His chest rose and fell. I sighed relief. Thank the desert, I’d held back enough.

Tears pricked my eyes. I hated my weakness, and I despised worrying about this rogue Tier 2 who’d tried to steal the Rebellion’s message. That message would open the door to Vedoa’s future and mine. No one would take that from me.

I searched his cloak, heard coins clink, and removed the money pouch from his trousered leg, which was tied next to a wicked-looking dagger. I reached inside the pouch and removed one coin—not stealing but evening the scales. That would make the five dacri I needed. I stopped and stared.

I didn’t hold a dacri. It was a military coin, bearing the executed empress’s likeness.

Impossible.

I spilled the pouch empty. Five military coins and a handful of dacri.

I yanked his cowl back. He didn’t wear smudged Tier 2 paint. He bore the scarlet tattoo of a royal soldier and, judging by the extra swirls, boasted a high rank. But he wasn’t marching through the Rain Market in crimson armor. He was wearing a stolen nobleman’s cloak and hiding in horse stables.

By the starpalms, he’d fought in Vedoa’s war against Laijon, lost, and dared to return home. To cover unsufferable pride, the dynasty blamed their defeat on the surviving soldiers and placed a price on their heads. If caught, he’d be tortured and “vanish” like the unspeakable empress. The Rebellion fought against such atrocities.

He didn’t know about the message. He was hiding. Separated from friends and family. Hungry. And I, part of the Rebellion, had just knocked out and stolen from one of the people we’d pledged to help, even though I personally could never trust a soldier.

I searched him again. He’d rid himself of his uniform and weapons, only keeping his permanent tattoo and the five incriminating coins. Why hadn’t he melted or buried those?

Outside, the horses stamped and whinnied. The trade owner was singing to gather the animals.

Feed time. And I stood among bags of grain.

I slapped the soldier’s cheeks. Nothing. Dragging him out of here would create a scene. I scooped the military coin into my pocket, added the soldier’s dacri to Srolo Kapir’s coin inside my boot, and spit into my hands to make a disgusting slurry with dirt and grain. This I smeared across his tattoo before pulling his cowl far across his forehead to hide the mark. Straining, I pulled him into the corner and covered his body with feed sacks, leaving him room to breathe.

If the starpalms really cared about humanity—those who wouldn’t stoop to walk among us—he needed their protection now.

The door creaked open.

Staff in hand, I faced the horse trader. He gaped at me.

“Good evening?” I faked a grin and shoved past him, ignoring his cries and startled horses, before vaulting over the fence and disappearing into the market. I fought to slow my pace while meandering as quickly as I could toward the gate. Then I realized the market lay almost deserted.

Curfew was falling. The sun set as a handful of people remained in line to gain access into the city.

I neared the husband and wife, turned away from the gate before, who now huddled behind a small, random collection of household goods laid on a worn rug. Stooping to reach within my boot, I dropped the handful of dacri onto their mat as I passed. The wife’s eyes widened before she scooped up the coins. No thanks given. None deserved.

I hurried to the gate, pausing once to collect the soldier’s five military coins into my fist, before joining the line. My turn arrived.

One guard enjoyed a platter of market food. The second stepped forward, puffing his chest and looking down on me. Sweaty, smelly, and heartless. Being so close to him made my stomach churn.

He held out his hand. “Five dacri.” Beyond him, the towering iron gate stood cracked.

Please blindly see what’s expected.

I dumped the illicit coins into his meaty hand. He grunted and waved me through. I wove around him, past the gate, and strode from market and sunset to towering buildings, narrow alleys, and crowds hurrying through the darkness.
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I’d rather cross the desert for an eternity than this congested labyrinth. Either option was fit punishment for incapacitating the fugitive soldier. I couldn’t believe I’d made such a mistake. What if the horse trader found him? What if he saw his tattoo?

He lay in the hands of the fickle starpalms now. Delivering this message was the best thing I could do for him, but first, I needed to find a blue house where the Rebellion sympathizers lived.

Walls, tall edifices, and sun-bleached fabric canopies hid what remained of the setting sun. Whenever a tendril of light pierced the darkness, I revaluated my direction before dodging past men, women, orphans, elders, and beggars, all of us heading in opposing directions. Twice, I circumnavigated lines twisting behind public wells, where soldiers demanded high thirst fees and took bribes without shame. Tension crackled. More uprisings occurred near wells than anywhere else. The longer the rains delayed, the higher water prices would soar.

Fingers reached inside my pocket. By the starpalms, city snatchers were plentiful. I leaned into the pickpocket, and then he disappeared empty-handed, while I’d gained an overripe mangi fruit from his robes. I tossed it to the next beggar I passed. Perhaps the pickpocket would be a beggar, too, if he didn’t steal. Had I become a thief when I took the soldier’s military coin?

A company of soldiers glutted the passage ahead. I ducked into a narrow, intersecting alley. If only I could elude my guilt as well.

The rooflines ahead dipped downhill. A dazzling, white building crowned the center of the city, the home of the governing clan, another one of the dynasty’s lackeys. But near the city wall, a blue house stood between several other large homes.

Forgoing the front step and bolted gate, I scaled the privacy wall and landed in a garden. Somewhere nearby, goats bleated.

Srolo Kapir called Ami’beti and Bor’beti his old friends and secret supporters of the Rebellion. Unmarried brother and sister. Middle-aged. Goat herders. But those facts were only dried fruits and nuts offered before a meal.

A thick vine grew along the rough face of the house, its walls of sand, earth, and water formed and dried ages ago. I tucked my staff into my belt before climbing the thickest arms of the vine, parched from thirst but strong enough, and reaching a second-story window. After pulling the thin covering cloth away, I found myself in a vacant study boasting rugs and rare wood furniture.

Bad memories made my breathing tighten. I’d shown up at unfamiliar houses covered in dirt and sweat so many times, dreading meeting my next guardian. Knowing the arrangement would last two years at best.

But Srolo Kapir had been my guardian for four years. He hadn’t sent me away. I was only delivering a message, and I’d moved to villages, outposts, hovels, and even a foreign land, but never a city.

Delicious smells wafted from deeper within the dwelling. Dinner hour.

I cracked the door open and stole down the hall. Instinct told me the two ornate doors on the left belonged to the master quarters. I snuck inside the first and faced a large bed and tall stone fire bowl. Flames crackled deep within the bowl to offer warmth during the cool night and to help the sleeper renew his or her gifting. Its faint glow illuminated masculine décor of animal skins and a collection of ancient, mounted swords. This room must belong to Bor’beti, who’d lost a hand defending our borders before purchasing a flock of goats and becoming one of Vedoa’s finest clothmakers. The Rebellion was fortunate to have friends among the upper middle class, who usually owed their lot to the dynasty. I returned to the hall to approach the other door.

Srolo Kapir confided to me that Ami’beti had dedicated her youth as a priestess to the great temple in the capital. She’d served the starpalms closely until the dynasty demanded to be worshiped instead. She then fled the temple and its idolatry to work alongside her brother. Srolo Kapir said she shared the Rebellion’s belief in the prophecy. Who was better qualified to recognize a starpalm reborn into human form than her?

I wanted this starpalm to be real more than anything. Most divinities didn’t lift a finger to help humanity, but she would walk among us. If this goddess appeared, I would kneel and offer my fire and life to be one of her human Shields. To break the dynasty and restore Vedoa, if I proved myself worthy of her service.

Harming the soldier counted against me, so I would work harder to earn my place.

I entered the second room. Goodness, it was bare, but that fit a priestess. One chipped vase held dried flowers. The bed had its blanket tucked in tight. A stone bowl identical to Bor’beti’s claimed the center of the room but stood cold. I needed to remedy that.

I lowered my haversack and staff to the floor, drank the last sip from my water skin, and reached inside my robes for the thick leather strap tied around my waist. I extracted the tiny lump of wax. Holding it again made my heartrate increase, and I pressed the message against my chest.

The ’betis, our noble and powerful allies, would hear my speech, see Srolo Kapir’s message, and rally with us.

Heavy footsteps sounded down the hall.

Gripping the wax in my right hand, I quickly offered the stone bowl a single, modest flame with my left. So much for not wielding. Again.

The doorknob turned. A plump, gray-haired woman entered, garbed in fine, brightly dyed cloth. Muttering, she patted her no-nonsense updo before spying me and uttering a choked cry. “Bor!”

A stooped man peeked inside. Also wearing fine, colorful robes, and missing a forearm and hand.

Identities confirmed.

“Bor, an upriser!”

“Me? No.” I dropped to my fists and knees and spoke into the polished wood floor. “Esteemed priestess, I come in the name of—”

“Get up, vagrant. How did you get past our watchman?” Ami’beti spoke in the common tongue, as Srolo Kapir assured me she would, despite her years in the capital.

I should have removed my traveler’s scarf. This wasn’t the glorious reception I’d hoped for. Imagining them leveling flames in my direction sent me scrambling upright. “I come in the name of Srolo Kapir.”

Ami’beti paused. Bor’beti stared from the threshold, and a knife gleamed in his surviving hand.

I continued. “Srolo Kapir—”

“Kapir is dead.” Ami’beti darted a quick glance toward her brother.

She said that to protect herself. Srolo Kapir was a known enemy of the dynasty and had faked his death decades ago.

“I have proof.” I thrust my open palm and the lump of wax in front of me.

The ’betis stiffened. Attention snared.

Salvaging as much reverence as the moment deserved, I held my head high and dropped the wax into the lit fire bowl. We held our breaths as the wax melted. Then, a tendril of fire danced into the air. Thin and precise, an almost impossible display of Wisdom and Temperance, the tendril wove through the air in Srolo Kapir’s unmistakable scrawl.

Pride swelled in my chest. Just a handful of Tier 3s existed, and only a Tier 3 could wield such a feat. Srolo Kapir had earned his Tier through perfect Temperance, and he’d given his fire to the Rebellion instead of the dynasty. He was my guardian, and he trained my fire.

The message completed, burning and hovering between us.

The one born of legend has come.

Prepare a room for my arrival.

~ True Vedoa’s servant, Kapir

The thread of fire dissipated into smoke.

Ami’beti gasped. Bor’beti’s cheeks flushed.

Now they believed—but wait. I stared at their bare foreheads. Neither wore paint. Could the ’betis, so vital to the Rebellion’s cause, only be Tier 1s? Or lying? But why?

Bor’beti rubbed his eyes. “Was it forged?”

“You know it can’t be.” Ami’beti’s portly frame shook as she shifted and leveled a glare at me. “But you are not the messenger.”

“What?”

“Kapir trains royalty, nobility, the most highly gifted. He wouldn’t send a boy to deliver our salvation.”

“Quiet, Ami.” Bor’beti growled and stepped forward with the knife. “Kapir is dead. You’re not incriminating us, imposter. We want no part with the Rebellion.”

I stepped back. “Srolo Kapir did send me. And I’m not a boy.” I yanked my traveler’s scarf from my head and neck, freeing my dirty curls and revealing my face. No red paint like a Tier 2 swirled across my forehead, just the emerald-green paint of a student training under the famous Srolo Kapir. A forbidden color since he’d broken his allegiance to the dynasty. The paint was likely smudged from travel. Why would an imposter endanger her life with such a detail?

One could hear a grain of sand fall.

Ami’beti’s cheeks paled. “How old are you?”

“Older than I look. Nineteen winters.”

“Kapir found you four years ago.” A statement, and her mouth pinched as if she regretted speaking.

How did she know that? My stomach twisted. They were far removed from the Rebellion. If she knew that, did she know about my . . . problem? “You’ve heard about me?”

Apparently so. Both looked like they’d seen a ghost.

I forced a grim smile. “Srolo Kapir told me to wait with you until he comes. I’ll pull my own weight. I’ll stay out of the way.” Stares. I swallowed. “I promise not to wield.” Unless it’s a life-or-death situation.

Ami’beti sputtered. “You’re supposed to be a Tier 2.”

Ouch. “I’m only a year late.” Or so.

Bor’beti hissed. “She can’t. Neither can he—”

She interrupted her brother. “When is Kapir coming?”

“Soon. He didn’t tell me.” Please don’t kick me out.

Ami’beti’s eyes hardened. “How can I stop Kapir’s arrival? How can I send her into the streets and their nightly riots? She stays.”

Bor’beti stirred. “Ami—”

“No one will know she’s here.” She leaned to whisper in his ear, making the man scowl, before turning back to me. “What do you call yourself, girl?”

“Tol.”

“Come. I’ll show you your room.”

I blinked, snatched my staff and haversack, and followed.

Ami’beti ushered me to the end of the hall and up a narrow flight of stairs to a single door. She unlocked the room and gestured me inside.

I went into the cramped space and stared. One window covered in cloth, one plain bed, one worn rug. No stone bowl for fire, not that I would’ve wanted one. But the rough, earthen walls were covered in the carved copper images of starpalms. Every single known deity accounted for, so far as I could tell.

My skin crawled looking at them looking at me. Was this tower where Ami’beti maintained her priestly practice?

“A maid will bring a damp cloth for your bath.”

A luxury. I nodded. “Thank you.”

“You’ll earn your keep until Kapir arrives.”

I mentally added the respectful title srolo. Earning keep was important, and I was starving. “Yes, Priestess. And also—”

“Ami’beti is sufficient,” she snapped.

Someone knocked, and Ami’beti swung the door wide. “Place it in the corner.”

A baby-faced, broad-shouldered young man staggered in, straining to carry a heavy, lidded pot. I noted his deep tan, attesting to much time outdoors, and unpainted forehead. He was probably a Tier 1 like the vast majority of Vedoa. Like Ami’beti and Bor’beti. I could never look down on that, as some did. I had enough problems of my own. But how had the ’betis navigated a lifetime of intrigue as Tier 1s? Did that help camouflage their Rebellion loyalties?

He lowered the pot in the corner as instructed and cast me an inquisitive look.

Never seen a village girl before? I folded my arms.

“Out.” Ami’beti waved the young man down the steps and watched until he disappeared. “That jar is your first task. I expect you to use it every morning and evening.”

It clearly wasn’t a chamber pot, so . . . “Priestess, I mean—Ami’beti?”

“Goodnight, Tol.” She inclined her head and shut the door. Her footsteps plodded away.

My stomach gurgled. Until breakfast then, but at least she’d called me Tol. I stole to the pot and lifted the lid. It was filled with charcoal-colored sand.

By the starpalms, my reputation preceded me. She wanted me to drain my fire twice a day. Not even my most fearful guardians demanded so much. The sand would never cool! And it was probably harvested from the edge of the filthy trade route by that wide-eyed errand boy.

I stomped my foot. Loudly. Who cared if they heard? I’d rather sleep on the starpalm-forsaken, soldier-plagued streets than submit to this.

Against Srolo Kapir’s wishes, I filled my left hand with flame, and shaped it into three tiny rings of perfect precision. A shape worthy of Tier 2 paint. Magnificence, one’s source of fire, and Wisdom to shape it—but then my Temperance wobbled, and the rings shuddered.

I clenched my hands, extinguishing my fire, heart pounding. I didn’t want to drain myself because she’d said so, but I hadn’t trained since leaving Srolo Kapir, hadn’t wielded in days, and my veins had started to pulse with built-up fire. Hissing through my teeth, I rolled up my sleeves and knelt by the jar. Counted to three. Plunged my left hand into the pot and began.

Shapeless, untamed fire poured from my fingertips and expired under the safe, heavy, smothering sand. Wisps of smoke burned my eyes.

Empty yourself.

I’m trying!

I groaned as the heat increased. If only I could expend myself by wielding instead, but it was too dangerous. I trained under Srolo Kapir, a Tier 3 famous for his Temperance, and still my own Temperance, the Form that held Wisdom, Justice, and Magnificence together, floundered. What was wrong with me?

Keep your eyes on the goal. Gulping deep breaths, I whispered the prophecy. “A starpalm will walk the desert in human form. From an endless well, her fire will cleanse the monster’s lair, kindle life within dead bones, and fill the depths of the world. She, the one born of legend, will slay her own soul to finish the age.”

I would master my Temperance. No more uncontrollable messes of fire. I would earn my Tier 2 paint. I would serve the Reborn Star as one of her Shields. Srolo Kapir’s training wouldn’t be wasted on me. And rain would fall in Vedoa again.

My shoulders hitched, and I ground my teeth. It felt like the skin of my hand peeled off my bones. Tears dripped down my chin.

Empty yourself!

I can’t. My fire won’t end.

I yanked my hand from the jar. No charred bones. Fingers and skin remained whole, like always.

My chest heaved. I scooted backward and leaned against the wall. Exhaustion gripped me, and I hated having so many images watching above me. I closed my eyes.

Through the partially opened window, the sounds of a riot deep inside the city rose to my ears. I willed myself to stay vigilant in this creepy tower, but weariness claimed me as uprisers and soldiers stirred trouble up not so far away, waiting for someone to claim Vedoa’s throne. Everyone praying for falling rain.
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A handful of years before I was born, for reasons I’d failed to unearth, a Vedoan woman had fled to Laijon, our enemy country, to carve a new life for herself. Vedoa and Laijon were one nation centuries ago, and she could pass as Laijonese if she didn’t speak. She married a Laijonese man, Daemu, one with sympathy for a homeless foreigner, and could have successfully disappeared if not for her loose ties with the Rebellion.

After her first time running away from her foreign home, the Rebellion paid her to return and hide me in Laijon. So my first guardian had swaddled me against her back and recrossed Vedoa’s border into Laijon on foot.

I grew up in a home with my guardian, her husband, and their half-blooded twins, just a year older than me. By actions, my guardian taught me that twins were considered bad luck in our culture, and she grew cruel and neglectful toward all three of us, even her children. She demanded that I act like a servant, but Daemu had welcomed me as if I were his own, which still hurt to remember.

When we were older, Daemu taught his twins and me a Laijonese game using a wooden board and sixteen playing pieces. The boy, Roji, and I played, while his sister, Seyo, cheered for both of us or moaned when Roji captured my important pieces and plucked them off the board. Roji often celebrated too early. I’d do something silly, like gather his captured pieces and line them up on the edge of the board, declaring that the prisoners of war had changed sides and would now fight for me. Roji and Seyo laughed while insisting that my stunt didn’t count, but I smiled and schemed before moving one of my pieces in an unconventional attack. Roji would sober and either win in a quick series of attacks or, if he was flustered, hand the game to me, which resulted in much sulking on his part.

Those happy days ended when I was nine, the night my restless guardian woke and led the two of us sneaking back into Vedoa. Having been ill in heart for years, she left her Laijonese husband and half-Laijonese children, only to die from sickness shortly after.

I felt like a game piece right now, moved by the whims of Ami’beti. Two days. Four drainings.

I trudged downstairs three times a day to eat with the ’betis. Tension was a constant side dish. Otherwise, they worked the property, and I stayed in my tower alone.

My excitement for the Reborn Star’s arrival dimmed. She was supposed to show up on Ami’beti’s doorstep any day, so Srolo Kapir believed. Where was she? When would she rescue me from this prison?

Doing nothing irritated me. Surely Srolo Kapir didn’t mean for me to neglect my training this long. I decided practicing was different than defense and wouldn’t break my promise.

Sitting on my knees, concentrating as hard as I could, I pooled fire into my hands. Just basic warm-ups and small, careful shapes. My control was stronger after draining—

My Temperance thinned. Shapes wobbled.

I closed my fist and quickly quenched my flames. All around me, hanging images boasted glowers and grins.

Magnificence was useless without Temperance. Why in the desert would the Reborn Star ever choose me as one of her Shields?

I vaulted to my feet and barreled through the door downstairs. Before breakfast was called. Who cared if the ’betis exploded at my display of free will? I rushed through the kitchen, passed a gawking maid, and burst outdoors into cool, early air.

Beyond the ’betis’ droopy, thirsty garden, their stifling property wall, and the city wall in the distance, pink and gold touched the furthest reaches of the sky. If only I saw clouds. And my shimmering, ebony desert was so close and yet too far.

“Fine, Bor. Go and hurry back, before the crowds thicken.”

I froze, hearing Ami’beti.

Her voice neared. “Take something to eat. The price for street food is atrocious.”

I whirled to escape and plowed right into Ami’beti’s generous frame.

“Tol!” She pushed me back and patted her tightly bound hair, flustered. “What are you doing? Where are you going?”

“Nothing. Nowhere. I just wanted”—freedom—“fresh air.”

“Humph.” Ami’beti eyed me. “You’ll get more than that. Come.”

She led me past the goat pen housing a herd of the silkiest, snow-white goats I’d ever seen. Goats that wouldn’t survive one night in the desert, but whose coats made the ’betis rich. She ignored their bleating and stopped before a circle of stone covering a small cistern for rain collection. Of course, they had servants and fine meals, so why not their own cistern, while every northern village shared community water sources?

Ami’beti planted her hands on her hips and yelled. “Boy?”

The baby-faced, broad-shouldered young man hurried from the corner of the house. When not delivering a jar of sand to my tower, he ran errands for the ’betis or played night watchman, and not a very good one, since he’d missed my entry. In my mind, I named him Beck and Call.

He offered Ami’beti a bow, a far more practiced one than I expected, and shot me a glance.

“Open the cistern.”

Beck and Call crouched to slide the heavy, stone cover away. Ami’beti looked over his shoulder into the reservoir, and her expression tightened.

Old rainwater pooled dangerously low.

Ami’beti handed me an empty pail. “Water’s expensive. Spill a drop, you pay for it.”

So, it began. Move the fencing. Brush their coats—gently! This is Vedoa’s finest breed, not slabs of meat. Oh, I’ll just do it. Clean that up. You haven’t fed them yet? I swear, she gave me twice as many tasks as Beck and Call. Was she testing me? I barely restrained my tongue from asking how she managed before my arrival. Ami’beti’s thumb weighed more than the dunes. If Srolo Kapir didn’t return soon, I was going to lose my mind—

A goat butted my calf. I shooed it away and turned to find Beck and Call staring at me.

I started, then offered a glare that made his gaze drop and his round cheeks redden. Enough. He was decent looking, but my interest in him was as strong as my dedication to the ’betis’ livestock.

A flurry captured everyone’s attention as a flock of migratory birds, flapping and chirping, landed among the trees and pen fencing, spooking the goats. Each was the warm color of seeded mangi fruit, with purple bellies and throats.

Ami’beti pursed her lips. “Now they show up. Late, like the winter rains.”

“They’ve come for the winter rains,” I commented. “Maybe it’s a good sign.”

Ami’beti hesitated. “You’re right.” Then she gestured. “Come, Tol.”

I followed her into the house, leaving Beck and Call behind, on into the kitchen. Ami’beti directed me to begin chopping root vegetables for stew.

Emboldened that we’d agreed about something—and her trust in handing me a knife—I dared to speak again. “Where’s Bor’beti?”

Ami’beti prepared a pot over the hearth, breathing heavily with the effort. “Weeks ago, a runner was sent to the capital to climb its mountains and track the incoming rain. His return has been sighted.”

Hope leapt in my chest. Soon, the whole city would know when the rain was predicted to finally fall. Maybe I was right about the mangi birds. For once, I couldn’t wait to see Bor’beti.

Questions burned in my mind. I chose carefully. “Do you think the Reborn Star is in the city?”

Ami’beti dropped a handful of spices into a mortar with a pestle. “Yes.”

I blinked. “Really? Then she should arrive any moment. Even before Srolo Kapir.”

Ami’beti ground the spices with renewed aggression, filling the air with pungent aroma. “We cannot guess or force the timing of a starpalm.”

“How will you recognize her if she wears human form?”

“I’ve begun to wonder that myself.” Ami’beti speared me with a look. “Do you think Bor’beti will return with good tidings for rain?”

She tested me. I stood taller. “No. The Immortal Abyss has stopped the rains because of the dynasty.” I spat the word. “Innocent blood shed at their hands cries out from the earth. These cries awaken the Immortal Abyss and its punishments. Only the blood of the guilty will satisfy the Abyss.”

Ami’beti nodded. “The Reborn Star will judge the dynasty. How will she call the rains?”

“She’ll speak to her brother and sister starpalms, the gods of water, and demand rainfall.”

“How? What if they don’t listen?”

“She—ah—she’s a starpalm.”

Ami’beti’s gaze narrowed, and she swept spice into the pot.

My toes curled inside my boots. I refused to lose this test. “She’ll speak by—”

“What if the Reborn Star is delayed?”

“She—we—the drought would ravage Vedoa,” I stammered. “The oases would dry. People would die. The Reborn Star can’t be late.”

“But if she is? The Desert Rebellion can’t wait for her forever. They would need to seek justice unaided. If the Rebellion refuses to help when they’re able to act, does this not also make them guilty of innocent blood?”

My stomach twisted. Could the Reborn Star be delayed?

Ami’beti brandished a spoon toward me. “What would you do?”

I took an involuntary step back and berated myself for it. “I would follow Srolo Kapir.”

“What if he were late? What if the Rebellion overcame the dynasty without him, and by a miracle, climbed deep into the belly of the western volcanoes and approached the Immortal Abyss? What would you do, Tol? How would you call the starpalms to stop the judgment, if you were the last rebel standing?”

What maddening interrogation. Was this what priestesses did for fun? I sorted through scrambled thoughts. “Starpalms, I—”

“Don’t utter foul language under my roof.”

My cheeks warmed.

Ami’beti heaved a sigh. “You’re young and inexperienced. Striving to prove your capabilities.” Her voice lowered, as if speaking to herself. “You’re not ready for what’s coming.”

“You ask questions that would stump the Rebellion’s elders!” I grumbled. “I am ready to join the fight. Srolo Kapir said so.” Because my Temperance would strengthen. It had to.

“I’ve known Kapir longer than you’ve been alive,” Ami’beti said. “He’s an incredible leader, but sometimes his optimism gets the better of him, such as his secret, heretical beliefs. How does he reconcile the Reborn Star to those?”

I didn’t answer. Srolo Kapir thought that all the starpalms, separated from their negative qualities, were pieces of a supreme starpalm, a singular, all-powerful being he called the One. I always changed the conversation when he brought it up. It made me uncomfortable, especially because my faith in most of the starpalms was almost nonexistent.

With a condescending laugh, Ami’beti returned to the pot. “What about the birds, Tol? If the Reborn Star is delayed, they will be the first to fall from thirst.”

I lifted my chin. “They would live because I will give them the last drops of my water before watching them die.” I strode from the kitchen toward my tower.

But not before relishing the surprise covering Ami’beti’s face.

[image: * * *]

Beck and Call poked his head inside the house to announce Bor’beti’s return after dinner. He was late, close to breaking curfew, and I’d endured remaining with Ami’beti at the table as she stewed, plates untouched and cold.

Bor’beti filled the dining room doorway. He always jumped seeing me, as if I were a plague.

“Where have you been?” Ami’beti gestured to the food. “Sit.”

Bor’s features were twisted. “There’s no rain coming from the sea.”

Ami’beti paled but spoke calmly. “We expected this.”

“I didn’t,” he countered.

“What kept you so late?”

Bor swallowed and looked at me.

Ami’beti noticed and pointed a finger toward the door. “I’ll call you from your room when it’s dinnertime,” she said to me.

Dinnertime passed long ago. But I stood, exited the room, shut the door, and clomped down the hallway before tiptoeing back and pressing my ear against the doorpost. Ami’beti’s murmurings were difficult to discern, but Bor’beti was not a skilled whisperer.

“It’s a bad omen, Ami.”

“Shush. Don’t utter something so absurd.”

“They’ve caught six.”

“Are their identities certain?”

“They’re all branded. They were in hiding.”

My blood chilled. They were talking about fugitive soldiers. How had the city caught so many? I thought of the one I followed into the horse trader’s hut.

“The clan leader is going to sacrifice them tomorrow. He thinks it will bring the clouds back.”

Tense quiet reigned until Ami’beti spoke curtly. “Superstitious nonsense.”

“What about Tol?”

My already pounding heart skipped.

Ami’beti shushed him, and both fell into mutterings I couldn’t untangle. I slid down the wall to sit on my heels and think. If that ex-soldier were caught, it was my fault.

[image: * * *]

Past bedtime, after draining again, I paced my room and thought up a dozen possible courses of action concerning the soldiers, three of which were plausible. Finally, I made my choice.

I would sneak to the execution and free the prisoners, whether “my soldier” was among them or not. My mistake would be righted, and I would rob the city rulers of such a spectacle as executing cast-off humanity as penance to the cloudless sky.

Ami’beti called me unready. I’d prove her wrong.

I approached the window, pulled the covering cloth back, and stared.

First, a thirsty but sturdy vine climbed past my window to the roof. What a convenient, discreet exit from this house. Now I just needed a ride into the bowels of the city.

Second, a plump form moved purposefully through the dark. Ami’beti approached the water cistern and shoved the stone cover free. Lowering to her hands and knees, she dipped a pail into the lowest recesses, and placed the precious commodity under the clustering trees.

Jewel-toned birds, gray in the dark, swooped to perch on the bucket’s rim.

Ami’beti struggled to her feet, shoved the cistern’s cover back into place, and disappeared back into the house.
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The sun burned across the sky toward the gleaming capstones of the city’s wall. Ami’beti and Bor’beti hitched their stocky desert horse to their tiny, covered gig, and the carriage shifted and creaked as they climbed inside.

With a loop of rope biting into my middle, I clung to the mounting steps and undercarriage, my traveler’s scarf wrapped tightly around my nose and mouth. Bor’beti clucked to the horse, tapping his foot anxiously, and we lurched forward. The four spoked wheels, useless for desert travel and thus confined to city cobblestones, squeaked annoyingly. I closed my eyes against a perpetual cloud of dust as we rumbled into the streets. The ’betis huddled above me in silence while I bumped against the carriage body with every uneven paving stone.

Attending the execution was necessary to maintain high standing with the city, but their forced compliance was nauseating.

As we neared the heart of the city, the crowd thickened. Bor’beti shouted for people to make way.

Close enough. I untied the rope and rolled out from under the carriage. Pulling my staff free from my belt, I slipped into the congested throng.

Towering edifices and sun-whitened awnings framed a public square glittering with afternoon sunlight. I stood on the balls of my feet and spied a knot of soldiers, some dressed in the colors of the city and some in the capital’s scarlet, positioned around a small building with a single door. One guard opened the door and disappeared down into the earth. The dungeon.

“Move.” A man dressed in servants’ garb elbowed past me clutching a sloshing, opaque bottle and stack of empty tin cups.

Six tins. One bottle of cheap wine. He was headed in the direction of the dungeon.

I pressed close behind the servant, easy to do in this jostling crowd, and rammed the end of my staff into a certain spot in the back of his head. The servant stumbled, and I snatched the bottle and cups before he crumpled to the ground. Many gasped and grumbled at the nuisance of stepping over an unconscious body. I tucked the staff into my belt and headed toward the soldiers. Slowly and calmly—even though their armor and what they represented made my blood boil and my skin crawl.

One of the soldiers draped in scarlet spied me and spat something in the capital tongue.

My shoulders hitched. I didn’t understand—

He yanked me through the others toward the door. I recoiled at his touch and their sweat-stained leathers, sheathed swords, and armor. I finally deducted that he’d said “You’re late” and almost spilled everything when the capital soldier pushed me through the doorframe and down a flight of steps. I suppressed my instinct to flee and descended past flickering wall sconces to the bottom.

A gloomy hallway cut through the underground chamber. Murmuring ceased at my entrance, and the stink of unwashed bodies rolled over me. I set the bottle and tins aside and hurried down the corridor, ignoring men and women begging for drink, until reaching the final human cages.

Six men set apart, who carried themselves a bit too tall. A crippling aura of defeat pervaded my senses. I searched their haunted faces. Stranger, stranger, stranger—him.

The soldier from the horse trader’s hut slouched against a corner. His eyes glittered with surprise, then anger. The northern dialect dripped from his tongue. “Had to ensure that the job was done, my fellow stable rat?”

“It’s Tol.” I grasped the cell bars. I was putting myself within his reach, but I didn’t care. “What were you thinking returning to a city with military coin? By the—” Ami’beti’s sour expression rose in my mind, and I swallowed the oath.

“Your accent is northern.”

“Does that not lend a little trust? Listen, at least ten soldiers guard the door. Commoners pack the square. I can get you into the crowd. After that, you’re on your own.” I thrust my arms into his cell. “Give me your hands.”

His mocking expression grew taut. “Don’t toy with me. If I still possessed my fire, we wouldn’t be talking. And I wouldn’t have given you my fire for false promises of freedom.”

They’d been drained. Permanently. They might as well have had their hands amputated. “I’ll rekindle your gifting.”

The words hung in the moldy air as he eyed me. “Who are you?”

“I already told you.”

“Tol is just a name. Let me rephrase. What are you?”

“You don’t have time for this.”

“It’s not difficult, Stable Rat. For example, my name is Samari, and I’m a soldier of the highest rank, punished for following my empress’s orders into battle against Laijon. Your turn.”

“Look, I never meant for this to happen. Please let me make it right. Give me—”

Samari lunged to grasp the bars. Now I could see bruising on his face from a beating. Where his military wielding tattoo was, an angry, blistering brand seared across his forehead. The brand of a traitor.

I refused to shrink back.

“Your Magnificence is impressive. You proved that through our . . . meeting. The starpalms dared bless you with Justice, too, if you offer to ‘rekindle.’ As if I would fall for that trick.” He spat. “I have friends in unique places, and I don’t intend to surrender to the grave today. But if I do, I will die an honest man. Slither back to the gilded serpent’s hole where you came from, and throw my regards in the dynasty’s face.”

“Serpent’s hole? What in the desert are you suggesting?”

“Justice is the rarest Form. Anyone who possesses it ends up in the military or the palace’s employ, and you’re not military. So why does the palace send you after me? There are easier ways to collect Tier 2s—like not hunting and executing us.”

My blood simmered. “I would die your intended death before I would serve the dynasty.” I whirled to face the other cell and its five captured soldiers. “Anyone else imaginative enough to believe I’m on your side?”

“She lies,” Samari declared.

After a moment, a soldier with a long face and darting eyes nodded and reached for my hands.

I tensed at the feeling of his meaty fingers around mine, but reminded myself that he was a product of the dynasty’s oppression. With extreme care, I eased my fire into him. Just enough to reawaken his gifting and give him enough flame to fight with. His eyes widened with surprise or maybe pain. I was thankful my Temperance was holding. Giving fire didn’t hurt him as much as it hurt me, but I refused to let it show in my face.

Sweat gathering across my brow, I wrenched my hands free. The soldier rubbed his palms together and opened them in bright, healthy flames, which illuminated his shock.

The rest of the soldiers clustered closer and stretched their hands toward me, desperate.

I offered fire to the second soldier, third, fourth, and fifth, who resisted letting go. I tugged my hands free, gulping breaths, and turned to Samari. In different circumstances, his disbelief would have made me laugh. Instead, I bowed and spread my arms toward his awed comrades, each cautiously holding unshaped flames.

“Don’t be a fool,” I said. “Let me help you.”

Samari studied me, then extended his hands.

I immediately seized them and poured fire back into him too. When he grimaced, I slackened my strength, though wishing very much to do the opposite.

“The palace would give a city’s water ration to learn that someone like you had escaped their clutches. If you don’t serve them—”

“I will never be the dynasty’s lackey.”

“Easy!” Samari’s voice strained. “The soldier who drained me did so with greater gentleness. Who do you serve?”

I dropped his hands.

Samari uttered an oath and bent over a moment, before slowly straightening. He cupped his hands, and fire flickered in his palms. His narrow eyes lifted to mine, betraying his doubt.

I smirked, but then he spoke in the capital tongue too quickly for me to try to understand. His friends chuckled.
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