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        Has anyone ever told you how disturbing it is when you grin to yourself?

        SAPPHIRE ORSALIAN

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      And for other daughters, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE STORY SO FAR…

          

        

      

    

    
      Eheldeth has long been held as the golden standard when it comes to magical instruction in the Empire of Dageis. Its graduates hold high prestige in the hegemony, moving on to do great things…or so its keepers say.

      For Rosha, Eheldeth’s promises ring empty. After her final exams are sabotaged by Ivasus, a fellow student, she decides to turn her back on the institution and flees. It is illegal for an unfinished student to leave Eheldeth, or for a mage to practice without the council’s blessing. Rosha is branded an outlaw. She manages to hide out in Klossaka, a small village at the edge of the empire. In those forgotten outskirts, she makes a living as a witch, providing charms and solving magical problems for the locals, who have otherwise given up that the empire would ever care for them.

      Years later, Rosha’s uncle Kefier appears at her doorstep, begging her assistance in locating his brother and Rosha’s father, Enosh. Rosha has a strained relationship with her rich but capricious blood father, who abandoned her mother when she was pregnant with Rosha, only to later marry her in order to obtain the Dageian citizenship required for Rosha to enroll in Eheldeth in the first place. Kefier raised Rosha as his own before then, and Rosha firmly believes that Enosh’s insistence she attend Eheldeth is the main reason her family remains fractured.

      Rosha returns home with Kefier, only to realize her family is in deep trouble and it might be related to a misadventure she had at school years ago, when she and a rival, Felan, were attacked by a stranger. Felan was sent away after, and local gossip insists Rosha is to blame. Things escalate when Rosha’s brother is kidnapped by a mysterious figure haunting her family.

      A clue leads her to the mansion of Lord Cato, a sorcerer with ties to both the mage council and the merchant guild. Masquerading as his new housekeeper, she investigates various mysteries in his mansion, which includes an injured woman appearing and then disappearing in the middle of the night. In the meantime, she assists a woman she met on the road, Nasuha, in obtaining employment with Lord Cato.

      Rosha discovers her brother in a crypt on Lord Cato’s property, along with his old housekeeper, who had been injured by some strange beast that lurks in the gardens. Lord Cato’s estranged son, Felan, arrives. He reveals that he left Eheldeth because he has lost the capability to cast magic. Rosha secures his help in trapping the beast in the basement.

      In the meantime, Lord Cato seems to have vanished. His absence gives Rosha time to look for clues on her father Enosh’s whereabouts. She instead stumbles upon Lord Cato’s corpse—he has been lying dead in the attic since at least the night his son arrived. She also finds a strange simulacrum made in the likeness of the Dageian emperor. A spell triggers the simulacrum to bond to her, allowing her to control the emperor. It turns out that the Empire of Dageis’s immortal emperor is a lie; Lord Cato is part of a secret group who take turns controlling his likeness for their own interests. Blood magic, an act forbidden by the empire and reviled by Eheldeth, is used to facilitate the connection between handler and mage.

      Now that she is the emperor’s puppetmaster, Rosha doesn’t hesitate to use him to force the Eheldeth Firekeeper, Ceres, into assisting her. Rosha’s contentious relationship with her father extends to Firekeeper Ceres, who is also Enosh’s lover, and she believes she is hiding something. But Ceres plays a trick on Rosha in return, forcing her to cast magic that can reveal her location.

      To prevent Ceres from discovering her, Rosha brings the emperor to the palace to make a very public speech. During this time, she is attacked by the same figure that kidnapped her brother in the first place, a man calling himself Targus and who seems to resemble the emperor, but a few decades younger. Felan helps her escape, and her ruse as an outlaw is discovered. He also discovers his dead father.

      Bearers are sent to question Felan about his father’s death. He protects Rosha and sends them on their way, but they sneak around the mansion and discover the beast in his basement, which they release. The beast attacks them, killing one. The other declares Felan in violation of laws preventing the unauthorized possession of magical creatures. Nasuha reveals she is also an outlaw, and attacks the bearer while Rosha runs after the beast, whom she discovers was her father all along—he, too, had been investigating Lord Cato for Rosha’s sake, and ran into trouble along the way. Lord Cato’s spells had turned him into a beast.

      Rosha attempts to save her father. He turns back into a human being, but not before being taken by Targus. Targus tells Rosha to meet them in the ruins in a northern island if she wants to see her father alive. Rosha’s identity is now fully revealed to Felan, who turns her over to the Firekeeper.

      The Firekeeper demands Rosha’s help in capturing Targus and discovering who he works for. Felan and Nasuha are recruited in the effort. While travelling, Felan and Rosha accidentally find themselves on an island, and confront their past while falling into an uneasy truce.

      They eventually catch up to Targus and Enosh. They discover that the bodies they use to serve as the emperor are soulless, a mixture of human flesh and other materials forcibly grown inside women who give birth to them. To maintain their authenticity, the bodies are made to age naturally. Targus is one of the many simulacrums walking around; Enosh suspects he is being controlled by a rich couple with ambitions to take the empire for themselves. Because Rosha’s simulacrum is the ‘correct’ emperor in terms of age, they want Rosha control the emperor for them—only a powerful mage can attune itself to the emperor, and the only other way to disconnect them and attune it to a new puppetmaster is to kill its current handler. Rosha either helps them, or dies.

      Targus and Rosha battle, and Rosha draws on her own blood to fuel her spells. It is revealed that Rosha’s powers have also been slowly slipping over the years, ever since the mysterious attack that took Felan’s magic away. She survived thus far through self-mutilation, using blood magic to keep up the pretense that she is as skilled and powerful as ever. Felan discovers the truth and offers his own blood, which she uses to finally defeat Targus.

      Unaware of Rosha’s ailment, Ceres forces Rosha to continue playing as the emperor’s puppetmaster under her command. The story ends with Rosha overseeing a crowd as the emperor.
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      She is, among other things, filled with envy. The elders used to tell her this was a sin, larger than all the rest of her faults put together. In the broken land of Gorent, the stories they tell of the gilded children across the shores serve no purpose. The rich food, the spacious houses, the schools and books and fanciful clothes…what use is there to compare them to the hunger you feel, to the tattered rags that keep your modesty, to the handful of books you read over and over to stave off the numbing knowledge that this is all there ever could be? Envy is poison. The outside world is hard enough as it is. Why add to the challenges from within?

      But she knows the truth, now. It is acceptance, not envy, that serves no purpose. The simple life the elders tell her to be content with is an illusion. When the very food is snatched from your mouth, love thy enemy serves only them, not you. And as you grow older and toothless and senile, the empire sinks its claws deeper, a greedy old man taking more than his fair share even as he has already sucked the marrow from your bones. She thinks: if I rid myself of envy, I will be just like them, bending because the very thought of fighting wears me down. The moment I am content with nothing is the moment I doom my fate to the sum of my existence. What chance did Gorent ever have with such sheep at her helm? It is like entrusting a sinking ship to the rats below the hold. A once-glorious, prosperous land reduced to ruins not just because it was defeated, but because her heirs let the defeat be her swan song. They think existence is a blessing. They dare not dream beyond the conquering. They dare not rise again.

      Their concerns have always been unfounded, anyway. Envy has seen her through the worst, and from the very beginning she learned to wield it like a blade with no handle, the edges digging into her palm with each swing. She can cut with it, even if it cuts her deeper. She thinks this is a strength, and perhaps she is right. She has not yet been proven wrong, in any case.

      Out of everything, she is most envious of people whose lives are filled with boredom.

      Tedium, to her, is a rare gift. Time to digest, to ponder, to reflect on things without worrying about a grumbling belly or whether she will still have a home after the next season’s storms. If she had all the time in the world, she would use it to study, to learn things for the good of her people, to find something beyond envy. A world in which envy does not serve as fuel sounds like a gift. Maybe then she could grudgingly believe her elders.

      But for now, envy is all she has.

      

      All is a reductive word. Other words run in the background: hopes, dreams, memories. She is driven by the last one more than she cares to admit. It is easier to say it is what you want that propels you, rather than what was done to you. That you meant what you did, that you’re not just lashing out. The former shifts all the power into her palm. The latter is admitting that this is all she can ever be: a reaction, no better than the bleeding gums around a rotten tooth or a fart in the wind. All her power seems to be contained in the bubbling of the wound and not the strike of the sword itself. She feels as if she is forever trying to outrun herself.

      It wasn’t always that way.

      The one memory that stands out amongst the others still takes her breath away, even now that she knows better. In it, she is a child of eleven, staring down at the bamboo grove that stands not far from their hut. Grey clouds cover the sky, blocking out the sun. The coolness of the air brushes over her arms. In an instant, the wind blows sharply, the beginning of a hurricane that would flatten half the villages in their little island. As the bamboo reeds bend over her small form, one snaps right in half and falls over where she stood. It is the size of a palm tree, thick and heavy enough to crack her head open. But something in her snaps louder than the surrounding vegetation. Before she knows what has happened, she sees splintered bamboo on the ground. The pieces hover for a second before the wind tears through the soil, spraying them through the field in a spray of blue light.

      She knows her magic did it, even before her young mind can fully grasp the notion of the words and what they mean. Some things you just know. She runs to her mother, who is in the yard wrestling with the laundry before the wind rips the rest of it apart. She clutches onto the woman’s skirt.

      “Where have you been, Suha?” the woman demands.

      “I did magic, Mama!” she declares. “Magic!”

      “This is no time for such nonsense,” her mother says, grabbing her by the shirt. She pushes her backward, her desperation overriding a mother’s usual cares. “Get back inside! The storm’s only going to get stronger!”

      “But Mama—”

      “Now!”

      They hear the creaking sound of roots being pulled from underneath the earth. Nasuha turns her head and sees the house rising with the next gust of wind. Her terrified mother picks her up, pressing her against her breast as she calls on the gods for aid.

      “You don’t need them, Mama,” Nasuha says, one hand on where her mother’s heart would be. She can feel it thumping underneath, the energy welling underneath her ribcage. “I’ll do it. Look.”

      She stares at the house and somehow, inexplicably, forces it back to the ground. That doesn’t protect it on impact. The stilts shatter as soon as they touch the soil, which shatters the bamboo all the way up to the rooftops. The house breaks like a toy smashed by the fists of a careless child; the wind picks it up again before flinging it into the void.

      Nasuha doesn’t see where it goes. As the wind strikes her wet face with shards of rain, her mother puts her on the ground and stares into her face. “Suha,” she whispers, “don’t tell me you did that. Don’t.”

      “But I did, Mama. All I had to do was think and—”

      “Don’t!” Her mother’s voice is a near-shriek. She slaps her so hard it feels as if the skin has been flayed from her cheek. All the revelry is drained from Suha’s young body. Moments ago, she felt mighty, powerful, like she could tear down half the trees on the mountainside with her mind if she wanted to and nothing could stop her. Now she feels like a dog that has wet itself. Staring into her mother’s eyes, half-shivering, her mouth forms the question even as her voice refused to give weight to it. Why?

      “Why?” Her mother knows her mind before she herself does. “Why, child? You know why. You can’t—this isn’t—no. You can’t. It’s not allowed. You can’t.” The anguish gives way to something more feral. Suha watches as her mother drops to her knees and screams, as if someone has plunged a clawed hand into her belly and yanked out her heart from underneath her ribcage. She doesn’t know why. This thing, this power, is a gift. All the stories say so. Why couldn’t she use it for something? If the rest of the empire could do it, why not her?

      She must have voiced her thoughts out loud, because her mother roars with an anger she has never seen before. “Those stories are not about you! The blessed child, the chosen one with golden hair just waiting to show the empire her power until its people tremble in awe…in what world can that ever be you? Look at you! At the colour of your skin, your eyes, your hair, the shape of your nose. You’re Gorenten. You do not have the luxury of dreams. This…thing…is going to ruin our lives. Push it away, Suha! Whatever the gods gave you—tell them to take it back. You don’t want it. We don’t want it. Tell them to take it back!”

      As if she could. She didn’t ask for this. Later, after they have—somehow, miraculously—survived the hurricane, her mother takes her to the stream, still littered with debris from the storm, and scrubs her skin with a porous stone, as if this could somehow wash out what has awakened inside her. She does it long enough that it scrapes Nasuha’s skin raw. Drops of blood dissolve on the surface of the stream before being washed away by the currents. Nasuha stares at it for so long she feels a part of her has died inside.

      Afterwards, her mother tells her that the Gorenten have no business being mages in the world the Empire of Dageis has constructed.

      “Why not, Mama?” she asks as her mother towels her hair with some of the laundry they’d dug out of the debris of their home. “Our people always had magic. Remember the stories? You said in the old days nearly all our people had magic and we were celebrated far and wide for it. They would cross the sea just to see our settlements, especially Gentigen, that our powers made us so rich we would just give gold away to our friends. Why can’t we be like that anymore?”

      She sees a stray tear in her mother’s eye as the words fall out of her mouth. Her expression says it all. These are nothing but fantasies, spoken as whispers to lull children to fall asleep at night. They were memories not written anywhere, for to have them out in the open would be to acknowledge that their colonizers have lied about their histories. Centuries ago, after the Dageians drove them out of their lands and emptied the streets of Gorenten bodies, they tore all the books out of the libraries and burned them in a pyre in the city square. With every lick of the flames went everything that Gorent held to be the truth, to be later replaced with the Dageians’ words and their own version of history.

      This is what the Dageians’ books say: the Gorenten are a primitive people of whom only a few are capable of the rational thought necessary to practice magic at will. Those who exhibit a predisposition to controlling the agan do not do it consciously; they are dangerous and therefore can exist only as servants to mages who do know. They need to be watched, tamed, regulated, for knowledge unchecked is a dangerous thing. The Gorenten are like children, and magic is a toy that must be kept out of their reach.

      They cannot be like they were because as far as the Empire of Dageis is concerned, that glorious past never existed.

      But oh, for that one moment, when the bamboo split over her head as if on command, the power of a general commanding her army to trample an onslaught of enemies. She thought she held the answer to the burning questions that drove her people’s entire existence; that what she held was a rare gift, not a curse. She thought she had the power to change the world.

      The folly of youth, indeed.

      

      Her mother’s words aren’t enough to snuff a little girl’s hopes away. In the beginning, Nasuha sets them aside, believing she can make her mother face the truth. She starts small—little tricks here and there, which she hones with practice. Dry laundry in an hour’s time, even in cold weather. Firewood in the stove, gathered faster than able hands could chop them. Animals driven straight into her father’s traps, because all it takes is a bit of rustling in just the right side of the forest or the streams. Child’s play, the sort of thing little girls in the big empire got away with all of the time.

      “I know what you’re doing,” her father tells her one day.

      His voice startles her. He does not talk to her very often, and usually in short, one-word sentences, barked like an order to a dog. Far from bringing her relief, his attention feels like a slap on the face. She takes the long way around the hut, hoping to make a quick exit for the door. It isn’t all that far. Just two, three steps, and then...

      Her father lunges, grabbing her by the wrist. He twists her arm and drags her to the mirror hanging from the bedroom door. Holding her by the hair, he forces her to look at her own reflection, at her dark eyes and hair, at the scars that run like jagged claw-marks across the side of her face.

      “Look at that,” he hisses.

      “No!” she screams.

      He pinches her chin so she doesn’t even have the choice to look away. “Do you remember?” he asks. “Do you?”

      She shakes her head as she sobs, because she wants to believe she doesn’t. She doesn’t want to acknowledge the memories of being a helpless toddler, thrown to the wild dogs by the father who was supposed to love and protect her from harm. The dogs had tried to maul the skin off her skull. A drunken mistake, the whole village claims, and yet she sees in his eyes that it is more than that: he is proud of it. She knows if she were smaller and couldn’t fight him now, he would do it again.

      “Your mother said I was mad for what I did. But the world doesn’t revolve around you, child. I saw you for what you were that day. An abomination. A blight on our family. You would have set the whole village on fire.”

      “But I didn’t,” she whispers.

      The man’s face tightens. “You would have, if I hadn’t stopped you. The dogs did the rest. I was hoping they would kill you, but having them frighten you into keeping all of it in was the next best thing. If you’d kept quiet, you might have even gotten away with it. You should have known better than to flaunt this in front of me. Now I have no choice. You’ve given me no choice!”

      Nasuha slips from his grasp. She has made a mistake. He is still much bigger than she is, and just as capable of harming her as before. She ducks just as his clenched fist goes for her head, narrowly missing it by a hair’s-breadth. Her father’s hand goes through the rickety bamboo walls of their hut, splintering it and scratching his skin in the process. Blood sprays. She realizes he means to finish the job the dogs have left undone.

      She runs out the front door. She knows heading to town will be futile. Her mother left for the market half an hour ago and might be visiting one of her friends in the other islands. Everyone else she knows will return her to her father: the high priest, the fishermen, the farmers alongside the river. Family is family, even when they mean you harm.

      She makes her way past town, towards the sea.

      Someone whistles from the shore. Her eyes turn to the sight of a girl standing beside a boat. She looks like she is just bringing it in—her pants are rolled up to her knees and the shirt she tied around her head, which she used to keep the sun out of her eyes, is wet.

      “You’re that girl,” she says, strolling up to her. “The one whose father tried to kill.”

      The one whose father is still trying to kill, she corrects her inwardly. She keeps the thoughts at bay. The girl is telling the truth, but a part of her is aware that talking about her father’s sins would look worse on their family. Her mother has a bad back, and she has younger siblings to take care of—they still need the man to feed them. “Rumours,” she whispers, wiping her face. She doesn’t want her to see any sign of tears.

      The girl wipes sand off her fingers before she gives a sweeping bow. “My name is Asera,” she says. “My family moved here at the start of the year. I heard you had a rough time during the hurricane. My mother asked me to check up on you last week, see if there was anything you need, but it slipped my mind.” She genuinely looks apologetic, as if she has any way of knowing. But the expression on her face, framed with curls of sun-bleached hair, is suddenly enough for her. She would trust this girl over her own father. She has to. She can see him coming up from the bridge, walking slowly to where she is. He isn’t even in a hurry—he, too, knows she has nowhere to go. Just like the rest of them, stuck in a dying land where sometimes the only chance to escape lies through the gates of hell.

      “Take me away from here,” Nasuha tells the girl firmly.

      Asera starts to laugh. But then she looks into Nasuha’s eyes and realizes she is serious. “Where?”

      “Anywhere but here,” she says, knowing to give someone all that power over her is the worst thing she can do.

      No, Nasuha corrects herself. The worst thing you can do is to stay. If you die here, nothing you’ve suffered will ever matter.

      Asera licks her lips and then carefully walks back to her canoe. She digs her feet into the sand and pushes it back into the waves. “Come,” she says, jerking his head towards the seats. “If you hurry, he won’t catch up.”

      Nasuha lifts her skirts and tromps into the water. The canoe shakes as she clambers in, but it doesn’t tip—Gorenten canoes are built to withstand roiling waves and this one is no different. The girl pushes the boat even deeper into the water, grabbing the oars as she finally jumps in.

      Nasuha sees her father watching from the shore. He doesn’t even call for her. The anger on his face is mixed with relief. She wonders if a part of him wishes her well. Anywhere but here, his eyes say. Maybe the outside world will be kinder. Here, we can’t give you what you need.

      “Thank you,” she says as the shore disappears in the distance.

      “I’ll hear it from them when we get back,” she sheepishly replies.

      “When you get back.”

      She frowns. “You don’t mean that.”

      “I do.”

      She wipes her nose with her thumb. Sand gathers on the top of her lip, and she gives a small sniff. “I can take you to Sen’senal,” she says, after a moment’s deliberation. She points. Sen’senal is the largest city in the Gorenten islands, and the island on which it sits is only an hour south of Nasuha’s home. If the town she left behind is full of strangers, Sen’senal is even worse. Their last king, High King Elian, sent his daughter Princess Tiora to Sen’senal to build a new home for their people should he fall to the Dageians. He did, and so they did. It is not the largest city by any means, but it is much larger than Nasuha’s own hometown. The thought of it looming in the distance frightens her.

      And yet she nods. Anything is better than what she left behind. She stares at her hands. Perhaps in Sen’senal she will find someone who will help her. Gifted Gorenten children are rare. Surely someone will see—someone who understands how children like her hold Gorent’s future in their hands. They were once a people of untold power. They could be, again. She imagines it wouldn’t take long for someone who sees the potential in her to take her under their wing. She imagines her father’s face once she comes home in triumph. The stories tell her this is all but guaranteed. She cannot see it work out any other way.

      They reach the other shore an hour before dark. As the canoe glides along a wave to strike the sand, they see a group of men gathered around a campfire. Asera says something under her breath and attempts to strike a boulder with an oar to push them back into the water, but by then it is too late—two men have waded into the water after them. One grabs the bow, steering the canoe to land.

      “You girls lost?” the man sneers.

      “Leave us alone,” Asera says.

      “What’s wrong with her face?” the other asks. He grabs Nasuha by the chin. Fear and disgust crawl into his expression. “Gods, look at this one. Were you in an accident? Marked? Some of these natives can be so backward.” He speaks like he isn’t of Gorent, and yet his skin is as dark as any one them. He has long, wavy black hair, just like Nasuha’s.

      She spits into his face.

      His companions laugh in the background as he wipes it off. Nasuha clambers off the boat, her veins burning with agan. “I am marked,” she declares.

      Amusement flickers in the men’s eyes. It doesn’t last long.

      She burns them on the spot, the way they always said she would.
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      I lived in Lon Basden, the last southwestern bastion of Dageian civilization (if their history books can be believed) as a child, but it wasn’t until I visited it again for the first time as an adult that I felt like I saw it for the first time. Cities have ghosts, too, and the Lon Basden I knew—with its gilded balls full of affluent merchants and social climbers, the expensive restaurants, and the endless parade of luxuries out of reach from the common citizen—hid the rotting bodies in plain sight. It was the oldest city along the western coast. Back when it belonged to the Gorenten, when it was named Gentigen, it was famous for more than empty indulgence. I wondered how many of my people’s old kings and queens were entombed in its bowels, how many of its treasures lay beneath the oceans. The Dageians would never tell; as far as they were concerned, they built the city from the ground up.

      I gave a soft sigh.

      “Thinking,” Felan said beside me.

      “Yes,” I replied, refraining from adding, “Stating the obvious.” It probably wouldn’t be fair.

      He didn’t ask what was occupying my mind. In the last year, I came to appreciate his innate sense of just exactly when I needed conversation or not. I’m not sure that he preferred silence himself—he was always more than willing to engage in a discussion should the opportunity arise and sought company for the novelty of talking to someone new—which made his respect stand out.

      I cleared my throat. “Wondering, actually.”

      He glanced outside the carriage for a moment before shifting closer. I suppressed the smile flitting over my lips. Funny, too, how he knew when I’d changed my mind, even before I was aware of it myself. I’m not so sure I can explain why it feels different to be next to someone who can see right through you. There was a time I found the thought repulsive. To have your defenses stripped down, free for another person to prod through and judge, sounded like hell. And yet there I was, and the last thing on my mind was eternal fires and damnation. A pleasant buzz was running through my skin, one that wasn’t unwelcome. My eyes skipped to his hand, which he’d placed on his knee—just the perfect distance to reach for if I’d half a mind to it. Petty indulgences. I pushed my thoughts away.

      “There is a city underneath this city,” I continued, turning my gaze to the streets ahead. I pointed at the buildings, most of which were painted red and white, as was the fashion for the last decade or so. Even to the untrained eye, everything looked newly built; none looked older than half a century. Ugly building after ugly building, some of which gave way to sprawling estates, all very modern. Dageian. They had dominated the continent for well over a couple of centuries at least, and the name was supposed to imply mastery and superiority. “You wouldn’t know this was once the seat of the Gorenten people.”

      “Every city the Dageians have taken looks like this,” Felan commented.

      I nodded. “But only the ones they’ve taken over.”

      He looked confused.

      “Drusgaya doesn’t look like this,” I said. “In Drusgaya, you can see the ancient architecture they built when they first settled there. If their history has it correct, that part of the empire was empty land, avoided by the native population for reasons unknown.”

      Felan put up a finger. “They were sacred grounds, actually.”

      “I stand corrected. Is this Genthal knowledge?”

      “I believe so.”

      “Let me pick your brain about that later. But for now, the point I’m making: the Dageians could have easily left the old buildings up. But they didn’t. Everything was torn down. Why? Even in the worst of battles, something remains. High King Elian hardly put up a fight when the Dageians arrived here. By many accounts, he just bought his people time to escape before surrendering. And yet they still did this, as if to make a point. They destroyed everything, to be replaced by theirs. More than punishment, it was as if they wanted history to…forget about us.”

      He made a soft sound.

      “Disagreeing?” I asked.

      “Agreeing,” he corrected. “But thinking it over, too. This wasn’t taught in Eheldeth. When we were children, we thought all we needed to do was remember the texts and we would have everything we needed to be functional adults. It feels strange to read between the lines.”

      “Strange. Freeing. As if the knowledge you’ve always sought was there all along—you just have to learn to read between the lines.”

      He nodded.

      “All the books in Eheldeth say that the native population of the continent embraced the Dageians’ arrival and willingly gave them the knowledge on the agan and how to control it.” I sniffed. “The most prestigious university in the empire is a den of lies. I doubt the others are much different.”

      The carriage rolled to a stop.

      The door opened, revealing Ceres in a silver gown that shimmered under the sunlight. Details of such clothing usually escape me, but she wasn’t the sort who dressed up often, and you could tell she relished what little opportunity she had to spruce herself up. I detected a bit of glamour, too—just enough to do away with the lines on her forehead and eyes. She gestured. I clambered down the steps, offering her a look of disdain. “You seem overdressed,” I said. “This is just supposed to be a meeting with Lon Basden officials, hardly the talk of the century.”

      “I don’t recall needing your fashion advice,” the Eheldeth Firekeeper said with a straight face. I knew she was being ironic and wondered if she shared jibes about me with my father. Your child is at it again. Should I throw her a bone?

      “You should take it,” I continued. “It would be an improvement.”

      She stared at me for a breath, as if she was trying to decide if I was still being factual or not. Eventually, she decided I was just as capable of growth as she was, because her eyes flashed towards Felan. I detected the barest hint of a smile on her face. “Tell me if she’s becoming a handful,” Ceres said, “and I’ll have her replaced, quick as that.”

      “Please don’t drag me into this, Firekeeper,” Felan replied. “Trading witty barbs is beyond my expertise.”

      “You’re both so humourless. Small wonder—you were Eheldeth’s finest in your time. All that studying doesn’t leave much room for personality growth.” She pressed her fingers over her forehead. “In any case, a meeting with Lon Basden officials is not just. You should know that, Rosha—we’ve been to many of these events together when you were little.”

      “I remember you hanging onto my father’s arm, reeking of drink,” I grumbled. “You had glamour on while you pretended to be my mother. No one could tell it was you except me. It coloured my perception of you all throughout my years in Eheldeth.”

      “Dearest Rosha, when will you ever learn to let go of the past? Even the years we spent at Eheldeth are long gone. I’m your employer now, not your professor. Don’t you think I deserve a bit of civility?”

      I cast my gaze on her coolly. “You have it, Firekeeper. But that’s not what you’re really asking. You want me to treat you like a confidant, like the mother you’ve always tried your hardest to seem. I’m sorry to disappoint you.”

      She sighed as she reached for my wrist and pinned a bracelet around it. “A safeguard,” she explained. “It’s unlikely anyone will look at you twice, especially in a building full of mages already, but you never know. Someone as powerful as you may find it hard to escape notice.”

      I glanced at the bracelet. It was made of woven silver, with a single green gemstone in the center. It felt just like any jewellery, though I knew it was supposed to block you from being able to perform spells. “I assume I’ll be able to remove it myself once the emperor is in place.”

      “Of course, Rosha.”

      I turned it twice around my wrist before letting my arm fall to the side. “We’ll wait in the servants’ quarters.” I gestured at Felan, who bowed to Ceres before leading the way.

      Ceres watched us walk a few paces before clearing her throat. “You’re wrong, Rosha,” she called. “I don’t want a daughter. I don’t want children—never did.” Her expression softened. “But I need you to trust me. You and I can’t be at odds—not when we don’t know who our enemies are. If we’re about to face the brunt of the entire mage council and merchant guild together, we can’t afford to be at each other’s throats.”

      “You let me be the judge of that,” I whispered, before walking away.

      

      I’m convinced I do a fine job of hiding my true disdain for Ceres. I can’t stop the sarcasm from tainting my words in her presence, but what I felt about her was more…turbulent than I let on. Perhaps it was practice. I grew up, studied, lived in her shadow for all those years in Eheldeth. Maintaining my composure around her was second nature. Had I acted on my impulses from the beginning, I would have never gotten another chance to live as a free woman…as free as one can get inside the steel cage that is the Empire of Dageis, anyway. It was one thing to accidentally destroy the life of a man who attacked you, and another to purposely antagonize the Firekeeper of the Council of Mages. In the blink of an eye, the woman could destroy me. She could take away everything that gave meaning to my world. She had done it already, and I wouldn’t put it past her to do it again.

      I know most people would question how easily I let the notion boil over, given what Ceres has done to me. Shouldn’t I be angrier? People venerate rage. They want my anger to prove I have something worth fighting for, never mind the damage such rage will do to my soul. Show your teeth, Rosha, your edge! Fight your way through this with a sharpened sword! But then what? Anger has been many a mage’s downfall. One need only scour the vast libraries of the empire to find tomes upon tomes of mages who have gone over that same edge and fallen on their own swords. Eheldeth’s first few lessons involve learning to keep a cool head. The agan is closely tied to your essence, your soul, and muddling it with your emotions is a recipe for disaster.

      I suppose that is a lot of words to say that I am dead inside.

      I am…dead inside. I have always found it difficult to show outrage or concern. Perhaps being snatched away from the only home I have ever known as a child and forced into a world of deception and power play can do that. I remember caring only about a handful of things: Papa most of all, because out of everyone, he was the only person who was there for me from the very beginning. My mother made questionable decisions, sacrifices I didn’t agree were necessary, but Papa always put me first among everything, and so why couldn’t I love him just as much as he loved me? Everyone else could rot in hell for all I cared. Moving to Dageis intensified the apathy. I knew little about this strange land, and even less about what its people wanted. Outside of my family—my broken, fucked-up family—I could see no other person who cared for me, no other faces like mine, and no one who could say if my feelings were right or wrong.

      It didn’t feel that way in Jin-Sayeng. In Jin-Sayeng, even though it was common knowledge that my father was Gorenten, I was treated as if I belonged. The neighbours knew my name. Vendors from the market would stop my mother as she walked to hand me treats. Other children didn’t run from me, and if they hated me, they said it to my face. The land of my mother’s birth has its problems, but none of it remotely resembles the empire’s. In the empire, people were openly hostile to me for reasons I couldn’t fathom. They found fault in everything, from the way I walked to the way I looked at them. If I chose to respond, they would find fault in the words I used or the tone I took; if I decided not to speak in return, they would call me rude behind my back. I later learned I shouldn’t have been so surprised. The Empire of Dageis was built on the bones of my fathers’ ancestors and those like them. People like us were the living embodiment of their sins.

      Eheldeth took what was left from all that and crushed it into dust.

      I don’t know if I hated Ceres, the person. After all, without her, they would probably be picking pieces of me off the street. She was fair enough if you took her to task. She wasn’t deliberately cruel or malicious. I knew I had much to be grateful for. But every time I looked at her, I saw a tangled web of emotion I had no interest in wading through. She was the living embodiment of everything that was wrong with my life: My father’s philandering ways, which resulted in me and would forever be the wedge between the people I considered my true parents. The expanse of loneliness that made up the bulk of my childhood, deepened even more by my separation from my family. My gift, then a curse; later, an example of squandered potential.

      My eyes burned as I sat in the common area I was to share with Felan and the other attendants. We were the last to arrive, and almost everyone else was getting things ready for their various masters and mistresses. Felan had stepped out momentarily to help at Ceres’s table while also keeping an eye out for the best place for me to hide once the emperor got there; I was to wait for his return. I could feel the numbness creeping from within. I hadn’t controlled the emperor in over two weeks. Ceres felt that too many appearances would increase the chances of getting caught and packed him off for a supposed vacation to some estate along the coast. The truth, of course, was that he was being kept in a box in her room, but that was neither here nor there. It was the longest I had gone without tapping into the agan lately, and I was afraid I’d forgotten how to. I was afraid I would stand there behind the emperor’s unseeing eyes, and he would slump down, the lifeless husk that he was, and Ceres would realize my secret—that my connections to the agan had weakened to the point of uselessness. Suddenly, talk of replacements would no longer be made in jest. She’d have to find someone to take my place before I jeopardized hers.

      The waiting started to grate on my nerves. I got up to take a candle from the windowsill. Holding it next to a ray of sunlight, I snapped my fingers.

      It should have sparked. A goddamned flame was child’s play, a game I’d indulged in since before my earliest memories. Irritation flared along my brow. I snapped my fingers again and again until I felt the ligaments in my arm begin to strain. There was a crawling sensation in the muscles, as if my body was trying, only it had forgotten how. It was the same sensation as gagging on an empty stomach.

      I gritted my teeth and closed my eyes. Calm down, I told myself. I thought of the ocean, of soothing water rolling underneath a moonlit sky. Remove all emotion. Kill it, like Eheldeth taught me. Like Eheldeth showed me. The best mages in Dageian history knew how to keep it all at bay. It gave them power. You have to feel nothing to be something. I was good at that, beyond excellent. Wasn’t I?

      I opened my eyes, and for one last time snapped my fingers with such violence I thought I would tear my thumb off. The wick remained unlit. I felt like swearing.

      I returned the candle to the windowsill. Without a flame, it seemed to mock me. If you can’t do that here, you can’t do that out there. Do you understand, Rosha? You’ve been losing it slowly, and now it’s all gone.

      “It’s not all gone,” I snapped. My own voice sounded foreign.

      Then why is this room ice-cold?

      I grabbed the candle and without thinking hurled it through the window. The glass shattered as it went through. In that split second, I thought I smelled smoke and saw a spark of flame. I reached for it, heedless of the broken glass, but it was too late. The candle dropped to the street below, rolling straight into the gutter.

      “Rosha?” Felan called.

      I turned away, shame over the outburst flooding my cheeks. I didn’t think he would be back so soon.

      His eyes drifted to my arm. “You’re bleeding.”

      I flicked the drops away. “It’s nothing,” I said.

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing,” I repeated. I turned to the door. “Is it ready?”

      “Just about.” He didn’t mention the wound again, but as I walked past him, he took my elbow, making me turn towards him. He ripped his sleeve and wrapped the fabric around the cut. “It was an accident,” he said. I felt another flush of shame when I realized he was giving me an excuse for Ceres later. He must have thought I was about to perform blood magic.

      I pulled away. Maybe he wasn’t wrong.

      

      Blood magic is cheating.

      I still remember the lecture where I first heard that saying from. The professor was a young woman with dark brown hair that went down to her waist, which fanned out with every step and made her seem more animated than her expression would suggest. It was my fourth year in Eheldeth, not long after Felan left. I found myself listlessly scratching the words out, my attention drifting to the half-open window. Classes were supposed to end early that day, in lieue of winter break. I wanted to get back to my room and see if my parents sent a letter about that winter’s plans. Normally, they made arrangements for me to come home, but I suspected this year would be different—they were busy with business and my brothers and might not find someone who could accompany me on the airships back. I couldn’t think of what was worse: to spend weeks watching fussy babies, or to hear other students gripe about the dreary weather and fusty professors. The fussy babies were winning by a small margin. Annoying as they were at that age—Ryo, in particular, was all lungs and no charm—their company was a walk in the park compared to rich students complaining about every slight discomfort.

      “But first, let me start with a bit of history,” Keeper Winna said, walking to the end of the chalkboard. She began writing something down. My eyes caught a flash of the word Gorent. That should’ve been my cue to get up and excuse myself for a trip to the lavatories. But I always reacted too slow for that sort of thing. I’d barely processed the word when I saw her eyes flash towards me. “Kirosha,” she continued, in that kind of sweet, patient voice that always seemed to signal worse. “Could you enlighten the class on the practices of the people of Gorent?”

      I glanced down, resisting the urge to stare at her open-mouthed. I went through all the possible responses in my head. How am I supposed to know? My mother is Jinsein and my father’s never told me about Gorenten magic.

      From the impatient look on Keeper Winna’s face, I realized I was taking too long to formulate a response. I managed to choke out something incoherent, which elicited laughter from the students sitting near the front. I had to stop my eyes from rolling.

      Keeper Winna simply smiled and nodded. “And could you translate that for the rest of us who don’t speak Gorent?”

      “That wasn’t—” I began, before realizing no amount of explanation was necessary. She didn’t want to hear that I knew very little of the Gorenten tongue, that my first language was Jinsein but that didn’t mean I needed to walk around with a guidebook transcribing everything for myself because I was just as fluent in their tongues, too. She wasn’t interested in learning I could react outside of my skin and my parents’ cultures. More importantly, I knew there was no way I could even point out her mistake without stuttering and making a bigger fool of myself.

      I took a deep breath. I could feel the eyes of everyone in the room on me, taking in everything there was to see: the way I twitched my fingers, my ink-stained sleeves, the beads of sweat dotting my forehead. I was a spectacle, and they could take every action or reaction and twist it to serve their needs. Stay calm. You are going to walk out of this classroom with your dignity. Maybe if you pretend nothing is wrong, that none of this bothers you, they’ll leave you alone long enough to catch a moment of peace. You can cry when you’re alone. You can feel everything when you’re alone. But until then, they can’t know you’re struggling. Until then, you can’t show them anything.

      “I know very little of Gorenten magic, professor,” I said.

      She smiled again. She wasn’t convinced. “Last week, you interrupted one of your keepers’ lessons with an argument. You spoke about blood magic. A smart student like yourself would surely know the connections between your argument and your people’s practices. Tell me—how did your people react when they found out you were gifted?”

      No, I thought, with rising panic. This went beyond making me into a spectacle. This was a trap. She had no interest in anything I had to say, even on the subject. The glint in her eyes told me she was just waiting for the right opportunity to bombard the class with her knowledge and whatever point she wanted to make. Whatever it was, I knew it was going to hurt.

      I shook my head. “I’m…I don’t know other Gorenten, Professor. I spent the first few years of my life in Jin-Sayeng.”

      “They burn mages there,” she said, so quickly it was clear she had this factoid ready to drop at a moment’s notice.

      My classmates’ eyes were filled with delight. The image of me on a stake was tempting, I was sure.

      “Such ignorance is common throughout the continent,” the professor continued, moving through the class as if she had something absolutely profound to share. “The gift of the agan flows through every people, though it manifests itself more to those who have learned how to harness it. Ignorance has also given rise to methods that no civilized person of society ought to condone.”

      She looked at me again, and I wondered what she saw. Did her mind conjure images of my father’s ancestors lying await in the bushes with spears and clubs? Perhaps she was imagining my mother’s, the bloodthirsty warriors who rode dragons and burnt their enemies to a crisp. I couldn’t understand why, when I was dressed like all the others there. Civilized. She said the word like an insult.

      She grew tired of my inability to respond and paced the length of the class, chalk in hand. “In Gorent, they practice blood rites involving their enemies’ heads: a ritual so debased I really shouldn’t be talking about it for your young ears. And yet I feel it is necessary for you children to see just how low you can go without the proper guidance. Using your own blood to support your magic is like cutting into your own legs before you can run. It might give you a spark of energy in the beginning, but eventually, you will collapse upon yourself. Using another requires a willing participant, a volunteer who understands the intrusion and won’t build up a protection that might harm the mage drawing on them. What’s the alternative, then? The freshly fallen still retain sparks of the agan. The Gorenten learned to supplement their weak, failing magic with the blood of others. And the best way to tap into it…” She pressed a finger on her temple. “The best way is through their heads.”

      Half the classroom gasped. The rest snickered. There were fewer eyes on me now, though. Maybe they were afraid I would draw out a sword and demonstrate the ritual right beside the chalkboard.

      “Such savagery, in the name of magic, taints the glorious history of what has created our society,” Keeper Winna continued. “It is a reminder the same magic that has given us progress beyond anything history could offer is always just one step away from destruction. Without such institutions as Eheldeth teaching us the rules, the limits of what should be, we would be nothing more than animals hacking at each other for sport.” She placed her foot down, throwing the chalk on the ground with flourish. “We are all here to make sure none of that happens. A warning, my dears, and nothing more. Blood magic makes spells mind-numbingly easy, but there are reasons we do not practice it.”

      The bells began to ring from the towers in the schoolyard, marking the end of the class. Students crowded to be the first out the door, the lecture seemingly forgotten. I was in the very back, in the furthest corner—my preferred position, because it kept me away from people—so I was the last to leave. Keeper Winna barely even offered me a glance as I scuttled out of there, books in my arms. As far as she was concerned, she’d given a harmless lesson, nothing more. But my heart was still pounding. Every word she had uttered in the name of education was slamming hard on my chest, like a hammer. I felt like a cornered deer, fending off wolves.

      “Hey,” someone said, as soon as I stepped out the door.

      I turned. One of the boys from the class stood there, as if waiting for me.

      I acknowledged him with a quick nod before I darted down to the hall.

      He was beside me again when I reached the corner. Without a word, he reached over to take the books from my arms. Such was my panic that I willingly handed them. “There you go,” he said, once he’d taken them all. “See? Now they won’t weigh you down so much.”

      Back then, I never really paid that much attention to Ivasus. He had yet to be the catalyst to my ill-fated portals exam during finals week. He was one of many in the blur of faces that marked the last few years, one of the rowdy boys that spent time with even rowdier boys and excelled only in the subjects that involved physical violence in some way. I immediately looked back to see if his friends had followed him, waiting to assault me with snowballs from the ditches outside. But the hallway behind us was empty.

      He responded to my surprise with a grin. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I just wanted to let you know I saw what Keeper Winna did. It’s unfair. Putting you on the spotlight like that…”

      “I’d rather not talk about it,” I quickly said. “It’s nothing.”

      Ivasus cocked his head to the side, golden curls dancing over his forehead. “I saw your face back there. It wasn’t nothing. You’re upset.”

      “My feelings are none of your business.” I gazed at the books in his arms. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to snatch them back or ask nicely. I felt like either option would reveal his true intentions and end in mockery.

      “Let me walk you back to your dormitory.” He sounded so earnest, and it was the easiest way to get what I wanted than any of the other options. The last half an hour had unexpectedly taken down my defences. I felt like a broken pencil, dulled to uselessness.

      “All right,” I replied. But I also couldn’t stop the next question from falling out of my lips. “Why are you doing this?”

      He seemed to mull over this for a second. “Because,” he finally said, a flicker of amusement in his eyes, “you look like you need a friend.”
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      I was off to a rough start the moment I slipped into the emperor’s skin. The blood flowing from the fresh cut on my arm made the transition easier. Felan opened the door, said something with a gesture. I turned and stared back at him.

      His mouth opened again, confusing settling on his features. No sound was coming out. I couldn’t hear a damn thing.

      I jumped back into my body. Nausea filled my senses. He grabbed me before I could fall.

      “It’s getting worse,” he said. “Your magic is weaker than ever.” I would’ve taken it as an insult before, even though Felan was always the kind of person who kept to the facts. Now, I took the observation as a sign that I wasn’t going mad. Something was wrong with me, and he could see it.

      “Did yours do this, too?” I asked. “Did it disappear slowly?”

      “Whatever that stranger did to us, I got the worst of it.” Felan wiped the trickle of blood running down my elbow. “But no—it didn’t happen like this. One moment I had magic—when I woke up after the attack, I’d lost it all. I would have given anything to have the time to get used to it.” He helped me get to my feet. “Will you try again?”

      I had to stop myself from laughing. “You’re saying that like Ceres is giving me a choice.”

      “She isn’t making you do this.”

      I grimaced. “She doesn’t have to. She could have me locked away for practicing magic without the council’s approval.”

      “You know she won’t. The woman loves you.”

      “You must be joking.”

      “She is fond of you then. Tell her the truth. Tell her you’re struggling. She’ll help.”

      “No.” I returned to the emperor, grabbing the front of his robes and forcing the lump of flesh to gaze upward. “Look at me, damn you!”

      A flare sparked in my veins. Cerknar’s eyes glowed. I had to stop myself from laughing out loud. “There,” I told him. “Was that so hard?” I pressed my bloody fingers on the rune on his back and returned to his body. This time, the simulacrum yielded, soft as clay. Every sensation was as it should be.

      “Now,” I said, straightening my sleeves. “To pay homage to all the empire’s sycophants. Which way, Adherent Felan?”

      His face was expressionless as he led the way.

      Addressing a crowd from a dais as the emperor was a far different experience than attending a party as a guest of honour. For one thing, I was removed from my audience, which meant it wasn’t that much different than casting shadows from one end of a room to the other. Very few people ever interrupted me, which gave me the freedom to say what I wanted (or rather, whatever speech Ceres had prepared for me at the time). I needed only to reach within myself, to maintain my focus on Cerknar’s movements, on the words tumbling out of his lips as easily as wine dripping out of a bottle.

      Having to move amongst people was a different beast altogether. My senses threatened to overwhelm me. The scent of bodies so close together, the rustle of fabrics, the chatter—oh, so much chatter—felt like the buzzing of a thousand bees inside my skull. People bowed as I passed them. Some wanted to make eye contact; others, conversation. I ignored them all. I wondered if it looked like I was already drunk, and then decided that wasn’t a terrible way to present myself. Turning on my heel, I grabbed a cup from a passing servant and drained it in one gulp. I reached for another.

      “Might I suggest a clear head this evening, Your Excellency?” Forget the bees…Ceres’s voice drowned it all out with expert precision. I felt like someone had just jabbed me with needles.

      “Firekeeper,” I said, holding out my arms. “Perhaps you should drink. You look like you’ve been having a bad day.”

      She frowned. She hated that I gave the emperor a personality. Cato played him in a manner that merely amplified his own demeanour: dour, humourless, and a persistent foul mood he sought to unload on the nearest person at every opportunity. That made it easier to hide him, I suppose—the less time anyone wanted to spend with him, the less likely the ruse would be discovered. But I felt that such an act would be difficult for me to maintain. I’m no good with tantrums and treating people terribly to make a point. Let the populace think that the emperor’s frequent vacations have improved his temper. I couldn’t see what was wrong with that. People were allowed to change, even ageless emperors.

      I placed a hand on the Firekeeper’s shoulder, and she flashed me another look. This time, I felt like I’d gone too far. I’d seen her throw that look before. She delivered it frequently to Enosh. Did my humour actually remind her of my father? Appalled, I drew back. Maybe I really was no good at this.

      “Your Excellency,” someone called, interrupting that train of thought before it grew too dangerous. My panic shifted. For a moment, I thought I was back in the changing room, fending off a torrent of memories.

      The crowd parted. In the middle stood Ivasus.

      He’d grown since that fateful day in the portals examination room. Taller, broader. His face, however, remained the same, now hidden behind a stubble of golden-brown fuzz. His hazel-flecked grey eyes still had the touch of wry humour, the sort he used to keep himself at a distance from everyone else in school, even his closest friends. I forgot I was supposed to be a centuries-old emperor attending his umpteenth ball; I even forgot I was the mage controlling him. Suddenly I was a student in Eheldeth again: young, impressionable, easily fooled. The temptation to draw the emperor’s ceremonial sword and cut his throat in front of the entire court was strong. If he hadn’t interfered…if his idea of a joke didn’t remain a persistent shadow I’d forever run from…

      Ceres must have noticed the bubbling anger, because she coughed loudly.

      “I beg your pardon,” I said, trying to regain my composure. “And you are—?”

      “Tribune Janus’s son, Your Excellency,” Ivasus said with another tilt of his head. “Ivasus ban-Sokur.”

      I know. I’ve been cursing your name for years, you petulant, unbelievable son of a—

      “Bearer Ivasus,” Ceres broke in.

      Ivasus smiled. “Ah, yes. The Firekeeper never fails to remind me that I am still, heart, body, and soul, bound to Eheldeth and its laws. It is good to see you.” He nodded towards her in a gesture that was nearly a bow, if slightly more casual.

      She remained unmoved by his attempt to charm her. “And are you not? As a bearer, you answer to the mage council.”

      “The position was granted to me upon graduation, it is true. But you must also recall I turned it down when I was invited to sit with the merchant guild. I am not the first mage to do it, nor the last.”

      “You did it to insult me.” She wasn’t engaging in banter—there wasn’t a single note of amusement in her voice. I detected history there. What had I missed in the last few years? Judging from the look on Ceres’s face, quite a bit. I doubted she would tell me, though, even if I ordered her as emperor. The woman guarded her secrets like a bear guarding a fistful of honey.

      Ivasus chose not to take the bait. He bowed again. “Such harsh words from someone I deeply respect. I am sorry I didn’t greet you first. The Firekeeper believes herself equal to the emperor himself, and who am I to say otherwise?” He made a sweeping bow in her direction, one that drew attention from about half the people in the room. They turned, partway through drinking their champagne, glasses in hand. A wonderful way to keep attention away from us, Firekeeper, I wanted to say in my most sarcastic drawl, but of course I kept it to myself. I still wasn’t quite over that look. I was not Enosh. But I could admit the words in my head sounded like what he would say.

      Ceres gazed back at Ivasus coolly. “Fine talk coming from the man who has dodged his responsibilities for the better part of two years.”

      Ivasus simply grinned, as if Ceres had caught his hand in a cookie jar and her words were nothing but a quick slap across the knuckles. “I’ve been busy with my father’s affairs. He’s left quite a bit, as you can imagine. The sort of work we do doesn’t end in our lifetimes.” I didn’t know where he’d picked up decorum, but watching it fall from his mouth was unreal.

      Ceres clapped her hands together and made a swift bow. “I extend my condolences for the tribune’s passing.”

      “Condolences now, Firekeeper? He’s been dead a few years. Surely you would have sent them then. The funeral was a glorious affair, too. More a celebration than anything else.”

      “I wouldn’t know. I wasn’t invited.”

      From the look on Ivasus’s face, I could tell it was on purpose. I cleared my throat and chose that moment to step between them. “If that will be all—” I began.

      “Emperor Cerknar, I wanted to ask about your opinions on outlaw mages,” Ivasus said.

      I couldn’t even trade glances with Ceres. I kept my gaze on Ivasus, afraid that the slightest twitch in the wrong direction would give me away. “An inevitability in an empire like ours,” I replied. “You will always find someone willing to bend the rules, if not outright break them. Outlaw mages aren’t the only ones guilty of this.”

      “Even legitimate mages, swearing oaths to the mage council, are not exempt,” Ivasus agreed. Another jibe at Ceres?

      Better to get right to the heart of the matter. I cleared my throat. “Do you have a name, Bearer Ivasus?”

      “Lord Cato tan-Tarsius comes to mind. Another mage who chose allegiance to the merchant guild over the mage council.”

      “The man met his end nearly a year ago,” Ceres broke in. “His son’s reports indicate an outlaw mage was responsible for the assassination, a thief who was killed during the struggle. Perhaps you know something we don’t?”

      That would be inconvenient for you, wouldn’t it?

      Ivasus flicked his nose with his thumb. “I very nearly had the same question for you. You see, Lord Cato was a business partner of my father’s, and right before his death, we were in the middle of some…very important deals.”

      “I’m sure Lord Cato would be deeply apologetic over how his death has inconvenienced you,” Ceres said wryly.

      “The man can rest easy,” Ivasus said, without missing a beat. “I’m more concerned about the activities of the living. Some of my investigations have led to irregularities that I thought you might be interested in.” He glanced at the crowd. “This may not be the best situation to discuss this, of course. A private meeting might be in order, Your Excellency, say—tomorrow, in my estate?” He turned to me. I wilted at his gaze and had to force myself to meet his eyes.

      Ceres coughed. “This is hardly the time for—”

      “Firekeeper Ceres is invited, too,” Ivasus continued, turning to her. “Can’t say I don’t know how to pay respects to my old professor.” He took her hands in his and kissed the top of them. “We would love to have both of you as guests. That is, if the time and place works?”

      “As long as you don’t invite the whole town,” I said.

      Ivasus bowed. “Of course, Your Excellency.”

      I now found the opportunity to withdraw from them both, the emperor’s false heart racing in the chest that wasn’t mine. This was more than a complication. Ivasus’s appearance was a disaster waiting to happen.

      

      The rest of the party was a blur. I remembered nothing—not the food I tasted or the empty pleasantries I exchanged with what felt like half the dignitaries in the empire. Wading through the sea of some of the empire’s most powerful and most corrupt figures made me feel like a wolf prowling alongside a herd of deer…I couldn’t help but feel like I could solve so many problems with a well-aimed projectile on the ceiling. The hour was over before the temptation became too strong, which was more than enough time for my required appearances; I faked a headache and withdrew without trouble. I returned to the changing room, dismissing all the servants before locking the door behind me.

      I slipped back into my body. As soon as I was back in familiar territory, memories of Ivasus—the same ones I had forced behind a locked door all these years—came rushing back.

      A friend—that was right. He said he wanted to be friends that first day. I couldn’t remember how I’d replied to him, but knowing me, I would have probably just blinked and left it there in the hopes he would just leave me alone. And he did, for a time.

      But after our next class together, a rather mundane one on what sort of magic could be used to lighten chores around the house (nobody would blink if you started a stove with your own fingers!), I saw him waiting for me near the door leading to the courtyard. I knew immediately he was waiting for me because his friends were nowhere in sight. Despite that bit of information, I decided to walk past him. I had no desire to make eye contact or engage in conversation with anyone. This was my favourite time of the day, the afternoon right after classes but before evening meals, when most of the other students would be engaged in gossip and free time and I could spend an hour or two uninterrupted in the dormitory reading. I wasn’t about to let a boy interrupt that.

      He started walking next to me.

      I took the longest way back to the dormitories—one that led us straight through one of the fields, which was useless for that season on account of the three-foot high snow that would pile on it during winter. Without blinking, I strode straight through the snowdrifts. I realized a moment later that the bastard was still following me.

      “You’re doing all the hard work here, really,” he said, nonchalantly. “You’re breaking a trail for me.”

      I pressed the books tighter against my chest. “What do you want?” I asked.

      “You didn’t even say hi.”

      “Hi,” I said abruptly, turning around.

      “Normally, that word doesn’t imply a parting of ways. You say hi like it’s goodbye.” He strode closer to me and carefully flicked a stray strand of hair from my forehead. “It doesn’t suit you.”

      I glared at him.

      “Snowflake,” he explained. “On your hair. You’ll freeze to death.”

      “What do you want?” I repeated, more firmly than last time. Maybe he didn’t hear me.

      He gave a small shrug. “I believe we’ve had this talk already.”

      “No, we haven’t. The last time, I asked why are you doing this? This time, I’m asking what you want. Whether or not I need a friend has nothing to do with you.”

      “It does, if I’m offering my friendship.”

      “I don’t want to be friends with you,” I said.

      He clutched his heart. “That hurts. That really does. What is it about me? My breath?” He pretended to cough on his hand so he could sniff it.

      “I don’t want friends at all,” I announced. After a moment, I remembered my manners—what my parents had tried to instill in me. “Thank you for asking, though.”

      Ivasus crossed his arms and looked away. “You realize this class was our last for the semester. Everyone’s off having mini gatherings to celebrate before the professors break it up with one of their fusty rules. Aren’t you going to take part in any?”

      “I’m lost at the part where you thought I’m the sort of person who gets invited to these, let alone has the desire to attend them,” I finally managed. Please leave. I want to sit on my bed and read until I fall asleep.

      “I can fix the former.” He offered his elbow. “I believe I have four after-school parties to attend. We can pick one or go to them all. Not sure I can do much about the latter, though. Could it be you just haven’t been around the right people?”

      I couldn’t help myself; the arrogance dripping out of his every word was beyond infuriating. “What do you mean the right people?” I asked.

      “People who know the right way to have fun, of course.”

      “No, thank you.”

      “You’ve said thank you twice to me now, and yet you’ve yet to accept anything I’ve offered.” He reached into his pocket. I felt a moment of involuntary cringe, wondering what he was going to show me. He pulled out a golden key, nothing more. I thought I’d seen one like it before. My mind reached back as it recognized something I’ve seen around Firekeeper Ceres’s neck before.

      “The library key,” I blurted out.

      “The inner library key,” he said with a hint of a smile. “Ah hah! You suddenly look flustered. I figured you would be. You bookworm types find value in this sort of thing, don’t you? Forbidden spells, blood magic, necromancy…”

      I turned away so he wouldn’t see the temptation on my face. The knowledge hidden in that room was…beyond inexplicable. I didn’t even think it was possible for a student to hold the key to it. Was it a counterfeit? Did he swipe the key from under Ceres’s nose? Even if he was pretending, a part of me wanted to prove without a shadow of a doubt that he was lying. Because if he wasn’t…

      “If you change your mind, everyone at the boys’ dormitory knows me!” he called.

      I walked away, but the damage had been done. For the rest of the evening, it was all I could think of. You see, forbidden knowledge is tempting by itself, and I know very few mages worth their salt who would turn their noses up at the chance to know more than their peers. Even back then, a part of me suspected the professors hid more than they taught us. They had to be. I felt like I understood why, too—we were young, given to stupid mistakes, and I couldn’t blame the keepers for doling knowledge out piece by piece.

      But to a young mage who feared her powers were slipping, forbidden spells was as tempting as a bowl of stew on an empty stomach, more valuable than the promise of riches or love or whatever it was that made most people’s worlds go round. Everything. I knew Ivasus’s offer wasn’t benign. Clueless as I was in those days over the workings of attraction, I knew he had ulterior motives. Kefier had warned me enough about such things. “Don’t trust anyone,” he’d said before I first left for Eheldeth, his hands on my shoulders. “Especially young men. Especially charming young men.” A piece of advice that had Enosh rolling his eyes, clue enough that it was something worth remembering.

      But I wanted to find out what was wrong with me, why the attack in the ruins had made me feel as if I was still dangling in mid-air, still in that intruder’s grip. I visited Ivasus’s dormitory in the middle of the night, at an hour when such a visit wouldn’t go amiss. The other students did it all the time. At that age, trysts were no longer uncommon. When I showed up in his hallway, I saw his friends elbow each other and whisper amongst themselves. Eventually, one approached me. “Ivo, eh?” he asked with a shadow of a grin. “Girls really can’t keep their hands off him.”

      “Just take me to him,” I whispered under my breath.

      The whispers turned to barely concealed giggling. I kept my head down as I followed the boy up the stairs. Framed paintings of famous mages from the council glared down on me from every wall. I could feel their gazes piercing down deep into my skin, tearing it inside out. Do you even belong here? That morning, I had struggled to keep myself warm after waking up, a habit I’d started doing automatically ever since we moved up north where the winters were blisteringly cold. The thought that I was risking all of this to talk to a boy I couldn’t even stand to be around just so I could find out why I was losing my magic filled me with shame. With every step I made, I was looking for an excuse to turn tail and go back to my bed. What sort of mage couldn’t even keep herself warm anymore? Maybe I should freeze to death.

      We stopped in front of a door. The boy opened it.

      “I told you not to fucking interrupt—” Ivasus started, before he saw me standing there.

      The boy craned his head towards me.

      Ivasus nodded at the boy, who immediately stepped back, closing the door shut. “Imagine seeing you here,” he greeted, almost nonchalantly. I noticed he was shirtless and immediately turned away, even as he grabbed a sweater from his bedside table and shrugged into it.

      “You said you could take me to the inner library,” I blurted out. “I wanted to see if you were lying.”

      He started laughing. “That’s how you want to start this conversation? By daring me?”

      I flushed and waited as he pulled the sweater on, and then a cloak.

      “Come on,” he said, just as I was thinking of what else I was supposed to say. I didn’t think there could be anything to cover up the gaping hole of embarrassment in the pit of my stomach. As we walked back down the stairs and through the dormitory common room, I could see the other boys’ knowing looks. This wasn’t the first time he’d done this; I wasn’t the first girl to come here looking for him, and certainly not the first one he took outside. Was this inner library even a real thing, or a love-nest he kept on the side?

      But even the thought he was lying to me wasn’t enough to dissuade me. I couldn’t afford to miss out if he was telling the truth. I had to know what was in those shelves. I had to know what was happening to my powers, and I was convinced the answer lay inside that library.

      So I followed him out into that frozen night, past the snowdrifts and into the main building, through the greenhouse in the back garden. The red key opened the door effortlessly. I stared at the array of potted vegetables on the tables and had the quick thought why the mages of Eheldeth couldn’t just use spells instead of relying on the glass to warm them up. The tomatoes look withered, each one with puckered yellowish skin, and the cucumber vines looked brittle.

      “You think a lot, don’t you?” Ivasus asked as he fiddled around with the door leading into the main building.

      I searched for something to say. “You don’t?”

      He gave a grim smile as the door opened. “Only when the situation warrants it. It saps a lot of energy, otherwise.” He gestured at the long hallway in front of us. The air smelled tomblike, of mothballs and dust.

      “How do you have this key?” I asked.

      “So many questions already.” He gave a furtive grin. “We don’t even know each other all that much yet.”

      “It’s just a question.”

      “Guess. Use that brain of yours.”

      I frowned. I didn’t know if it was a trap, but now that he’d dropped the hook, I couldn’t help myself. I remembered seeing his father’s name in a golden plaque out in the main lobby. Theirs was a family that made massive, frequent donations to Eheldeth, and had for generations. “I’m guessing on top of your family’s usual obligations to the university, they’ve made personal donations to…hmm, the groundskeepers? No. You wouldn’t care about the groundskeepers. The building admin, then. Whoever it was, they provided you with your own personal skeleton key that can get you access to books the other students wouldn’t have in the slim chance you’d somehow excel beyond your capabilities.”

      He blinked. “That’s a lot of words.”

      “It means you’re not very smart and your parents bribed people to see you succeed.”

      Ivasus snorted, seemingly unaffected by my insults. “Could’ve told them it was useless. Like I’d ever want to spend time surrounded with more books. Whatever they lob at us in class is enough. But it is mighty convenient that someone like you would find this intriguing. I’m sure nothing else would’ve piqued your interest.” He opened the library door. I barged past him. But before I could cross the threshold, he pressed a hand over the door frame, blocking me.

      I stared at him.

      “A thank you wouldn’t go amiss,” he said.

      “Thank you. Now—”

      He removed his arm and pointed as we walked in. He carefully closed the door behind us.

      “You’re smart,” he said, as we strolled through the vast aisles. “What does it feel like to have the answers all the damn time?”

      “I can’t imagine why you would think I need access to a library if I did.”

      “Ah. My mistake. I’m just…your head…” He made a vague gesture before coughing.

      I stared at him. “What about my head?”

      “What’s inside it…”

      “Bone. Blood vessels. Brain.”

      “Forget I asked.” He opened the last door and gestured. There was no way to walk in now without brushing against him. I swallowed my fear, and just as I expected, felt his hand on my waist. This was a transaction that came at a price.

      I bit it all back and forced my eyes to the inner sanctum. He snapped his fingers, and lights from the sconces flooded the room with warm shades of orange and flashes of shadow. I held my breath. There were so many books here, and I didn’t know where to start. I would not have enough time to read them all in one night, or two. There, in the furthest corner, an aisle caught my attention.

      Alternative Magic. I knew what it meant immediately—the spine of the first book in the middle row was written in blood.

      “Blood magic is still magic.” It had only been a week since I said it deliberately, hoping to get more out of them than they were giving us. They acted scandalized, incensed; I was sent to the Firekeeper and was told the rawness of my abilities, whatever that meant, made me ineligible for the valuable scholarship track given to the most gifted of students. And yet here it was, aisle after aisle of knowledge on a subject they pretended was beneath them. I felt my heart race.

      Everything I needed was in the damn room, and Ivasus’s key was the only way for me to have continuous access to it. Enosh was sleeping with the Firekeeper, but Ceres didn’t give handouts. Even if I could somehow convince my father to line the university’s pockets with cold, hard cash the way the others did, I knew it wouldn’t do a damn thing. There were rules, and they didn’t apply equally.

      The edges of my vision blurred as frustration clawed up my heart. I needed this. I needed to preserve my magic. Without it, what else was there to do with my life? I’d seen the opportunities accorded to other Gorenten out there. There was no life waiting for me outside of Eheldeth, outside of being a mage. I imagined how my classmates would react if they found out I’d been kicked out because I couldn’t do the absolute basic. How the other professors would act. Keeper Winna, with that amused smile on her face, would probably shake her head. What did I tell you? Primitives. Savages. They’re incapable of higher thought, and she’s just proven it.

      “What do you think?” Ivasus asked, breaking the silence. His smooth, beardless cheeks were flushed red, a stark contrast to his white skin. “Impressive, eh? I mean, I know I didn’t do anything but you’ve got to admit—”

      I turned around, a hand on his chest, and pressed my lips over his. He immediately stopped talking. A light flashed across his face as he overcame his surprise—it was quickly followed by an expression I could only describe as revelry. He’d done this before, right here, under the exact same circumstances. Of course. He placed a hand on the small of my back and pulled me closer. And then, without another word, he lifted me to the nearest table. The heat of his fingers was nauseating. It wasn’t unpleasant, but I knew the circumstances surrounding this were. I wished I had time to examine my feelings, to turn them over under a magnifying glass until I was absolutely sure of them, but I knew I’d reached a point of no return. This will be worth it, I told myself. What was the alternative? To lose everything that gave my world substance, the only thing worth fighting for?

      I kept my eyes on the bookcase the entire time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            NASUHA

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      She doesn’t have time to examine her kills, as one might expect after the sort of accident that greeted her at the shores of Sen’senal. An accident, even though deep down she wanted it to happen—because it is so rare in the world she has walked thus far for her to get the things she wishes for. She knows she has power, but not to that extent. Not like this.

      It intoxicates her, even as it also fills her with fear. She runs from Asera, who is screaming like a girl awakened from a nightmare, and heads straight for the dark shape of the city in the distance. Her last thought of the men is how hungry killing them has made her. The lingering stench of roasted meat clings to her fingers. It makes her sick. It makes her feel like an animal.

      Somehow, she finds her way to the city, which is further away than she would have guessed. There, people’s eyes simply pass over her; their indifference is a stark contrast to the image of the carnage she left behind. She wonders if it is because they see nothing but a mere village girl when they look at her, or if they see her at all. She wonders if the secret of what she has just done to five men is all over her face. A part of her knows it is something one cannot run away from for very long.

      And yet somehow, no one accuses her of the crime. She spends the rest of the day wandering the market, until eventually a vendor notices her. “You’ve passed by twice in the last hour without buying anything,” the woman says. “I’m about to close shop, anyway. Have something to fill your belly.” She pushes forward a tray of sticky rice snacks, wrapped in banana leaves, and grins with the expression of a woman who doesn’t know any better.

      Nasuha doesn’t question why. She doesn’t even stop long enough to thank her. Miracles only came once in a blue moon, and you grabbed opportunities before they were snatched away from you. If the woman doesn’t smell the stench of crime on her person, then perhaps she has nothing to fear elsewhere. She crams two down her mouth before she finally regains her thoughts long enough to look at the woman in the eye. She finally mumbles her thanks, rice clinging to the roof of her mouth. The smell of the roasted meat is gone.

      The woman hands her a glass of melon juice. She drains it in one go.

      “How do I get out of here?” she asks.

      The woman stares at her in amusement. “Where do you want to go?”

      “Anywhere but these islands. Gorent…doesn’t know a gift when she sees one.”

      The woman is too polite to ask if she means herself. “That happens,” she agrees. Her eyes fall on Nasuha’s scarred face. “Gorent is not a rich land. Very often, without meaning to, she eats her own. Don’t blame her for it.”

      “I want to,” she whispers.

      A smile, deepening the creases on her face. “Well, don’t. It’s not her fault. She doesn’t know any better.”

      “She used to.”

      The woman makes a sign of the Sun God, imploring his blessings. “Do you remember what you had for breakfast exactly two years from today?”

      Nasuha stares at her, mouth open.

      “If you yourself cannot remember what you ate a year ago, you cannot expect a land to recall glories she no longer tastes,” the woman continues. She taps her forehead with a small nod. “Memories are not made to sustain us forever.”

      “You’re wise for a rice cake vendor.”

      “You want to leave,” the old woman continues. “I understand that. I wanted to leave too, in my youth.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “Because as bad as it could get here, you do not know what waits for you out there.”

      She bites back the angry retort building inside her chest. Of course she has no idea. She has a better clue of what waits for her here, though, of what the rest of her short life will look if she lets the fates have their way. Her father sees her as a curse, and it is only a matter of time before the rest of the villagers do, too. That, on top of the constant, grinding hunger…

      The woman pulls down the blinds to her little stall.

      “This is the largest—the only—city in Gorent,” Nasuha says, watching as the woman puts her things away for the night. “So you must know things, must have heard things. Where does one go if one wants to control the winds? Or command fire? What does one do if one wants to become a mage?”
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