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To everyone with a story—tell it. The world deserves to hear your voice.

 


Chapter One

RASHA’S KNIFE GLINTED in the moonlight, sending a reflective beam skittering across the waves. The Sea of Mishal crashed to shore and tugged at her skirts while her feet remained buried in the silt. She didn’t register the cold of the water, nor the grittiness of the sand, and though her gaze was fixed on the horizon, her focus remained on the knife quivering in her grasp.

Eight years ago to the day, Rasha had washed ashore on this very beach and begun her new life as an orphan, an outsider.

And now was the perfect time to end it.

A salty breeze tossed black hair into her eyes, and she blinked away the stinging strands. Her cloak and dress flapped, heavier at the hems where water soaked through. She tightened her hold on the knife, though the calluses on her hands prevented her from feeling the smooth ivory or polished silver. She’d spent most of her life washing utensils for the royal family, and it’d been easy to smuggle this one into the pocket of her servant’s uniform.

In the distance, Rasha imagined the twinkling lights of her homeland, the island of Kcharma. Even though her people had cast her out, she refused to waste her last breath among those who reviled her simply for being Numenarkan. Eight years of punishment was enough. She’d served her penance and would join her family in the afterlife. She prayed whatever gods existed would allow her that much, at least.

Rasha tilted the knife so the tip pressed beneath her sternum, angled up toward her heart. She inhaled a shaky breath and drew back the weapon, visualizing the arc from air to flesh. She couldn’t miss.

She closed her eyes. The waves crashed.

She plunged the knife into her chest.

For an instant, blinding, searing pain screamed through every nerve in her body.

And then…nothing.

Rasha opened her eyes. The hilt of the knife protruded from her chest, but no blood pooled, as if she’d stabbed a doll, only she couldn’t breathe.

An icy sensation started in her toes, and the tingling numbness spread up through her calves, then her thighs. The cold froze her pelvis and stomach and locked her arms to her sides. She trembled and fought the feeling, envisioning warmth, but it was too late. The ice darkened her vision, and she remembered.

When the ice first claimed her long ago, she and her family were banished.

Now, right before the cold wormed its way into her mind, her last thought was fear over who she would hurt this time.

 

PRINCESS ADRIANA VEN Kerrick slept fitfully. She tossed and turned on silken sheets but couldn’t get comfortable. Her nightgown bunched beneath her, and she smoothed it with a quick tug.

Tomorrow she turned sixteen, and her father would officially name her heir apparent. All her training prepared her for this, but doubt still rankled, not at her own performance, but at her father’s approval. Over the years, he’d displayed obvious disappointment over the miscarriages of her siblings, yet spared little more than a nod to his only living child. Did he not want Adriana to succeed him?

Queen Estelle, who had only a few hours ago plaited Adriana’s long, white-blonde hair into a loose braid, assured Adriana her fears were unfounded. King Romulet loved his daughter and was proud of all she had accomplished in her studies. She would make an excellent ruler.

Adriana shifted onto her back and let out a frustrated sigh.

Strange thunder crashed, causing her whole bedframe to quiver. Adriana shot up, wide awake. The palace rumbled and shook on its foundation. The candles the servant lit before bed flickered eerily against the stone walls of her room. The glass windowpanes rattled in their frames.

She shivered in the abruptly still air. The commotion was probably an earthquake, or perhaps an accident in the kitchens. Unless…

Adriana threw off the sheets and pulled on slippers. Just as she stood, her bedroom door flew open. Queen Estelle marched into the room, breathing hard. Her own white-blonde hair flew about her face, and she wore a thin robe over her nightclothes.

“Adriana, come. We must hurry.” The queen grabbed Adriana’s hand and dragged her into the corridors. Servants scrambled around in confusion, their voices low.

“What’s going on?” Adriana demanded as they darted through the halls.

“It’s Solaris. He’s finally attacked.”

Adriana gasped. Distantly, people screamed, and metal clanged. Smoke billowed in the corridors and lodged in her throat. She coughed at the burning sensation.

Queen Estelle pushed through the throngs of people toward the western wing, where the guest suites were located. They were empty now, as they had always been. The smoke thickened around them, black and roiling.

“Head down,” the queen said.

They ducked beneath the smoke, their footsteps muffled on the carpeted floors. Scuffles broke out far behind them, back near Adriana’s room, and shouts echoed.

Adriana trembled. Her eyes stung with smoke. The torches were sporadically lit, many having burned to the last nub from neglect. In the darkness, the walls closed in on her, and her gaze jumped from shadow to shadow, wary of attackers.

At another concussive explosion, Adriana fell forward into her mother, who steadied them both against the wall beneath a dying torch.

“What’s happening?” Adriana asked again.

Queen Estelle wound an arm around Adriana’s shoulders and squeezed. She spoke in a quiet yet firm voice. “Solaris is a mage.”

“But how? I thought the war eliminated them.”

The weak torchlight accentuated the hollows on the queen’s face. “Magic was lost, but not gone.”

“But Solaris—? The rumors are true?”

Was Solaris Numenarkan, then? No matter what Adriana’s people did, the Numenarkans would never lift their ancient grudge, and now they had a powerful mage on their side.

The queen shook her head. “We don’t know if he’s Numenarkan.”

“Then how do you know he’s the one attacking us?”

“Because he said he would.” Her jaw clenched. “Your father crumpled up the missive and threw it into the fire.”

“What does he want?”

Her mother’s eyes shone. She shook her head. “There’s something I should’ve told you a long time ago, but I was too afraid. And I wasn’t sure…” She inhaled a bracing breath. “It didn’t work on your siblings—they were born without life. I couldn’t give them what they’d never had.”

“What are you talking about?”

The queen gripped Adriana’s hands. “Magic runs in your veins, Adriana. Strong magic. But to use it, you will need to make a choice.” She paused. “And you’re not ready to do that yet.”

A shiver of fear lanced down Adriana’s back, even as confusion crowded her mind.

The queen said no more and turned on her heel. Adriana could do nothing but follow her down the dark, winding corridors. The booms increased until the whole palace quivered. The floor rolled like the ocean, and Adriana staggered on unsteady legs. At the far western corner, Queen Estelle pressed a tiny, diamond-shaped knob on the wall. A slab of stone shifted to reveal a secret staircase.

“You must go.” She pushed Adriana toward the opening. “The stairs will lead you to a tunnel you can take to Veltina Forest. When you get out, run.”

Adriana drew up short, feeling cold. “You’re not coming with me?”

“I need to protect your father. He doesn’t know about his gift, and Solaris will do anything to claim it.”

“What gift?” Adriana’s voice was faint, like it wasn’t her own. “No, please. Don’t go.”

The queen smiled tightly and stroked Adriana’s face. “You come from strong bloodlines on both sides.” She leaned forward to press a kiss to Adriana’s forehead. “I need to know you’ll be safe.”

“No!” Adriana fisted her mother’s robe in her hands, but the queen pried her fingers loose.

“We will meet again. I promise.”

They both tensed at the nearby clatter of metal.

“I love you. Now go!” Queen Estelle shoved her, and Adriana fell backward into the opening. She yelled just as the slab pressed closed, sealing her in absolute darkness.


Chapter Two

RASHA OPENED HER eyes to blackness. The way her harsh breaths dissipated in the air, she sensed that she stood in a vast, empty cavern. She tried to raise her arms and grope for clues, but her body remained frozen. Tendrils of ice clung to her skin, but as long moments passed, they thawed. The darkness filled with the sound of water dripping onto an unseen floor.

Rasha shivered, and the trembling of her muscles made her chest ache. Memories of what she had done flashed through her mind. The ice melted enough to free her arm, and she touched where she’d stabbed herself. The knife had disappeared, along with it any sign of a wound, and she fingered the tear in her dress—the only indication she’d gone through with her plan.

But she’d failed. Disappointment warred with fear, for if she was still alive, that meant her power had taken over again. And like the last time, she had no means of controlling it.

The first and only other time her power took over was when she was a child. Ice immobilized her, and Rasha awoke to this same darkness. She had curled into a ball and prayed to the forgotten gods like her parents taught her, but when she blinked to find herself back on Jehan, the real world, she discovered the truth—the gods had abandoned her, and for good reason. The horrors she unknowingly committed left a girl scarred and screaming.

Rasha’s parents demanded to know what happened, but she couldn’t answer them. She still remembered the terror that flashed in her father’s eyes, the way her mother crowded Rasha’s brothers behind her as if to protect them from their only sister, a spindly child of seven. Even her twin brother, Falcota, had kept a fearful distance from her.

Since then, her power had been quiet, and Rasha thought it was gone.

She was wrong.

Rasha’s knees buckled, and she sank to the ground, the remnants of cold fading. A terrible thought occurred to her. This was the second time she survived what none other had. Could she die?

A sound like the rustling of cloth echoed through the expanse, but the noise didn’t come from her. She stiffened, and her breath stuttered in her lungs. Was someone else there? There’d hadn’t been anyone before.

“Hello?” came a boy’s soft voice. He spoke in Rasha’s native tongue, Numenarkan.

“Who’s there?” Her words quivered as she answered in the same language of her childhood. Her mouth hadn’t formed those shapes in years, but the accent resumed as if she had never left home.

A dazzling brightness blinded her, and she raised an arm. Four slivers of light materialized on a shadowy wall several paces away. Gradually the lines expanded into giant portholes, as if someone were removing a lid from the outside.

Rasha blinked white spots from her vision. A presence hovered behind her.

“Hello?” the boy said again, his voice louder.

Rasha whirled around and gasped. The boy looked exactly like her.

He was Numenarkan, with the sepia complexion and dark features of their people, though his skin stretched over his cheekbones, and his rounded eyes sat in deep hollows. He was skinny, but his clothes were small. A poncho barely fit over his shoulders, the fabric frayed and held together by tiny threads. His pants ended below the knee, and he was barefoot.

“Rasha?” he breathed, his voice hoarse. He shifted his weight under her scrutiny.

“Impossible,” she said, but when she reached out, an unbidden sob escaped at the warmth of real flesh. Her twin brother Falcota stood before her, older than she remembered, and taller, too. He appeared to be the same age as her—fifteen—yet she swore he died when he was seven.

Rasha stroked the skin of his skeletal hand, and he shivered. When she met his gaze, his eyes were wide, marveling.

“How did you survive?” he asked.

She retreated from his grasp. “What?”

“The explosion on the boat. I thought everyone was dead.”

Rasha took another step backward. “What are you saying? Is this real?”

A wide smile made Falcota’s whole face come alive. “Yes. It’s real. You’re really here.” He clutched her shoulders and buried his face in her neck, clinging. “You’re alive.” His breath was warm where it puffed against her.

Rasha staggered beneath his weight, stiff at first. When she finally relaxed enough to hug him back, the familiarity of the gesture made her eyes burn. Though they were both older, they fit together like they always had, and he even smelled right—like charcoal and salt, with a hint of musk.

“Fal?” Her voice trembled. He nodded, and with a cry, she tightened her grip. They held each other until their hearts beat in rhythm—Rasha had never been able to sync her body with anyone else’s. This was her brother, as impossible as the situation seemed.

At long last, they pulled apart an arm’s length, although their fingers remained intertwined.

“How are you in this place?” Rasha asked, and just like that, Falcota’s smile dropped.

He tucked his arms into his poncho and shuffled away from her. Swallowing, he darted a quick glance to the portholes before doing a double-take. “There are four of them. There were only two before.”

Rasha followed his gaze. “What are they?” They didn’t appear to her when she was last in the blackness. She stepped toward them, but Falcota caught her wrist.

“Don’t. Trust me.”

“I don’t understand. What do you know?”

“I can explain everything, but we have to start from the beginning. The boat accident—” He coughed and massaged his throat. “Sorry. I haven’t spoken in a while.”

“Why not?”

Falcota bit his lip. “I’ve been in here for years, I think. How old are we now?”

Rasha frowned at him. “Fifteen.”

He mouthed words, as if counting, then nodded. His shoulders drooped. “Five years, then.”

Rasha’s head reared back as she emitted a choking sound. Overwhelming rage—the likes of which she hadn’t felt in years—coursed through her, and she resisted the urge to rip something apart with her bare hands. Five years. Five years. “Who did this to you? How?” A cold stone plummeted in her gut, replacing anger with fear. Had her power trapped him in this awful place?

Falcota met her gaze with his own, somehow steady and calm. “What you did to that girl…I know what happened. It wasn’t your fault. It was—”

Blistering heat bombarded them at the same time a booming voice flattened them to the ground.

Who are you talking to? the voice demanded. There was a gush of hot air. Ah. Finally, sister. You have woken. You will be glad to know my plan is coming together.

It will not fail? returned a frigid voice. Sharp, cold beads pelted them—splinters of ice. Rasha and Falcota covered their heads and pressed themselves closer to the floor.

He will not interfere this time. Come, join me. The mortals are weak.

You waste your energy. I will join you when it’s time.

The pressure relented as the voices receded. Rasha gulped lungfuls of cool air.

“You’ve got to get out of here,” Falcota panted.

“I don’t know how.” But as soon as she spoke, an invisible force tugged at her. Rasha clasped her brother’s arm, hard and bruising. “I can’t go without you. Please. What can I do? Tell me I can save you. I’ll do anything.”

Falcota shook his head. “He’s too powerful.”

“Who is?”

“Solaris,” he whispered.

The name sparked a memory—a conversation she’d overheard in the Lavigata Palace corridors. Rasha struggled to recall what was said, but Falcota squeezed her back.

“I’m so glad you’re all right.”

Rasha closed her eyes around tears. Her brother’s form faded. “I will save you. I promise, I will.”

 

LAVIGATA PALACE BURNED.

From her vantage point on a hill in Veltina Forest, Adriana witnessed the destruction of her home.

The fire was unnatural, magical, flaring a brilliant crimson as the inferno consumed wood and marble and stone. Heat assaulted her, but she stood, too overcome with emotion to process the distant screams of those trapped inside.

Eventually the palace caved in on itself. The towers folded like parchment and crashed into the courtyards, joining the rubble of the once imposing gatehouses that stood at every corner. Dust clogged the air, as well as plumes of smoke that still smoldered in Adriana’s lungs. Her head spun from breathing in the fumes during her escape, though the clean forest breeze helped a little.

She sagged against a tree, then slid down until she sprawled on the ground. The princess of yesterday would have cringed to be exposed to such filth in only a nightgown, but the Adriana of today felt numb. She leaned her head against the bark.

“Happy birthday to me,” she whispered.

Sudden movement attracted her attention. Blurred figures gathered at the back gate, a party of large, human-sized shadows wearing metal that reflected the flames. Were these the beings who attacked them, who worked with Solaris to destroy Adriana’s life? Her mother said to run—would they be after her?

That’s when Adriana realized this spot of forest overlooked the rear of the palace and was therefore exposed. The creatures were coming right for her.


Chapter Three

RASHA OPENED HER eyes to warm sunlight filtering through swaying branches. She lay on her back, the wet scent of earth thick in her nose. High above, the trees of Veltina Forest shivered in the wind. Leaves crunched as squirrels and birds scurried in the undergrowth.

She frowned. Last she remembered, she’d stood with her brother in the darkness, and before that, the beach overlooking the sea. How did she get here, and would she ever be able to return to Falcota?

Rasha sat up. Her cloak pooled beneath her, and her servant’s uniform—a formless brown dress with white cuffs—was stained with salt inches above the hem, where the bottom had been submerged in the water. She shifted and winced at the ache that flared in her leg muscles, though she couldn’t recall why they hurt. Her breath caught at the boots on her feet. She smoothed her hands over the hardened leather, sure she had flung them away so she could stand in the surf, skin bared to the sand.

Whatever had brought her here retrieved her boots and sent her dashing into the forest. It must’ve been the ice, the power that claimed her. For some reason, Rasha recalled the chilly tone of the woman’s voice from the darkness. Unbidden, her lips mouthed a word—a name—but the strange wisp of knowledge fled before she could speak aloud.

Rasha shook her head and refocused on the facts. She was alone, and she hadn’t hurt anyone—including herself. The knife was gone, and she once again prodded the clean slit the weapon made. She felt a rush of lightheadedness as gratitude suffused her. For the first time in her life, she was glad her curse intervened. If she had died, she never would’ve discovered that her brother lived.

At the recollection of Falcota, she steeled her resolve. She had to find a way to save him from Solaris. She knew that name, and she somehow knew his voice with deadly certainty—he was the heat that nearly suffocated her and her brother. But who exactly was he?

Back when she was in the palace, gossip flowed like water. At first, Solaris was a nameless lord in the north who rose to sudden treacherous power by seizing land and erecting a grotesque fortress. Then, stories flew about his army of monsters, of creatures from tropical lands that he had tamed to his will. But the main question on everyone’s lips was to whom he pledged his allegiance.

Did he honor the Eturics of old from the First Continent, who’d for centuries lived a sheltered existence on their highlands and shorelines?

Or did he favor the upstart Eturics, who’d used blood and magic to carve out new land for themselves on the Second Continent, land they called Idranay Province, with Lavigata Palace at its epicenter?

Or, perhaps the most feared outcome, whispered in dark corners. Did Solaris support the Numenarkans, sworn enemies of the Eturics?

Once the rumors started, Rasha endured more scowls than usual as a Numenarkan living in Eturic land. People feared Solaris would reignite the ancient conflict, but for Rasha, the impending threat only cemented the decision to end her life before any fighting began.

But now she had a purpose.

Rasha shoved to her feet and wiped off the forest debris that clung to her clothes. Solaris was dangerous, a mysterious enemy who threatened their entire world—and the one who stood between Rasha and her brother.

That didn’t matter. She would save Falcota, even if she had to give up her life. Her fingers traced the edges of the tear in her dress. If she could give up her life, and assuming she could control her power or at least prevent the ice from taking over again. She just needed to figure out which way was north where Solaris was said to reside, and where he had to be keeping her brother captive.

With dry pain in her throat each time she swallowed, Rasha set out in search of water. Sunlight streamed through the trees, and she sweated beneath her layers of dark clothing. When the heat became too stifling, she draped the cloak over her arm. A cooling breeze toyed with her hair, and she basked in momentary relief before the babbling of liquid reached her ears. With a renewed burst of energy, she quickened her pace and discovered a small brook hedged by smooth rocks. Carefully kneeling at the shore, she cupped her hands and drank her fill.

A sharp snap and the crisp crunch of leaves made her freeze. Cold sweat broke out on her skin as a figure drifted toward her.

Frenzied thoughts burst in her mind. Running would be foolish with all the dry leaves, not to mention her fatigued muscles. She had no weapon to fight. That left one option.

She would have to hide.

Farther upstream, nestled against a large boulder, sat a grove of small shrubs. Rasha judged the distance and ducked behind them just in time. With lurching footfalls, the figure stumbled into sight opposite where Rasha peered through a gap in the thin branches.

She stifled a gasp.

It couldn’t be.

 

HUES OF PALE-YELLOW dawn reached across Veltina Forest. The crumbling remains of Lavigata Palace smoldered, but Adriana’s attention shifted to movement in her periphery. A short distance away, and partially obscured by foliage, a beast paced the woods. Adriana crouched against a tree, paralyzed.

The beast was reptilian and stood on two feet, towering heads taller than any man Adriana had ever encountered. Clad in body armor, its skin was scaly green, and claws curved from its fingers and toes. A long green snout with two rows of teeth jutted from a plumed helmet. Beady yellow eyes glinted as a forked tongue darted from its mouth like a snake. It swiveled its head, but it hadn’t yet seen Adriana.

A second creature joined it, nearly identical to the first. They conferred with each other in a hissing language and then prowled off. From around the tree trunks, Adriana caught glimpses of them sweeping the forest as if searching for something. A handful of others emerged, and though the small party wandered farther from Adriana’s position, she remained hunkered down out of view.

If they were anything like snakes, they compensated for their bad eyesight with a superior sense of smell. Adriana had read that fact in a natural-studies textbook once, so she knew hiding wouldn’t make a difference. She tensed, ready to make a break for freedom, but the creatures moved on without noticing her.

Adriana chanced a relieved sigh, and her tutor’s words sprang to mind. The northern isle of Corkade is tropical, full of all sorts of creatures, including humanoid reptiles known as ghulrenos.

The creatures had to be ghulrenos.

Another group of the beasts appeared, this time with two familiar faces in the mix. Adriana bit her lip to keep from shouting at the sight of her parents, gagged and bound, being dragged through the forest. They stood out as small white blurs against the backdrop of ghulrenos. In a horrid dream that was somehow real, Adriana watched as her mother stumbled, and one of the creatures forcefully hauled her upright. Its claws must’ve dug into her skin, because the queen let out a gasp of pain.

“No,” Adriana cried out. She clapped a hand over her mouth, but too late. The ghulrenos nearest her whipped its head in her direction, its tongue tasting the air as they locked gazes.

Her mother’s words clanged through Adriana’s head like warning bells.

When you get out, run.

So she did.


Chapter Four

RASHA BLINKED, UNABLE to believe her eyes.

A girl about her age stumbled into view. Pale skin and blonde hair marked the girl as Eturic, and from the state of her, she looked like she’d been running for hours. She wore what once might have passed for a green nightgown, but was now a rag towing lacy entrails. The gown was sleeveless, and bloody scratches flecked the girl’s bare arms. Waist-length hair hung down her back in a sloppy braid, with loose strands framing an angular face. Her eyes were sunken into hollow cheeks streaked with tear tracks.

Rasha knew her. The girl was none other than Adriana ven Kerrick, Princess of Lavigata Palace. Or at least, she had been. Dread pooled in Rasha’s gut at the way Adriana kept glancing over her shoulder, as if she expected someone—or something—to charge out of the forest behind her.

After several tense moments of silence and stillness, the princess relaxed enough to crouch at the bank of the brook and take several long gulps of water. The liquid dribbled down her chin as she finally collapsed to the ground to inspect her feet, which were bloody around the tattered remains of slippers. She poked at one of her oozing cuts and whimpered, making Rasha wince in sympathy. Adriana cleaned her wounds, and then, apparently satisfied—or possibly too tired to do more—she scooted to dry land and flopped onto her back. The moment she closed her eyes, her whole body went limp.

Nothing moved as Rasha continued to stare, unsure. Cautiously, she crept out of her hiding place, keeping the princess in her sights. Adriana didn’t even stir when Rasha dared to stand over her.

Five years had passed since she’d last seen the princess up close, and though Adriana probably didn’t remember, Rasha would never forget that day.

She was ten years old, just past her third anniversary of working at the palace. The head maid told her to carry a heavy chamber pot from one of the lord’s rooms, and because Rasha was Numenarkan, she was expected to go through the servant’s passageway to avoid being seen. She knew that would take too long, though, so she opted for the rarely-used back corridors instead.

But when she rounded the corner, the princess and her retinue stood before her. Rasha froze, and she and the princess locked gazes. A beat passed before Adriana screamed and threw a tantrum until her guards forced Rasha to the kitchens. They shoved her along so fast, the chamber pot contents sloshed onto her clothes.

Rasha received ten lashes and no dinner that night. After the punishment, she sobbed into the stuffed burlap that served as her pillow, haunted by the hatred in the princess’s eyes.

At Rasha’s feet, Adriana moaned and trembled in her sleep. Rasha recalled being seven years old, clutching a piece of her family’s boat as she bobbed along the unforgiving sea, alone and afraid.

With a smooth motion, she unfolded her cloak and draped the cloth over the princess, careful not to get too close. Adriana probably wouldn’t appreciate the gesture if their first encounter indicated anything, but Rasha didn’t need the extra fabric in the heat of the day.

Hopefully, Adriana wouldn’t react too badly when she woke.

 

“PRINCESS, I THINK it’s going to rain.”

Adriana wrinkled her nose at the person talking to her. She grumbled and turned over but frowned when something round yet pointy dug into her thigh. She snaked a hand down to grab the offending object and glared through bleary vision. It was an acorn.

“What?” Memories slammed into her. She sat bolt upright and shrieked at the Numenarkan girl crouched next to her. The girl wore a servant’s uniform as if she worked at the palace, but that idea was preposterous. Adriana’s father would never have employed one of them. She had to be working for Solaris.

“Stay away from me!” Adriana scrambled backward, but the blanket—was it a blanket?—tangled around her legs, and she couldn’t get free. She flailed and clawed at the fabric.

“Princess, I—”

“I said stay away from me.” Unable to escape, Adriana ceased her frantic movements. Her breath hitched, and she swallowed a sob. She had tried to follow her mother’s orders to run, but she already failed. The least she could do was accept defeat with dignity, as was proper for a person of her status. “Fine. You’ve got me.” She held out her arms in surrender, wishing they would stop shaking.

The girl shifted away from her. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

“Get it over with, then. Take me to the rest of them.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Don’t play dumb. I know you’re working for him.”

“Who?” The girl’s brows scrunched in apparent confusion, but it had to be an act.

“Solaris.”

The girl’s eyes widened. Adriana noted they were a strange shade of violet. Was that a common trait among Numenarkans?

After a long, frozen pause, the girl finally asked, “What do you know about Solaris?”

A fat drop of water landed on Adriana’s head. She squinted upward, and a second later the skies opened, pelting them both with cold rain. The downpour blasted through the forest canopy and rapidly drenched Adriana to the bone. She scanned for shelter, but the water dripped into her eyes and made her vision blurry.

“Come on,” the other girl shouted over the pounding din. “There’s cover this way.”

Adriana hesitated. She couldn’t trust a Numenarkan, but she also couldn’t stay out here all by herself getting soaked. She hugged her chest, shivering, and for a second, her heartbeat stuttered when she thought the girl had vanished, but her disappearance was only a trick of the weather.

With relief, Adriana located her again and followed as the girl led them to a tall pine tree with a gap at the base. The space was so tiny they had to curl themselves under the branches just so in order to avoid the rain.

Pine needles jabbed Adriana, and sap stuck to her. The scent of pine flooded her nose and overpowered those of rain and wet dirt. With the way she was wedged around the trunk, her head rested close to the other girl’s, and their warm breaths mingled. Adriana wished there was more room, but at least she wasn’t getting wet anymore.

As soon as she settled into a cramped position, the girl pressed soggy fabric into her hands—the blanket that covered her before, which was actually a cloak. The tree trunk prevented them from spreading the cloak out completely, but they managed to arrange the fabric over their legs so they could conserve body heat.

“The cloak’s yours?” Adriana asked with a hint of surprise.

“Yes.”

Adriana fell silent as she studied the girl opposite her. Her skin was darker than Adriana’s, with a few freckles on her face, particularly around her nose. Pine needles had gotten caught in her thick black hair, though she made no move to untangle them.

Adriana propped up to clear the space beneath her, then rested her head on her folded arms. Was she really supposed to believe that a random Numenarkan girl had found Adriana’s comatose form, and her first thought was to lay a makeshift blanket over her? That didn’t sound right—especially not for an operative of Solaris’s.

The rain drummed on. The pine tree didn’t provide perfect protection, as cold drops trickled between the branches and blended into their sodden clothing. One caught the other girl in the eye, and she blinked.

“Who are you?” Adriana finally asked.

The girl didn’t meet her gaze. “I’m Rasha. I’m…I was a servant at the palace.”

“But you’re Numenarkan.”

“I was sold to the palace as a child.” Rasha paused and added to herself in a smaller, more defeated voice, “I knew you wouldn’t remember me.”

“We’ve met?”

“Once. It was a few years ago.”

Adriana wracked her mind. She had a vague memory of her first encounter with a Numenarkan, but that couldn’t have been Rasha. Then again, as horrifying as the memory was, she recalled the Numenarkan being small.

“That was you? No wonder you speak our language so well. You’ve been in the palace a long time.” A lump wedged in Adriana’s throat at the thought of her home, but she buried it beneath sudden suspicion. “Where were you during the attack? How did you get out?”

Rasha sucked in a breath. “What attack?”

Adriana told her the general details, leaving out the personal parts with her mother. She watched as Rasha’s jaw fell open in shock. The reaction appeared genuine, but there was only one way to tell for sure. “Solaris was behind everything,” Adriana finished.

Rasha stiffened. “Can you tell me about him?”

“What? Why?”

“Because he’s holding my brother captive.”

“So, you’re not working for him?”

“No, of course not.”

Adriana gaped at her. “Oh. He has my parents, too.”

“The king and queen? I’m so sorry. What does he want with them?”

“You think I know?” But she did know, or she could guess based on the conversation with her mother. Magic somehow existed in her family—on both sides—despite the wars thought to have eradicated such powers. But if her mother and father really were gifted, why had Adriana never known until now? What kind of abilities did they possess, and would she inherit them? Her mother had mentioned something about a choice, too, which added even more to the mystery.

Adriana flipped over to face away from Rasha’s oddly sympathetic expression. She didn’t want sympathy, not from a Numenarkan.

No, she wanted her life back. She wanted her parents back. She wanted answers.

If that meant chasing after the ghulrenos that took them, so be it.


Chapter Five

LONG AFTER PRINCESS Adriana fell asleep, Rasha remained awake. The rain fell steadily, and though her eyelids drooped, her mind whirred with confusion over the attack on Lavigata Palace. She couldn’t figure out Solaris’s role in all of this. Along with her brother, he had kidnapped—not killed—Adriana’s parents. Why? If only she could talk to Falcota again. He’d known something, but unless her power triggered and dropped her back into that black expanse, she didn’t know how else to get in touch with him.

Still, he was alive. He was alive. Rasha’s lips twitched, and her muscles strained into an expression she hadn’t worn in years. Perhaps she was wrong to smile, and even worse to hope, but for once in her life, she had direction. She wouldn’t let Falcota down like she’d let down the rest of her family.

Eventually, the rain stopped, and the sun returned in warm, effused brilliance. Veltina Forest echoed with the gentle patter of water dripping off leaves. Rasha observed the sleeping princess. Adriana’s braid had come undone, and her blonde hair formed a damp, scraggly mess of forest debris where the strands splayed across her back.

Rasha slid out from under the tree, wincing as she stretched her stiff body. The ground was spongy beneath her feet. In vain, she tried to wipe the dirt from her dress.

Moments later, Adriana groaned. She emerged from beneath the pine tree with needles stuck to her cheek. She swiped them away as she lurched upright, her movements jerky and sharp. Her eyes blazed. “I’m going after them.”

Rasha blinked at her, unsure if she’d heard right. “Princess?”

“My parents. Solaris took them, and I’m going to get them back.” She cut off Rasha’s next question, “No, I don’t know how. But I have to do something.” She stared at Rasha. “And you’re coming with me.”

Rasha swayed backward, her thoughts racing. The ghulrenos kidnapped the king and queen and were most likely bringing them to Solaris at his fortress, which also had to be where he was keeping her brother. Their goals aligned, but still, she hesitated.

Adriana interrupted anything she might’ve said. “We’ll need food and water. The water’s back that way. I’ll go get some while you get food.”

“But we don’t have anything to carry water with.”

Adriana paused. “Right. Well, we’ll have to think of something. What do your people use?”

“Waterskins, usually.”

“No, I mean, what from the woods can you use to carry water?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never lived in the woods.” Rasha shrank back when Adriana glowered at her.

“What do you mean you’ve never lived in the woods? You people are from here.” She indicated the forest, though her gesture encompassed the entire Second Continent.

Rasha wasn’t from the Second Continent. She had lived on the sacred island of Kcharma, in a hillside village that overlooked rolling valleys and grassy plains. She encountered her first forest only after banishment, when her family passed through woods on their way to the shore to leave their homeland forever. The reddish trees had stretched to the sky, taller and thicker than she ever imagined.

“Can’t you figure something out?” Adriana asked. “We can’t just stand around doing nothing.”

“We don’t have supplies. What do you expect me to do?”

For a moment, Adriana appeared lost, and then her fingers flexed. She dug them into her hair to attack the tangles scattered throughout. She grunted when she reached a nasty snarl, then leveled Rasha with a scowl. “What are you even doing here if you’re not going to help? Why did you bother to give me your cloak?”

“I didn’t know what happened to you. You’ve never been outside the palace walls before.”

Adriana let her hands drop from her hair. “That’s because I never wanted to be.” Her chin wobbled. “But I guess that doesn’t matter now. Everything’s gone.”

“I’m sorry. I know how that feels.”

“You can’t possibly know what this feels like.”

Heat flared in Rasha’s gut. “You don’t know anything about me, Princess.” She stalked off in the direction of the brook.

Leaves rustled as Adriana chased after her with a frantic call, “Wait, where are you going?”

“To get some water.”

“And then what?”

“I’m going to save my brother.”

“How?”

“I don’t know.”

“If Solaris has your brother, then we’re heading in the same direction. We should go together.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why not?”

They arrived at the brook, and Rasha knelt to drink. The cool water soothed her throat, and she leaned back on her haunches. She should’ve known this would happen if she stayed with the princess. Maybe if she sat here long enough, Adriana would leave her alone.

“You’re a servant of Lavigata Palace,” Adriana said from above her. “You should do what I say.”

“Apparently the palace doesn’t exist anymore, so you can’t tell me what to do.”

Adriana planted her hands on her hips. “Oh really? So why don’t you want to go together when it makes the most sense?”

“How does it make sense? Neither of us knows what we’re doing. We don’t have food or water or supplies. We don’t know how to hunt or forage. We don’t even know where to start.”

“You’re wrong about that.” Adriana’s face was smug. “Water runs from the north. If we follow the brook, we’ll be heading right toward Solaris’s fortress.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I read that in my geography textbook.”

“So, north then.”

“And we’ll have water on the way.”

Rasha met Adriana’s gaze. “I won’t be your servant.”

Adriana threw up her hands. “Fine. And I guess I should thank you for your cloak.”

“Where is my cloak?”

“I left it back under the tree. I’ll grab it and then we’ll go. Yes?”

“I suppose.”

With a nod, Adriana trotted back toward their pine tree shelter.

Rasha stared after her, the surreal nature of the conversation making her head spin even as her stomach growled.

Adriana rushed back with the cloak in her hands, which she shoved at Rasha. “Ready?”

No. And they wouldn’t get far without food, but what other choice did she have? Falcota needed her.

Rasha sucked in a breath and lied, “Yes, I’m ready.”

 

ADRIANA SWATTED AT a dozen flies as she trekked through Veltina Forest. In the thick heat of the day, sweat dripped down her back. Her nightgown clung to her, damp from the rain and unable to dry in the humidity.

She panted, her gaze focused on every painful step. Her slippers—now practically nonexistent—failed to protect her feet from the pointy sticks and rocks that littered the ground, and her cheeks hurt from wincing. Thanks to the rain, the banks of the brook were also mushy and slippery. Adriana nearly twisted her ankle when her foot slid off a wet rock and sank into a mud pit hidden beneath the leaves.

Ahead of her, Rasha walked with a sense of ease in her cloak. She seemed to effortlessly evade the nuisances that assailed Adriana, like the patch of brambles that snagged on her nightgown, or the spider web that clung to her face and left her spitting sticky invisible strands.

What a lie that Rasha never lived in the woods before. She belonged out here, which begged the question of how she ended up at the palace. Did she not have parents, or a family? She was obviously hiding something. If Adriana could’ve turned to anyone else, she would have, but all she knew was buried beneath rubble. She blinked away the sudden burning behind her eyes.

They stopped to take a break on the side of the brook. Adriana’s stomach constricted with hunger, but at least she could quench her thirst. She gulped several mouthfuls and leaned back.

Rasha crouched beside her, a thin sheen of sweat on her skin and redness tingeing her cheeks. She still wore her cloak, which billowed around her, hot and heavy-looking. It was easier to carry that way, but Adriana wouldn’t wish for such a burden. Though, admittedly, she’d probably appreciate the extra warmth at night. It was late summer, so the weather wasn’t too cold—just chilly enough to make her miserable.

“So,” Adriana said after Rasha splashed water on her face. “Tell me about your brother.”

The droplets ran down Rasha’s chin and soaked into her cloak. “What?”

“Your brother. What’s he like?”

She ducked her head. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know what he’s like?”

“I thought he was dead.”

Adriana frowned. “But you know he’s alive? How?”

“I just do. He’s my twin.”

Adriana raised an eyebrow. Right. “And the rest of your family?”

“Dead.”

“How?” At Rasha’s flinch, Adriana heard her mother’s chiding voice in her head. You must learn to be more tactful if you are to facilitate conversation. “Sorry,” she said, though the word came out stiff. “I didn’t mean to be rude.”

Rasha blew out a breath, her body hunching forward. “I lived on Kcharma until I was seven. Then my family was…we had to leave. Something struck our boat on the way to the mainland. I washed ashore here. That’s when I was sold to the palace.”

“Something struck your boat? Are you sure you didn’t hit a reef?”

Adriana, warned her mother’s voice.

Rasha frowned at her. “Yes, I’m sure. There was a whistling sound before…” She shook her head. “Whatever it was, it doesn’t matter.”

More lies? Maybe Adriana shouldn’t have insisted they travel together. Then again, Rasha’s reaction to Adriana’s earlier comment did make sense if what she said was true; Rasha would know what it was like to lose her family, her home—everything. Perhaps Adriana should offer her a more genuine apology.

But the words lodged in her throat, and when Rasha stood, so did she.

They kept going. Their journey grew even more unbearable as the day wore on, what with the lingering heat, the persistent flies, and the hazardous footing. Though they rested often, their pace dragged as their energy faded. The pain in Adriana’s feet stopped, and she would’ve worried about the numbness if she weren’t more distracted by her empty stomach. How insane that just yesterday, she could’ve rung a bell and had a servant appear with refreshments on a platter.

Now, the only food available was berries. They hung in bright, colorful clusters among flowering shrubs that wafted perfume. The temptation to pick them was strong, but Adriana had skipped her lessons on wilderness survival and didn’t dare risk poisoning herself.

Before long, Adriana’s thoughts turned fuzzy with exhaustion. She plodded along unknowing, forgetful of the reason for their journey in the first place. At one point, she veered away from Rasha’s direct course to circumvent large stones Rasha already clambered over. The result was an unhindered path, but only for a moment.

Adriana’s sluggish mind lagged, and she only registered she was sinking when the ground disappeared from beneath her feet. A startled yelp escaped her lips and then she was falling…falling…


Chapter Six

RASHA WHIRLED AROUND when a strangled human cry erupted, followed by the sound of a tree falling.

“Princess?” she called. There was no answer. Bathed in afternoon sunlight, the bright greens and yellows of the forest glowed all around her. Squirrels chattered, birds chirped, wings flapped, insects buzzed. The fresh scent of rain had morphed into the cloying balminess of late summer, and although Rasha once found the scene calm and refreshing, now her heartbeat sped up.

“Princess?” she repeated, quieter. Again, nothing. A sense of foreboding descended on Rasha like a thick blanket. Throughout their journey, Adriana crashed through the undergrowth, ungainly and loud along with her constant whining. The sudden silence didn’t bode well, and Rasha’s mind raced with thoughts of capture, of hidden traps and a stupid Numenarkan girl like herself falling for the ploys of an Eturic princess.

Cautiously she backtracked, her gaze darting around the placid woods for unseen enemies.

And then her world tilted off-balance.

The earth slid out from under her, and she tumbled into a pit right on top of an unmoving Adriana. Rasha hastened to roll off her, but the hole was small, as wide as she was tall, and she could only fold herself to the side.

The princess coughed. Fallen debris speckled her face. The hole they dropped into wasn’t too deep, but they were both in well over their heads.

“Are you all right?” Rasha asked, once she’d recovered her voice.

Adriana moaned. She shifted away from Rasha to claim her own space and clutch the back of her skull.

“Did you hit your head?” Rasha asked.

“Yeah, after you fell on me.”

“I’m sorry. Is it bleeding?”
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