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CHAPTER ONE


ARIN


Arin firmly believed an attempt on one’s life was the highest form of flattery.


Becoming a threat by the very virtue of your existence, inspiring the sort of mad dedication that drives men to murder . . . what could be more of an accomplishment?


His father endured at least two dozen assassination attempts a month—more than the rest of the rulers combined.


Arin had waited impatiently for his turn. On the eve of his tenth birthday, it came.


A commotion had erupted outside his chambers, and Arin followed it into the hall. His guards had shouted for him to return to his room, occupied trying to hold back the intruder.


Preposterous—as if Arin were some fragile bird in a glass cage. Only cowards hid.


Besides, he had waited for this. Planned for it. At ten, Arin had begun to grasp the role he played in his kingdom. The power he stood to inherit. The fact that someone had come to the Citadel seeking to kill him meant others had begun to realize his power, too.


Later, he’d learn the assassin was one of fifteen sent to infiltrate the Citadel on the eve of the Champions’ Banquet, which was being held in Nizahl that year. The others were apprehended before they ever reached the Citadel’s grounds.


When the assassin spotted the Nizahl Heir, a manic light had brightened in his eyes. He darted around the guards and reared his arm back.


The knife flew.


Arin could have avoided it. Unlike his graceless guards, Arin could measure exactly what movements he needed to avoid injury. One twist to the right, a collapse of his right knee, and he would have been out of harm’s way.


Except, Arin didn’t want to avoid the knife.


Arin knew his flaws—they were frequently recited to him. Cold, heartless, stubborn. Arin’s mother called his shortcomings by kinder names than Arin’s tutors. To Isra, his shortcomings were a keen regard for precision. A personal standard that demanded nothing short of perfection.


But his worst flaw, universally agreed upon by all, was Arin’s curiosity. Once a question blossomed in the Heir’s mind, he could not rest until he found an answer. His curiosity eclipsed everything—his sense, his reason, his very sanity.


So Arin stood still for the knife. He pulled his arm over his chest, drawing his shoulder over the fatal points of entry. The knife cleaved into him. The suddenness of the impact temporarily whitened the world.


Arin had screamed. He barely registered the guards jumping onto the assassin or the heavy thud of bodies hitting the ground. His arm hurt. Everything hurt terribly.


The next time he had opened his eyes, he was in his own bed, the wound hidden beneath a thick bandage. His mother was fast asleep next to him.


“You scared her,” Rawain said. He stood in front of Arin’s window. “You know I detest when she cries.”


Tear tracks had indeed dried on Isra’s cheeks. Arin moved to wipe them away and stopped when Rawain glanced over. The Supreme disliked it when Arin showed his mother affection or let her fuss over him.


Without ever being told, Arin understood that Rawain did not love her.


Arin withdrew his touch, because loving his mother meant losing a little bit more of his father.


“You let him hurt you,” Rawain said, staring out the window again. His hands were clasped around his scepter, fingers tight above the glass orb. Arin did not have to peer closely to make out the raven’s wings, the black feathers unfurling above the two swords clashing at its feet. The symbol of Nizahl, cast in exquisite gems at the head of his father’s scepter, always seemed alive enough to glare at Arin.


His heart pounded. “I did not let—”


“Arin,” Rawain interjected lightly. Too lightly. “What is my first rule?”


An all-too-familiar weight pressed down on Arin. He fought to breathe through it. “I am not lying, my liege.”


“One last chance.” Rawain turned, moving from the window to hover over Arin’s bedside. Terror closed Arin’s throat, the slow suffocation rendered infinitely worse beneath his father’s knowing gaze. The raven’s beady glare pierced into him. “Why did you let him hurt you?”


Resignation settled like a shroud over Arin. Punishment was inevitable. The only variable Arin could control now was its severity. Telling the truth would mean months of grueling training and the confiscation of his books and maps.


But lying would sentence Arin to the Capsule.


“I wanted to know how it would feel,” Arin said. He knotted his fingers into the blanket, ignoring the pull on his arm. “The injury.”


“You’ve been injured by many knives in your training.”


“Never stabbed.” Arin swallowed. “I wanted to see if I could survive it.”


A heavily ringed hand settled on Arin’s throat. His father’s finger ghosted over Arin’s pulse. It beat sickly fast, betraying its owner.


“Do you think if you put yourself in the path of what you fear and let it hurt you, you will somehow be stronger for it? That you will know your limits better?” Rawain’s hand moved to Arin’s arm.


Without hesitation, he dug his thumb into Arin’s bandage.


Pain roared through him, and Arin barely remembered to trap his gasp behind his teeth. He couldn’t risk waking his mother. Rawain did not tolerate her interruptions when he was teaching his Heir a lesson, and Arin hated it when she was punished because of him. “Those who survive longest never put themselves in a position to be hurt. They see the threat coming and they step aside.”


Red leaked beneath the bandage. His father pressed harder. Arin tasted blood. He had bitten into his own tongue.


“You are my sole Heir. You will inherit my kingdom, my throne, and my enemies. How can I trust you if you cannot command your impulses or quash these infernal curiosities? How, Arin?”


Black dots swam in Arin’s vision, and only then did Rawain withdraw his hand. He wiped his thumb on his robes. “Your lessons resume at dawn.”


His mother woke two hours later and fought with the servants who came to dress Arin for his training. “Can’t you see he’s hurt? He cannot train today. He is only a child! Please, he’s in pain.” The servants moved around her while she wept, ignoring her attempts to hold them off.


And Arin, who still felt the imprint of his father’s thumb, had found himself disgusted by her tears.


She put herself in a position to be hurt, he thought, suddenly and without much emotion. She loves me too much. She will see the threat coming and stand perfectly still, if only to let me live a minute more.


Arin put his hand on the bandage and pressed.


The pain grew, and grew, and grew.


He would become familiar with this pain. He would learn to think through it.


And then he would never see it coming and stand still again.
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Rain pattered against the window, obscuring the sight of a sleeping Nizahl from its watchful Heir.


The stormy evening possessed every hallmark of nights his mother called sieges of the Awaleen. The wind picked up, its mournful howl cutting through the stone walls. Arin could almost hear his mother’s phantom sigh, the tap of her thin fingers against the shaking glass. Sleep is the space between life and death. A space where anything can happen, she would say, in the faraway tone Arin had grown to fear. The Awaleen have dwelled in their dreams for centuries. Look at the sky, Arin, and tell me you cannot see them in the clouds.


In her last few years, she had developed a habit of speaking such nonsense where others could hear. Persistent superstition was a relic she carried over from her village in Nazeef, and his father hated any reminders of Isra’s lowborn origins.


A crackle of lightning washed Arin in shades of blue. If the Awaleen truly slept, down there in their eternal tombs, then their sleep knew only nightmares.


A knock came at the door. Arin smoothed a palm over his vest, dispelling the phantom of his mother. He had plans with the living to oversee.


“Enter.” Arin didn’t move from the window as the door creaked open behind him.


“Your Highness. You summoned?”


“Have a seat, Counselor Rodan.”


Arin turned from the window. The High Counselor bowed deeply, gaze meeting Arin’s for a brief instant before darting away. Rodan moved to the chair nearest to the door and hesitated. The seat would be close to the head of the table—within Arin’s reach. Executing a shuffle unbecoming of anyone above the age of five, the High Counselor instead chose a chair at the center of the table.


As though Arin would ever expend the effort to physically assault him. There weren’t enough gloves in the world. The entire episode had taken less than a minute, but it told Arin what he needed to know.


It didn’t end there. When Arin lowered himself into his chair, the High Counselor flinched. Flinched.


“Peculiar weather tonight.” Rodan picked at his thumb, seemingly indifferent to the blood crusted in the hinges of his nail. The thought of replacing his table because the High Counselor bled on it irritated Arin to distraction.


Arin’s silence only further aggravated the High Counselor. Over the years, Arin had found silence a most effective tool for excavating the inner workings of someone’s mind. To some, silence scraped and clawed and screamed. Others settled in it, content to float on its ebb.


Save for a bottle of talwith and two glasses, the table lay empty. Arin uncorked the bottle. In each glass, he poured two fingers’ worth of the lavender liquid. Rodan watched the bottle, wiping his knuckles across his chin. A smear of blood from his thumbnail caught on his whiskered jaw.


When Arin placed both glasses in front of Rodan, the High Counselor blinked. “None for you, my liege?”


“I have had more than my fair share as of late,” Arin said genially. “I presume you’re familiar with talwith?”


The High Counselor regarded the glasses with transparent unease. “The Orbanian beverage. Quite difficult to import to Nizahl, isn’t it?”


Her teasing voice cut across Arin’s thoughts like a well-aimed blade. Wait, are you important or something?


Arin’s fingers curled.


“Your Highness?”


Arin sat back in his chair, elbows balanced on the armrests as he folded his hands together. Rodan still hadn’t touched either drink. It always amused Arin how careful fickle men became when it was their own life on the line. “You’ve worked for the Citadel for many years. Since the start of my father’s reign.”


The High Counselor nodded, relieved to be back on familiar footing. “Nearly twenty-four years.”


Arin considered the man sitting at his table with the same level of interest he might afford an insect on the bottom of his boot. He’d rarely had cause to deal with Counselor Rodan in the past. The High Counselor’s role positioned him as an advisor to the Supreme and gave him a seat on the council—powerful privileges, but not ones that made him notable to Arin.


Twenty-four years. Decades Rodan had slithered around the Citadel, privy to the secrets of the most powerful kingdom in the land.


Arin couldn’t fathom it. Nothing about the High Counselor marked him as anything more than another dull, crown-kissing sycophant. Age lined his narrow face, and his hairline’s backward march had reached his ears. He was thin as a stalk of barley. Just as easy to snap.


Utterly unremarkable.


“I see.” Arin tilted his head. “And how many of those twenty-four years did you spend molesting little girls?”


The question hit the High Counselor with the force of an open-palmed slap. His breathing changed, turning shallow and quick. Arin’s vaguely bored expression did not change.


“S-sire, a grave misunderstanding is afoot.” Rodan’s trembling voice steadied. Just as abruptly, the lines carving across his graying skin eased. As closely as Arin was watching, he still couldn’t see them. The signs of his deception.


In any other situation, Arin would be impressed. Long and sustained deceit required a certain finesse. The fidgety man in front of him hardly seemed capable of it.


“I cannot imagine what tales that licentious, traitorous Jasadi spoke, but you must know better than to believe her.”


Arin heard the words the High Counselor didn’t dare say: You should have known better than to believe anything she said. You should have known better. You should have known.


There was a time when the provocation would have evaporated on contact, dispersing against the unyielding wall of Arin’s focus. A time when nobody but Rawain had the right weapons to get under Arin’s skin.


A time before a dark-eyed Jasadi became the fastest blade under which Arin could bleed.


Arin took one breath, long and slow. Anger needed embers to catch—stone against which the flint might strike. The most efficient way to dispose of an inefficient reaction was to keep moving. Crush it underfoot and never look back.


Until five days ago, the strategy had worked. Arin devoted a lifetime to designing the lay of his own mind—crafting every valley and bend.


But now, there were breaches. There was the blade.


Arin reached into his coat and extracted a tiny bottle containing four ivory beads, each roughly the size of a fingernail.


“Why did Sayali Barakat flee your home when she was fourteen?”


A flash of surprise, wiped in an instant. The High Counselor opened his mouth, and Arin lifted a finger. “Think through what you say next. I offer you one chance, and one chance only.”


Rodan’s palms flattened on the table, leaving Arin with no choice but to observe the dirt creased into the other man’s knuckles. “I have nothing to think through, my liege. She is a thief. She abused my kindness and broke her mother’s heart. She stole everything I’d saved for her future to run away with her fair-haired lover.”


One bead rolled from the bottle into Arin’s palm. “Strange. Your wife told a different story.”


Leaning over the table, Arin dropped the bead into the glass on Rodan’s right. It dissolved with a hiss. The two of them watched ivory flecks settle at the bottom of the glass.


Neat. Predictable—like this entire conversation.


Rodan didn’t take his eyes off the tainted glass. “Time has diminished the truth of her daughter’s treachery. She cannot be relied upon when it comes to Sayali.”


“I am sure Sayali felt similarly.”


Meeting Sefa’s mother had been a strange experience. She’d wasted an hour preparing tea and honey cake, jittery with apologies as she rushed to accommodate Arin and his guardsmen. It was almost, almost a perfect replica of her daughter’s endearing mannerisms. Except where Sefa’s eyes were always warm with mirth, a void tunneled through her mother’s. The rumors of her long-lost daughter appearing with the Nizahl Champion had unsettled her, and as he’d anticipated, Arin’s careful questions rattled the last of her defenses. He finished dissecting the truth from her before his untouched tea went cold.


Arin crossed his legs. “Sayali—Sefa—spent much time in my company. What I know of her is this: she is entirely led by her sense of right and wrong, she hates to be watched while she eats, and the only obstacle interfering with her loyalty to her friend was her fear of you.”


“I can assure you, sire, I would never—”


Counselor Rodan absorbed the impassive set of Arin’s features.


Then, a marvel.


Like a canvas stripped of its paint, the panic drained out of Rodan. In its stead waited a chilling blankness. “Well, here we are.”


Arin’s lips curved in a humorless smile. He considered it a personal victory every time he convinced a beast to show him its teeth.


“You have a choice,” Arin said. “A kinder choice than you deserve, but a fair one.” He nodded to the twin glasses. “Drink from the glass on the right, and your atrocities die with you. Your wife will give you a decent burial, and your name will not be stricken from our records. My father and the other counselors will lay the royal wreath on your headstone. You will have a grave for Sayali to spit on.”


Rodan licked his cracked lips, fixing on the poisoned glass. “And if I drink from the left?”


“A drink from the left is your death delayed. You will live—for a time. But when your death catches up to you, it will not be gentle. I am a creative man, Counselor, with limited opportunities to properly express it. Your killers will arrive with instructions to exact horrors upon you that your very worst nightmares cannot fathom. Those who bother to mourn you will remember you as a traitor and thief who stole from the Citadel and vanished. And when you eventually die, it will be with tears of relief on your lips. What remains of your body will be disassembled, burned, and cast into the river.”


And since Rodan had paid him the courtesy of showing Arin his true face, Arin repaid him in kind. His voice hardened, crystallizing beneath the force of the violence clenched behind his teeth. “Personally, I hope you choose the second. Sayali may have haunted you, but I will hunt you. I will see to it that every shadow in your wake takes my form. Every sound you strain to hear in the night will whisper in my voice. I will feed you your death in doses and enjoy watching it rot you from the inside. The glass on the right, Rodan? That is your one chance at mercy.”


Rodan stared at Arin, frozen.


After a lifetime, a laugh shuddered out of the frail High Counselor. “I warned them, you know. Even as a child, it was clear what you were. What you are.”


This conversation had already taken longer than Arin allotted for, but he supposed he could indulge a dead man. “What am I, Counselor Rodan?”


The High Counselor regarded Arin as one might gaze upon ropes hanging from the gallows. The terror was the first genuine emotion Arin had seen from him tonight.


“Nizahl’s doom,” Rodan whispered. “The end of everything we have built.”


The High Counselor gripped the poisoned glass. “My only regret is dying before I see my prophecy fulfilled.”


Rodan drained the talwith in one pull, slamming the empty glass on the table. “But it won’t be long now, Arin of Nizahl. Your legacy is death, and I am merely the first sacrifice.”


Outside, the rain pummeled the side of the Citadel, pouring over the windows in a dull roar.


Mildly bemused, Arin arched a single brow. “Do not grant yourself such credit, Rodan. If death is my legacy, it was anointed long ago, by adversaries far more worthy than you.”


Rodan went rigid before Arin could be regaled with further pontification. The High Counselor’s chair screeched across the floor as he bent forward, gripping his stomach with a groan.


Reaching for the glass on the left, Arin observed the sweat pouring from Rodan’s shiny head. Drops splattered on the table, which shook beneath the dying High Counselor’s tremors.


Arin took a sip, greeting the burn of the talwith like an old friend. “The night of the Victor’s Ball, I made a decision.”


Five days ago, a wing of the Citadel burned.


Five days ago, the Malika of Jasad stepped forward in Sylvia the village apprentice’s skin.


Five days ago, Arin strangled Sultana Vaida until blood broke in her eyes. One more second, and the ruler of Lukub would have been dead in his hands.


Control. For others, it was a pillar. Something steadfast to hold them up, to hide behind when the pressure became too much.


For Arin, control was a cliff.


One step too far, and everything that made him who he was shattered on the rocks below. One step too far, and a beast would rise from his remains. Arin had fought his entire life to remain on the right side of the cliff. To turn his sights away from the temptation of what waited just beyond the edge of his control.


White spittle foamed between the High Counselor’s lips. Rodan toppled from his chair with a clatter, clipping his head against the table leg. His body seized in rapid tremors. A wet patch spread over his groin.


“My people will not suffer another war while the likes of you walk freely in the heart of the Citadel. While I live, those in Nizahl’s court must prove every day that they deserve their place. Power hoarded where it doesn’t belong is power borrowed, and I intend to collect on the debt.”


In the wild, savagery was survival. It took only what it needed when it needed it and did not ask for more. But behind the walls of the Nizahl royal court, savagery was an art. As a baker might measure out ingredients for the perfect dish, so Arin measured each move he made. He bided his time. He gathered information.


And when he struck, he struck to kill.
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CHAPTER TWO


ARIN


When the High Counselor finally lay still, Arin walked to the door and rapped twice. On cue, Vaun and Jeru slipped into Arin’s chambers. The door quickly closed behind them.


Jeru took a step forward. Vaun matched it. Jeru bowed, and Vaun bowed lower. Their hostility toward each other had devolved into what Arin could reasonably call a children’s game.


So long as they did what they were told, their tantrums hardly signified. Arin lifted an ink-spattered map he’d ruined in a burst of frustration last night and began to tear it into even strips.


“Arrange him in his bed within the Citadel. The swelling should disappear within the next hour. You will say he was unwell when he took to bed. He drank a tonic to help him sleep, sold to him by an unlicensed street merchant. Death came for him in the night. An unfortunate reaction to the benign tonic.” Arin handed them an empty bottle the size of his thumb. “The tonic.”


His guardsmen curled the High Counselor into as small a shape as they could manage. All the harm and pain this man had caused, and he was little more than gray flesh, stuffed into a sack of grain for inconspicuous transport to the other end of the Citadel.


“Go through his belongings before his wife does,” Arin said. “Anything of note, anything he kept hidden, bring to me.” Eyeing the droplets of sweat drying on Rodan’s side of the table, Arin gestured to his ruined furniture. “Have someone see to replacing this table and rug.”


The guards bowed. They turned to the door, Jeru reaching for the handle, when Arin spoke again. “I’d like you to stay a moment, Jeru.”


His youngest guard swallowed. Vaun shouldered the sack and shut the door, leaving Jeru waiting stiffly in Arin’s chambers.


Arin pushed aside the curtain separating the front room from the rest of his chambers. Jeru followed him into the cramped space, watching silently as Arin pulled out the keys for the thick steel door behind the curtain. The locks fell open one by one. At the very bottom, a tiny bottle slipped from where Arin had affixed it beneath the last lock, falling into Arin’s waiting palm. If spilled, its contents would burn through skin and bone—the last defense against an intruder if they somehow managed to find all six of Arin’s keys.


His father would call it excessive; Arin preferred thorough. It would be a much less onerous affair to identify the culprit if half their foot was melted off.


The chains fell from the door in a clanking symphony of metal.


They crossed Arin’s bedroom, the large bed consuming the majority of a space originally intended as an antechamber. Arin had had his bed moved here from the main chambers shortly after Soraya’s assassination attempt. He was at his most vulnerable asleep—it defied logic for his bed to be accessible behind one single door.


At the last door, Jeru waited while Arin repeated the process of opening it. An old exchange flitted through Arin’s mind as he worked through the last of his wheel of locks.


“Caution is an area where I am prone to excess,” Arin admitted. “My faith in my guards has taken a beating.”


She grinned. “You? Paranoid? Steady me, sire, I may keel from my mount.”


Arin didn’t realize he’d gone still, key halfway inserted into the last chain, until Jeru cleared his throat. “My liege?”


The key cut into Arin’s tightening fist.


Jeru wanted to talk about it. About her. Arin had caught him and Wes exchanging furious whispers outside his door the morning after the Victor’s Ball. It seemed they had been too worked up to remember Arin’s unusually sensitive hearing.


“The Heir does not need your coddling,” Wes had snapped. “He can handle his own affairs.”


“He has no one to confide in, Wes! No friends, no siblings.” Jeru was the youngest guardsman at twenty-two, and he had been raised in a close-knit family that discussed their problems.


Wes, who was thrown into a military compound at fifteen and had no connection with his family beyond the percentage of his earnings he sent them once a month, snorted. “He has plenty of people to talk to.”


“You know as well as I do the only person he ever let come close enough to confide in was Sylv—”


Arin had chosen that moment to interrupt, startling the guardsmen apart.


“Sire?” Jeru’s tentative touch on Arin’s shoulder jolted him back to the present, and Arin drew away from the guard, pushing open the door.


“By Hirun’s glory . . .” Jeru whispered, raised brows threatening to disappear into his curly hair.


Maps covered every inch of the room. Precious maps, maps Arin traded from Orbanian khawaga, collected in Omalian markets and smoke-filled Lukubi gambling houses. Maps he’d been gifted as a child from diplomats visiting from Jasad.


On the ground, an entire armory lay organized in twenty-seven neat rows.


“Sire . . .” Jeru trailed off, raking over the hundreds of blades Arin had sharpened to a deadly gleam; the arrowheads he had stacked into bundles of fifteen, each triangular point perfectly matched to the one beside it. “Were the Citadel’s blacksmiths unable to accommodate you?”


“They are working on another assignment for me,” Arin said.


Arin could predict each revolution of Jeru’s mind as he worked through the sight before him. It would have taken weeks to fix and organize this many weapons. Arin had done it in days, which meant Arin was not sleeping. In one room, Arin destroyed maps in a flare of temper. In another, he fixated on the precise edge of weapons older than the Heir himself.


Jeru opened his mouth. The question shaped on his tongue.


Before it could fall, Arin supplied one of his own.


“Where are Sefa and Marek?”


It worked. Chagrin flushed over Jeru, and he bowed his head, addressing his shoes. “No one has seen or heard from them, sire. I am still waiting on word from the soldiers I sent to Mahair, but I suspect they will return empty-handed.”


Arin’s palm flattened against the map to prevent it from curling. “Have I made myself less than clear, Jeru?”


“I’ll find them, my liege, I swear it. I plan to extend the search into Essam Woods.”


“You shouldn’t have waited this long to extend your search.”


The guard continued to study the ground. The stubborn angle of his chin reminded Arin of the day he’d found Jeru, head lowered in preparation for the executioner’s sword.


Jeru and Wes believed Arin saved Jeru and began the nimwa system out of a desire to see the lower villages at least as well fed as they were well punished. A sign of Arin’s mercy.


Perhaps. Arin liked to think he would have inevitably interceded to save Jeru from his idiocy, regardless of the potential he saw in the young man.


But in that moment, Arin saved Jeru because he saw something more rare than reckless courage and renegade justice: conviction.


“This week, the council will meet to discuss ending the conscription pardon on the lower villages.”


Jeru went white.


“If they see fit to end it, young soldiers will flood our training compounds, and many will not come willingly.”


“Sire—”


“Five days.” The words were a condemnation. “Five days ago, I asked you to bring me Marek and Sefa. Each day the Jasad Queen evades our capture is another day closer to war. Five days, and you have nothing.”


“Sylvia sent them—”


“Sylvia doesn’t exist.” Rage buckled in the void where Arin had thrust it, straining against its chains. “There is only the Jasad Heir.” A dry curl of his lips. “The Jasad Malika.”


Jeru swallowed. “My apologies. The Jasad Malika used her magic to send Sefa and Marek away during the Victor’s Ball, sire. They could be anywhere.”


The Jasad Malika. Oh, it was enough to make him wish he remembered how to laugh.


When Arin thought of the former Jasad Queen, a murky image of Malika Palia surfaced. He’d met the former Malika once as a child. She’d carried an air of authority that could not be taught, brimming with poise and power.


How could the Jasad Queen be a mouthy crook who would sooner wrestle a rabid bear than hold her temper for ten minutes? The Jasad Malika couldn’t be vicious and loud and unreasonably confident in her comedic skills—


“Lukub has closed its borders.” Arin spoke over his own thoughts, an action he was loath to have grown accustomed to. “Orban has collected dozens of Jasadis under the guise of other crimes and executed them. The khawaga have taken the crisis as an opportunity to pillage any village they see fit. Felix’s raids . . .” Arin exhaled softly, collecting his fury before it could unravel. “That imbecile is indiscriminately raiding his own lower villages. The last report said seventy accused Jasadis had been murdered—by his own men or by the people around them, who fear potential Jasadi presence will invite the Omalian forces down upon them.”


It hadn’t come as a surprise to Arin, who had already taken steps to account for the recklessness of the other kingdoms. Nizahl soldiers were threaded throughout Essam, planted at strategic trade routes, and holding vigil from Nizahlan strongholds at the nexus of each kingdom. Not to find the Urabi, whose intelligence Arin valued much higher than that of his fellow rulers, but to ensure the other three kingdoms did not engage in any action too catastrophic for Arin to fix.


Little had he known catastrophe was the very first item on their agenda.


Jeru cleared his throat. “I will leave no stone unturned, sire.”


“Stop turning stones,” Arin said. “Start throwing them.”


Before the guard could answer, Arin pushed out the words souring in his throat. “If the council votes for conscription, you will need to ride against any town that resists.”


Jeru turned his eyes down, but not before Arin caught the spill of pain. Arin understood what he was asking of his guardsman. His family had lived in the lower villages for generations, only lifted out of poverty thanks to Jeru’s position with the Heir. Arin’s orders would see him enter his former home on royal horseback, a sword in hand, fighting against the people he’d almost died to protect.


“It is not certain yet,” Arin added. If Arin had his way, it wouldn’t even be close. “If I fail, can you be trusted in this charge?”


Thunder cracked outside as Arin waited. This was the moment he’d foreseen when he took a mud-streaked village boy and dressed him in the Citadel’s uniform. A crossroads of duty.


When Jeru faced Arin again, his features were resolute. “I won’t fail you again, my lord.”


“Good.” Arin turned to his maps. “Now get out.”


[image: ]


The Citadel’s library was useless.


With a groan, Arin flipped the cover of The Marvelous and Macabre Histories of the Awaleen shut and pushed it aside.


Piles of books lined the table, several left open on pages he had deemed worth a second glance. He rubbed the pads of his fingers, where dust had settled into his calluses. Hours and hours of poring over these books had so far yielded nothing but a faint headache and a guttering candle.


Arin set his elbows on the table and pressed his knuckles to his temples. His gloves were folded beside the latest four-hundred-page waste of his night. None of the books he spent his evenings leafing through discussed Jasad or the Jasad War beyond a few paltry, self-censoring lines.


He had also spent hours searching for verified accounts of magic-madness over the last several centuries. When it became a recognized affliction, how it presented in different kinds of magic, how quickly it accelerated. And once again—nothing.


Arin stood, scraping his chair back, and picked up the book to return to its shelf. It would serve a better purpose as kindling for his hearth. He studied the rest of the row, frown deepening into a scowl. So many spines were cracked with age, lines running over the leather like rings around a tree. How could such a wealth of information exist at his fingertips, but so much of it contain nothing of actual use?


Returning to his seat, Arin poured another glass of talwith, the thud of the bottle echoing in the spacious library. When he flipped the cover for the next book, Arin stopped short.


The Slow Death of Rovial: A History of Magic-Madness Then and Since.


Arin set aside his glass, drawing the book toward him. It sounded entirely too good to be true. There were only fifty pages in the entire text, and all of them were in Resar.


By the time Arin finished reading, black smoke curled from the candle by his elbow. Long shadows slipped across the walls, trailing over the shelves like curious ghosts. Dust motes swirled above the pools of moonlight spilling through the open window.


Arin wished he knew the author. The person responsible for a work of such scholarship deserved recognition—they deserved a name. They had managed to condense a lifetime of study into a text a fifth the size of the intellectually destitute tomes Arin had been reading all week.


He flipped through his notes, cross-checking them against the text to make sure he’d captured the right details.


Every hundred years, one notable case of magic-madness emerges. Every time, in every century, it was a Jasadi whose magic would drive them to madness.


The author had tracked the cases over the last five thousand years. The earlier legends were recorded through carvings in Essam’s trees, and some of the pages were sparse where a particular story had been passed down orally in lower villages, since the communities were either not literate or avoided keeping records in fear of the higher courts.


The first known case after Rovial was a girl named Lena. A welder’s daughter who loved to chase the cats around her village until she turned thirteen, when they found Lena covered in scratches after hanging every cat in the village from her favorite tree. When they located the remains of the woman who tried to save the cats, her body had been turned inside out. The next morning, they caught Lena in the middle of skinning the dogs. The villagers killed her and burned her body.


The following century, a nineteen-year-old named Rath was imprisoned for putting a horde of Ruby Hounds under his thrall and compelling them to slaughter everyone in the Ivory Palace. The Sultana managed to regain control of her Hounds eventually, but it stood as one of the largest massacres to ever occur in a royal court.


They only managed to keep Rath imprisoned for two hours—his magic, which should have been temporarily drained from such an expenditure, tore apart the guards. It also wound up destroying the entire dungeon and burying Rath beneath the debris.


The stories continued, each more gruesome than the next. Only three variables remained constant: the magic-mad Jasadis were typically young when they were executed, they carried a staggeringly high quantity of magic, and nobody seemed to notice the signs of their sanity slipping away until it was too late.


Two of them, three hundred years apart, had disappeared into the Mirayah, never to be seen again. Arin had needed to stop and reference a different text when he saw the long-forgotten name. The Mirayah was a void for magical monstrosities—a shifting realm buried in Essam where the rules of magic did not apply, where beasts fled after the purge of Essam and escaped criminals sought refuge. Few who found the Mirayah were ever seen again. After magic had passed from the kingdoms, it seemed reasonable to assume the Mirayah had disappeared along with it.


Arin rubbed his eyes and stood, stretching his bones until they popped. He moved to the only window in the library. He took a deep breath, filling his chest with fresh air, and forced his circling thoughts to settle.


Beyond the three towering iron gates protecting the Citadel, the wilderness of Essam Woods waited with a predatory anticipation. Magic may have run dry in the rest of the kingdoms, but Essam . . . Essam had played host to countless wars between the Awaleen. To bloodshed and magical atrocities Arin’s generous imagination could never stretch far enough to accommodate. If the Mirayah had existed, it wouldn’t have faded like the magic of Lukub, Orban, and Omal. It would not have weakened like Jasad’s.


Like a parasite, the Mirayah would sustain itself on the bleeding magic of the woods. It would be the eyes of Essam, staring back at Arin every night as he fought not to saddle his horse and ride into its waiting teeth. Its voice, whispering blood-tipped promises in his ear.


Arin couldn’t shake the feeling that if he struck out on his own, he’d find her.


Arin exhaled harshly, his breath misting the window. He hated this—hated fighting a force that could not be reasoned with, that refused to surrender any ground in Arin’s mind. He would give anything to reach inside his chest and tear out the rot of her. To close his eyes without seeing her face.


Unusual cruelty is your specialty, she had said once, her tone accusatory and full of spite. And maybe she was right, but one thing Arin knew: He would never have done this to her. He would never have let her step toward this precipice with a lie wrapped around her neck. He would never have watched her willingly drop herself over the edge.


Arin took a handkerchief and wiped his breath from the window. Easier for the woods to keep watch.


Lighting another candle, Arin opened the book again.
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CHAPTER THREE


SYLVIA


Children’s laughter skittered in the dark.


Ugh. More brats. Didn’t the keep have enough mouths to feed already? Raya insisted on taking in every dusty, nose-picking little orphan Mahair coughed out. There were more cows than people in this Omalian village; where did she keep finding these children? Under a hat?


A voice broke through the chatter, soft and melodious. Sefa?


In the emptiness, Sefa’s name sparked like flint skating across stone.


This woman wasn’t Sefa. She couldn’t be. I sent Sefa away.


How did I send Sefa away?


“Many, many years ago, there once lived a brave and honorable Awal. His name was Rovial, and he was the kindest of all the Awaleen. Do we remember how many Awaleen there were?” the voice that wasn’t Sefa’s said.


“Four!”


“Five!”


“Minna wins! The four Awaleen of our earth were Dania, Rovial, Kapastra, and Baira. Before there was us, there was them. Kapastra became the mother of Omal, known for her terrifying rochelyas and glorious weather magic. Baira was the beacon of beauty, and she built Lukub in her image. Battle beat in Dania’s bones, and she sang its bloody song through Orban. But Rovial was different than his siblings. He wasn’t searching for a place he could shape to mirror his own spirit. More than anything, Rovial wanted the land to speak to him in its own language. He wandered for years and years, looking for such a land. All his siblings found his plan ridiculous, but Rovial wouldn’t give up. Some say Rovial’s heart was molded from the lights that hang in the night sky, and it lit a path only he could see.”


My fingers twitched. Oh. I had fingers.


“One day, Rovial grew weary from his travels. He found a sturdy tree to rest beneath for the night.”


A date tree. The shape sprouted in my head. I could almost feel the rough bark scratching my palms. Suddenly, it wasn’t a strange voice telling the story, but Hanim’s.


No. Hanim was dead. I killed her twice.


Tension knotted between my shoulder blades. The darkness rippled.


“Rovial slept deeply and soundly. The best sleep of his whole immortal life. When he woke, a rabbit stood near his head. It was chewing on a fallen date and watching him. He stroked its ears and marveled at its tranquility. The air filled his chest with new life. He ate from the tree that had watched over him through the night. ‘This land is for me, and I am for this land,’ he said. But the first problem appeared when he tried to find water to wash down his date. The river cut too far north of the land, and the seawater sweeping the other shore couldn’t be swallowed. So Rovial walked until he found the nearest spot where Hirun flows and pulled it south, stretching the river until it ran all the way down to Janub Aya. This way, the people of his land would never need to travel too far for water.”


Water. I needed water. My mouth tasted awful. I probed the darkness for a way out, but it held firm.


“That land, Rovial’s land, is our true home. It was peaceful before they burned it to ash.”


“Is there anything left?” a child’s voice asked.


“We are what’s left of Jasad.”


I am what remains.


My eyes flew open. I was moving before my body remembered how.


I hit the ground in a crouch. A group of children sitting in a circle shrieked, rushing to their feet and stampeding to the door. The young woman at the front froze, watching me with wide eyes. I reached for the knife in my boot without thinking. No boot. They’d taken my clothes. My knives. A simple brown dress covered my body.


With the attention I wasn’t using to take stock of my surroundings, I assessed the willowy stranger. She couldn’t weigh more than my left leg. Black hair fell in a frizzy curtain around her pale, round face. Bright brown eyes roved over me with too much fascination and not nearly enough caution. My fists would be more than enough to get her out of my way.


“I can’t believe it. You woke up. We were so afraid you wouldn’t. They had to put more than a dozen arrows of sim siya in your body before your magic stopped. A normal person just needs one.” She paused. “I’m Omaima, by the way. You can call me Maia. If you want.”


Had she just offered me her nickname in the same sentence she described tranquilizing me like a feral animal?


“Where am I?” I ground out.


If possible, the girl’s eyes grew rounder. “You don’t remember?”


I took a step toward her and nearly crumpled. Maia backed to the door, fumbling for the handle. My legs—they were shaking. My hands, my jaw. A clacking sound scraped in my ears, and I recognized it as my teeth knocking against one another.


I reached for my legs—and stopped short.


My wrists were bare. Not a single remanent of the cuffs I’d worn almost my entire life showed itself on my skin.


The world bucked and heaved as I struggled to understand.


I remembered kneeling before Rawain to plead for Sefa and Marek’s lives. My cuffs falling to my feet when I rose, declaring my true name. The kitmer borne of my magic roaring in the center of the Citadel’s ballroom and the entire wing of the castle crashing around us. The sting of arrows dissolving into my skin and the strange faces surrounding me as the world faded to black. Had it all been real?


“Malika Essiya.”


I snapped to attention as a woman appeared in the spot Maia had occupied. The girl must have taken advantage of my stupor to fetch her. The newcomer’s hair was gathered in a severe bun, and a series of white scars forked through the brown skin of her throat. A dagger the length of my forearm dangled from the belt at her waist. The muscles on her arms bulged as she crossed them over her chest.


My fists would not be enough against this one.


“You’re one of the Urabi,” I said accusingly, scouring the room for anything I could use to protect myself. If I could get her close, maybe I could wrestle the dagger from her.


“I am. My name is Namsa. It is a pleasure to meet you, Malika Essiya.”


I flinched. She kept calling me that, and my nerves were too raw to tolerate the added scrape of the title.


“You drugged and abducted me from the Victor’s Ball.”


“We see it as drugged and rescued.”


“Oh, well if you see it that way.” I balled my fists. “Let me leave.”


“I’m afraid that’s not possible.” Namsa didn’t bother with the pretense of regret. She stayed cool in the face of my unraveling temper. “Your safety is our highest priority.”


My nostrils flared. She had unwittingly stomped right on one of the few threats someone could make to drive me straight out of my sanity. The last time I had felt trapped, I fled into Essam and dangled my bleeding body over the rocky bank of a river. The time before that, I’d left behind a corpse.


“Get out of my way.” My muscles, sore from disuse, bunched in preparation.


She set her feet. “Mawlati—”


I swung, fist colliding squarely with her right eye socket. An odd whine slipped from her mouth before she raised her arm to block my next blow.


She defended against each blow I tried to strike, not ceding a single inch. I couldn’t get close enough to reach for the dagger, nor could I maneuver around her to the door.


It took me longer than it should have to notice she hadn’t raised a hand against me once.


“Fight back!” I snapped. “What game is this?”


Namsa wiped the blood under her nose. “We aren’t in the habit of striking our leaders here, Mawlati.”


“Stop calling me that!” I shoved her shoulders. She went back on her heels, but again, her arms remained poised only to defend.


The resigned set of her jaw, the weary pull of her brow. I stopped in my tracks, furling and unfurling my stinging knuckles.


She wouldn’t fight me. No matter how hard I hit or for how long, she wouldn’t strike me back.


In the realization, I heard the ghost of my own voice, teasing and inquisitive.


“Do you train the new recruits yourself?”


Arin sighed. “Rarely. They are too frightened of me. They will simply obey.”


“Is obedience not what a Commander should seek?”


“Obedience should be conscious, not instinctual.”


Something vast and sickening cracked open inside me.


Arin.


I staggered back, catching the edge of a dresser.


My mind curled into itself, shutting off the memory before it could spawn more. I couldn’t think about him. I couldn’t remember the way he’d looked at me before my cuffs fell away—the depths of the betrayal reflected in the eyes that only moments before had been gazing into mine as though they might never be convinced to look away.


“Are you all right?” Namsa lowered her arms, taking a cautious step in my direction.


A mistake.


I hit her in the stomach and shoved her to the side as hard as I could. Without waiting to see where she landed, I sprinted toward the door.


Pretty as Arin’s notions of honor and responsibility were, they were Arin’s alone.


My rules were simpler: survive, survive, and survive. Feel guilty about the means later.


A grip on my hair reeled me backward just as I crossed the threshold, dragging me into the room by my curls.


Namsa shoved me to the ground, releasing her absurdly tight grip on my hair. She scowled down at me, her nose a mess of clotted blood, twin streams running over her lips and chin.


“Since we’re playing dirty,” she said, and proceeded to kick me in the stomach like my organs had done her a personal disservice. She did it without fanfare, without even pulling her leg back far enough to give me warning.


Pain erupted in my middle. I gasped, curling around my stomach and coughing violently.


“I think you ruptured something,” I choked out.


The coughs turned into ugly hacks. Concern hedged out Namsa’s wariness, and she knelt by my side.


Baira’s blessed hair, it wasn’t fun if it was this easy.


I swiped Namsa’s legs out from under her and rolled, shoving my knee against the bone between her breasts. “Are all Urabi this gullible, or did they send me the exception?” I snarled.


Namsa struggled against my knee, but I held firm. Even weakened from days of sleep, I could execute this hold without trouble. Three different guards tasked with protecting the Nizahl Heir had forced me to perfect it or risk getting flung into the wall.


The facade of deference vanished as Namsa spat, “The only simple-minded thing any of us have done is trust you. Doing so killed my uncle, and by Rovial, it will be the death of us all.”


I raised my arm, planning to deliver a hit that would rearrange the inside of this Jasadi’s skull.


Wait. “Your uncle?”


“Of course you wouldn’t remember him. Just another servant to you, wasn’t he? He spent his whole life mourning you, and you killed him.” Rage seemed to build into an inferno within Namsa. The stone features burned away, revealing a depth of pain that froze me in my tracks—and a face that, but for a few adjustments, was unmistakably inspired by someone else’s.


My breath stuttered. “Dawoud.”


“You don’t deserve to speak his name!” Namsa bucked. Shock had loosened my limbs, and I didn’t resist when she hurled me to the side. My head hit the dresser, sending a clay ula tipping to the side. Water splashed over my legs.


I barely noticed. I was standing in the middle of Dar al Mansi, wading through monsters and the bones of my people. Al Anqa’a had its claws in my clothes, beating its powerful wings against the barrier I’d erected in the sky. Below, Dawoud was smiling at me with resigned eyes. He lifted the knife. Turned it toward his chest.


From the sky, I had screamed.


Namsa rolled to her feet. Blood smeared her torn bottom lip. The beginning of a truly terrible bruise bloomed around her right eye, purpling her brown skin.


“I didn’t kill him.” My voice emerged like a burr from a dog’s paw. Painfully, scraping skin along the way. “I swear I didn’t. I wanted to leave Dar al Mansi with him.”


My gaze went to my hands, as though under close examination they would turn red, glistening with the blood of the man who raised me when a dead father couldn’t. When a living grandfather handled me at arm’s length. A man who devoted his life and loyalty to Jasad and its Heir.


An Heir he’d believed to be dead after she spent years hiding in an Omalian village, leaving him and the rest of Jasad to rot in a well of unwanted memories.


“Don’t lie to me. You handed his body to a Nizahl guardsman. You called him a trophy,” Namsa hurled out. “He spent years in a Nizahl dungeon because he served your family. Served you.”


Frustration sparked beneath the weight pressing onto my chest. Dawoud had been physically weakened, but Nizahl hadn’t stolen his spirit. Namsa described him as one might a newborn calf, stumbling in the direction of its owner’s prod. “He chose to serve the royal family. He chose to turn the dagger on himself in Dar al Mansi. He was one of the bravest men I knew. Dawoud was many things in his life, but he was never some bumbling victim of circumstance.”


Namsa went still. I realized what I’d revealed a second too late. “What do you mean, he turned the dagger on himself?”


I clenched my teeth, the tension ricocheting through my jaw. Would Dawoud have wanted his niece to know the truth?


The truth . . . another of Arin’s pretty notions. To him, the truth was absolute. A measurable quantity with a beginning and an end. He accepted nothing short of it, and offered the same in return.


I held the notion of truth in little esteem. For my entire life, I had bent and broken it in more ways than I could count. Truth was little more than clay, molded and reshaped in the hands it passed through.


“Please,” Namsa whispered. The Jasadi I’d tossed around the room slid to the floor. “I ask for your honesty. What happened to my uncle?”


I can’t, I almost said. My memories are not to be trusted.


But she had asked for my honesty, not the truth.


“They wanted trophies of our kills.” I rubbed my arms. “Three trophies from three monsters.”


I told her everything about the second trial of the Alcalah. Dar al Mansi and Al Anqa’a, how hard I tried to convince Dawoud to run while he still could. How he had stayed to fight with me, knowing it would get him killed.


“Supreme Rawain sent him to test me. He suspected I might be Jasadi, but I wouldn’t have—I swear on Sirauk, I would never have hurt Dawoud.”


I didn’t mention how I had destroyed my room in the Omalian palace after the trial. Magic ablaze, rare tears dripping from my chin. And I certainly didn’t mention that the person who held me as I wept, who brought me back to reason, was the man whose father sent Dawoud to his death.


“Oh” was all Namsa said. She stared at a spot behind my shoulder. I took the opportunity to study her, searching for Dawoud in more than her appearance. Dawoud’s valiance, his bravery. Those were not traits I associated with someone willing to work under the Urabi. Were they forcing her? Holding some threat over her head?


“You thought I killed your uncle, and you were still willing to serve me.”


Namsa’s eyes snapped back to mine. “Without question.”


Tension feathered along my neck. They knew I had acted as Nizahl’s Champion. They knew I had been helping the Heir lure them into his trap. What could I possibly represent to them to overcome such betrayal? It couldn’t be just a royal name.


Dawoud had died for my family—for me. The least I could do was give his niece a chance to explain before I started swinging again.


I scrubbed my face. “What do you want from me?”


Namsa stood, wiping her cheeks. Blood spatters marred the front of her tunic. “Let me show you.”
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Before we’d moved a foot to the door, Namsa raked a disapproving glance over my bedraggled sleeping gown and shook her head. “You need to change first. Our seamstress left you clothes in the wardrobe. She took your measurements while you slept.”


I went rigid. “Is she the one who undressed me?”


There were few touches I tolerated, and even fewer I welcomed. A stranger touching me in my sleep, even if just to take my measurements, raised every hair on the back of my neck.


Namsa read the murder on my face and quickly clarified, “Not the way you’re thinking. She doesn’t have to touch someone to dress or measure them. She looked at you for two minutes and walked out.”


My muscles relaxed. Magic. It had been so long since I was around other Jasadis that I’d forgotten how differently life operated with the use of our powers.


Namsa stepped outside while I tossed through the clothes. I picked up a pair of pants and frowned. The material glided between my fingers, much softer than what I would have expected. Shouldn’t they be preserving their magic for more important uses?


Shaking my head, I pulled on the pants and slipped my arms through the billowing sleeves of a black abaya. Teta Palia had always worn hers loose, but I cinched the fabric belt securely under my ribs.


Thumbing the embroidered edges, I thought of the ratty cloak I’d left in the Citadel. The poor thing had been practically begging to die for years, but it was the first garment I’d ever bought for myself in Mahair. The cloak had seen me through five years in the village and six weeks of underground training for the Alcalah. Through kingdoms and murders and agonized confessions.


I would never wear it again.


I would never be just Sylvia again.


Swallowing past the lump in my throat, I turned my attention to a problem I could solve. My curls, for one. I negotiated the biggest knots apart as I parted my hair into three and wove the strands into as tight a braid as I could bear.


Satisfied, I lowered my hands—and paused.


A gold vein ran from the bone at my wrist into my palm.


I wiped my hand on my leg and checked again. Still there. What in the Sirauk-damned waters was this? Some colorful scarring from the cuffs?


I curled my fingers over the inexplicable gold vein. A deep foreboding settled in my belly.


I had unfettered access to my magic.


It had taken approximately two seconds for my freed magic to cause irreparable damage. I could still remember how light and free I’d felt with the magic flowing through me, how inconsequential the chaos I’d unleashed had seemed. The boulder hurling toward Sefa and Marek, who in the melee had escaped the clutches of the Nizahl soldiers trying to haul them to prison.


My head snapped back to the mirror, reflecting my widening eyes.


Dania’s bloody axe, where had I sent Sefa and Marek?


The door cracked open. Namsa scanned over my outfit without much interest. “Shall we? Many people are eager to meet you.” She pivoted before I could reply, striding in the other direction. I shoved my feet into the slippers she’d left by the door and hurried after her.


Sefa and Marek were in Mahair. They had to be. Where else would my magic have sent them? I had never seen where they lived in Nizahl—or in Sefa’s case, Nizahl and Lukub—which meant the only home my magic knew for them was Omal.


They were fine. They had to be fine, because I could not think through any possibility where they were not.


“I don’t understand,” I said, frustrated. “Why would they be eager to meet me? They should be eager to dangle me over a den of hungry lions. Eager to run a sword through my belly and roast me over an open flame. Eager to—”


“Nobody is planning to harm you, Mawlati. We need you.”


“For what?”


She sighed and sealed her lips into an unimpressed line.


Not very forthcoming, was she? I made a note to corner the tiny woman from earlier. She had the countenance of someone who’d tell me what I wanted to know without a fuss.


The hall narrowed the farther we walked, until Namsa had to walk slightly behind me to fit. The top of my head brushed the roof, sending pebbles tumbling into my hair. I struggled to identify anything I could place: a smell, a sound, even the color of the dirt. But the odor tickling my nose wasn’t one I recognized. Not the mildew or mold found near the river, but something sweeter. Less pungent.


My head sent another shower of pebbles crumbling from the soft stone ceiling. Namsa glanced up with a frown. “Apologies. You’re taller than most.”


I shrugged. My height served me too well to quibble about its inconveniences. “Are we underground?”


“Not quite.”


I pressed my tongue against the point of my sharpest tooth, resisting the urge to throttle the woman. Unlike my body, my patience was famously short.


Fortunately for her health, she kept speaking. “The Silver Serpent doesn’t know the truth. We aren’t killers, and we only abduct those who give us no other alternative. As much as we wish it were otherwise, it is not always possible to win compliance from those comfortable in their secrecy or who believe our cause is doomed. We bring them back here. They meet the others and learn of our plans. They see that Jasad is not gone. Its spirit still fights, and so must we. Once they understand, we send them back. There are some who prefer to remain here, and those are the individuals flagged by the Nizahl soldiers. The rest reintegrate quietly, working for us from the inside.”


“They can’t return.” I twisted, blocking her path. “Once you take them, they become targets. Ar—the Nizahl Heir hunts you and the Mufsids through the people you take.” He had recruited me as his Champion for the express purpose of luring the groups close.


“We do not send them back to the same place. They are scattered across courts and kingdoms.”


“So you strip them of their homes and force them to spy for you?”


“Jasad is their home,” Namsa said, anger finally bleeding into her tone. “As it is yours. They are glad to serve it.”


The implication couldn’t be clearer: They are glad to serve. Why aren’t you?


Sultana Vaida’s wall of suspected Nizahlan spies flashed through my mind. I had thought no one could possibly rival Arin in paranoia until I met her. If she knew the Urabi were taking our people from Lukub and bringing them back as spies, she would never sleep again.


Namsa moved around me, rounding the bend at an irritated clip. For someone who brought me here as a captive, she was certainly self-righteous.


The hallway ended, opening into a cavernous space vibrating with hundreds of voices.


I stopped walking. An unfamiliar panic surged through me, catching me off guard.


How many people were out there? Did Namsa say?


I braced my shoulder against the wall. I’d been chased by mutated dogs without experiencing this much panic, and certainly not this fast.


I slid my hand over my heart, counting out the beats.


One, two. I’m alive.


Three, four. I’m safe.


Five, six. I won’t let them catch me.


Nothing happened. My heart continued to beat wildly beneath my palm, heedless of the mantra I’d recited to myself for years.


And why not? It wasn’t true anymore. I was alive, but I wasn’t safe. I was alive, but I—Essiya—had finally been caught.


“Mawlati?” Namsa reappeared in front of me. I dropped my hand from my heart and fixed on the little divot in her right brow, its arch clearly sharpened by an expert thread.


I needed a new way to calm myself down, and fast.


“If you stop calling me that,” I ground out, “then I’ll walk out with you.”


Namsa considered. “Come along, Essiya.”


My stomach rolled unpleasantly, and I almost recanted. Essiya came with its own knives.


I shuffled out behind Namsa, flinching as bright light replaced the gloom of the hall. I raised a hand to shield my eyes—and immediately stepped back.


The cacophony of voices quieted as hundreds of people turned at our entrance.


More Jasadis stared at me than I had seen in one room since I was a child. Which . . . there were children here. Not just the handful from my room, but dozens of them, toddlers and infants and sullen adolescents. Generations of Jasadis. Generations of magic.


Namsa gestured at the cavernous space around us. Alabaster stone walls rose into a high peak, the bumpy pattern of the pale rock face reminding me of freshly kneaded bread. Blankets covered the ground, and colorful hand-stitched cushions were strewn around low-rising wooden tables.


“Welcome to the Gibal.”


Maia waved shyly from behind a makeshift stone counter.


“We still don’t know for certain she’s the Heir.” A girl roughly my age approached us alongside an older man. “Just because an insane Mufsid tried to kill her? It proves nothing.”


The Mufsids had hunted me alongside the Urabi, but the Mufsid the girl meant could only be Soraya. My former attendant who killed my mother and conspired with the rest of the Mufsids to overthrow Usr Jasad. Who hated my family enough to defect from the Mufsids and poison me during the third trial in a desperate effort to kill me before either the Mufsids or Urabi could put me on the throne of Jasad.


“Enough, Kawsar. I tire of this conversation. The Mufsid who tried to kill her knew her family—she worked in the palace. Soraya served the royal family and helped orchestrate the Blood Summit. Besides, Essiya is not the Heir.” The gravelly voiced older man stopped a few inches away, peering down at me with kind brown eyes. “She is the Malika.”


A ripple ran through the room. The intrigue in their eyes, the tentative hope . . . it hit me harder than any anger could.


I can’t do this. I can’t do this.


“Malika Essiya,” Namsa affirmed. She shot an apologetic glance when I grimaced.


The man put a hand to his slim chest. “My name is Lateef, Mawlati. We are so grateful to have you here.”


Lateef knelt. My hand went to a dagger that wasn’t there, but he didn’t swipe my feet out from under me or stab at my tendons. He simply knelt.


One by one, the others joined him on the ground. I balked at the sea of bowed heads, my stomach churning. After a minute, Kawsar huffed and joined the others.


Every bone in my body screamed at me to run. Blow a hole through the side of this mountain and crawl to freedom through the debris. I didn’t deserve reverence. I was not a leader of kingdoms. I was barely a leader of me.


Namsa knelt last. My chest contracted, and I struggled to draw air. Rovial’s tainted tomb, I was about to throw up on all their bowed heads.


“Welcome home, Malika Essiya,” Namsa said.


I wasn’t home. I didn’t know these people, and they didn’t know me.


My heart beat faster, faster, diverting the route of every drop of blood in my body to sustain its speed. My airways constricted, forcing me to breathe in shallow sips. Heat gathered at the back of my neck, the most damning warning signal.


I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t breathe, and they wouldn’t let me go, and they were looking at me like I was the answer to their problems, like fate had finally paid them a favor.


My grandparents betrayed the Urabi. I had little doubt most of the people before me were farmers and merchants from the southern wilayahs, Jasadis whose magic had been secretly mined for decades to satisfy the greed of the northern wilayahs. The Mufsids had reaped the reward of my grandparents’ atrocities—their desire to restore me to the throne, I understood. I couldn’t fathom why the Urabi wanted to place a crown in my hands.


I didn’t need Hanim’s voice to remind me of the colossal failure I represented to these people. The failure I had made of myself.


The thought of proving Hanim right sobered me. The exiled and disgraced Qayida of Jasad had tried to mold a warrior, a woman fit to fight for a throne. For five years, I had endured her expectations. Her punishments when I fell short. Killing her had freed me of her physical presence, but I had carried the rot of her voice, her insidious influence, for years.


I knotted my hand above my heart. Sweat damped the fabric clutched in my palm.


Malika Essiya.


I was not a natural leader. I would have to fight my instincts every step of the way. I would fail again and again, and the cost of my failure wouldn’t be more scars on my back. The cost of my failure would be the lives kneeling before me. The lives waiting in other kingdoms, their magic hidden and their destiny unknown.


I had understood the consequence of my decision the night of the Victor’s Ball.


When I gave Rawain my true name, I chose Jasad. I chose to give everything I could, no matter how imperfect the offering or how shaky the hands holding it.


There was nowhere left to run. Either Jasad would rise in victory, or we would all burn with it.


“Thank you.” Though I barely spoke above a murmur, it echoed across the vast room. “Thank you for letting me come home.”
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CHAPTER FOUR


SYLVIA


As soon as she shoved a platter of food into my hands, Namsa abandoned me in the dining hall.


I watched her depart, resisting the urge to trail after her like a lost child. How bad would it look if I took my meal to my room?


I chanced a look around the tables, shoulders hiked up to my ears.


Rovial’s tainted tomb, what if someone wanted to have a conversation?


Longing for Marek and Sefa weakened my knees. For five years, they had been my safe landing. They had offered a space where I could rest my bones and breathe, and it took me far too long to appreciate how rare a thing it was to simply be.


I could still scarcely comprehend how quickly everything had changed. It felt like minutes had passed since I danced at the Victor’s Ball, not six days.


Maia appeared at my side. She had gathered her formidably long hair into a ponytail. “Mawlati, would you like to join me outside to finish our supper?” She held a large plate, bouncing from foot to foot. At my suspicious squint, she tipped her head in the direction of the observers. “Where we can perhaps enjoy a bit of solitude?”


“Yes,” I said, too quickly. I followed her through a narrow doorway carved into the right side of the dining hall. As soon as we ducked through the opening, a wave of noise hit our backs.


I snorted. At least they waited until I left before unleashing the gossip.


I kept pace with Maia easily, eyeing the uneven stone beneath our feet. “How are we going outside? I thought we were inside a mountain.”


“We are. There are passageways here that open into Essam Woods. But we also have an outdoor area for trainings and celebrations behind the mountain.”


The mountain had passages into Essam Woods. The temptation hiked again, a battering ram at my feet urging them to leave this place and find Sefa and Marek. I weathered the hits, wincing, until they faded. It wouldn’t be the last time the urge to escape swept me, but I had no intention of indulging it unless the Urabi left me no choice.


Still, I made note of the information. Maia shouldn’t have shared it with me.


We rounded the corner, and the ground grew even bumpier. “Couldn’t someone on the other side see us?”


The passage ended at a solid iron door, nearly invisible in the gloom. The familiarity of its design caught me off guard. I had seen the same plaited pattern on the doors in the underground complex where I’d trained for the Alcalah.


Maia pressed her hand to the metal and murmured under her breath. A silver-and-gold glow lit the outline of the door, identical to the colors swirling inside Maia’s eyes.


I watched her longer than I should have. It would take a while before the sight of magic stopped slamming terror into my bones. I had not knowingly encountered Jasadis while living in Mahair; the last person who had openly used magic around me was a Mufsid. Even my own magic had been hidden from me, suppressed by my cuffs. Learning how to draw it out had been a battle. The Urabi exercised their magic casually, with as much forethought as they probably gave to breathing, and I couldn’t help but be a little envious.


Maia kicked the door, sending it creaking open.


“After you, Mawlati.”


As a rule, I preferred not to be the first to walk through an unknown entrance. Fortunately for Maia, her bouncing was giving me a headache. Any threat on the other side of the door couldn’t be more frustrating than watching her roll from her heel to her toe again and again.


The smell slapped me as soon as I stepped outside. Salt and fresh rain.


Wind stung my cheeks. I cradled my plate to my chest, shielding it with an arm. Endless skies moved in shifting colors above us. Heavy clouds hung close enough to touch, swirling like warm breath exhaled on a winter day. Streaks of red and orange seared the horizon, glimmering across the rippling surface of the—


No. It couldn’t be.


Pebbles rolled beneath my feet as I lurched forward, my embarrassing gasp stolen out of my mouth by the wind.


“Careful, Mawlati,” Maia murmured, but I ignored her.


The breeze raked freezing fingers through my hair, whipping it away from my neck. My feet carried me to the edge of the cliff, determined to confirm what my mind refused to believe.


Over the side raged the sea of a hundred names; the sea few had dared cross the mountains to explore and fewer still had survived the journey.


I couldn’t believe it. It had been a century since anyone had laid eyes on the sea beyond the mountains. Even when every kingdom had had its magic, it was widely considered an act of lunacy to undertake the journey to Suhna Sea. Why bother, when you could access it through any of the wilayahs in southern Jasad? The lower wilayahs generated half their income from those visitors. Pay a fee to pass through the Jasad fortress and visit the sea, or potentially go through the mountains and pay with your life.


Blue stretched as far as the eye could see. Waves dappled in the receding orange of the setting sun crashed against the side of the mountain, spraying foam dozens of feet into the air. An ancient force colliding against an ancient fixture in a rhythm as old as time itself.


“No one can see us here but the skies and the sea,” Maia said. I jerked, nearly upending my plate over the cliff. What kind of shoes did this girl have that she moved without making a single sound?


Oblivious, Maia continued, “I like to come out here at night. Namsa thinks it’s dangerous, but the stars are always bright enough to see the edge. We practice the children’s magic over there. It looks like a hole, but the dark space is a flat canyon between our mountain and the next one.”


I barely heard her. My fingers had gone cold and numb around the plate.


I was in the mountains. Miles and miles away from everything and everyone I knew.


I tasted salt on my lips and knew it was not seawater.


“I will be inside if you need me.” Maia’s voice softened. Without waiting for acknowledgment, she retreated on her ghostly feet.


The door shut behind her, and I released a stuttering breath. The waves splashed noisily below, the reflection of the crescent moon the only point of illumination left in the dark sea.


I lowered myself to a seat, wincing at the damp stone digging into my skin. For all the weight piling in my chest, my head felt clear for the first time in years. Clear and eerily quiet. Before the Victor’s Ball, even when Hanim’s voice had been silent, I’d always known it was there. Lurking in wait, biding its time. But I couldn’t sense it anymore—that throb of her disapproval and loathing creasing my every thought.


I was finally alone. Completely alone, just like I had always wanted.


With the sea as my only witness, I eased my grip around the memories rattling in the back of my mind.


Six days ago, Arin discovered my true identity. The horror on his face . . . I would never forget how he looked when he saw my cuffs and heard Rawain call me Essiya. In one stroke, hundreds of my lies had imploded between us.


He had covered his face before my magic ruptured, the fig necklace swinging around his neck, the only spot of bright color on the Commander’s stiff and formal ensemble. Gifting it to him, watching him smile while he slipped it around his neck, had healed one of the many fractures in the tattered thing masquerading as my heart. To know he would see it as just another lie . . .


One of my slippers fell from my foot, disappearing into the undulating waves below me.


He was always my enemy. When he turned his horse around in Lukub to heal me after Soraya put her knife in my chest. When he cradled my tearstained face and told me to run. When he kis—


Enough.


I forced myself to think of the many valid reasons the Urabi despised Arin. He had no friends, no confidants. He handled people like lines on his maps. Shifting them subtly, strategically, without giving them the chance to feel the ground moving beneath their feet. His father’s charm was natural; Arin’s was carefully cultivated. Logic led his life, leaving emotion to fester at the sidelines. Even to his own people, he was an enigma. A dangerous one. Supreme Rawain could tear apart kingdoms, but Arin could destroy worlds.


As long as magic was his enemy, so was I.


Water misted across the shore as a wave barreled into the mountain.


How unbearably pathetic that the person whose advice I trusted most, whose counsel I wanted so badly in that moment, was the same one preparing to kill me.


A tear slid from the corner of my unblinking eye. I let it roll to my chin before catching it with my thumb. Raising my hand to blot out the moon, I studied the droplet.


The first and final tear I planned to shed for Arin of Nizahl.
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Once I had collected myself and scarfed the cold and seawater-sprayed food on my plate, I went back inside to find Namsa. Most of the dining hall had emptied out, and I tried to smile at the remaining individuals who openly stared as I walked past. What a reversal of fate, that someone staring at me should be met with a smile when four months ago they would have been met with my swinging blade.


The dining hall failed to turn up Dawoud’s crotchety niece. I ducked into the hallway again, my irritation brewing rapidly toward anger. After her grand speech and the dramatics in the dining hall, I thought there would be more planned for the evening. Thanks to their sim siya arrows, I had slept enough to last me the rest of the year.


I ran my hand over the dips and ridges of the stone wall as I walked, trying to memorize my path. Halfway down the hall, the texture turned spongy, and my fingers disappeared into the wall with a sucking sound.


I recoiled, yanking my hand out of the wall. I cradled my fingers to my chest as I gaped.


What were these halls made of? As a matter of fact, what was any of this made of? It must have taken the Urabi years to carve the insides of these mountains into a sanctuary without being discovered.


No wonder Arin hadn’t found them in any of the kingdoms or Essam. The Urabi had chosen to hide in the one place Arin’s plethora of maps could not follow.


I cautiously palpated various points of the wall, massaging the crevasses for any hidden keys. I considered trying to use my magic and instantly discarded the thought. Without my cuffs, I had no idea how far my magic could go or how much control I could wield over it.


A spiderweb caught on my thumb when I crouched, a palm braced against the pockmarked wall for support. I wrinkled my nose and tried to draw my hand back.


My shoulder slammed into the wall. I gasped, pulling away only to discover the web pulling with me. The string had wrapped around my thumb and held it fast.


Oh, absolutely not.


I braced my foot on the wall and heaved. The web stretched, the threads thinning into translucency, but refused to snap. I put my other foot on the wall, yanking with the weight of my entire body.


A hand appeared from my left and stroked the web. In a flash, it released my thumb—and sent me sprawling onto my rear.


I contemplated staying on the ground. Maybe if I hoped hard enough, the floor might also attempt to swallow me whole.


A shadow fell over me, and I drew myself up on my elbows, red-faced with exertion and not an insignificant amount of mortification. At this rate, they would be calling me the Witless Heir before the end of the day.


I lifted my head to offer a mumbled thanks to my rescuer and promptly shut my mouth again.


A man glowered down at me. I had seen him—and that spiteful glare—before. But where?


“You don’t remember me, do you?” He swiped the back of his hand over his nose like the scent of me might stain. “I wish I could say I was surprised. I imagine you betray your own too frequently to keep track of individual faces.”


It hit me like a thunderbolt. The man at the Meridian Pass. The Urabi had been shooting arrows into the canyon, unaware that Arin had neatly walked them into a deadly trap. I’d split the canyon of the Pass wider to scatter the Nizahl soldiers and give the Urabi time to escape, but I remembered the shock and betrayal in this man’s eyes when I said I wouldn’t leave with them.


You agreed to help the Silver Serpent lure us to our deaths?


“Erfa,” I said. He watched me trip over the length of my abaya as I climbed to my feet, his scowl defying the limits of facial physics to deepen even further. Despite the valiant efforts of the worst living barber, the haphazard cut of the man’s thick brown curls took little away from his natural good looks. His eyes were a mossy green and brewing with disdain. He was more powerfully built than I’d prefer for a man who despised me, and the only victory was in our matched heights.


“Erfa means cinnamon. My name is Efra.”


My smile broadened to include too many teeth. Framed by unfairly long lashes or not, his eyeballs would bleed under a knife just like anyone else’s. “My mistake. The sweetness of your disposition must have confused me.”


Kicking the spot I’d been caught against, I asked, “Do the spiderwebs in the Gibal understand the difference between humans and flies?”


“Trespassers will be trapped until someone apprehends them or the web senses an authorized signature. It doesn’t recognize the magic of strangers.” The last word dripped with enough scorn to put even a brat like Felix to shame.


His efforts to get under my skin were adorable. I’d lived in a cramped underground training complex with four Nizahlan guardsmen who took pleasure in finding new ways to test my willingness to commit murder before breakfast. If Cinnamon wanted to glare a hole through my skull, I certainly wouldn’t stop him, but he’d have to try much harder to provoke a reaction.


“Where is Namsa?”


He crossed his arms over his chest. “At the Aada.”


I pursed my lips. Maybe he wouldn’t have to try too much harder. Aada meant seat in Resar, so unless Namsa had a designated chair I should know about, the answer was as useless as him.


“Where. Is. Namsa.”


“If she wanted you to know, she would have told you,” he said. “Find someone else to cower behind.”


With that last parting shot, Efra walked past me, his shoulder bumping mine and rocking me on my heels.


It should probably bother me more that I had managed to make an enemy out of someone within hours of regaining consciousness, but I understood Efra’s antipathy more than I understood the reverence in some of the Jasadis’ gazes. I thrived under loathing, whether it was my own or someone else’s. It slipped over my shoulders like a custom coat, whereas devotion suited me like shoes to a snake.


I pointed at the web. “Next time, I’m bringing a knife.”
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CHAPTER FIVE


SYLVIA


Three days had passed with sleep failing to find me in the Gibal, and tonight, I did not bother giving chase.


Like most Jasadis, the Urabi seemed to be largely nocturnal, which meant I couldn’t pace the inside of the mountain without running into someone around every corner. The last time I had lived under the same roof as so many people was at Usr Jasad, and I’d had the benefit of my own wing. Here, every covert stare and whisper pricked at the back of my neck, leaving me twitchy and increasingly on edge.


So, engaging in the perfectly rational actions of a woman missing two nights of sleep, I snuck back onto the pitch-black cliffside to explore the outside of the mountain.


The mountain quickly made its opinion of my presence known. In the last twenty minutes, I had swallowed a bug and fallen face-first onto the frozen surface of a lake. The ice hadn’t broken, thankfully, leaving me with only a bruised cheekbone and saving me from drowning under the most idiotic circumstances imaginable.


Despite the mountain’s passionate efforts to repel me, I seemed to have developed an appetite for near-death experiences, because I took one look at the edge of the cliffside and decided a bruised cheekbone was merely the introductory soup in my supper for fools.


Swearing under my breath, I tightened my grip on the rocks slipping beneath the frozen flesh formerly known as my fingers. The gloves I’d had the presence of mind to wear before leaving my room had already saved me three times over. I swept my boot across the rocks, groping for a solid place to land as I dangled over open air.


The lake hadn’t just gifted me with a giant, throbbing bruise. It had knocked loose a tale Soraya would read to me on nights as dark and overcast as this one. A tale of adventure and perilous journeys, of magic-rich waterfalls on the other side of the mountains that spilled into Suhna Sea.


Waterfalls flowing from Hirun River.


The waterfalls are the mountains weeping for the Awaleen, Soraya would say. All along Orban, Nizahl, and Jasad, they shed their tears into Suhna Sea to mourn the magic that has left this earth.


I climbed lower, digging the toes of my boots into the crumbling side of the mountain in lieu of a stable foothold. Considering Soraya had poisoned my mother for years in Bakir Tower, helped the Mufsids sack Usr Jasad, and accidentally brought down the Jasad fortress, I wasn’t inclined to place much weight onto a single word out of her duplicitous mouth. Not to mention the absurdity of believing Hirun River flowed beneath Orban—beneath the Desert Flats.


But Soraya had spoken about the waterfalls with such genuine emotion. The longing in her voice . . . it couldn’t hurt to check, could it?


I huffed a laugh, pressing my forehead to the inside of my arm to catch my breath. Even now, alone in my head, I couldn’t resist hiding from the truth.


Waterfalls sounded wonderful, but I wasn’t clinging to a sea-slicked mountainside in the dead of night because I craved a pretty view. The other part of Soraya’s story brought me out here. Specifically, the part about adventurers sneaking across the mountains into Suhna Sea by sailing through Hirun, which poured into the waterfalls and became the tears the mountains shed.


And if someone could find their way into the mountains through Hirun, maybe they could find their way out.


I was not planning to escape. Not just because I had nowhere to go, but because I had made a vow.


Still . . . time was the enemy of intention, and it couldn’t hurt to know what my options were.


It would be so much easier if the clouds would just part and let the moonlight through. I had always been a good climber—the trees in Usr Jasad’s courtyards had seen me dangling from their branches more than any leaf. A tiny, little bit of light would change everything.


Slowly, I scaled my way down the side of the cliff, the memory of Ayume Forest too near for comfort. But my hands were not raw and bloody from poisoned sap, and the stones were less punishing than the rope I had used to climb out of the forest and over the cliff.


I gritted my teeth. The climb in Ayume hadn’t just wreaked havoc on my body. My magic had been pounding against my cuffs, fighting for release, and managed to conjure a childhood version of myself to taunt and scold me.


I think even if your magic was free, and you had every advantage to reclaim our kingdom, you still wouldn’t save Jasad.


I flexed my fingers, holding tight as my boot found the flat of a protruding stone.


Power is a choice. When you choose who you are willing to fight for, you choose who you are.


Absurdly, just the memory of that snide little Essiya sparked my indignation. I had chosen. In the heart of Nizahl, I had declared my true name to every royal in the land and exposed my magic. I knew choosing just one time would not suffice; one time would not make up for the thousands of times I hadn’t chosen Jasad. But did it mean I could only choose to fight for Jasad for the rest of my life? Did it mean I could never choose myself again?


My ears caught a sound sweeter than any harmony, slightly louder than the cacophony in my head.


Rushing water.


The mountains curved along the sea, the night sky draped over their silhouette like a velvet shroud. If not for the dull roar of waves smashing into the mountainside, the darkness beneath me might have been the doorway to another world, waiting to catch me as I tumbled off the side of the cliff and into an entirely different realm.


Swallowing, I forced myself to focus on my climbing without contemplating the impossible vastness of these mountains. The strange sense that I was disturbing something sacred—something better left unseen.


Droplets of water clung to my eyelashes, cold against my lips. I was getting close.


I considered releasing one of my hands to wipe the moisture from my eyes and thought better of it. The rocks had grown too slippery to risk leaving even an inch of air between myself and the surface.


Besides, I didn’t want to see the vein on my palm again.


I’d toyed with the idea of asking Namsa about it before she frolicked off to the “Aada” but thought better of it.


More likely than not, the vein was merely a remnant of the cuffs. Nothing worth drawing attention to, and certainly not worth alarming Namsa. She might consider it an ill tiding of my newly freed magic, and I wouldn’t know how to prove her wrong. I knew my cuffs as well as I knew my right arm, but my magic?


I caught my breath as I shuffled from stone to stone, heading in the direction of the rushing water.


Hanim had tried to draw out my magic and failed, thanks to the cuffs.


Arin had drawn out my magic in limited amounts only, thanks to the cuffs.


My cuffs had protected me from the very worst of what I could do, and without them . . .


In the wrong hands, I could become a weapon turned against Jasad. I wasn’t like Dawoud, able to withstand years and years of torture without breaking. I wasn’t like my grandparents, knowledgeable in every way magic could be stolen, restrained, and withheld.


History had shown that I could be broken. I could be used. That, in fact, I seemed to accept my place most readily in circumstances where I lost the illusion of control. When I surrendered my choices to someone else to make on my behalf.


If Arin caught me, the war would end before it began.


At least with the Urabi, I could be used for Jasad. The choices they would make—the control I would surrender—would be on behalf of the kingdom I had failed.


The Urabi needed me, but I needed them, too.
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I raised my leg to the next stone and nearly tipped sideways onto a long, flat surface holding firm beneath my boot. I tested its strength, shifting more and more of my weight onto it without releasing the rocks under my hands.


After reassuring myself it wouldn’t collapse and plunge me into the sea, I settled myself onto the ledge. The gush of fast-flowing water surrounded me. My hands prickled as I shook them out, stiff from hours of clinging to slippery stone.


The night refused to relent. I was clearly close to some kind of moving water, but without light, it was impossible to tell how close. Resigned to waiting until the moon reared its stubborn head, I slid to a cross-legged seat on the ledge.


I knew what Arin would say. I could use my magic to illuminate my surroundings. In fact, I could have used my magic to scale down the side of the mountain. Each time the idea occurred to me, I brushed it aside.


Without any other distraction, I reluctantly unchained the thought I had held captive the instant I saw my bare wrists.


“I can’t know for certain what would happen if your full magic was accessible. I might be able to drain it normally. Maybe I’d never reach the bottom of your magic’s well, so to speak, and could only temporarily drain portions of it,” Arin said. “But if you want my strongest theory, I suspect touching you while you can fully express your magic would kill me.”


If I started laughing at the irony, I might never stop. Arin’s touch had brought forth my magic and saved my life on at least two separate occasions, and now my touch could end his life.


The Urabi could never know. They already suspected my loyalties, and if they knew I had this ability and refused to use it, they would begin to doubt my heart, too. And I wouldn’t use it—not unless Arin left me with no other choice.


Perhaps growing jealous of the clouds I had collected over my own head, the moon finally decided to show its face. Wisps of white melted from the dissipating clouds, and I blinked against the brightness of the crescent waiting behind them.


I saw the sea first, churning much closer than I expected. The moonlight spread to the mountainside, revealing the uneven stone face I had climbed down in the dark. It shifted to my right, casting its bluish hue over the source of the rushing water I’d been hearing for the last hour.


I gasped.


Streams poured over the side of the mountain, flowing in dozens of different directions as they cascaded over gleaming black ledges identical to the one beneath me. They rushed toward the sea like a traveler eager to reunite with an old friend.


I tasted the water the wind had generously whipped onto my face and grinned. No salt.


This was Hirun. The river truly did flow beneath the Desert Flats—all along, through droughts and dying crops, Orban had had access to Hirun just under its feet.


I tried to gauge how far I would have to climb to reach the middle of the waterfall. Once I confirmed the entry point, I would go back to the Gibal. The Urabi wouldn’t need to know I had ever left, and I would sleep easier having found a place to run if the need ever arose.


I turned around and went stiff. A scream lodged in my throat.


A woman stood on the ledge behind me, leaning against the rocks.


“So,” she said, “are we leaving?”


I was hundreds of feet from the top of the mountain. It would have been impossible for anyone to follow me unseen or appear without making a sound.


Displeased at my long silence, she heaved a sigh and jumped to the ledge under me. “I don’t mind if we stay. I like the little bouncing one. Omaima? Her magic intrigues me.”


A blur of motion as she twirled to another ledge, and when she glanced up, another woman’s face had replaced hers, thickly lashed green eyes dancing mischievously. “What do you think?”


My fingernails cut into my palms as I ran through my options. I was on a ledge in the middle of the mountainside. To my right, a waterfall ready to sweep me directly into the depths of Suhna Sea if I made a single misstep. To my left, a deranged apparition.


I inched closer to the waterfall.


“I think we should stay,” the green-eyed apparition said. “For now, at least. They are our best chance of winning our crown.”


Our crown?


My sleeve caught on the stream behind me, soaking my arm instantly. The blast of cold shattered the last of my shock, and my heart began to pound with sickening speed. What had I been thinking, coming down here? If I vanished—if this thing killed me—


I glanced up in a last feat of desperation, scouring the cliffside, and nearly choked with relief at the sight of a figure looming over the edge. The bad haircut, the slim frame—Efra. Thank the Awaleen. A real person who knew where I was, knew I needed help.


I waved my arms. “Find help!”


Efra didn’t move. He stood on the cliffside and simply watched. What did he think he was doing?


“We can punish him later,” she said.


I tore my gaze away from Efra. “Who are you?”


I lost sight of the apparition as it leapt onto another ledge.


“You know who we are.”


I startled. The voice, sea-deep and smooth as the finest glass, belonged to a man.


“Allow me to rephrase,” I growled. “What are you?”


I careened back as the stream nearest me erupted with movement. A hand closed around my wrist, and I gazed into bright gold-and-silver eyes identical to my own.


No, not identical—they were my eyes.


“What we are depends on you,” he said.


Before I could retreat, the hand on my wrist yanked me forward.


I tumbled into the waterfall.
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I’d plummeted from great heights before. For most of them, blood loss and exhaustion shadowed my memories of the drop.


I knew I would remember this fall in excruciating detail. The sudden weightlessness, the surge of terror in my hollowing stomach, the frigid wind battering me as the waterfall swept me toward the frothing surface of the sea. I would remember shutting my eyes as my muscles tensed to prepare for impact. My magic, sluggish in my veins as it pumped with my panic.


I plunged into the sea, and pain washed my world white. My limbs disconnected from my command, and for a minute, I could not tell where I began or ended. My lips parted beneath the freezing cold, accidentally inviting a surge of salt water to sear my throat. The waves battered me, each choppier and more forceful than the next.


I clawed to the surface in time to vomit before another wave drew me down again.


The weight of the water closed in, wrapping icy fingers around my thrashing limbs.


I didn’t want to die.


Sensation left my extremities, until I no longer knew where to find my legs to keep them kicking. I drifted deeper into Suhna Sea’s embrace, my body growing lax as I choked on the last of my air.


Drowning in Suhna Sea, at least, was less embarrassing than drowning in the lake.


Wake.


My eyes flew open, shock tearing apart the settling shroud of sleep. What the—


The tide is strong. The next wave will hurl you against the cliff. You will not heal from a broken neck.


I didn’t recognize the voice; I hesitated to even describe it as one. It was more akin to a series of sentient—and uninvited—vibrations in my head.


Bubbles floated out of my mouth. If I still had air, I wasn’t dead.


Yet.


I jerked. What was that?


My legs struggled to push me toward the surface, shoving pitifully against the unyielding weight of the sea.


I sank.


My vision blurred for a terrible second. Between Hanim and training for the Alcalah, I could hold my breath for a significant amount of time, but I wouldn’t last much longer.


I needed my magic.


The vein on my palm brightened to a throbbing gold. Light poured from the vein, cutting through the black dots dancing in my vision. My feet hit an invisible barrier, and the light pushed out, forming a bubble around me.


I drew a desperate breath as air filled the bubble. A fist pressed to my chest, I hacked out buckets of seawater. My magic pumped with my pulse. Waiting. Eager to serve.


I would have preferred to be taken to the surface, but this would do while I collected myself. Sitting back on my haunches, I fixed my streaming eyes on the edges of the protective circle to check how far I would have to swim.


Odd. I squinted, trying to pierce through the prism of my magic’s light to the other side of the bubble. It almost looked like—


I screamed so loudly I threw myself into another coughing fit.


The light emanating from my vein illuminated dozens of creatures floating in the dark. They pressed against the outside of the bubble, staring at me. One of them, red-scaled and bulbous, unhinged a jaw large enough to swallow Raya’s keep. Its fangs were unlike any I had seen before, twisted and curled around one another like a nest of thorns.


Baira’s blessed hair, was it . . . smiling?


Hello.


No amount of practice or training could corral my fear this time. It tore through me, obliterating any rational thought. My vein brightened again, and I acted without thinking, thrusting my arms to the sides and throwing my magic with every ounce of strength I possessed.


I intended to widen the bubble. Enough to push me to the surface, or just push the monsters back.


Instead, it burst.
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CHAPTER SIX


SYLVIA


Water rushed over me once more, bringing the creatures on the other side of the barrier with it. My magic had failed me, and now legendary sea beasts were about to take turns tearing me to pieces.


Something hard collided with my wheeling feet, halting my descent. I caught a glimpse of red scales and giant black eyes. Before I could scream again, the creature surged forward. My knees buckled, flattening me against its back as I scrambled to hold on to its slippery skin.


Was it carrying me back to its home? Was I about to be dropped over a cradle of baby sea monsters?


The water parted above me, and beautiful, wonderful, freezing wind slapped the gasp of relief straight from my lips. The clouds parted, a ray of hazy dawn light catching on the scales beneath me and casting millions of red diamonds over the churning waters.


I dug my fingers between scales larger than my body, wincing at the gooey squelch, and held tight. If it planned to throw its head back and eat me in midair the way I’d seen Marek toss a roasted pumpkin seed into his mouth, it would have to throw me hard.
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