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        There shall be enmity between Zayria and the Veli.

      

      

      
        
        There shall arise, in the third Year of the Sun, a Man of Death. Then shall be the beginning of sorrows.

      

      

      
        
        From among the inhabitants of Zayria shall arise a Defender, and death shall bring life.
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        * * *

      

      My best friend is spending her last morning of freedom hate-fucking some dude she can’t stand and yet can’t get enough of, while I’m out here simply trying to survive. No cheap thrills for me.

      I strike my match then look both ways as the flame sparks to life. The surface of the distant road to my right appears to shimmer—the tricks the heat plays with the eyes. To my left, the trees standing sentry on the edge of the forest are completely still.

      The coast is clear.

      The punishment for stealing crops is death these days, but since not eating results in death too, I’m willing to take my chances.

      Aunt Lilah and I are down to our final three nutri-bars—dense, brick-like rectangles made from ground millet, crushed root vegetables, and whatever bits of dried meat the village can scrape together. They taste like sawdust mixed with chalky earth, and have the texture of something between chewing leather and gritty compressed sand—but they keep you alive. Barely.

      After eating one nutri-bar each for ten days straight, our bodies are screaming for real food. My stomach has given up on growling and now just aches with a hollow, gnawing emptiness that makes my hands shake and my vision blur at the edges. Aunt Lilah tries to hide her hunger, but I've seen her pressing her fist against her abdomen when she thinks I'm not looking, trying to ease the cramping that comes from surviving on nothing but processed desperation.

      I toss my burning matchstick over the fence. Decoy fires are always effective. I’m not trying to be original here. Just efficient. I should feel bad about kindling an already sun-scorched pasture land, but desperation can push a girl to pretty much anything. Besides, the field is already dead. Once lush and green, it’s now miles of barren, cracked earth dotted with the skeletons of plants and bushes long deceased.

      My fire needs no encouragement. It swells rapidly, a ravenous, crackling beast, and greedily begins to feast on a mound of parched brambles. It burns almost as hot as the current of nervous excitement thrumming through my blood.

      Today is Assessment Day.

      That shouldn’t be exciting for a commoner like me, as The Assessment usually just confirms what everyone already knows. Born poor, die poor. But I’m a fool, which means I’m hoping for more. Because sometimes, every once in a while, The Assessment uncovers diamonds in the rough. Commoners who belong among the elite, the magic-wielding Sciartists, or, as I’m hoping, the military.

      My fire, having devoured the brambles, crawls along the ground to a nearby tree, finding new prey. Its smoke rises in a thick, gray column as it pops and crackles menacingly.

      Time to make myself scarce.

      I turn and slip into the forest just as a distant shout reaches my ears. “Fire!”

      They shouldn’t suspect any foul play as fires are frequent these days. Spontaneous blazes kindled by the sun itself. They have almost reduced Zayria to ashes.

      I weave my way through the trees, their gnarled, naked branches clawing at my cloak. It’s much too hot for such attire, but how else will I conceal the goods I’m about to steal?

      The trees provide little shade. Their tangled canopy overhead is a leafless latticework that allows the sun direct access to me. Sweat drips down my neck and back, sticking my clothes to my body and making me itch. More drips from my temples. Fierce hunger and fatigue make me want to slow down, but I push my legs harder.

      It’s been a year since the last rainfall, and the heat is like a thick, breathless fog. Worst of all is how still the air is. There isn’t a whisper of a breeze.

      Rumor has it that tomorrow will mark a third Year of the Sun, but I refuse to concern myself with such empty speculation. Nobody will know for sure until it’s announced at The Assessment.

      Two consecutive Years of the Sun are rare. But to have a third? That’s unheard of. And terrifying. Apart from the fact that thousands more people will die of heatstroke, dehydration, starvation—and a myriad of other dark delights caused by endless, suffocating heat and insufficient crops—there are frightening prophecies about a third Year of the Sun.

      I take a sharp left and dodge through the densely packed trees. The underbrush is crispy under my feet. Clouds of dust billow from my every step. Soon, I emerge from the forest in a narrow lane of lifeless, brown grass. It borders another field. This one lush and green, bursting with tall, flourishing stalks of corn.

      The village Sciartists use their mystical skills to grow just enough food to keep us from starvation—at least those of us with enough money to afford it. Aunt Lilah and I can only afford the nutri-bars. We both signed the village petition that food be free and rationed equally at this time. The whole village of Isaleh signed it. But it was rejected. Still, I’m grateful for the Sciartists and what they do. It comes at a heavy price. Isaleh once had seven Sciartists. We now have only three. The power takes its recompense.

      My stomach growls like a frenzied animal as I quickly cross the grassy lane. The seven foot fence sectioning off the field is no obstacle to my determination. However, it’ll be spelled with Sciarts wards. Wards that I’m no doubt triggering as my fingers and feet readily find nooks and crevices. My head goes light at the impact when I land on the other side, but I don’t have time for dizziness or weakness.

      I reach for an ear of corn, and the unfamiliar gold bangle around my right wrist winks in the sun, almost blinding me. I did my part to grow this corn. Isaleh has been trying to depend less on its remaining three Sciartists, trying to lighten their burden by developing an elaborate system of fetching water from the lake, desalinating and purifying it, and using it to water the crops. For the past six months, I’ve been volunteering at the desalination plant for three hours every day after school and six hours a day on weekends, doing my part for the village.

      A cool breeze sweeps by, toying with the wisps of my hair that have come loose from my braid and momentarily muting the ferocious heat. I freeze. If I wasn’t in stealth mode I would have let out a shriek of joy.

      Sciarts!

      They’re using a spell to keep the field temperate so that the crops can grow. Around me, the stalks of corn wave their leaves lazily in the magical breeze. The coolness is so refreshing, I want to lie down and never leave.

      A biting pang of hunger spurs me into action. I part my cloak and open the sack bound around my chest. I make quick work of filling it with blessed, golden corn. It takes five ears. I wrap the cloak around my chest again to conceal the sack. Without my decoy fire in the next field, the guards would already have been here. But they’ll all be trying to put out that fire before it spreads here and destroys the corn. I could be gone before anyone shows up, but it’s always good to have a contingency plan. With a glance over my shoulder, I tug my second sack from the waistband of my loose trousers and hurriedly fill it.

      Once I’m done, I climb up the fence again. At the top, I straddle both sides, my left side still in the coolness of the field, and my right side baking once more in the smothering heat.

      Please don’t let the coming year be another Year of the Sun, I beg the Sky Powers, despite Zayria’s collective prayers for rain going unanswered for months on end.

      As I jump down, shadows shift in the forest, then three men with drawn swords appear from among the trees. They’re clad in the black uniform of crop guards. Every Sciarts-assisted field in the village has crop guards; people employed to defend the limited food supply from thieves like me.

      The second I land, they’re upon me, blades pointing at my neck, the tips biting into my skin.

      I sigh. I know what Aunt Lilah would say if she could see me. Xia, Xia. I told you this was a bad idea.

      Under normal circumstances, the punishment for stealing crops is imprisonment. It was escalated to death last new year after the announcement of a second Year of the Sun. Death, unless the goods are still in the thief’s possession and can be restored.

      “What are you doing here?” demands one of the guards, a scrawny man with yellowed eyes.

      “It’s pretty clear what she’s doing,” another guard says eyeing my sack of corn. The hollows of his jaw are so sunk in, he might as well be a corpse. “The rules say to kill crop thieves on sight.”

      Yellow-eyes gives Corpse a quelling look then regards me once more. “Who are you?”

      “I…can’t answer that question,” I reply.

      The guards frown.

      I smile. Usually, I would be afraid. But not today.

      “If you look at my right wrist,” I say, “you’ll see that I’m wearing a gold bangle.” I don’t dare raise my arm to show them for fear that they might think I’m attacking and thrust their swords through my neck.

      The guards look at my right wrist, then they lower their swords.

      Every eighteen year old in Zayria received their gold bangle last week. It’s the king’s invitation to The Assessment. The guards can’t hurt me. Not when I could have special gifts, or a big destiny. Occasionally, peasant villagers like myself have been plucked from obscurity after having a big destiny revealed by The Assessment. But that’s getting more and more uncommon. Theories abound among the village folk as to why that is. The most outlandish being that our ahauras—our gifts and destinies—are being stolen during The Assessment. Nobody knows whether destinies can truly be stolen, but it’s a conspiracy theory that village women whisper about from behind their lace fans every year as The Assessment approaches.

      “You think that just because you’re attending The Assessment this morning, you won’t be punished for your crime?” Corpse growls.

      “I could have a big destiny and become your supervisor,” I reply.

      “Or you could have the same destiny as everyone else in this Powers-forsaken village and become a farmhand.”

      As the words hang in the air like a death sentence, a familiar voice cuts through the tension. "I saw them!"

      My heart stops, then kicks into a frantic rhythm as Jasper Kaine emerges from the tree line. Sky Powers above, he's beautiful! The morning sun catches the bronze undertones in his dark skin, and he moves with the confident grace of someone who's never known want. His clothes mark him as nobility—a crisp white tunic that flows over his lean, muscular frame and probably costs more than Aunt Lilah and I see in a year, paired with deep blue trousers that fit him perfectly. Silver threads are embroidered along his collar and cuffs, catching the light with every movement.

      He’s breathtaking, but that isn't why my heart is tripping all over itself. It’s his hair. Usually, his thick black curls flop over his forehead in a tousled mess. Today, they’re woven in the way men braid their hair ahead of requesting a woman's hand in marriage. The intricate pattern starts at his temples and weaves backward in neat rows. Some of the braids are adorned with small gold beads that mark him as the chief's son.

      He's going to Request me!

      Jasper and I have been together for two years, and I would be lying if I said I’ve never considered the possibility that this might happen. But Jasper is the chief’s son, so I never let myself entertain the idea for more than a few fleeting moments.

      I note that he isn't holding any fireblooms—the bright red flowers traditionally offered during a marriage proposal. Maybe he's going to Request me after The Assessment. It's common for boys to Request a girl's hand in marriage after the ceremony, as they'll both know each other's ahauras and whether their roles in society will be compatible.

      I begin to tremble. I’ve always assumed that I was more invested in our relationship than Jasper was. I never imagined that he’s been planning a future with me.

      The guards immediately bow their heads toward Jasper, recognition flickering in their eyes.

      "Young master," Yellow-eyes says in deference.

      Jasper barely acknowledges them, his dark eyes fixed on something in the distance. "I saw the culprits who started the fire," he says, his voice carrying the authority of someone born to command. "Three men running." He points toward the eastern edge of the forest. "They went that way."

      Because he's the chief's son, the guards listen without question. Two of them immediately take off in the direction Jasper pointed, their black uniforms disappearing into the trees.

      The remaining guard—Corpse—bows his head lower toward Jasper. "Young master, I have reason to believe that this girl has stolen corn." His gaze flicks to me, cold and unforgiving. "Your punishment will be waiting for you after the ceremony."

      I sigh and drop my sack of corn. "Not if I restitute what I stole."

      The bundle strapped to my chest is still concealed by my cloak. It bulges horribly, making me look like I’m particularly well-endowed in the breast department. I hope he doesn’t suspect anything.

      As Yellow-eyes checks the contents of my decoy sack, I sweep past him, back into the forest, and Jasper follows. I’m glad when the guard, satisfied with my restitution, lets me go.

      Jasper and I walk in silence until the trees swallow us completely, the sounds of the guards fading behind us. Once it’s clear that we're completely alone, Jasper turns to me with that knowing smirk I've come to love. "You still have some corn, right?" His dark eyes dance with amusement.

      "Of course." I can't help the smile that tugs at my lips as I remove the sack of corn from under my cloak.

      He chuckles, low and rich, and the sound sends warmth spiraling through my chest. "That's my clever girl."

      Before I can respond, his hands are cupping my face, and his mouth covers mine. The kiss is hungry, desperate, tasting of the faint sweetness of the expensive fruit juice he had with his breakfast. His lips are soft but demanding, and when his tongue sweeps against mine, my knees nearly buckle.

      “Aunt Lilah is waiting for me,” I whisper between his urgent kisses.

      “We’ll be quick.”

      Heat floods through me as he presses me against the rough bark of a dead tree. I don’t have the will to protest as his hands tangle in my hair, pulling loose strands from my braid. I can feel his heart hammering against his chest where it's pressed to mine.

      "Xia," he breathes against my mouth, and my name on his lips sounds…reverent. Almost like a prayer.

      I drop my sack of corn and clutch his shoulders to stay upright as the kiss deepens, growing more heated, more relentless.

      His hands drift down from my hair, fingertips trailing over the curve of my jaw, the length of my neck, before cupping my breasts through the thick fabric of my cloak. I gasp into his mouth, the pressure sending a thrill straight through me. I respond in kind, running my palms over his chest through the soft weave of his tunic, feeling the strength beneath, the warmth of his body.

      He breaks the kiss just long enough to tug at the clasp of my cloak, and it falls to the mossy ground with a whisper. I help him with his tunic, slipping it over his head and letting it drop to the ground. I explore the cut of muscle across his abdomen, the slight trail of hair leading down beneath his pants. He’s sculpted in a way that makes my mind stutter.

      We fall into each other again, mouths colliding, until Jasper pauses once more to spread his tunic across the earth like a makeshift blanket. We sink down onto it together, a tangle of desperate touches and kisses.

      His hands roam over the bodice of my dress, stroking, teasing, making me arch into him. When his mouth moves to my throat, nipping lightly, I fumble behind me to unlace the ties of my dress. He helps, fingers nimble and eager, and then he’s peeling the fabric away, inch by inch. The reverence in his eyes makes my heart swell.

      I slide out of my undergarments, baring myself to the forest and to him. As I lie on my back, he doesn’t speak—just stares, lips parted, breath shallow.

      Then he strips off his trousers, and my breath catches as his cock springs free, thick and veined. He watches me watching him, clearly thrilled by my attention as he straddles me.

      Jasper’s touch is fire as skin finally meets skin. Tender strokes along my thighs, the curve of my breasts, the sensitive skin of my belly. I reach between us, curling my fingers around his length, stroking slowly, enjoying the way he groans low in his throat.

      His mouth travels down my neck, over my shoulder, kissing like he’s memorizing me. I tighten my grip on his erect flesh, pumping him slowly. Firmly. His mouth finds my breast, sucking gently at first, then harder, and I cry out, pleasure flaring hot through me.

      We move together, breathless, the tension mounting, the need sharp and consuming. Jasper slips a hand between my legs and I lift my hips, chasing the sensations—but it’s not quite right. He’s too quick, too imprecise. He brushes past where I need him most, merely opening me up so he can slide inside. But I know it’s not intentional. He thinks he’s skilled.

      And I let him think that.

      When he shifts above me, dark eyes locked on mine as he aligns himself, I feel like the most precious thing in all of Zayria. I nod once, fingers curled at the nape of his neck.

      Then he thrusts into me.

      It’s sudden and deep, stretching me wide. My breath catches, body clenching around him.

      He starts slow, rocking into me with long, deliberate strokes. His eyes flutter closed, mouth parted as he sinks into his own rhythm. There’s pleasure, yes—but not the kind that knocks the world off its axis. Not the kind that changes you. Just...enough.

      I make the right sounds anyway. Soft moans, a whisper of his name, the kind of encouragement that fans the flames of his ego.

      He groans, pace picking up, body tightening. His movements are predictable, lacking the skill that would make my toes curl, but his passion makes up for it. As do my deep feelings for him. It doesn’t take long. A few more frantic thrusts, then he comes with a sharp exhale, collapsing on top of me, entirely spent.

      I let out a cry of satisfaction and he grins like he’s just conquered the world. I lie beneath him, stroking his braided hair.

      "Sky Powers," he pants, heartbeat pounding against my chest. “That was incredible, wasn’t it.”

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      I’m not completely lying.  He isn’t bad. He’s just...not great.

      Jasper drops a kiss onto my shoulder. “You're incredible."

      I smile, my heart full despite the lingering hollow ache of unfulfilled desire that spreads through my chest. I press a kiss to his temple, letting him bask in the glow of what he thinks he gave me. Letting him believe he’s unforgettable.

      Letting him think he's ruined me for all other men.

      Because maybe that’s what love is sometimes—making someone feel like they moved the stars when the sky didn’t shift at all.

      I’ll take care of my own needs when he’s gone.

      Over the next few minutes, his breathing evens out and his heart rate slows. Eventually, he rolls off me with a satisfied sigh, then sits up and stretches. "I'm starving."

      He always is after sex. I’m pretty sure his breakfast was lavish, but that won’t matter. He always acts like he’s run a marathon after his ninety seconds of exertion.

      I could give him some of the corn I stole, but it's no good uncooked. Instead, I grab my dress from where it lies crumpled beside us and dig into one of the pockets. My fingers close around the rectangular shape of my last nutri-bar—the one I was saving for tomorrow when I’d likely have nothing else. But looking at Jasper, bronze-brown and beautiful in the dappled forest light, I can't bring myself to care about tomorrow.

      "Here," I say, pressing the bar into his hands.

      He doesn’t thank me, but that’s only because he doesn’t understand what a sacrifice this is, not because he isn’t grateful. He has never experienced scarcity or had to consider the cost of anything. I watch as he tears off the wrapper with those long, elegant fingers that traced patterns on my skin just moments ago. The bar looks even more unappetizing than usual in his manicured hands.

      He takes a big bite, his perfect white teeth crunching through the compressed desperation. His dark gaze finds mine across the small space between us. I’ve always loved his eyes. So deep and captivating, and fringed by thick lashes that no man has any right to have.

      Then I notice that his expression is uncharacteristically solemn. “Xia,” he says, through a mouthful of my last nutri-bar, “we need to break up."
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