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CHAPTER ONE
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As Teia strode through the cobblestone streets, her hood tucked over her head, her black cloak flapping against the early autumn chill, she had already decided the man was going to die.


There was simply no way around it. The courtiers in the palace might claim she had sprung into this world with malice in her heart and murder on her lips, but business was business. Teia was no merchant, counting her guilds in some gilt-laden office in the Financial District, but there was a reason she’d asked for the best. There was less room for error, for the messy business conducted behind firmly closed doors.


Around her, the Flats swirled with activity. The Flatiron District thrived during this time of night, with tourists and locals alike packed shoulder to shoulder as they stumbled to their next destination. A twinkling strip of brothels cut through the thick gray mist, far brighter than the iron streetlamps that flickered on either side of the well-worn path. Hoots of delight sounded from the open windows. They mingled with arguments that rang out from the propped doors of alehouses, where drunks quibbled with bartenders.


Enna was waiting by one of the bars, off the forked street that ran to the ruined mansions of Fairweather Banks. Her dark skin glinted under the lamplight, her black curls tumbling down her back. She stretched high on her toes, examining a sheet of paper tacked to the alehouse’s weathered wall, although she turned away quickly when Teia drew near.


“Evening, Boss,” Enna said. Her grin was exaggeratedly wide as she stepped lithely to block the paper from view. “Excellent weather we’re having, aren’t we?”


Teia, who wasn’t interested in greetings and had less to say about the weather, nodded pointedly over Enna’s shoulder. “And that is?”


“That?” Enna rotated back. “Darner’s Alehouse. Dirt-cheap prices. Best brewery in Bhanot. Come to think of it, I once nicked an entire row of pocketbooks from the drunkards at the bar—”


Teia’s patience dwindled. “Enna,” she said sharply. “The poster.”


The thief winced. “Er,” she said. “You don’t want to look at that—”


When had that warning ever staved off anyone? Teia remained where she was, motionless, until Enna ducked aside, feigning an injured expression. “Fine,” she muttered. “But you’re not going to like it.”


It took only a cursory scan for Teia to admit Enna had been right. The paper was damp from the recent bouts of fog, ink smearing down the page, but the words at the top remained starkly legible. Even if they weren’t, it wouldn’t have mattered. Teia had memorized them three months prior, when Jura first made his declaration on the sweeping balcony of the Golden Palace. Her half brother had been smug in his victory, bathed in sunlight, his green eyes shining with a hard, vindictive light.


I, Jura Carthan, am delighted to announce Teia Carthan’s betrothal to Lord Devon Ralis. As future sovereign of Erisia, it is my honor and my right.


Of course Jura had made copies of the wedding announcement, posting them throughout Bhanot. Of course he found a way to haunt her even here, deep in the belly of the city’s worst district.


“Well,” Enna said weakly, as Teia tore down the page, scrunching it tight in her hand. “At least your dress is going to be lovely?”


Teia credited this with a withering glare. With that, the pair swept away from the lights of the brothels and bars, into the sagging roofs and weathered buildings that made up the outskirts of the Flats. Enna led the way. Her feet scarcely made a sound as she picked down the worn path. It was among the many reasons the thief had catapulted in rank through the Society of Thieves, amassing enough of a reputation that the banks changed their locks every four weeks.


The building they stopped at seemed in danger of collapse. Great pieces of stone crumbled away from the iron foundation. Faded images were scrawled near the moss-covered threshold, some more recent than others. A rising sun, for the new rebel group that had sprung loose across the country. An old plague symbol with two slashes in the center, from when the Reaper’s Kiss had barreled through Erisia nearly a decade before.


Teia glanced at Enna. “This is it?” she said.


Enna averted her gaze. The thief wasn’t the type to balk at violence, but there were occasional moments when she could go soft. Her expression was reluctant as she shifted gingerly from foot to foot. “Are you sure you want to do this?” she asked.


Teia’s reply was to push aside the door, a flame cast above her palm.


The interior was as decrepit as the outside. Whoever once lived here had left in a hurry, and looters had since carried away anything of value. White sheets draped haphazardly across overturned tables and chairs with misshapen legs. They cast ghastly shapes against the wall, monsters that reared their heads.


She urged her flame higher, nudging the threads of heat outward. A halo of fire expanded in midair and crept toward the chipped ceiling. It illuminated a trail of fresh crumbs, pieces wedged against the uneven floorboards. Sloppy, Teia thought, as she padded deeper inside the building.


Erickson Greer might have been a fool, but at least he’d kept his wits about him. She’d barely crossed the second threshold when he lunged at her, surprisingly spry for a man built like a tree trunk. Greer’s blade flickered in the light, his blue eyes wild and bloodshot. His knife grazed her shoulder, but she spun away from the worst of the damage. When he swung at her again, Teia sent heat blistering up his arm.


The bruiser collapsed to the ground, wailing in pain. She kicked away his knife and dropped her hood, advancing on him from the shadows.


They’d never met before, but he recognized her immediately. “Princess?” he gasped, as he cradled his injured arm.


She looked down at him—the traitor of a man she’d employed through Enna, the bruiser she’d staked her hopes on. “You tried to double-cross me, Greer. Enna gave you instructions, didn’t she? You ambush the Minister of Contracts and Coin. You tell him to soften the terms of my wedding contract. You hold him hostage for a few days, take a finger if he refuses.”


Greer had scrambled onto his knees. “Please,” he mewled, but she cut him off, rage building in her chest. Three months of planning for nothing. Three months of agonizing nights, banking all she had on her freedom, just for things to end like this.


“But what do you do, Greer?” Teia crooned. “You go behind my back. You try to cut a deal with the minister. You tell him someone has him in their sights—you offer him protection to line your own pockets.”


Terror flashed across Greer’s craggy face. Teia knew what he was thinking: witch. How else could she have discovered what had happened? The bruiser had been careful to speak to the minister alone, sending correspondence written in rough bouts of code.


But for all Greer’s scheming, it had taken Teia under an hour in the Golden Palace’s passageways to uncover his betrayal. The tunnels snaked behind every room in the palace, including the study of the Minister of Contracts and Coin. After she’d learned from the servants that Minister Lurel Abbott was unusually distraught, Teia had spied on the man as he’d hunched at his desk, a letter quivering in his pudgy fist. One glimpse of the handwriting, and she’d realized at once that Greer was a traitor.


“I’m sorry!” the bruiser pleaded. “If I’d known it was you—”


“I’m not the magistrate,” she said softly. “You don’t have to beg.”


She sensed the water that coursed within him, feeding through his tissue and blood. With one movement, Teia pulled the liquid into Greer’s chest. The bruiser screamed. He clawed at his throat as she drew water into his lungs. It trickled out of his mouth, streaming from his nose, choking him where he stood.


“Please,” the bruiser managed again. “Please. I have a family.”


It would have meant something to the girl Teia once was. Someone kinder, more forgiving. If her father were here, he would have advised mercy. Power shouldn’t be abused, Teia.


Except that was before her parents’ deaths. Before Jura’s interim rule. Before his declaration on the sun-spotted balcony, his voice carrying above the sea of people.


“Don’t we all?” Teia said, as she closed her hand in a fist.


The moment of death was always quiet—a gurgle, a rasp. Yet as Teia stared down at Greer’s body, still twitching against the filthy floor, she felt no sympathy. He’d thought himself clever and taken a gamble. This was simply the price for losing.


“Go to one of the alehouses,” Teia said. She hadn’t heard Enna approach, but she knew the thief was there, lurking silently by the door. “Buy some bottles, empty them out, and scatter them around the room. Nobody should find Greer here, but it’ll look like he drank himself to death if anyone wanders through.”


“And you?” Enna said. There was the barest edge to her voice, a question that hovered beneath. Where are you going? How do you feel?


Are you sorry?


Teia dusted down her cloak. “Back to the palace,” she said shortly. “Abbott has a Council meeting in the morning. I need to see if he mentions Greer.”


Enna blinked. Abbott was part of Erisia’s triumvirate, but the Council rarely allowed visitors. “They invited you?”


“No.”


“But you’re going anyway?”


“Yes,” Teia said, as she extinguished her flame and stepped back into the night.


The air outside was crisp and clean, the sky layered in a blanket of stars. Empty plague houses stretched over the full crest of the hill. They rotted away in various states of decay, windows smashed in, doors teetering off hinges. No wonder Greer had hidden here. The most hardened criminals treaded lightly in this part of the Flats, flush with superstition and wary of ghosts.


But really, the bruiser never stood a chance. As Teia walked by, she made a point to pass the row of buildings, daring any specters to appear. She didn’t fear bedtime stories. In fact, she pitied any creature that made an attempt on her soul. She couldn’t imagine there was much left to devour, aside from a few feeble sparks.









CHAPTER TWO
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The Council meeting was underway when Teia arrived at the War Room. She heard furtive mumbling as she knelt in the soft dirt of the passageways, arranging her legs to make herself comfortable. As she pressed an eye to a crack in the weathered stone wall, she inventoried the room’s many furnishings: stained glass windows set in shades of red, mounted weapons in crystal cases, the stretched pelt of a white stag, and near the very back, a great scarlet banner that fluttered from the ceiling, bearing the Erisian crest with the snarling Serkawr.


It was an undeniably beautiful space, designed to distract from the ugliness that went on inside, but Teia wasn’t here for the splendors of interior design. She had come for exactly one reason and one reason only.


Abbott, she thought sourly. Where is he?


She craned her neck for a better view before recoiling in shock. While three familiar figures conferred around a gleaming soapstone table, a stranger hovered by the doorway. A scout, judging from the ridiculous striped uniform and colorful plumed hat. He looked ready to wet himself as he gnawed on his lower lip, sneaking frightened glances across the length of the room.


It was Jura who spoke first. Teia’s half brother sat tall in his velvet seat. A ruby circlet sparkled in his blond hair. It matched the intricate trimmings of his long silver coat, the gems catching the early morning light. He was the very image of Erisian beauty, of a king to be: the Golden Prince, the Blessed Heir. Even the scout cheered slightly under Jura’s radiant smile.


“Go on,” Jura said kindly. “We were told you have news about the rebels?”


Teia bit back a sigh. The rebels—the Dawnbreakers, as they called themselves. Ridiculous name, but catchy. They’d been running wild through Erisia, espousing the wonders of democracy to anyone who’d listen.


The scout bobbed his head. “Yes, Highness. The Dawnbreakers have staged another assault on our ports.”


“Which one?”


“Anwen Harbor.”


“How many casualties?”


“Three.”


“Guards?”


“Civilians.” The scout pushed his spectacles higher onto his nose. “As usual, the rebels left behind their demands.”


He slid a report across the table to Jura, who examined it carefully. “‘The monarchy must fall,’” Jura read dryly. “And written in blood at that. How original.”


“Preposterous!” Abbott snapped. The Minister of Contracts and Coin’s belly shivered over the side of the table, his face purpling with indignation. It consistently baffled Teia why, out of the fifteen ministers in Jura’s cabinet, the crown prince had elevated Abbott as a member of the Council. She suspected a bribe or two must have switched hands as the minister added, “How long have the Dawnbreakers said the same thing now? Eight months? Nine?”


“A year, Minister,” the scout provided timidly.


“A year. Yet we’ve made no progress capturing their leader and putting an end to this nonsense?”


General Miran nodded. He was the final member of the Council, a time-hardened veteran of the Shaylani War. Jagged scars carved down both his cheeks. They stretched along his jaw and roped around his neck, circling like a noose. Most were souvenirs from his time on the front, although the cloth patch covering his left eye was far more recent.


“Lehm,” Miran rasped out, reaching up to tug at the square of fabric.


“That’s right!” Abbott said vigorously. “We simply need to flush Cornelius Lehm out. Cut the head off the snake.”


Teia rolled her eyes. It was quite the statement from the man who’d sobbed ferociously in the corner of his study just one week before, rocking back and forth, Greer’s latest correspondence crumpled by his feet.


Jura, too, was unimpressed by Abbott’s declaration. “The issue isn’t Lehm,” he said mildly, setting his chin above laced hands. “It’s the rebellion’s base.”


“Highness?”


“Think about it, Abbott. You don’t rid a nest of vipers by killing just one. If we want to root out the Dawnbreakers, we need to uncover their resources, their manpower.” He raised a sharklike look toward the minister, who smiled back wanly. “We burn it to the ground, and we stamp out the Dawnbreakers for good.”


From his place before the table, the scout cleared his throat. “If you please,” he stammered. “I do have one more update.” He’d gone oddly pale as he clutched his sheaf of files close.


Abbott quieted. Miran folded his arms, and Jura gestured at the scout. “By all means.”


“The rebels have rallied around someone.”


“Who?”


“A girl.”


“A girl,” Jura repeated, and Abbott released a single, high-pitched giggle.


“Yes, Highness. Her name is Kyra. Kyra Medoh. She was born on the coast but raised in Set. She’d just turned seventeen when the Dawnbreakers recruited her.”


A furrow dipped between Jura’s brows. “She’s their new leader?” he said.


The scout responded with a wobbly bow. “We believe she’s a symbol, Highness. A unifying point. The Dawnbreakers say she’s proof of a better future.”


“How ridiculous!” Abbott snorted. “What is this champion supposed to do? Recite speeches to bolster spirits? Sing songs to lift morale?”


It might have been the beginning of an exceedingly long rant, but Jura coughed sharply, his fingers drumming against the table. The rings he always wore glimmered in the sunlight—a massive star sapphire dredged from the Erisian mines, two garnets for his birth month, and an exquisite ruby cradled by minuscule golden carvings. “This girl,” he said, his green eyes narrowed to slits. “Why her? Why now?”


The scout had begun to tremble, quaking harder than any autumn leaf. “Highness,” he said. “There’s something else you should know.”


Jura exchanged glances with Miran. “Well?” he said, his tone exasperated. “What is it?”


The scout’s voice had dwindled to a whisper. “Kyra Medoh,” he choked out. “It’s rumored that she can wield a flame.”


Silence swelled in the War Room. On the other side of the wall, Teia stifled a swear.


From his spot at the table, Jura had frozen in his seat. His features were hard, sculpted from marble. He studied the scout with a blank expression before lifting his hand slowly. “Get out,” he said.


The scout, who must have been very stupid or very brave, didn’t move. “Highness—”


He never finished. The room instantly erupted into flames, and a torrent of pure heat bore down on the scout. The man screamed, scuttling back as the fire pressed closer. Teia watched, unblinking, as Jura pushed away from his chair, shadows lancing across his face. He didn’t seem so kingly anymore. Instead, he looked exactly like himself: the oldest Carthan child, playacting as monarch, lost in a murderous fit.


“Get out,” Jura hissed again. One hand opened as the fire bent into a perfect arch. A slender pathway extended through the blaze, slithering toward the door—wide enough for someone to squeeze through, narrow enough that he would certainly be burned.


This time, there was no pleading, no attempts to change Jura’s mind. The scout drew a breath. A stain had spread across the front of his trousers. Tears dripped down his chin. He staggered into the flames haphazardly, his sobs ratcheting into shrieks of horror. Blisters burst open on his arms, popping from the heat. His sleeves melted into his skin, and the smell of burnt flesh trailed into the air.


It was an extraordinarily long minute before the War Room door thudded blissfully shut.


Minister Abbott was still shaking when Jura snuffed out the blaze. “Was that necessary?” he panted, dabbing away at his neck.


Jura merely rolled back his shoulders. “Have someone buff out the scorch marks,” he instructed, as he walked around the perimeter of the table, his boots trampling alarmingly close to the spot that Teia knelt behind. She wondered if Jura still remembered the existence of the passageways, the tour their father had given them all those years before.


But if the Golden Prince did think of the tunnels, she doubted that he cared. The passageways were for creatures that went bump in the night, for things that thrived in the dark. They might be the Carthan family’s best-kept secret, but what did they matter to the boy who had Erisia at his disposal?


By this point, Abbott had regained some modicum of composure. He angled himself ever so slightly away from Jura, a nervous sweat beading his forehead. “Do we think the scout’s information is good?” he hedged.


“That the rebels have found a champion?”


“That she can control fire.”


Jura’s eyes glinted. “Do you understand what you’re saying, Minister?”


Teia hoped Abbott would persist. It would be a spate of good luck if the minister burned as well. Aside from becoming a terrific headache, Abbott was known for cornering servants in empty rooms and bragging loudly about the deed afterward. If the stories were true, he’d recently impregnated a serving maid, who had been thrown from the Golden Palace in disgrace.


But it was Miran who got the next word. The general hadn’t moved during Jura’s outburst, radiating a familiar stoniness that announced his presence. Miran was infamous for never smiling, unless in the company of his two young daughters.


“Only the royal family can harness fire,” Miran creaked.


“Yes,” Abbott dithered. “But the scout said—”


“Didn’t you hear the general?” Jura directed the full force of his attention toward the minister. Abbott cringed, flattening himself against the back of his seat. “Facts are facts, Abbott. Fire is my family’s inheritance. Nobody outside the Carthan line can command it.”


Abbott wet his lips. “Highness,” he said. “After your mother passed, the late king took the Shaylani Witch as his wife. It’s understandable that he may have strayed, with no one but her for comfort.”


Teia stiffened. Any idiot could hear what the minister was implying: that after Ren had married Teia’s mother, he had engaged in an affair. That the byproduct of his carelessness was the Dawnbreakers’ champion, who had taken up her pitchfork to bring down the monarchy.


If the Erisian court was to be believed, Ren and Calla’s relationship hadn’t meant anything at all.


Teia had listened to every conceivable rumor about her parents’ love story. Yet the prickling anger remained, thorny roots staked too deep to extract. The court swore Calla enchanted Ren, using her powers over water to addle his brain. They said that Ren had been distraught after his first wife passed, leaving behind an infant baby Jura. How was it possible that he had traveled to Shaylan, a country Erisia had warred with for the better part of a decade, and returned with a fiancée? And not just any fiancée either, but the next in line to the Shaylani throne?


It was scandal. It was witchcraft.


What other explanation could there be, for two enemies falling in love?


But it didn’t matter what Teia thought, hidden away in the passageway tunnels. Jura wasn’t at all concerned with preserving Ren and Calla’s reputation. He’d rounded on Abbott, his circlet askew, fixated entirely on another issue.


“Say the rebel girl is a Carthan.” Jura spat the words as if they pained him. “Does she have claim to the throne?”


“Erisian law is clear,” Abbott said hastily. “The eldest son inherits the throne when he comes of age.”


“Your coronation is in four weeks, Highness,” Miran added. “We’ll double palace reinforcements. Make a direct attack all but impossible.”


“That’s not what I’m worried about,” Jura muttered. He was twisting his rings absentmindedly, his thumb running along the surface of the ruby. “If this is true—if the girl really can control fire—people will flock to her.”


“Fools,” Abbott sputtered. It was clear the minister was trying to stay on Jura’s good side. Perhaps he’d suddenly remembered how flammable his coat was.


“Perhaps. But desperate fools make for dangerous enemies.” A thoughtful look clouded Jura’s face. “Abbott—how do the coffers look?”


“The coffers?” Abbott said, puzzled. “They’re sizable. We collected taxes from the northern villages just last month.”


“Excellent. Increase all original bounties on the Dawnbreakers, and send a messenger into town to post the news. As for their champion …” Jura paused. “One million guilds for her capture, dead or alive.”


The minister gasped. He fumbled at his coat weakly, loosening the last few buttons in a rush. “One million?” he echoed.


“Is there a problem?”


Abbott gulped visibly, his throat bobbing as he did. “Highness,” he said. “Don’t you think we’re being a bit—generous?”


To the minister’s right, Miran surveyed Jura calmly. “What of the Dawnbreaker base?” he said in his gravelly tone. “Money has no sway. We’ve interrogated prisoners, but they refuse to talk. That, or they take the coward’s way out.”


Coward’s way out indeed, Teia thought. Jura had made a habit of visiting Blackgate Prison to assist with rebel questioning, and the bodies he left in his wake—speckled with ashen burns and pus-filled blisters—made even Teia’s stomach churn. If the choice was between a suicide tablet and Jura’s interrogation methods, she would pick the former in a heartbeat.


“Guilds won’t be enough,” Jura agreed grudgingly. “No—there needs to be some better incentive. Something to stir the ones who know the location but won’t turn for coin.”


At this, Abbott’s head snapped upward. “How about a favor?” he said. He seemed incredibly eager to make any suggestion that would avoid further damage to the gold-vaulted treasury.


Jura leaned forward. “A favor?”


“I have a contact in K’val—horribly backward country, as you all know. Dreadfully spicy food. Bugs as large as dinner plates—”


“Abbott.”


Abbott pulled at his collar imperiously. “My apologies, Highness. My point is that the K’vali trade in favors. Low-level ones, usually, until their ruler hosts an annual celebration. Nothing as grand as what we offer, naturally, but he uses the opportunity to grant a single villager any favor. Apparently it helps tremendously with keeping the commonfolk in line.”


“That’s your brilliant plan, Abbott?” Miran said scornfully. “You want the crown prince to throw a party?”


The minister scowled, but Jura held up a hand. “A favor,” he mused, and General Miran scoffed.


“Highness—”


“It’s worth trying, Miran. We could offer any favor from the Crown—a debt cleared, a family fed.” Jura’s lips ticked in a humorless smile. “A loved one freed from prison.”


“Endless possibility,” Abbott said, nodding along sagely.


The smile grew wider, although Teia suspected her half brother was no longer listening. His eyes were fixed high above, on the image detailed within a stained glass panel. The Serkawr was set dead center, its maw drawn into a growl, its fangs tipped in poison. The artist had captured every scale in the sea beast’s hide, and the light beamed red onto Jura’s face.


“We’ve been too kind to the rebels,” he murmured. The words were low, deadly, meant only for himself. “Too reactive, too polite. We capture one, and another takes its place. We kill two, and ten appear the following day. They’ve become like rats on a ship, gnawing the planks from inside out.”


He rotated toward Abbott with a flourish, dusting flakes of ash off his sleeves. “Have a messenger draft up the decree,” Jura said briskly. “Whatever it takes, Minister. I don’t care if we roll a thousand heads—I want this over before my coronation.”


It wasn’t the most inspiring speech, but a bubble of hope rose in Teia’s chest.


Her plans shifted in on themselves, concaving, restructuring. Forget the debacle with Greer. Forget blackmailing Abbott for better terms in her wedding contract. Teia had never heard of trading in favors before, but she was suddenly immeasurably grateful for the minister’s input. Perhaps he wasn’t entirely useless after all.


For all their flaws, the Dawnbreakers were notoriously elusive. Their members took their secrets to the grave or else shared too little information to be of any help. But Kyra Medoh?


Kyra was a new opportunity. She was a fresh nuisance for the Council, a shining beacon of change. Most importantly for Teia, she was a solid lead on the rebel group—a wealth of knowledge, a resource still untapped.


Teia would seek her out. She would gain Kyra’s trust. Then she would locate the rebels’ base, take the information back to Jura, and trade their freedom for her own.









CHAPTER THREE
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Teia plunged through the passageways, her mind alight with activity. Around her, rats squeaked from cobwebbed corners. Stray animal bones crunched beneath her feet. The tunnels were dark, untouched by the gas lamps that illuminated most of Erisia, but Teia knew the way. She had been exploring the passageways since she was seven, guided gently by her father. Ten years later, she’d learned them by heart, memorizing every dead end, every quick turn.


She stopped at an unusually narrow strip of rock, which cut a jutting diagonal across the far wall. Teia reached up. She skimmed her fingers along the diagonal’s rough edge, feeling for the notch by touch. When she pressed down, the section of stone swung outward. Teia trotted through the new opening, shaking off the dust of the passageways, her shoes sinking into the springy blue rug.


There were over fifty passageway entrances and exits throughout the palace, hidden behind cabinets or stashed beneath beds, but Teia was especially fond of this one. Calla’s old sitting room was private. Nobody—including the more petulant ministers, constantly squabbling for roomier offices—had dared claim the space after she died. Most asserted the sitting room was haunted, that misfortune befell anyone who stepped through the ornate threshold.


Teia harbored no such delusions as she shoved the wall panel back into place. If her mother ever rose from the dead, she certainly wouldn’t waste her time in Erisia.


The room was bright and airy, packed with relics Calla had brought from Shaylan. Teia squeezed by a towering jade statue and a hanging set of dainty paper cutouts. There was a loveseat, too, upholstered with deep blue fabric and still smelling faintly of roses. Teia remembered scrunching into the center as a child, gobbling down entire platters of tea cakes while Calla read next to her. Her mother would look up on occasion to show Teia a paragraph or pass her another cake, and Teia would lean against Calla’s arm, a warm glow filling her belly.


Teia swallowed hard, dispelling the memory. Her mother might live on here, but Jura had ensured she’d been scrubbed from every other room in the Golden Palace. After Ren’s funeral, one of the Blessed Heir’s first decrees had been to move Calla’s royal portrait away from the palace’s main entrance, where the paintings of Teia’s other ancestors kept watch over the foyer.


More suitable, he’d said, before giving Teia a razored grin, the kind that showed each of his teeth.


The portrait now hung beside the sitting room door, far from Jura’s delicate sensibilities. Calla’s gray dress matched the elaborate skeins of pearls in her hair, which spilled over her shoulder and down her waist. Her skin was a shade darker than the Erisian standard, her brown eyes curving at the corners. She radiated the same calmness she’d had in life, an unflappable resolve that Teia always envied.


If asked, Teia could have drawn Calla from memory. And should her recollection ever fail, all she needed to do was look in a mirror. Now at seventeen, she was a younger version of her mother. The poster child of Shaylani beauty.


An outsider in her own home.


A sour taste rose in Teia’s throat. She veered away from the painting and wrenched the door open, only for a hand to appear on the other side, catching the polished doorframe.


“Princess.”


She didn’t bother to hide her annoyance. A palace guard stood before her, tall and unsmiling, no doubt sent by Jura to check in on her. The recent carousel of men materializing at her usual haunts in the palace—the sitting room, the wine cellar—made disappearing into the passageways that much harder, but the crown prince cared little about Teia’s discomfort. To him, the guards were a contingency, a way to ensure she didn’t spoil his glorious plans for her future.


He’d given her one of the younger soldiers today, a clean-shaven boy about her age, snug in a pressed woolen greatcoat. When the guard glanced skeptically into the sitting room, Teia waved an impatient hand. “I’m sentimental,” she said. She pivoted around him gracefully, angling toward one of the palace’s back gates—and immediately tripped over a bucket of water in her path.


Water went flying. It drenched her shoes and splashed onto the pristine white tile, positively soaking the two servant girls who’d been cleaning the floor. One let out a squeak of fear, toppling into a curtsy, while the second lost her grip on her mop. It clattered onto the wet floor. Droplets spattered everywhere, and the servant gave a visible wince before shuffling away from the expanding puddle.


Teia groaned. She focused on the puddle, and the water laughed out at her. It swirled into a column, reshaping into a miniature pedestal. The mop billowed toward the second servant girl, held up by shimmering whorls of water.


“Here,” Teia said.


The servant reached out, her hand trembling. Teia caught a flash of coppery skin and dark hair before the girl sank into a passable curtsy. The servant kept her gaze fixed to the ground, as still as a figurine.


It wasn’t until Teia turned that she felt the weight of the girls’ stares. Their eyes followed her as she left, taking in every step of the Halfling Princess, the Shaylani Half-Witch.


Teia would never forget when fire first appeared.


It was shortly after her eighth birthday. Teia had been eating her breakfast, picking at pale slices of melon, when heat erupted inside her chest. A knot of brambles compressed into her lungs. Her cells broiled to ash. Teia didn’t fully comprehend what was happening at the time—just that she needed to redirect the burning before it ate her alive.


Her father hadn’t minded that she set the table on fire. In fact, Ren had been downright giddy at the sight of the charred silverware. “That can be replaced, love,” he’d said, and planted a cheerful kiss on Teia’s forehead.


In the beginning, he’d refused to spar with her. Ren had taken Teia to the gardens instead, where the two of them spent hours stretched onto the sweet-smelling lawns. He taught her about the wisps of heat that jostled through the air. They radiated in faint tinges of color, a kaleidoscope of red, orange, yellow.


“Do you see those threads?” Ren had asked, and Teia had squinted at the strands that bumbled clumsily around them. “They’re everywhere because heat is everywhere—but it takes a Carthan to command them. Once we bind them together, we’re able to create fire.”


He flexed his fingers expertly. Wisps of heat drifted toward Ren, spinning themselves into a knitted pattern. Then the threads disappeared in a magnificent blur, and a scarlet flame blazed into existence.


Teia looked at her father in awe. “How did you do that?”


“You need to draw the threads into you. To connect with the warmth and welcome it in.”


She shook her head stubbornly. “I don’t want to welcome it in,” Teia declared. She still remembered the heat bubbling against her stomach, the rasp of fire as it chewed away at her.


Ren smiled patiently as he propped himself up on one elbow. “Look again, Teia. Pay attention to the colors, the patterns. What do you see?”


“It’s ugly,” she said, after a brief moment of contemplation. “It’s ugly, and I don’t like it.”


Her father chuckled. “On occasion,” he said thoughtfully. “There are times when fire can be dangerous. Deadly. There are even some people who still fear it.”


Her curiosity got the better of her. “What about you?” Teia asked.


He took her hand then, his palms cupped around hers, his gaze firm and steady. “We’re Carthans,” Teia’s father said. “And Carthans have never been afraid of fire.”


It was the start of a very long few months. Ren had repurposed one of the banquet halls for Teia’s training. The paintings and tables and porcelain vases were all cleared away, so nothing but the crystal chandelier remained. Even that was hurriedly wrapped in a thick layer of black fabric, although Teia doubted its necessity. She couldn’t produce a flame larger than a thumbnail, much less one that would leap forty feet high.


“What about the walls?” she’d said dubiously. Since that day at breakfast, she’d had a recurring nightmare about accidentally setting the palace’s foundation aflame, before the whole structure crashed down to squash her.


“Flame-resistant soapstone,” her father assured her, rapping a panel with his knuckles. “You don’t have anything to worry about.”


This was, unfortunately, a well-meant lie. Fire hadn’t come easy. Teia had grappled with the threads of heat, hands shaking, chest heaving. Five weeks in, when she’d finally managed to conjure a flame, it had singed the tassels off Ren’s uniform and filled the room with a heavy cloud of smoke. Teia had promptly fainted from the exertion. When she woke ten minutes later, her head pounding with a tremendous headache, a rusty tang flooded the inside of her mouth. She’d bitten clean through her lip and hadn’t realized until afterward.


Ren had been seated beside her. His tunic smelled faintly of smoke, but he whooped in delight when Teia opened her eyes. “You’re a natural,” he announced as he caught Teia in a hug, and she blushed with pride, lit from within by a delicious brightness.


A year later, she would control water too.


That transition had been as easy as drawing breath. Teia had been playing alone outside when she’d passed by the garden’s central fountain. It was a majestic thing, fashioned from a slab of purple marble and decorated with a host of statues. Most of the sculptures were creatures from the old legends—a giant stamping his feet, a pixie poised to take flight—so lifelike that visiting dignitaries often stopped to gawk at the intricate details.


Teia had been by the fountain a hundred times, yet she’d been inexplicably drawn toward it that morning. Something about the water, the sunlight sparkling off the ripples, made her pause. It was beautiful. It was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen, and she was overcome with the compulsion to plunge one arm beneath the surface and feel the coolness against her skin.


When Teia’s fingertips met the burbling spout, a weightlessness descended over her. Her bones felt hollowed out, as she became aware of each bubble within the fountain. The water was alive. It moved before her. It was as aware of her as she was of it, cut through with a playful undertone.


Teia raised her hand, and a thousand droplets followed her movement. They spun into an upward swirl, hovering in a spectacular drizzle. They snickered alongside her, mischievous to the end, before emptying over a gaggle of unlucky ministers.


She had begun lessons with her mother the next day. Calla was a far different instructor from Ren: there were no springy lawns or gentle encouragements. Her mother had led her straight to the shores of the Dark Sea, where the tide frothed against the shining sand. She instructed Teia to stand knee-deep in the water, the salt spraying against her face, and directed her daughter to hold back the waves.


“The waves?” Teia squeaked. “Can we start with something else? Something easier?”


Her mother lowered her chin. “Hold them back,” Calla repeated, her voice even.


Teia tried. She dashed her arms outward with all her strength. She wrestled with the rhythm of the tide, foam splashing against her knees.


By the end of the hour, Teia had come no closer to connecting with the waves. She was thoroughly soaked, trembling in the shallows and feeling exceptionally sorry for herself. She sensed the water’s scorn with each step she took, the tide jeering as she stalked toward dry land.


“Mother,” Teia said, wringing water from her hair. “This is impossible. It’s the ocean.”


“The ocean is in our blood. You’re as much Shaylani as you are Erisian.”


“Maybe I don’t want to be!” Teia retorted. And in that second, she found that she meant it. She wanted her father’s warmth, not her mother’s vague directives. She longed to run up the shore to the palace, past the iron gates and oak doors, to leap into Ren’s arms.


Calla’s face darkened with a brief sadness. She moved forward, her jade bracelets catching the dying light, and gripped Teia’s hands firmly in hers. “Darling, it doesn’t matter what you want. What matters is what other people see—and to them, you’re Shaylani. You’ll always be Shaylani, which means you need to be prepared.”


“Prepared for what?”


“Anything. You and I? We don’t have the luxury of blending in. People will think of you as the enemy. As a target. It’s why you need to learn as much as you can, as early as possible. Lessons like this”—Calla gestured at the sea—“are hard. I know they are. But they might keep you alive in the future.”


“Holding back waves will keep me alive?”


Calla smiled, and Teia found herself thinking how lovely her mother was. Lovely and brilliant and so very alone, stranded on an island of her own choosing. “Do you know our family motto?”


Teia nodded. It was embedded in cursive within the Carthan crest, scrawled under the outline of the Serkawr twined around two crossed swords. “‘Power incarnate,’” she said, before admitting, “I don’t really know what it means.”


Calla brushed back a wet lock of Teia’s hair. At her touch, a strand of droplets separated, melding into a ball of water that hovered beside them. “Power,” she said quietly, “is a funny thing. People collect it. They hoard it.” She tapped the tip of her daughter’s nose with her finger, and Teia giggled in return. “Power is currency here, Teia. You can buy safety—security. And if you have to split the sea itself to earn that in Erisia, then that’s what you’re going to do.”


Teia nodded again. She hadn’t quite understood, but she wasn’t about to tell her mother that. In this moment, she felt terrifically grown up. She wanted to hold on to this instant, to remember this first step into adulthood.


Calla gave her daughter a long look, one Teia couldn’t quite decipher. Then she set her shoulders and flicked her fingers smartly. The water immediately fell away from the shoreline. The waves curled in on themselves, sweeping back to pull into the air. Algae and pebbles were suspended in the current. A school of orange fish swam overhead dazedly.


A wet strip of sand glistened between the arcs of water, speckled with shells, black against the dusk.


“Now,” Calla said. “Let’s go again.”


Teia had never mastered water. She’d only made moderate progress by the time the plague swept through the country and Calla had fallen ill. The Reaper’s Kiss made its rounds throughout the Five Kingdoms, piggybacking on merchant ships through Dvořáki and Ismet to worm its way into Erisia. The skies above the capital had darkened for weeks, as people burned bodies in the streets of Bhanot. By then, the plots had long overflowed, so that none but the wealthiest could afford to properly bury their dead, launching into bidding wars to scoop up empty gravesites.


Calla had fought all she could. She had struggled through the aches and chills for a month, mustering the strength to celebrate with Teia when she turned ten, but the fever soon reached her heart. On that sunny winter day, when the palace healer had covered Calla’s face with a linen sheet, something within Teia had flickered out, an ember ground to dust.


There was nobody left to teach her the rhythm of the waves or the flow of the ocean. Without her mother, the best Teia could do was control small quantities of water. The liquid within a bucket, for instance, or some droplets in her bath. Any more than that and her control slipped, fading away at the edges—although she did discover an inherent talent for manipulating the water within people. That realization had been its own brand of surprise, when Teia drowned an assassin that Jura had sent on the eve of her thirteenth birthday.


Parlor tricks and death, Teia thought gloomily as she trudged down the grand staircase, the sitting room guard trailing her like a disapproving shadow. The stately columns were wrapped with bright red banners in preparation for Jura’s coronation. Servants roamed the halls with teetering piles of glassware and stacks of neatly folded napkins. Snatches of different languages rang all around her—the heavy tones of the Dvořákians, the soothing syllables of Ismet—although conversations died to nothing as Teia walked by.


Power is currency here.


When she was nine, she hadn’t fully grasped what Calla meant. Now, Teia was older and wiser, hardened by her time in the Golden Palace. She was her father’s little girl, and her mother’s daughter. She had mastered the passageways, eavesdropped on ministers, gathered secret after secret to keep herself safe. The court thought her a monster, and so she gave them one to fear.


In the end, the terms were clear. There were only those who held power and those who didn’t—and Teia Carthan would be damned if she ended up on the other side.









CHAPTER FOUR
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Teia walked out into blinding sunshine.


The palace’s back entrance was a simple iron gate, frequented by servants when running errands. There was a lone soldier assigned to this post, a burly fellow with bushy sideburns and mossy teeth who scratched away at his underarms. He didn’t bother bowing when Teia approached, but fiddled at the bronze buttons on his coat while refusing to meet her eyes.


“I’m going to Carfaix Market,” she told him curtly, trotting out her favorite excuse for leaving the palace. The soldier merely mumbled his assent, hustling to the stout lever to push the gate aside.


The Golden Palace was positioned in the center of Erisia’s capital, surrounded on all sides by the cobbled roads of the Royal District. Mansions packed every inch of space, as the city’s most prominent citizens scrambled to outdo one another. Sprawling estates towered over grassy lawns, the insignia of each family etched in the mother-of-pearl transoms. Walkways were plumped with lush trees and trimmed hedges, with hired guards near the front to shoo away any beggars.


Teia had been to several of these estates before. Most recently, she’d visited the Erisian ambassador to Ismet, whom she’d persuaded to issue her travel documentation. He’d nearly had a heart attack when she’d arrived at his door and unfurled a list of each hotel he’d tumbled his latest mistress in, which stretched so long it grazed the ground.


Apparently her demands had spooked him. An extra set of guards was now stationed before the gaudy jeweled trappings of the ambassador’s ivory mansion, presumably to keep out unwanted visitors. Charming, Teia thought, weaving by without a second glance.


As the estates gave way to stoic gray buildings, gone was the blissful peace so heavily coveted in the Royal District. The Financial District was a hub of commerce and trade, a tangle of noise as carriages rattled through the streets and merchants bustled about with thick pages of documents. To the side, away from the chaos, street performers from all kingdoms drew curious crowds. One boy with the violet eyes and dark skin of a K’vali twirled his hands skyward. A column of wind shot into the air, snatching hats off heads, and his audience surged to toss guilds into the empty cup by his feet.


Carfaix Market hugged the southern edge of the Financial District. It sat at the end of the eponymous street, bordering the wharf where sailors unloaded boxes of goods. Rows of booths dotted the trampled grass. Hawkers shouted their wares, swindling tourists and haggling with locals. Most of the peddlers had been selling at Carfaix for years. Many had inherited their spots, but others had to purchase lots when one became available, in auctions so fierce they were often overseen by bailiffs.


The stands were grouped by country, draped with the colors of each vendor’s respective kingdom. Yellow for Ismet. Purple for Dvořáki. Barely a handful of booths, tucked away at the far end of Carfaix Market, flew the steely blue flag of Shaylan, but Teia made sure to visit whenever she stopped by. Her favorite stall was a sweets shop, lined with rows of makeshift bamboo shelves, cluttered with jars of sticky sugared dates and sour kumquat chews. Now, she nodded politely at the owner, accepted a sample of ginger candy, and faced the sitting room guard, who was examining a bag of dried plums with great disinterest.


“Well,” Teia said, “this is where you leave me.”


“Excuse me?”


She passed a stack of guilds his way. “I need you to get me a few things. Books. A wool cloak. Some of those fried saffron pies from Ismet.”


“And you?”


“I’ll be right here,” she said, making a show of checking her pocket watch. “You should go soon, though. The Ismetian stalls are on the other side of the market.”


He didn’t look convinced, but he was hardly able to argue. Teia watched him vanish into a whirl of black coats and swirling skirts before she started in the opposite direction, keeping her hood pulled over her head. She sliced through the gaps in the Shaylani stalls, darting past potholes, avoiding the throngs of dockworkers who liked to flirt with any pretty vendors.


Pebbles shifted beneath her boots as Teia stepped onto Mourner’s Beach. There was no sand here—only the hardness of stone and the puttering of the tide. She checked her watch once more and held back an irritated sigh. Enna was late again. Perhaps the thief reserved punctuality for special occasions, such as killing men in old plague homes.


She bent to scoop up a handful of rocks, weighing its heft as she meandered to the water. This had become a ritual of hers, something Teia did while waiting for the thief. Skip a stone, test her limits. Try to emulate Calla, who could command the strength of the ocean.


The tide chuckled as she approached. It absorbed the pebbles easily, although one managed to stay aloft. A second later, the waves launched the stone astray. It skittered through the current, where it pinged soundly off the bronze statue installed near the shoreline.


Despite the distance, Teia recognized the statue’s serene features and flowing dress. It was one of the many works of art dedicated to the Goddess Armina, who had supposedly helped found the Five Kingdoms. Minuscule shapes were inscribed into the statue’s base, which depicted the different elements. Fire, water, earth, metal, air. One blessing for each of the Divine Five—the humans who had endured Armina’s trials and been rewarded for their troubles. They had been granted power over a single element and cautioned to use their gifts wisely.


The priests loved to laud Armina’s foresight, but Teia disagreed. What type of foresight led to civil war, when each of the Divine Five decided they wanted to rule? Things had become so dire that the Goddess had to intervene. She’d conveniently sent the Serkawr to do her dirty work, which relayed an excellent message to the Divine Five: separate countries would be better than none at all.


And so Erisia—along with the other kingdoms—came to be, thanks to one magnanimous deity and her giant pet sea serpent.


“Competitive rock throwing?” a voice said. “I didn’t know you’d taken up a new hobby.”


Enna van Apt stood behind Teia, her hair loose, her trousers cut fashionably wide. When she noticed the Goddess’s statue in the water, Enna stopped. She lowered her head respectfully before touching her forehead in prayer.


“Why do you do that?” Teia asked. It was something that baffled her, considering Enna’s occupation.


“Do what?”


“Worship the Goddess. Isn’t it counterintuitive for a thief?”


“I’m a thief with a conscience,” Enna said brightly, which made Teia snort. “Armina favors the bold, and everyone knows that’s my best quality.”


“You once stole a relic from the Temple of Mercy.”


“I did?”


“It was right after the Winter Holiday. During a prayer session.”


“The fang of the Serkawr! I made enough guilds to fill up an entire cottage.”


“Still think Armina would favor you?”


“Why wouldn’t she?” Enna said staunchly. “I might have stolen the fang, but I did it boldly.”


Teia’s lips twitched. “Glad you’re feeling so spry,” she said. “I have another job for you. Something big.”


“And here I was thinking I’d read the paper wrong.”


They communicated through coded notices in Bhanot’s newspaper, where they buried their messages within the myriad of advertisements. It wasn’t the most efficient way of passing notes, but it was by far the most secure. Teia had never been afraid of being found out; if anything, they were more in danger of the paper going out of circulation.


Enna cocked a brow. “Well?” she said. “I’m at your service, for the low price of my current rate.”


Teia wouldn’t call it low. With the fee Enna charged, she could have purchased any one of the carriages racketing around the Financial District. But there were benefits to having Erisia’s best thief on retainer, not to mention her connections to the Flats’ criminal underbelly, and so Teia simply raised both wrists high. The silver bracelets she wore glittered, and Enna’s eyes widened.


“I used to have one of those,” the thief said longingly. Her words were quiet, almost whisked away in the wind, but Teia heard them anyway. In times like these, Enna looked much older than her sixteen years, caught in the throes of some faraway memory.


She’d mentioned scraps of her past before—a wealthy upbringing in the Royal District, a prominent merchant father who adored his wife and child. Carver van Apt had made his fortune flipping imported K’vali spices for profit, until a series of bad investments did him in. He’d hidden the damage from his family, brushing off clients and collectors alike, up until he’d steered a ship into the Dark Sea and leapt from the highest mast.


Erisian law forgave Carver’s debts, but the loan sharks abroad were far less lenient. They came for his belongings before the month was up, piling furniture into wagons and dividing paintings on the stoop. They stripped the mansion of any possible value, before possessing the home and turning Enna and her mother onto the streets.


“It’s why I became a thief,” Enna had told Teia, on a rare occasion when she’d spoken of her past. “How else were Ma and I supposed to eat?”


“What about now?” Teia had said.


“What do you mean?”


“You can’t eat diamonds, can you?”


Enna’s laugh had been sharp. “Don’t worry,” she’d said. Her expression had shadowed, as if envisioning her former neighbors in the Royal District, who’d watched her eviction from the safety of their windows. “Everything I do now is for pleasure.”


Next to Teia, the thief was still inspecting the bracelets thoroughly. They must have passed muster, because she hummed in approval, slipping them away into a hidden pocket. “All right then,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone. “Who are we blackmailing today? Another minister of whatever?”


“You don’t have to sound so eager.”


“I never miss a chance to put nobles in their place. How long have we worked together now? Two years? Three?”


“Four.”


“Four years,” Enna said, with the utmost satisfaction. “Time flies when you’re having fun.”


“I’m not sure yesterday’s work was fun.”


The thief’s smile vanished. She pressed her lips tightly together. “Today’s job,” she said. “Do you need a bruiser?”


“Does it matter?”


“You killed Greer, Teia. You could have sent him off with a warning—”


“A warning?” Teia repeated. “He betrayed me, Enna. And the contract I needed Abbott for—”


She broke off, fury spiking through her. Enna understood what Greer had cost Teia. She had helped gather information on Teia’s dearly betrothed, a noble named Devon Ralis who had broken his first wife’s neck and thrown the second down the stairs. All this knowledge, and yet she still defended the bruiser?


“Greer needed the money,” Enna said softly. “He had debts to pay off, three children to support.”


“He was a liability,” Teia said. She ignored the hurt that flashed across Enna’s face, as she raised her eyes toward the horizon. “Besides, I don’t need bruisers this time. I’m looking for information. There’s someone from Set I need to find.”


The thief scuffed a foot into the ground. “There’s nothing in Set,” she said. “Only empty fields and carrot farmers.”


What Teia wouldn’t give to have sourcing carrots as her greatest concern. “Not just that,” she corrected, turning back to Enna. “Have you heard of Kyra Medoh?”


Enna paused. “Who hasn’t? People talk, you know.”


“People always talk. I’m not interested unless there’s something worth listening to.”


“They say she’s the Dawnbreakers’ champion. That she’s a sign from the Goddess.”


“A sign of what?” Teia said scathingly. “Is Armina about to descend from the skies? Is the Serkawr going to spring to life?”


Enna was unfazed. “A beginning of a new era,” she said, “where anyone can control fire.” Her stare was clear and focused. It pinned Teia beneath an unwanted searchlight, as the thief straightened her cloak. “Since we’re swapping questions—what’s with the sudden interest in the rebels?”


“Can’t I be curious?”


“You don’t care for the Dawnbreakers and their ideas. You never have. So what exactly do you want with Kyra Medoh?”


Teia hesitated.


Trust was a slippery thing, unreliable in even the best moments. Over the years, she’d become accustomed to Enna’s presence. The thief knew how Teia protected herself in the Golden Palace, formulating plots and schemes, blackmailing ministers into submission.


Yet there were some things Teia kept hidden, stored away for just herself. Enna might be reliable, but Greer was proof she had her missteps. And with what Jura was offering for the Dawnbreaker base, Teia couldn’t afford any more mistakes. A favor from the Crown was an impossibility beyond belief, a prize that would be coveted by all of Erisia.


“It’s complicated,” Teia said. “But I need whatever you can find on Kyra. Family history, weaknesses. I don’t even know what she looks like.”


Enna grimaced. “Probably has orange hair from farming all those carrots.”


“I’m starting to think you’ve never met anyone from Set.” Teia shook her head. “I need you to move fast. Chances are she might already be here.”


“You have eyes on her?”


“Call it intuition. The Dawnbreakers have been targeting locations all over Bhanot. If that’s the case, I’m guessing they brought her along.”


“Lehm’s been busy,” Enna muttered. “Thanks to him, your head of military has every guard in the city on alert.”


“Miran’s committed.” It was a nice way of saying the rebel leader had gouged out Miran’s eye six months before, which the general had taken rather personally.


“I hope he finds a pastime,” the thief replied. “All these guards running around are awfully inconvenient.” She blew out an aggravated breath. “As for Kyra, she should stay out of the Flats if she’s in Bhanot. The rebels aren’t popular there.”


“What did they do? Stab the wrong back?”


“Of sorts. A few poked around a bit too much. Tried to recruit for their cause.”


“And?”


“And nothing. We told them to bite it. They don’t just want Jura off the throne, you know. They’re also insistent on other things. Equality for all. The end of crime.”


“Most people would consider that paradisial.”


“Most people pay their taxes and bow before royalty.” Enna shuddered. “My version of paradise is to die under my weight in guilds. How am I supposed to do that if the rebels clean up the Flats?”


“How philosophical of you.”


“I once staked out a classroom at Bhanot University for a week. I’m a natural-born scholar.” Enna leveled a shrewd gaze at Teia. “Since I have you, Boss. There’s something else I want to ask.”


Teia couldn’t imagine this would be a lighthearted question. “Well?” she said blankly.


“The Council might hate the rebels, but what stake do you have? Why not allow the Dawnbreakers to win? Let Jura have what’s coming to him.”


It was a deceptively simple solution to Teia’s problems—one she’d pondered over many late nights, as news of the Dawnbreakers trickled into the palace. If the War Room reports were true, the Dawnbreakers had amassed a sizable membership in various Erisian cities, growing outposts and recruiting members. With decent leadership and a bit of good fortune, it wasn’t improbable that they could seize the palace.


If Teia joined the rebels now, she might even live to see the aftermath.


But what about after, when the swords were laid to rest and the bullets melted down? Would the palace be sacked, gutted open like a fish, its insides ripped apart to make room for the rebels’ precious democracy? Would the throne be toppled where it stood and the pieces used for firewood?


Jura had made Teia what she was—a girl of ash, a ghost in her own home. She’d dreamed of his death since she was thirteen, when the assassin he’d sent rammed a knife toward her neck. Sometimes, Teia fantasized about being the one to flay the air from Jura’s chest. She’d sit to the side in quiet observation, watching the life leach from his eyes.
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