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For Ferra’ol, Baldhina, and Grace: three bright sparks of hope.









 


 


Rules for Relinquishing


Snuff out the lights. Bolt the doors.


If you must weep, find a source of rushing water to drown out the sound.


Scorch your bread. Let your wine sour. Switch your sugar and salt.


Don’t travel after sunset.


Mask your face so you won’t be recognized.


Though you may be frightened, let go.











The Skyweaver’s Knife


Once there lived a man named Sunder who loved everything about his life. He rose every day with the dawn and walked out into his fields. He marveled at the rain that nourished his crops and the sun that made them grow. He cherished the strength of his own two hands—hands that planted and threshed and built his house. Hands that rocked his child to sleep.


He loved his life so much that when Death came for him, Sunder hid.


Death searched Sunder’s house and did not find him.


Death called out over his fields, but Sunder did not come.


So, giving up, Death took someone else instead.


When Sunder came out of his hiding place, he smiled at his own cleverness. He strode down the dirt roads toward home, whistling happily. But as he approached the door of his house, a sound made him pause.


Someone was wailing.


Sunder opened the door and found his wife kneeling on the kitchen floor, clutching their child to her breast. When Sunder fell to his knees beside her, he found his small daughter’s eyes lifeless. Her body cold.


Sunder cursed his cleverness. He wept and gnashed his teeth.


After that day, Sunder no longer rose with the dawn. No longer marveled at the rain or the sun. And when he looked around the house he built, he saw only what he’d lost.


He begged Death to give his daughter back. But Death could do no such thing. Her soul was with the Skyweaver.


So Sunder set out to make it right.


He found the goddess of souls at her loom. Skyweaver’s warp was fashioned from the dreams of the living, her weft from the memories of the dead. At the sound of Sunder’s intrusion, her shuttle stopped. She put down her threads.


Sunder fell at her feet and he begged.


“There is a price for what you’re asking,” she said.


“Whatever it is, I’ll pay it.”


Skyweaver rose from her loom. “It’s your soul that is owed. Your death that was cheated.”


Sunder closed his eyes, thinking of the rain that nourished his crops and the sun that made them grow and the strength of his own two hands.


“I can give back your daughter’s soul. I can restore her life.” Skyweaver picked up her weaving knife. “But only you can pay the price.”


On his knees, Sunder looked up at the faceless god and said, “Take it, then.”


So Skyweaver lifted her knife . . .


and cut his soul loose from its mooring.












One


Her sister said it would take a year to raise an army, bring down a tyrant, and marry a king.


Roa had done it in just three months.


And now here she sat, at the carved acacia table polished to a sheen, in the smallest pavilion of her father’s house. It smelled smoky-sweet from the heart-fire, and Essie perched on her shoulder, her talons clenching and unclenching, while Roa’s bare feet tapped the woven rug impatiently.


Five days of negotiating peace terms was starting to get to the both of them.


The ceremonial weapons of every man and woman present were piled in the middle of the table—long and short knives, elegantly carved maces, gleaming scythes—laid out of reach as a show of trust. Only three chairs sat empty. They belonged to representatives from the House of Sky, and they’d been empty all week—a fact no one was talking about. Least of all Roa.


She stared at the empty chair on the left, imagining the young man who normally sat there. Strong shoulders. Wheat-gold eyes. Dark-brown hair pulled back from his handsome face.


Theo, heir to the House of Sky.


Roa’s former betrothed.


He’s always been stubborn. Essie’s thoughts flooded Roa’s mind as her claws dug into Roa’s skin. But never this stubborn.


Roa traced the delicate wing bone of the white hawk on her shoulder. The bond they shared—something Essie called the hum—glowed bright and warm between them.


I betrayed him, thought Roa. I won’t be surprised if he never speaks to me again.


Their silent conversation was suddenly interrupted by the sound of someone snoring.


The new queen and her hawk looked sharply away from Theo’s chair to the young man seated beside her. The warm afternoon sunlight pooled in through the windows, alighting on his unruly brown curls. His elbow was propped on the table, his cheek rested on his fist, and those long black lashes fluttered softly against his cheeks.


This was the dragon king. Asleep in an important treaty meeting.


This . . . waste . . . was the person for whom Roa had given up everything.


She bristled at the sound of his snores and glanced up to the dozen men and women gathered around the table, all of them representatives of Great Houses in the scrublands.


She prayed they didn’t notice the snoring.


It was a useless prayer. Of course they noticed. Dax had been falling asleep in treaty meetings all week, revealing the truth to everyone: he didn’t care that his father’s sanctions hadn’t been lifted or that Roa’s people were still going hungry.


These were not the kinds of things Dax cared about.


Which was why Roa was here. She’d insisted on traveling across the sand sea and drawing up an official treaty document herself. With a signed treaty, Dax couldn’t continue to break his promises. Not without consequences.


It was why they were all here, in Roa’s childhood home, with their heads bowed over a scroll.


Roa looked past the sleeping king, past the pile of weapons, to find her father studying her. A man of almost fifty, his curly black hair was speckled with gray now, and he looked thinner and more tired than she remembered. Was that possible? In just the two months she’d been gone? He wore a cotton tunic, split at the throat, with the pattern of Song fading around the collar. It matched Roa’s own garment.


A proper dragon queen would have worn a brightly colored kaftan, finely stitched slippers, and a gold circlet on her head. But Roa was a scrublander first and foremost. She wore an undyed linen dress sewn by her mother and a necklace of pale blue beryl beads.


Her father’s eyes held Roa’s, then glanced to the young man snoring beside her. The look on his face was unmistakable.


He pitied her.


Roa’s stomach tightened like a fist.


She would not be pitied. Certainly not by her own father.


Beneath the table Roa elbowed her new husband hard in the ribs. Surprised by the movement, Essie flexed her wings to stay balanced on her shoulder. Dax jolted awake, eyes widening as he let out a soft oof! But instead of sitting up and paying attention, instead of showing any sign of remorse, he yawned loudly, then stretched—drawing full attention to the fact that he’d fallen asleep.


As if he wanted everyone to know how little he cared.


More men and women around the table glanced at Roa.


When she looked from one face to the next, each and every one of them averted their gaze. As if humiliated on Roa’s behalf.


These were the same people who’d put their trust in her when she asked for an army to help Dax dethrone his father. And here they were, watching her now with shame in their eyes.


Daughter of Song, she could hear them all thinking, what have you done?


Their stares scorched her. Roa’s fists clenched in her linen dress. She desperately wanted this meeting to be over. But the treaty scroll was still collecting signatures.


Roa looked to Dax, who was yawning again.


“Do we bore you, my king?” She didn’t even try to keep the bitterness out of her voice.


“Not at all,” he drawled, his attention snagging on something across the table. “I didn’t sleep much last night.”


Essie shifted restlessly from claw to claw as Roa looked where Dax did: to the young woman who’d just entered the pavilion. It was Roa’s cousin, Sara, a tray balanced on her hip. Her brown curls were tucked in a bun and held in place with an ivory comb. On her wrists were three bracelets made of shiny white nerita shells.


As Sara collected cups of cold tea from the table, she smiled brightly beneath the king’s gaze.


Roa reluctantly remembered the night previous. After a round of drinking games with her brother and cousins, Dax had openly flirted with the women of her household, Sara among them. It was something she’d had to get used to: Dax’s flirting.


Roa was pretty sure he’d flirt with a dragon if he were drunk enough.


She looked away from the king and her cousin. She didn’t want to see the smiles passing between them. Didn’t want to know how far the game had gone.


But there were only two other places to look: the embarrassed faces of the house representatives or that empty chair.


It was an unbearable choice.


In the end, Roa chose the consequence of her broken promise. She stared at Theo’s chair as if he were in it, staring back at her.


Sometimes she let herself wonder what her life would be like if she’d kept her promise to him. There would certainly be no king in her father’s house flirting with Roa’s cousins and humiliating her in front of the people she loved most.


And there would be no one keeping the scrublands safe. Essie’s voice rang through her mind. Those talons squeezed Roa’s shoulder affectionately. Dax’s father would have bled us dry.


Essie was right, of course.


You did what you needed to do, Essie told her, brushing the top of her feathered head against Roa’s cheek. They all know that.


Truly, Roa had done it for every scrublander, Theo included. She would not allow another Firgaardian king to take whatever he wanted from them. He’d already taken enough.


Roa looked to Dax as she stroked Essie’s soft feathers. When the scroll came to the king, he signed it, then took a pinch of sand from the bowl in front of them and sprinkled it across the wet ink. After it dried, he blew off the sand, rolled up the scroll, and gave it to Roa.


The relief in the room was palpable. The king was now bound to his promises. They would finally be free of Firgaard’s tyranny.


Voices rose, talking and laughing easily now that it was done.


When a jug of wine was brought in, Roa frowned. It had been years since her father served wine to his guests. Few people in the scrublands could afford it anymore. She wondered what her family would give up this month in order to compensate for the indulgence.


Oblivious, Dax poured the wine into two red clay cups, then looped his arm lazily around the back of Roa’s chair. Startled at his closeness, Essie flew off Roa’s shoulder.


Roa, who was more used to the weight of her sister’s imprisoned form than the absence of it—whose shoulders bore eight years of tiny scars from Essie’s claws—went immediately cold at the loss of her.


Dax bent toward Roa, holding out a full cup.


“To peace,” he said softly, the peppermint smell of him enveloping her.


Roa didn’t dare look at him. She knew the kinds of spells those warm brown eyes cast. The kinds of things that curve of a mouth promised. She’d seen enough girls fall for Dax’s charms to know she needed to protect herself against them.


Staring at his throat instead, she watched the steady beat of his pulse. Taking the cup from him, she said, “To kings who keep their promises.”


Her gaze flickered to his. For the briefest of heartbeats, she thought she saw amusement in his eyes. But then it was gone, hidden behind a smooth smile.


She hated that smile. Hated the effect it had on her.


Roa set down the cup and quickly rose.


“If we’re finished,” she said, catching her father’s gaze as she reached across the table toward the pile of earned weapons, “then you must excuse me. There’s somewhere I need to be.”


Taking her scythe from the top of the pile, Roa didn’t wait for her father’s answer. Just turned away from the table, left through the open door, and didn’t look back.


Essie followed her out.


Roa rode hard across the border of Song. Poppy’s hooves pummeled the hot, cracked earth, putting distance between her and her father’s house. Between her and the boy-king.


It was as if the wide-open world Roa once knew—as open as the sunset sky above—had become a prison. She might have walked willingly into it, but her bonds still chafed.


Halfway to her destination, Roa felt a familiar hum flare up inside her. Instinctively, she looked to find a white hawk soaring above.


Essie.


Even with so much distance between them, Roa could sense her sister’s uneasiness.


Where are you going? her sister called. You’ll miss the Gleaning.


Poppy slowed to a trot as Roa leaned back in the saddle. She’d forgotten that tonight was the Gleaning.


Once a week, the House of Song made dinner for those who were hardest hit by Firgaard’s sanctions. On Gleaning nights, it was normal for the house to be full to the brim. The very poorest would eat—and take home anything extra that could be spared.


You should be there, said Essie, still trying to catch up. You give them hope, Roa.


But going back to the House of Song meant facing Dax. It meant watching him drink her father’s wine while he flirted with every girl in her home.


Roa gritted her teeth.


I sat obediently next to him for days now. Her thoughts burned into her twin’s mind. If I have to stand by his side one more moment, I’ll . . . Her grip tightened on the reins. I’ll take it all back.


She could take it back. The marriage was unconsummated. Which meant it could still be annulled.


And who will protect us if you do? came Essie’s reply.


That was just it. This was the decision she’d made. It was up to Roa to keep her people safe.


She’d thought it would be easier, trading in her freedom for the protection of the scrublands. She hadn’t realized it would cost her so much more than freedom.


Her sister’s voice had gone soft and quiet in her mind: You should be more careful. People are starting to notice your absences.


Roa had been absent every night since they’d arrived home six days ago.


Let them notice, she thought, urging Poppy into a gallop.


In the distance, the red-brown earth shifted into a smudge of green forest. Roa headed straight for the hidden path through the acacias. They were entering the shadow precinct, where the fifth Great House had once stood proud . . . and then fallen into ruin.


A sharp jab of her sister’s frustration shot through her. Roa ignored it.


Roa. Essie’s voice flickered into her mind as she struggled to keep up. Her elegant white wings fought with a wind that kept battering her back. You can’t just run away!


I’m queen, she thought. I can do as I wish.


You’re not acting like a queen. Essie’s thoughts were getting fainter. You’re acting like a . . . scared . . . selfish . . . child.


That stung.


In answer, Roa sent a stab of cold at her sister’s hawk form. Essie sent her version of the same feeling back—only sharper.


Just before Poppy halted and stepped into the trees, the white hawk screeched. Roa felt a painful tug and stopped them both, frowning hard. She looked over her shoulder to see Essie—a speck of white in a carnelian sky—still battling the wind, trying to get to her.


A second, sharper tug came. Roa sucked in a pained breath. She squeezed Poppy’s reins in her fists and sent her thoughts into her sister’s mind: If you’re trying to hurt me, it’s working.


Essie didn’t respond.


Roa had thought Essie would understand. Essie knew better than anyone what it was like to be trapped. But just like Roa’s friend, Lirabel, Essie seemed to side with Dax more and more these days. As if his ridiculous charms were working on them, too.


A little angrily, Roa turned away from her sister. She didn’t wait for Essie to catch up, just retreated into the trees without her.


Essie would find her. She always did. The bond hummed between them, bright and strong, keeping them linked. Roa could always sense her sister—could feel the shape of her soul. Even if a desert lay between them.


Jacarandas bloomed here. Their purple flowers carpeted the ground, more beautiful than any palace rug. Roa breathed in the sweet smell of them as Poppy rode up to the entrance of the House of Shade.


Corrupted, people called this place. A man had died here, a long time ago now, and his loved ones hadn’t performed the proper rites. They hadn’t broken the bonds between the living and the dead. So, on the Relinquishing—the longest night of the year—the man’s soul became corrupted and he slaughtered his entire household.


Or so the story went.


Corrupted spirits were dangerous things. It was why the rules for relinquishing needed to be upheld.


But even if the story was true, the man’s spirit had long since moved on.


After dismounting and tying Poppy to a branch outside, Roa stepped through the crumbled entrance of the ruined house. As she walked through the roof less halls, Roa thought of that empty chair. It was an obvious insult. But Theo had been insulted first. Sky was the only Great House who voted against Roa helping Dax in the revolt. And in the scrublands, a unanimous vote was needed before anyone could march an army across the sand sea. Roa had broken scrublander law to do what she’d done.


And then she’d broken Theo’s heart.


Roa checked every room in the ruined house. All were empty. She checked them again.


He didn’t come, she thought, her heart sinking.


Theo hadn’t wanted her to help Dax. He told her that if she left, she wouldn’t come back.


You were wrong, she thought. I did come back.


She was here now, wasn’t she? She’d been here in this ruin— their usual meeting place—waiting for him for five nights straight.


And for five nights straight, he didn’t come. Because Roa married Dax. Because Roa was queen now.


It was too late for her and Theo.


As the wind rattled the canopy above, she climbed up onto the windowsill of a half-crumbled wall. Leaning back against the cool and dusty stone, she pressed her face into her hands.


You’re queen now, she told herself. Queens don’t cry.


It was something Essie would say. If Essie were here.


As she waited for her sister to arrive, Roa thought of the shame in her father’s eyes. In all their eyes.


Maybe it was better this way. She wasn’t sure she could bear that same look on Theo’s face.


When a hundred-hundred heartbeats passed and Essie still hadn’t shown herself, Roa looked up to the canopy. To the patch of darkening sky beyond it.


Instinctively, her gaze found Essie’s two favorite stars. Twin stars, Essie liked to call them. The stories Essie most loved were ones about the Skyweaver, a goddess who spun souls into stars and wove them into the sky.


Roa thought of Skyweaver spinning Essie’s soul into a star, then putting it up there, all alone, without Roa.


A cold feeling knotted her insides.


What was taking her sister so long?


Roa reached for that normally bright hum. Even before Essie’s accident, the hum had always been there, warm and glowing inside them both.


This time when Roa reached for it, she found it dim and weak. Like a too-quiet pulse.


Essie?


No answer came.


Roa pushed herself down from the sill and walked back through the empty, ruined rooms.


“Essie?” she called, her voice echoing. “Where are you?”


Silence answered her.


Roa’s pace quickened, thinking of the way her sister’s thoughts had flickered strangely. At how distant she’d felt earlier.


Essie, if this is a joke, it isn’t funny.


At the entrance, Roa untied Poppy and quickly mounted, nudging her back toward the tree line. When they got there, the sun was long gone and the sky was blue-black. She couldn’t see any sign of a white bird in its depths.


Roa cupped her hands and called her sister’s name.


“Essie!”


Her voice echoed and died. The wind rustled the leaves at her back.


It was something the two sisters never spoke about, as if speaking it would make it come true: an uncrossed soul couldn’t exist forever in the world of the living. Eventually, the death call of the Relinquishing became too strong.


Essie had been resisting her death call for eight years now.


Looking up to the stars, Roa whispered, “Essie, where are you?”











A Tale of Two Sisters


Once there were two sisters, born on the longest night of the year.


This was not a night for celebrating new life; it was a night for letting go of the dead. That’s why it was called the Relinquishing.


The midwives tried to bring the sisters early. When that failed, they tried to bring them late.


But the girls came at midnight, defiant.


Most newborns wail with their first taste of life. Most come into the world afraid, needing the comfort of their mothers.


The two sisters didn’t come wailing. They came quietly, holding on to each other. As if they needed no one’s comfort but the other’s. As if, as long as they were together, there was nothing to be afraid of.


That wasn’t the strange thing.


The strange thing came later.


It was their mother, Desta, who noticed it: how when one girl cried, the other comforted her. And when they both cried, the roses in the garden died. It was Desta who realized that when one girl threw a fit, the other calmed her. But when they threw a fit together, the windows cracked and the mirrors shattered.


As if, when they were of one mind, the world shifted and bent to their will.


When Desta asked the two sisters who broke the mirror, one or the other would tell her: “It wasn’t us, Mama. It was the hum.”


“The hum?” she’d ask. “What is that?”


The two girls stared at their mother.


“The warm, bright thing that links you like a string. Don’t you and Papa have one?”


No. She and their father did not. But when Desta told her husband, he shrugged it off as the wild imaginations of children who spent too much time together. After all, the two sisters played together, studied together, slept together . . . there was hardly a moment when they were apart.


“It would be good for them to have other friends,” he told his wife.


Desta agreed. She wrote her oldest friend, Amina, whose son, Dax, was falling further behind in his studies every year. His tutors had given up, declaring him illiterate and unteachable, and Amina was sick with worry. Desta told her friend to send him to the House of Song for the summer.


Perhaps that will cure my daughters of this hum, thought Desta, who was tired of her roses dying.


Perhaps, if they had other friends, she wouldn’t need to keep buying new mirrors.












Two


No one understood the bond shared by Roa and Essie. Before the accident, people thought their connection strange—or worse, to be feared. For Roa, though, it was something that had always simply been. She didn’t know how to be without it.


Essie was the one who named it the hum, because that’s what it felt like: something deep and bright, almost like a song, vibrating inside them.


After the accident, the hum changed. They were no longer able to keep out each other’s thoughts and feelings and—most especially—pain.


They were one.


For nearly eight years now, Essie had been in Roa’s head, and Roa had been in Essie’s.


Which was why her sister’s silence felt so wrong.


Maybe she went back to Song, thought Roa as Poppy’s ragged breathing filled the silence of the night.


Roa fixed her gaze on the jagged massifs in the distance, rising out of the earth, each one a darker shade of blue than the last. Above them, a half-moon rose, flooding the plains with silvery light and making the sweat gleam on Poppy’s coat.


Every now and again, shadows passed overhead.


Dragons, Roa knew.


Once, dragons had been plentiful here. Not so long ago, Dax’s people rode the fierce creatures through the skies. But under his grandmother’s reign, draksors and dragons turned on each other. Former allies became bitter enemies. Until Asha, Dax’s sister, put an end to a corrupt regime.


The dragons had been returning ever since.


It was past midnight when they trotted into the familiar stables of Song. The soft whuffing of horse sighs and the flick of tails greeted them. The stalls had been cleaned at the end of the day and smelled of dried mud and fresh hay.


Roa quickly untacked Poppy, then walked the lane up to the house. Except for the heart-fire in the central pavilion—which burned through the night—the lights of the House of Song were out.


“Essie?” she called, reaching again for that normally bright hum.


The dogs—Nola and Nin—were the only things that answered her, barking as she approached. When they realized who she was, they bounded up to her, trying to lick her to death. Roa slipped past them, through the rows of ropy warka trees, and stepped into the house.


All was dark inside. Roa followed the dusty stone walls with her hands. Stone. So different from the whitewashed plaster of the palace. Roa preferred the simplicity of her home’s dirt floors and roughhewn windows to the palace’s elaborately cut and mosaicked tiles. She preferred the smell of smoke and acacia to the smell of mint and lime.


It was a different world here. It was her world. The one she’d be leaving behind tomorrow—for the second and final time.


Again, she called for her sister.


Again, she received no answer.


Essie didn’t just go off on her own without telling Roa. They were an inseparable pair. And tomorrow morning Roa would ride back across the desert with the husband she had no love for, to a city that wasn’t her home. She couldn’t go alone. Roa needed her sister by her side.


At the entry to her and Dax’s room, she tried not to panic.


She’s just angry at me for running away, she thought, trying to calm herself. Trying to convince herself that Essie would be nestled in her usual spot on Roa’s pillow come morning.


Stepping inside her room, Roa pushed down her unease and closed the door behind her. The moonlight spilled in through the windows and across the bed.


A bed that lay empty.


It didn’t surprise her. Roa avoided Dax’s bed like a disease, and in return, Dax sought out the beds of other women.


Her family didn’t know this. They didn’t know the rumors whispered up and down the palace halls at Firgaard: that her husband took a different girl to bed every night.


Normally Roa wouldn’t care how many beds he slept in as long as Dax stayed far away from hers. It made being married to him easier.


But tonight? Maybe it was the too-sharp absence of her sister, or maybe it was the five days of humiliation at his hands . . . the empty bed felt like an insult.


This was her home. Almost every girl beneath this roof was related to her.


It made Roa want to throw something—but that would wake her family, who would come asking what the matter was. So instead she moved to the wooden chest at the foot of her bed and lifted the ivory-inlaid lid—a gift from her mother.


Sliding off her linen dress, she quickly pulled a nightgown over her head. After checking that the knife she kept sheathed at her calf was still secure— Essie’s knife, the one Roa promised to hold on to—she started doing up buttons.


Which was when she heard the voices in the hall.


The whispers were muff led and soft, but Roa could tell one voice belonged to a young man and the other a young woman. They giggled as if drunk, then hushed each other, and though Roa couldn’t tell who the voices belonged to, she had her guesses.


They moved closer to her door.


Roa’s hands fisted. Part of her wanted him to open that door. Wanted a reason to unsheathe her sister’s knife and wait for him. But a wearier, unhappier part of her whispered, Run.


And that’s what she did.


Pushing the window open, Roa climbed to the sill just as the voices reached her room. Before she could find out who Dax was with, Roa dropped into the garden. When the door swung open, she was already headed for Lirabel’s room.


She’d been sharing her friend’s bed all week. What was one more night?




It was a habit she’d fallen into after Essie’s accident— climbing into Lirabel’s bed. Knowing that someone was lying next to her, that there was another heart beating beside hers . . . it helped soothe Roa.


Roa knew there would be a night when Dax came to collect what she owed him. It could hardly be prevented. A king needed an heir, and Roa was his queen. It was her duty to provide him with one.


But it would not be tonight.














A People Divided


When the First Namsara brought the sacred flame out of the desert and founded Firgaard, no king ruled it. No walls caged them in. Instead, the Old One’s people governed themselves. Each voice was heard and decisions were made all together. Those who owned much shared with those who owned nothing. And the sick and the weak were esteemed as much as the healthy and strong.


The Old One’s people believed they belonged to one another, and therefore took care of each other.


But as the years wore on and their numbers grew, disagreements turned into division. They forgot how to see each other as equals, no matter the differences. Forgot that those who owned nothing were just as important as those who owned much. Forgot that everyone’s voice mattered.


The Old One’s people forgot how to take care of each other.


They wanted a king who could make laws to govern them. They wanted an army to protect them. They wanted a wall to keep others out.


This was not the Old One’s way.


His people didn’t care . . . except a devout few.


Decisions, these few thought, should be made the way a tree grows— from the earth up and from many roots. They didn’t believe in building walls or hiring men with swords to keep their enemies out—because they did not believe in enemies.


For their beliefs, they were persecuted and derided as zealots. So, with heavy hearts, they decided to leave Firgaard.


It was not so easy.


They were under the dominion of a king now. A king who was not interested in letting them go. A king who ruled Firgaard and the land surrounding it, from the mountains, across the desert, to the sea.


“But,” said the king, “I will be generous with you.”


He would give them the scrublands beyond the desert and he would let them go peacefully—on one condition. For as long as they lived beyond Firgaard’s walls, they would pay him a tax in exchange for his generosity: one tenth of their yearly harvests.


With no other choice, they agreed.


They crossed the sand sea together and when they came to the scrublands, they built five Great Houses, swearing to keep the old ways intact. To be hospitable and build no walls. To give according to the needs of others. To always make decisions as a whole, so that no one could be trampled upon.


And, most of all, to never forget they belonged to each other.


When people from far-off lands fled because of war or famine or flooding, when Firgaard shut its gates, the five Great Houses of the scrublands let the foreigners in. They gave them land to build new homes on and shared whatever they had. So the foreigners stayed, living and marrying among them. Defending them against the very ones they’d fled from and bringing with them new stories and gods: the Skyweaver, guardian of all souls, and her gift of the Relinquishing. These newcomers taught them the art of a well-crafted blade. They convinced them that sometimes, in times of great danger, you did need to pick up a sword to protect your kin.


As the years turned to centuries, the scrublanders looked less and less like the ones they’d left behind in Firgaard. And it is when you cannot see yourself in another that you turn them into an enemy.


In this one way, the scrublanders did not protect the old ways—by forgetting they did not believe in enemies.












Three


“What do you mean, you didn’t pack my tent?”


Roa rounded on her brother, who was currently unbuckling his horse’s bridle and sliding it over her head.


After their day’s travel, the desert sun pulsed low in the sky and waves of heat rolled up from the golden sand. They’d stopped early due to a herd of dragons spotted nearby. Most people saw the return of the dragons as a sign the kingdom was healing. But they were still dangerous predators best avoided.


“There wasn’t room,” said Jas after tying his horse up with the others. A faded maroon sandskarf was wrapped loosely around her brother’s head and shoulders, protecting him from the sun, and his two earned knives were sheathed at his hips, their blades engraved with the pattern of Song.


“So you left my tent behind?”


Turning to her, he lifted his hands, palms up. “I’m sorry. I had to.”


“Where am I supposed to sleep?”


Jas looked away, out over the caravan. Roa followed his gaze.


She could see Dax from here, setting up his tent, shirtless and alone. The sweat gleamed across his arched back as he hammered pegs into the earth. Pegs that weren’t strong enough to keep a tent tethered if a storm hit.


Roa had fought with Dax about it on the way to the scrublands, and he’d promised to buy new ones while staying at the House of Song.


Another broken promise, Roa thought now. He hadn’t bought new tents just like he hadn’t lifted the sanctions on her people or formed a more representative council.


He’d promised her both things before the revolt.


But that’s what the treaty is for, she thought, trying to calm herself, to make him keep his oaths. When they returned, he would be bound by more than honor to make good on his promises. She would see to it that he did.


“You can sleep in Dax’s tent,”


said Jas. Roa’s gaze snapped to her brother.


This felt like subterfuge. Like betrayal. Jas knew how Roa felt about sleeping in Dax’s tent. Why would he do this?


“I don’t understand what the problem is.” Jas’s voice was edged in frustration. Sweat beaded along his hairline dampening his black curls. “Isn’t he your husband? Shouldn’t you be sleeping in his tent?” And then, lowering his voice, he said, “People are beginning to talk.”


She shot her brother a scathing look.


Jas ignored it and forged ahead. “You missed the Gleaning last night. Where were you?”


“It’s none of your business where I was.” It was hot beneath her sandskarf. Roa wiped the sweat from her forehead with her wrist.


“You’re married to the king. You can’t just run off to meet Theo whenever you feel like it.”


Roa glanced around them, but they were far behind the others here. No one had heard him.


“If you knew where I was,” she growled, “why did you ask?”


Jas didn’t answer. Just fixed his gaze straight ahead, where Dax had stopped hammering tent pegs and rose as Lirabel approached him. The two of them walked away from the caravan, then stood close together, deep in conversation.


“And anyway, it’s not what you think,” Roa admitted. “I may have gone to meet Theo, but he didn’t come to meet me.”


Jas jerked his gaze from Lirabel to Roa.


“I haven’t seen him in months. He won’t even answer my letters.”


“Well, I can’t say I blame him. You broke his heart.”


Roa looked away, feeling like a scolded child.


Again, Jas’s gaze wandered to the girl speaking with the king. Roa looked back to Lirabel too. Her friend’s bed had been empty when Roa crawled into it after midnight, and it was still empty when she’d woken at sunrise.


Roa was trying not to think about why that might be.


Now Lirabel’s hair was tied up in her sky-blue sandskarf, but a few black curls peeked out, and there were dark half-moons under her eyes. She seemed . . . upset about something. More than once, Dax reached to touch her. As if to comfort her.


Roa kept quiet, watching her brother watch Lirabel. Thinking back over the past week, she realized she hadn’t once seen Jas and Lirabel in the same room together. In fact, just a few days ago at dinner, when Jas entered the room, Lirabel had abruptly left it. Roa wouldn’t have thought anything of it if Lirabel hadn’t done the very same thing the next morning at breakfast.


It was odd, the way they were suddenly avoiding each other. For all their lives, Jas could always be found close to Lirabel. He followed her around like a pup, and Lirabel—who’d spent years as a ward in their home and therefore felt indebted to their father—believed she had no choice but to let Jas hover.


Now, ever since the coronation, when Dax had elevated Lirabel’s status from ward to royal emissary, it was Dax who Lirabel spent all her time with. Sitting next to him at meetings. Transcribing his letters. Coming whenever he called, going wherever he told her to. And it wasn’t just Jas who Lirabel kept her distance from. Recently, a gulf had opened up between her and Roa too. One that seemed to get wider and wider all the time. Roa had no idea where it came from. Nor did she know how to bridge it. Because Lirabel was always with the king, or away in the scrublands. As if she were avoiding Roa.


“Theo needs time.” Jas’s voice brought Roa out of her thoughts and back to the present. “Maybe you should give him that. Leave him be.”


Roa stopped. “Give him up, you mean.”


Jas reached his arm around her shoulders, pulling her into a hug. Despite being a year younger than Roa, her little brother towered over her. “I know it isn’t easy. I just don’t want you getting hurt.”


Roa breathed in the smell on his clothes—smoky-sweet, like the heart-fire. “Theo would never hurt me,” she said.


Jas sighed again, out of exasperation this time. “I’m talking about Firgaard. They consider you an outlander queen. They already don’t trust you, Roa.” He squeezed her shoulder. “Your nightly absences don’t go unnoticed.” It was the same thing Essie told her. “If you give the court in the capital a concrete reason to believe you’re disloyal . . .”


“Like the king is disloyal?” Roa’s temper flared. “Everyone seems to be fine with Dax’s nightly absences, but I slip away and my own brother accuses me of treason?”


“I’m not . . .” Jas’s arm fell away from her shoulders. “I’m not accusing you of anything. I’m just trying to keep you safe.”


Roa prickled at that. “I have never in my life needed you to keep me safe.”


“Roa . . .”


She was done talking about this. Abruptly, she changed the subject. “Are you coming the whole way with us?”


Jas sighed, letting her change it, and nodded. “I promised Papa I’d see you safely to Firgaard.”


“Will you stay in the capital for a while?”


“Just until the Relinquishing.”


The Relinquishing was a scrublander festival celebrated on the longest night of the year, one that was only two weeks away. It was the one day of the year Roa looked forward to most—the day Essie resumed her true form.


Her conversation with Jas fell away at the thought of her sister. Roa touched her vacant shoulder, where Essie normally perched. She felt unbalanced without the weight of her there. Felt like half of her was missing.


Where are you? she thought, glancing to the empty sky.


Her sister had not been sleeping on her pillow when Roa woke that morning. Roa called for her, but she didn’t answer.


Her stomach hurt at the thought of it. Essie had never been gone this long before.


She tried to force the unease down. Wherever she is, she’ll find me.


Essie always found her.


But as Roa and Jas walked into camp, somewhere deep inside her, she felt the hum flicker. Like a candle flame struggling to stay alight.


On their way to the scrublands, Roa had been appalled at these tents. Now she didn’t care that they weren’t the work of practical, experienced tentmakers. Didn’t care that their brightly colored panels and decorative stitching, while beautiful, were not made for the harsh conditions of the sand sea. Didn’t care that it was a typical Firgaardian show of wealth and artistry, with no knowledge of the scrublands or how to survive.


Right now, the only thing she cared about was her sister’s absence.


Essie had been gone for a night and day now, and Roa was starting to unravel without her.


When the sun disappeared and the moon rose silver over the gleaming sand, the cold rose with it. This far out, the desert was like a double-edged blade. With the day came scorching heat; with the night, lethal cold. If you weren’t adequately prepared, either could kill you. Which was why, once the night descended, everyone made for their tents.


Roa stayed out longer than most, shivering, as she scanned the dark skies for her sister. When the cold became unbearable and she could no longer prolong the inevitable, Roa sought out Dax’s tent.


Pushing back the canvas flap, she stepped inside, sliding her feet out of her goatskin shoes.


The dragon king rustled in the bedroll, then sat up. The tent lantern lit up his face. His curls stuck out in every direction and a shadow crept across his jaw and chin, hinting that he’d gone a day without a shave. It made him look older. And a little unpredictable.


“Roa? What are you—?”


“Jas didn’t pack my tent,” she said quickly.


Dax studied her in the lantern light. “So you thought you’d bed down with me.”


His voice was barbed. As if Roa’s presence here was an intrusion. An inconvenience.


Maybe it is, she thought. Maybe he’s waiting for someone else.


But Roa had nowhere else to go. So, lifting her chin, she said, “I’m your wife, am I not?”


Catching sight of his wool mantle folded neatly in a pile, Roa reached for it, pulling it over her head. The smell of peppermint flooded her senses.


Ever since they were children, Dax had chewed peppermint leaves when he was worried. It cleared his mind and helped him think.


After stretching out beside the bedroll, she blew out the flame in the lantern.


Darkness descended.


Dax was still sitting. She could see the shape of him looming over her.


“There’s room in here for two, Roa.”


Not a chance. The desert could freeze over and she still


wouldn’t climb into that bedroll with him.


“It’s going to get a lot colder,” he told her.


Roa turned away from him.


“Suit yourself,” he said, lying back down.


Dax was right, though. Roa had grown up with this desert. She knew, far better than he, just how cold it became. Far too cold to sleep. Soon she was shivering. Then hugging her knees to her chest. When her teeth started chattering, Roa sat up, listening carefully to Dax’s breathing. She waited until it was deep and even—until she was sure he was asleep. Then, very carefully, she crawled in beside him.


Dax stirred. Half-asleep, he murmured “My star, your feet are ice.”


My star? It sounded like a term of endearment.


The thought made Roa freeze. Oh no.


He thought she was someone else. One of the other girls he let into his bed.


Panicking, Roa pushed at the stitching of the wool lining in an attempt to put space between them. But there was no space. There was just Dax and the heat radiating off him like a crackling fire.


His arm slid around her waist, drawing her into him. “Take my warmth.”


Roa went rigid, expecting him to want something in return. Waiting for him to demand the thing she owed him, the thing other women happily gave him.


But he didn’t.


A hundred heartbeats passed. Deciding it was safe, Roa slowly pressed her cold feet against his warm ones. He flinched but didn’t retreat. Instead, he took each of her feet between his, rubbing them one after another, trying to warm them.


Roa tried not to think about how gently his breath caressed her neck. Tried not to think about the way their bodies fit.


Most of all, she tried not to think about how, in the days leading up to the revolt, she’d glimpsed a different Dax. A king she might come to respect, even if she couldn’t love him. But that king had vanished the moment a crown settled on his head, leaving Roa alone.


Or perhaps she’d only imagined that king—decisive, thoughtful, brave—in order to convince herself she could, in fact, do everything she had done: marry the enemy and leave behind everything she’d ever loved.


Either way, just for tonight, she let herself pretend it was that Dax at her back—the kingly one.


Just for tonight, Roa let herself fall asleep in his arms.











The White Harvest


One fateful summer, the fields of the scrublands turned white.


In the beginning, it was just one field belonging to one man. When picked, the wheat kernels crumbled into silvery-pale dust. The man’s neighbors shook their heads and scratched their beards. No one had ever seen such a blight. They gave him portions from their own harvests, secretly glad their own crops hadn’t been struck.


“Next year will be a better year,” said the tax collectors from Firgaard, who took a portion of the wheat his neighbors gave him.


But the following year, the blight spread.


This time, it struck all the wheat fields. It was an eerie sight, all that white where there should have been gold. Like a sea of snow. Farmers who hadn’t planted wheat helped those who had by giving away portions of their own harvests, secretly glad their barley and flax hadn’t been hit.


“It can’t stay forever,” said the tax collectors as they rode off with scrublander tithes. “By next year, the blight will be over.”


The following summer, it raced from field to field, all across the scrublands, indiscriminately diminishing their food source by half. Farmers tried to salvage what they could. But the small portion of grain untouched by the blight was taken by the king.


By the fourth year, most scrublanders couldn’t feed themselves, never mind their families. They begged Firgaard for help, asking them to forgive their tithes.


Firgaard refused.


So the next time a tax collector came, it was his corpse that returned to the capital. Furious, the king sent his commandant and a legion of soldats to the five Great Houses, intending to punish their insubordination.


The scrublanders chased the king’s army out.


“They give me no choice,” he said in his official declaration.


The sanctions came down like an executioner’s sword.


No one was to send the scrublands aid. No one was to give them loans. And no one was to engage with them in any form of trade—from the heart of the capital to the port city of Darmoor.


And all the while, the white harvest spread. Their stores and granaries depleted and lay empty. Before livestock could starve to death, they were slaughtered. Their meat dried and shared with those who had the least access to food. For three more years, Firgaard turned its back while scrublanders starved. Mothers, unable to feed their children, were forced to give them up. Fathers left to find work across the desert or the sea, sending what they could back home to their families.


Those who stayed behind refused to give in. They gleaned what they could of their harvests, eating the small portions of grain that weren’t diseased. They fished and hunted. They took in their neighbors’ children and gave what little food they had to those who needed it most.


They survived.


And their anger grew.












Four


Roa woke to a loud, persistent sound.


Clang! Clang! Clang!


She sat up in Dax’s bedroll, alone. The sun was bright against the canvas tent, giving it a honey-colored glow, and the temperature was rising.


That sound—like someone banging two pots together— quickened.


Clang! Clang! Clang!


Odd, thought Roa, raising her hands to her ears. They must be—


A blood-chilling scream stopped her thoughts.


Scrambling out of the bedroll, Roa dashed out of the tent in her bare feet.
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