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Chapter One

	 

	“Tadrakka!” Hekdan carried Zula out of the gorge as the sun broke the horizon. “Get my brother,” he ordered the closest soldier. “Get him here now!”

	Zula’s vision wavered and there wasn’t a part of her that didn’t throb. She gasped and tasted blood. 

	“Hold on, girl.” Hekdan knelt, laying her in the sand. Turning to his guards, he went back to giving orders. “Send word to the Ilian camp. And—fetch the prophetess.”

	Debrei? Zula rolled her eyes. If she was dying, that was the last person she wanted to see. 

	Hekdan stayed at Zula’s side, cradling her head off the ground. 

	A soldier’s shadow blocked the sunlight. “Ensaadi, we’ve retaken the bridge and secured the south side.”

	“Good.”

	“The eighth contingent is awaiting your orders, my lord.”

	“Tell them to hold fast. I’m coming.”

	“Ensaadi—”

	“Just wait!” Hekdan snapped over his shoulder. He knelt at Zula’s head like a penitent at prayer, bowed over her. 

	“Hekdan!”

	The ensaadi looked up. “Tadrakka! Here.”

	The younger brother was on Zula’s other side the next instant. “What happened?” He took stock of Zula’s broken body, aghast. 

	“She fell,” Hekdan said. “The jowlbeast broke her fall, but—” Hekdan shook his head. “Can you…?”

	Tadrakka’s hands hovered over Zula, not quite touching. “Damn it, woman.”

	Zula opened her mouth, but all that came out was a wheeze. Her ribs hurt. Her back ached. She couldn’t feel her feet. Was she crippled?

	“Do you have her?” Hekdan fixed his brother in a stare to lock down a wild thing. 

	Tadrakka nodded, not looking up. “I’ve got her.”

	Hekdan laid Zula’s head on the sand, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “Live, Zula.”

	A tear slipped out the corner of her eye as he set her down. If she was dying, she wanted to die in his arms, but he’d already left her.

	The duties of an ensaadi came first. They always had, always would. “Loving a warlord is among the cruelest fates any woman could have,” someone had once told her. 

	Bowed over her, Tadrakka’s brow knitted in concentration. He faced the rising sun, though his eyes were fixed on Zula. 

	He inhaled and then closed his eyes. His hands hovered over her side, her ribs. Heat welled on the surface of her skin, sinking deeper into her. Warmth tingled along through her bones. 

	A rib snapped in place and Zula seized in pain, back arching. A hand caught hers, lifting her head off the ground again. 

	“It’s alright, child,” said a familiar voice. “It’s not your time yet.”

	If Zula could have spoken past the pain, she would have cursed. Debrei of all people? A spitting snake would have been preferable. She opened her mouth to say as much, but just then something in her back snapped. The discs jerked back into place and pain rocked through her whole lower body. She could now feel her broken ankle and fractured ribs and a sear of agony rocked through through her pelvis, starting at her hip and radiating across her loins. 

	Letting off a strangled scream, she writhed in the sand. So many people feared death, but often life was worse. 

	“Hold her down. You! Help me.” Tadrakka gave the order with a grimace, gesturing to the soldiers at his back. 

	Pairs of hands clamped down on Zula’s limbs and she ground her teeth, hating herself. She was stronger than this. More resilient than this.

	Tadrakka’s power was nothing like Kasrei’s. Kasrei’s magic was hot and tingly. It caused discomfort and left her patients sore, but Tadrakka’s healing was like bathing in fire. The heat worked its way through her, reforging the broken bones and torn ligaments. Kasrei’s power pierced and stitched, but Tadrakka’s sealed like molten lead. 

	Heat bloomed through Zula’s body until she was sure she would cook. She could feel her guts shift and slide back into place where the fall had left punctures, tears, and bruises. The bleeding stopped, replaced by throbbing heat. Her heart thundered faster. Where shattered bones had punctured organs, the bones were snapped back together and organs sealed. 

	It was an agony Zula hadn’t imagined possible. So many people—idiots, all of them—seemed convinced that a magian’s touch would be like the caress of the gods, but it was more like the hammer of a demon. This was what it was to be pounded and tooled back into wholeness. 

	Zula blubbered and sobbed, muttering that they should kill her, that they should finish her off. Debrei held her head and stroked her hair, crooning and whispering to her in Hudspethite lullabies. 

	Tadrakka held her hand, but didn’t relent. “I’m sorry, Zula,” he said. “I’m so sorry, but I have to do this.”

	Liar. She hadn’t heard Hekdan order his brother to save her. She was a foreigner and traitor to Malsi who had pledged her allegiance elsewhere. 

	If Tadrakka insisted on saving her, he had only his own pigheadedness to blame. 

	The two of them were betrothed, but that hardly counted for anything. His father was liable to void the match and everyone knew she was pining for his brother.

	That didn’t seem to matter.

	Tadrakka worked over her core for what felt like an eternity. He laid a hand on her hip, muttering an apology. Something snapped and Zula felt his heated power flow down into the fractured places within the bone, sliding through the marrow like distilled fire. 

	From there he moved onto her knees, searing her kneecaps back in place and knitting her joints and tendons back together. Lastly, he came to her ankle. With a snap, he straightened the bone. 

	Zula was sure she would pass out, but whatever gods existed were too cruel for that. Zula screamed, convulsing on the sand as Debrei held her head, Tadrakka mumbled his mournful apologies, and his Malsi soldiers kept her from bucking them both off.

	“I’m sorry,” he said over and over. He touched her cheek as he reached her neck. “Please, forgive me.” He laid his hands over her throat. 

	Even though his power flowed through her, knitting her back together, everywhere that his power had touched ached and burned. In the wake of his power was a deep, constant, throbbing soreness that she could neither describe nor explain. 

	Zula was in more pain now than she had been before. Past Tadrakka, she glimpsed a man in the golden armor of Ilios and another Ilian who might have been Jadiana or might have been anyone else. Her eyes were blurry and red streaks of pain shot across her vision. 

	Humiliation burned through Zula as she realized they had an audience of at least a dozen Malsi soldiers. She recognized none of them, but they’d seen her writhe and scream and lie helpless beneath the ministrations of the ensaa. 

	“What happened?” It was Jadiana who knelt beside Zula’s head as Tadrakka had his Malsi release her. “General, what happened?” She looked over the blood and scrapes that covered Zula head to foot, the bruises that darkened her skin to a mutilated purple hue. 

	“She fell,” Debrei said. 

	Tadrakka kept his hands on the sides of Zula’s neck, his power flowing into the vertebrae of her spine from the top down. His jaw clenched, sweat beading on his brow. His hands heated to the point of scorching and Zula half expected to smell the burning of her flesh. But there was only silence. 

	“She joined the ensaadi on the bridge and was knocked off in the attack.”

	Jadiana covered her mouth with her hands. “She fell to the bottom of the gorge?”

	“Her fall was broken by the jowlbeast’s corpse, but yes.”

	“General!” Jadiana hovered back, not daring to touch her commander, but swaying back and forth as if that was somehow supposed to be useful. “Oh, general. I should’ve gone with you. I should’ve—”

	“The southlanders have blocked the western routes,” Demtran said, looking at Debrei. “We’re trapped here. We can’t go home.”

	Debrei nodded, stroking Zula’s cheek. There was a gentleness in the gesture, a maternal softness. For just a moment, Zula could almost forget that she hated the woman. “It will be alright.” Debrei kissed the top of Zula’s head. “There’s still much for you to do, child.”

	Zula wanted to make a sharp retort. She wanted to say something to shut the woman up. Even in her broken state, she wanted to give Demtran and Jadiana their orders. That was her duty, after all—to lead them. But she’d abandoned her duty to chase after the same man who’d left her here while he attended his own duties.

	Duty always came first for Hekdan and it always would. No matter how much she might wish, hope, or pray that it were otherwise—Hekdan would always and forever be a Malsi ruler first and the man she loved second. 

	She’d always known that. She wished it could have stopped her from loving him with her whole heart, mind, body, and soul, but it hadn’t. 

	Tadrakka reached her head last. He framed her temples in his hands, bowing over her. He had gone at least four shades paler than when he had begun her healing. 

	Sweat dripped down his nose and his breaths came in labored, slow pants as his magic radiated through her skull. Zula hadn’t realized the brokenness inside her head until his power flowed through it, radiating and skimming along every crease and crack. 

	Tadrakka’s hands fell to his sides at last and he rocked back, swaying like a man who might faint.

	Zula groaned, struggling to get an elbow under her. She hadn’t been this sore since she’d taken a beating at the hands of Naram the Usurper’s guards. She tried to get an arm under her and barely moved her elbow before she gave up. 

	“We need to get her somewhere she can rest.” Tadrakka wiped the sweat from his forehead, looking to Demtran and Jadiana. “Can you help me get her back to her tent?” 

	Demtran nodded, stepping forward, but Tadrakka waved him back. 

	“No, wait.” He removed his long cloak, spreading it on the ground. “Lay her on this.”

	At Tadrakka’s direction, Demtran lifted Zula off the ground while Tadrakka and Jadiana got his cloak under her. Zula groaned, fighting not to scream. She’d already screamed and wept and moaned enough for the next ten years. 

	“Come on.” Tadrakka lifted one side of the cloak and Demtran lifted the other. Between the two of them, they carried Zula in a makeshift hammock. It supported her whole body, cradling her with the least pain she had experienced in the past two hours. 

	Debrei and Jadiana set after them, with the younger woman jogging ahead to prepare Zula’s tent and Debrei marching along beside. Zula laid there, not moving, watching the white clouds bathed red, pink, and orange in the light of the sunrise. 

	Tadrakka helped lay her in her tent, giving Jadiana and Debrei instructions to keep Zula fed and watered, to make sure she rested and allowed her body to finish mending what he’d put back into place. 

	Zula closed her eyes, her head pillowed on a blanket Jadiana rolled under her ear. She heard Tadrakka take his leave with a promise to come back later that evening. She glanced after him in time to see him stumble as he left her tent. The healing had probably drained him of more energy than most magians expended in a week. 

	As Jadiana and Debrei made her comfortable and the old prophet said her pious recitations of thanks and requests for healing, Zula drifted off into the sleep of exhaustion. The last thing she remembered was the taste of Hekdan on her lips—and his back as he had once again walked away from her. 

	
Chapter Two

	 

	“I know you’re my commander and I can’t criticize you, but—” Demtran rubbed the back of his neck. “That has to be the foolhardiest thing you’ve ever done.”

	Zula coughed a laugh, tossing the dice bones. Two days after her fall and it still hurt to laugh. 

	“General?”

	Zula shook her head.

	“This is the sort of thing I’ve come to expect from Ensaak Talitha. From Ashek. Not from you or General Gilsazi.”

	Zula made a vague gesture with her hand in place of a shrug. “I agree. It was foolhardy. I shouldn’t have done it.”

	“So why did you?”

	The general counted the marks on the dice bones—two stars and three moons. “Your roll.”

	Demtran took the bones and rolled, not looking at where they landed. “General?”

	Zula fixed her lieutenant in a sharp glare. She didn’t have an answer. 

	“Do you still love him?” Demtran pressed.

	“I should have you whipped for your impudence.” Zula said it flatly, with barely any tone at all.

	“That isn’t a denial.”

	“My first loyalty is to Ilios.”

	Demtran’s brows rose. “Also not a denial.”

	The general looked past her lieutenant to the tents and soldiers camped on the north ridge. Those Dunedrifters had arrived the morning of the attack along with at least two other clans. Their sirrushes had almost stripped the surrounding countryside bare and the bastards had blocked in the Ilians. There was no way they could leave and unless they started taking provisions from Malsi soon, they would go hungry. 

	Unfortunately, Paakna wasn’t allowing them to be provisioned from the city until they agreed to fight alongside him and they wouldn’t fight alongside him until their terms were met. 

	Zula kicked at the sand. Coming here was the worst idea she’d had since becoming Ilian. 

	“Is there a plan?”

	Zula had been thinking about it for days. Ever since Hekdan had dragged her out of that gorge. Her cheeks burned at the memory. Whether Ilios chose to stay and help Malsi or not, Zula needed to leave. There was no other option. 

	“We leave.”

	Demtran gave no reaction. “What do you mean?”

	“Paakna will need our help. Either that, or the city will fall and we’ll have to retake it to keep Kadesh or Jak’mor from taking it.” Malsi would make too convenient a base for harassing Ilian lands. “But Paakna isn’t yet desperate enough.” He needed to swallow his pride or die. It was just a question of which would come first. “Ready the commanders. I need to speak with them.” As soon as she was healed, she had to get out of here. 

	Even if they had to fight their way out of Malsi’s borders and as much as she hated the idea of retreating empty handed. 

	“General Zula.”

	At her name, she looked up. “Tadrakka.”

	The magian was in his belted tunic, the charms and amulets of his trade dangling from his waist. His shoulders were bare, bronze armbands locked around his corded biceps. “I have someone who wants to see you.”

	Wylla stepped out from behind the ensaa, her wispy frame jangling with the armbands and bangles of her station. “Zula!” She rushed to her sister’s side, catching both Zula’s hands like they were children again. “I wanted to come sooner, but—”

	“It doesn’t matter.” Zula squeezed her sister’s hands, looking away. “Demtran, could you give us a moment?”

	The lieutenant had already risen to his feet. He stepped back, inclining his head. “I’ll fetch the commanders as you requested. “

	Zula inclined her head. 

	“I’ll wait and escort you to the prophetess when you’re ready,” Tadrakka said to Wylla, then stepped outside earshot without being asked. Sometimes, Paakna’s youngest son tended to forget that he wasn’t a servant. It just came to him naturally.

	“You’re here to see the prophetess?” Zula stiffened, looking past Wylla. Her younger sister pulled back her head wrap, carefully braided cornrows shining with fresh oil. 
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