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To anyone who has ever felt as though they are not enough









[image: A map depicts Vera Dell, the capital of Enderlain, featuring notable manors, a meandering river with a bridge, various districts, interconnected roads, a forest, a ranch and other important buildings.]


[image: Vera Dell's hierarchy is comprised of three main elements: Anthir, the Royal Family, and The Vault. The four Great Houses are Kelbra, including Zalaire and Thielan; Dramara, encompassing Adair and Belda; Ruthar, consisting of Jacobis and Elrihan; and Vanadahl, with Wakelin and Falquerra. Vanadahl leads the Council of Lords, consisting of the four Great Houses' heads and the ruling monarch. Anthir oversees the city guard, while The Vault manages bureaucracy, law applications, and documentation through berators.]


[image: The Royal family tree illustrates two branches: Ranier and Zuerlin. Ranier traces through King Arik, Queen Ellia, King Rykard, an unspecified name, Queen Adina, Bastard Prince, and Princess Eshlin. Zuerlin spans Genter, Isla, Lesla, King Theo, Princess Eshlin, Prince Darius, Savin Kelbra, Elison Kelbra, Eradas Kelbra, Rezek Kelbra, and Warrick Kelbra.]









[image: PART 1: In the beginning, the four Harbingers gifted magic to humanity.; Rach, the Armored Bull, gave physical enchantments for strength and speed.; Skylis, the Burning Light, granted behavior enchantments, to stoke fury and invoke docility.; Lyzairin, the Great Serpent, offered energy enchantments, creating light and heat,; and Aslir, the Bright Star, bestowed ethereal enchantments, so that humanity might always find its way home.]
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HORSES WILL SPEAK to you, if only you listen.


That was what Mikira’s father always told her. It was in the way they pricked their ears, in the swish of their tails through still air. It was even truer of enchanted horses, whose blood thrummed with magic, bestowing untold abilities. Whether it be speed or surefootedness, good luck or the uncanny ability to always find their way home, such horses were deeply in tune with the world around them.


It was those enchantments that Mikira relied on now. Dressed in all black, from her worn riding boots to the plain mask obscuring her face, she sat tall on Iri’s back as the stallion tossed his head, nickering impatiently. Enchanted for speed, the desire to run was as much a part of him as bone or blood, just as it was a part of Mikira.


The twisting maze of Veradell’s tunnels—tonight’s racecourse—stretched into dimly lit shadows ahead. The city’s underground passages would be narrow, the turns tight and easy to miss. Breathing deep, Mikira shut out the excited murmur of the crowd, the sharp scrape of hooves against stone as horses jostled for space at the starting line, and the ever-present reminder that she could not go home empty-handed tonight.


“Are you all ready to see some action?” called Jenest, the race’s owner and announcer. A slender, muscular woman with brown skin, she barely approached the riders’ shoulders, even standing on an empty gun crate in the middle of the tunnel. Still, you couldn’t miss her, dressed as she was in an ornate jacket covered in glass jewels and sequins—a mockery of the extravagant garments favored by the nobility—and a blue-and-white scaled mask emulating the Great Serpent, Lyzairin, one of the four Harbingers said to have brought magic to humanity.


People whooped and clapped as she dipped into a bow. “You know the rules!” Her deep voice resonated from her charmed loudspeaker. “All four types of enchantments are allowed, but no weapons! This isn’t the Illinir, and I won’t have blood spilled on my nice clean floors.”


A chuckle emanated through the crowd. The tunnel’s floor was nothing more than a swampy mixture of dirt and runoff from the canning factory above, a far cry from the flashing cameras and manicured tracks of the official races Mikira longed for. She hated being down here, but it was the only safe place to run such makeshift contests. With how tightly controlled magic was, enchanted races required a permit and a hefty tax to the city of Veradell. Jenest was risking prison by operating without one.


And by competing in them, so was Mikira.


“Twenty silver marks to the winner. First rider around the loop and back here wins the purse.” Jenest jingled a small pouch above her head, the real reason Mikira was here. “Take your marks, get ready, race!”


The horses bolted. Iri easily beat half into the first turn, their enchantments either not for speed or too weak to bestow any real advantage. Mikira forgot everything but the feel of the race as they barreled along the tunnel. Her body moved with Iri’s like a reflection, adrenaline rushing through her in a heady thrum, sharpening everything into stark focus.


As they leaned into the second turn, a rider wearing a green and brown half mask imitating the Harbinger Rach approached them. Something glinted, and Mikira barely dodged their blade. Freeing one of her own knives from her hip, she blocked the second swipe, then disarmed the rider with a twist of her wrist.


They rode well, their horse’s physical enchantments clearly stronger than the others. But it wasn’t enough—not against an enchant bred from the Rusel lines. Not against Mikira, whose father had once led Veradell’s racing elite.


Taking the final turn, they entered the straightaway where the race had begun, and Mikira let Iri go. The horse’s speed all but doubled as he careened down the last stretch and across the finish line.


A knot released in her chest at the crowd’s cheer as Iri trotted back toward Jenest. The woman seized Mikira’s pale hand, holding it up in triumph. “Nightflyer wins again!” she called to the whistles and shouts of the crowd. “I know, I know, you’re all shocked. Don’t you worry; I promise I’ll find our little flyer a worthy competitor soon.”


Mikira grinned at the applause. These people loved her, and she couldn’t deny that even without the need for money, she would compete just for the way they looked at her—like she could do anything.


Feeling a different kind of stare on the back of her neck, Mikira turned, catching the gaze of the Rach rider. She was tall, with curious hazel eyes and tawny skin. Mikira could turn her in for the knife, but that wasn’t the first time someone had pulled a weapon on her, and it wouldn’t be the last. The rider crooked the smallest of smiles before guiding her horse into the dispersing crowd.


Everyone would leave through the myriad of tunnel entrances, careful not to raise suspicion. The Anthir didn’t bat an eye when a noble house squeezed every last copper mark from one of their tenants or conscripted them into the Eternal War in neighboring Celair, but if the city guard came across an enchant racing ring without the requisite paperwork and taxes? Everyone involved would spend the rest of their lives in prison.


Her brother used to say that you could murder someone in broad daylight in Veradell, so long as you had the proper paperwork. Unless you came from a noble house—then you didn’t even need that.


Jenest held out the winning purse. “You know one of these days I’d like to meet the person behind the mask,” she said. “Grab a drink or two.”


Guilt panged through Mikira. She liked Jenest. Her upbeat, teasing attitude reminded her of her childhood friend, Talyana, who she hadn’t seen in years. But she was here for coin, not friendship, and no one could know who she was.


“Thanks for the race.” She took the purse and tucked it into her pocket, pointing Iri toward one of the exits. Small engraved arrows marked the way out for those who knew where to look for them, remnants from when the tunnels were used to transport gemstones. After most of the city’s mines dried up, the tunnels were forgotten.


Now the walls had become a mural of one-way messages, from peeling recruitment posters for the Eternal War to notes chalked onto the stone. Most were from Celairen refugees flooding in from the war being fought over their land, hoping lost friends and family would pass the same way, but others were last words left by Enderlish fleeing the kingdom’s military draft, both driven by the war to exchange places in the tunnels’ darkness.


Her brother had never gotten the chance to run—because of her.


Mikira leaned forward to scratch behind Iri’s dark ears. “Someday we’ll ride in a real race. For Lochlyn.”


The horse’s ears flicked at the sound of her brother’s name. Iri had been his, once. But Lochlyn had died in the war, and all Mikira and Iri had left of him was each other.


They emerged from the tunnel into the early morning light of Ashfield Street, where preparations for the upcoming Illinir were already underway. Hosted once every ten years by House Kelbra, the Illinir was a brutal series of four magical races that would take place throughout the month alongside the Illinir festival, all in celebration of the day the Goddess Sendia sent the four Harbingers to bring magic to humanity.


People would visit from all over the continent, from southeastern Kenzeni merchants selling new technologies to Vynan politicians desperate to keep the Eternal War from spreading northward. She’d heard there was even an entrant from as far south as Yaroya, where enchants were fast growing in popularity.


Soon, vendors and performers would swarm the street, children and adults alike donning sinuous tails reflecting the Harbinger Lyzairin, or masks made to look like hammered metal in honor of Rach, the Armored Bull. Already she spotted a young girl bearing Skylis’s crimson wings, her arms outstretched as if to carry her into the air like the great bird she mimicked.


A memory tumbled loose, taking her back ten years ago, when Lochlyn had gone as Aslir, the Bright Star. Mikira, displeased with her Skylis wings, had cried until he placed his mane of white feathers about her neck and said, “There. Now you shine too.”


An enchanted coach blared its horn, startling her and Iri, but she kept him steady as the horseless vehicle jerked around them. The tumult was enough to spook any country horse without a docility charm, and Iri was enchanted to sense danger: to him, that meant everything in this cursed stone jungle.


Eager to escape the noise, she took a shortcut to the Traveler’s Road encircling the city, where they passed only the occasional messenger or cart full of coveted grain heading for the military outposts near the border. A short ride later, she diverted Iri up the gravel path to her family’s ranch—and nearly pulled him to a halt.


Something wasn’t right.


She knew the ranch like her own heartbeat. The rich, earthy scent of it. The sounds of horses and gentle feel of the place that always calmed her like nothing else.


Instead, as Iri trotted up the winding drive, her family’s white two-story farmhouse was quiet—too quiet, like the deafening moment after a gunshot. Her father ought to be in the pastures already, her sisters chasing each other through the long grass beside him, clinging to their last moments of freedom before they went to school for the day.


But the yard was empty.


She leapt off Iri’s back and sprinted up the front steps. Throwing open the door, she staggered into the foyer, stumbling over Ailene’s carelessly discarded shoes.


She’d barely regained her balance when a voice called, “Kira? Is that you?”


“Father?” Relief swept through her as he appeared in his study doorway, clutching a pale gold verillion stalk. Dark shadows rimmed green eyes heavy with sleep, his simple vest and shirt rumpled from another late night spent poring over old books. He blinked at her, then at the open door letting in the daylight.


“Is it morning already?” he asked. “I must have lost track of time.”


Mikira choked out a strangled sound. He’d lost himself in his research again. That was why he hadn’t been out in the fields.


“You can’t keep doing this,” she said tightly.


“I’m getting close, Kira, I can feel it.” He held up the verillion plant. “I think the answer is in how the verillion’s magic binds to things. Actually, can I borrow your knives? The stone—”


“Stop it!” Mikira snapped.


The silence that pooled between them was deep enough to drown in. Mikira adverted her gaze to the plant in her father’s hand, its glow of magic gone. Like this the verillion was harmless, but when plucked fresh from a field, the stalks burning with a golden light, they were full of magic people craved. She’d seen the way it consumed people, poisoning them from the inside out like it had her mother years ago.


Her father was convinced the ranch’s salvation lay in innovative enchantments, using the verillion to harness new wonders, rather than just breeding what enchants remained in their stables. But with every night of research, he put his life at risk. As an unlicensed enchanter, all it would take was one hint of magic to the wrong person, and the Anthir would come for him. The Council of Lords claimed the enchanter registry was meant to prevent a repeat of the Cataclysm, when the four Heretics destroyed the kingdom of Kinahara in their pursuit of magic, but Mikira knew the truth: it was all just for profit and power.


“I left you dinner in the oven,” he said as if she hadn’t just all but spat in his face. He didn’t ask where she’d been. Where his seventeen-year-old daughter went every night and why she returned with bags of coin. He simply smiled, his eyes crinkling at the corners in a way that never failed to warm her. She let it, because being angry at him was more than she could bear.


If only her father could use his magic openly, they could diversify and strengthen their breeding lines, save their failing ranch. But every horse’s origin was closely tracked, and people would question it if they suddenly possessed a powerful new enchant. All they could do was rely on the careful game of legal breeding and hope they made enough sales to purchase new stock.


That, and Mikira’s races. Without her winnings, they would never make their monthly tax payments to House Kelbra.


“Kira!” A high voice barely preceded the girl bounding down the stairs, her alabaster skin flush with excitement. At thirteen, Ailene was already taller than Mikira, with a lean, athletic build that she put to use besting the boys in backyard races. Part of Mikira always longed to warn her that soon they’d get tired of her competitive nature, her excitability. That a time would come when instead of loving her for these things, they would judge her, like they had Mikira. But she couldn’t bring herself to break her sister’s spirit.


“Kira, can I stay home from classes today?” She clasped her hands together. “I’ll help you with your chores.”


“Don’t listen to her!” Nelda appeared on the stairs, her lips pushed to the side in what Ailene called her “mothering scowl.” Despite being four years younger than Ailene, she’d always had the disposition of an old lady, something their brother had often teased her about. “She just wants to go to the races with Era Keene.”


“That’s not true!” Ailene shot back.


Mikira smiled at their bickering, until she heard it: that sound that haunted her waking moments—the crunch of gravel beneath wheels, unaccompanied by hooves.


There was only one person who ever visited them in an enchanted coach.


Goddess help me.


Mikira reached the door at the same moment Lord Rezek Kelbra, heir to House Kelbra, stepped out of his coach.


Iri had fled to the barn, leaving Rezek to occupy their drive like a king holding court. His light copper hair was pulled back in a bun at the nape of his pale neck, his eyes the searing, ruthless blue of a too-hot flame as he inspected Mikira.


A familiar, slow grin spread across his lips. He was several years older than her, but the almost childlike glee that filled his expression at the sight of her always chilled her to the bone. “Miss Rusel,” he greeted in a voice like poisoned silk.


Her father emerged onto the porch beside her, bowing. “My lord. To what do we owe the honor?”


Mikira nearly scoffed. A visit from Rezek Kelbra wasn’t an honor; it was a threat. Her father knew that as well as she, and it scraped at her to see him like this. She wanted him to lift his head and spit at Rezek’s feet.


But he wouldn’t, just as she wouldn’t.


The Kelbras were one of the four greater houses and the king’s cousins, the prince well known to favor Rezek in particular. His power was threaded into the fabric of his being, and it was those tiny moments of defiance that he lived to crush. He never touched you; he simply tore apart your world.


Then an Anthir constable stepped from the coach, and cold understanding set into her veins—someone must have spotted her leaving the underground race. Ailene and Nelda crowded at her back. She should have told them to go upstairs, should have yelled at them to get far, far away, but her throat had gone dry as sand.


Rezek inclined his head to the constable, but it was her father he addressed. “The Anthir has received a troubling report, Mr. Rusel. It appears Lord Thielan witnessed you performing magic.”


Her father drew a sharp breath, and Nelda smothered a cry. Lord Thielan had been at the ranch only the other night to look at a horse. At the time, Mikira had thought his arrival suspicious. It was rare for a noble of a lesser house to challenge Rezek, who for some time had an unofficial embargo on their family’s business. But they were desperate for sales, and she’d had no choice but to entertain him. He must have been looking for something Rezek could use against them, and he’d found it.


“It’s not true,” she blurted. “He didn’t.”


Rezek’s frosted gaze cut to her. “Surely you aren’t calling Lord Thielan a liar?”


“No, I—”


“Then are you aiding in the concealment of an unregistered enchanter?”


Mikira took an involuntary step back. She was only making it worse. But this couldn’t be happening. Rezek couldn’t have found out. Her father moved forward, shielding her from Rezek’s view. He would know what to say, how to fix this.


“They didn’t know,” he said.


Mikira faltered. “Father—”


“Hush, Mikira!” The force in his voice—a voice he had never raised to her—froze her in place. For the first time in years, she saw her father as he’d been before Lochlyn died: straight-backed, clear-eyed, and prepared to do whatever it took to keep his family safe.


“They didn’t know,” he repeated.


“Kira.” Ailene’s voice was barely more than a breaking whisper. A plea Mikira couldn’t answer, no matter how badly she wanted to. She felt her sister’s hand curling into the back of her shirt, felt something inside her teeter precariously toward falling.


“Then you admit it?” Rezek practically preened with delight.


Her father lifted his head. “Yes.”


Everything inside Mikira screamed at the word. Ailene tried to push past her, her hands in tight fists, but Mikira grabbed her.


“Then you have two choices, Mr. Rusel. Either I turn you over to the constable here, at which point you will be tried and hanged for evading registration. Or . . .” Rezek paused, drawing out the moment as he nonchalantly studied the diamond inlaid signet ring on his right hand. “You come work for House Kelbra.”


“No.” Mikira looked desperately to the constable, but if he pitied them at all, his face betrayed nothing. Everyone knew the Anthir were in the nobility’s pocket, but only those from the four greater houses could get away with indenturing an unlicensed enchanter right before their eyes. As members of the Council of Lords alongside the king, the greater houses made the law—and they could break it.


“Father, please.” Ailene’s voice cracked.


The Kelbras were renowned for their cruelty as much as their wealth; their people worked to the bone. Most were too desperate to leave, the rest beholden to the family through debt and secrets and land, the same way her father would be. At least so far they had lived outside of Rezek’s physical reach. If her father went with him now, he would not come back whole, if he came back at all.


But the alternative was death.


“Very well,” her father said, and something broke in Mikira. That grim persistence, the one that drove her out of bed each morning and forced her to keep working the ranch, to keep trying, began to crumple like a post rotted through.


He descended the stairs.


“No!” Mikira lurched, barely aware of her sisters grasping her from behind and pulling with all their might. “Father, please, don’t go!” They had lost too much to the Kelbras already. Given too much of their lives to them. They could not have him too.


But he didn’t stop.


She broke free of her sisters’ hold as their father climbed into the coach. The constable thrust an arm into her chest as Rezek closed the door.


“Open it!” She pounded her fists against the wood. The constable jerked her back; her fingers wrapped around a knife hilt.


“Kira!” It was Nelda’s voice that snapped her back to herself, to the sight of the barely concealed fury on the constable’s face. He could arrest her for drawing a knife on him. All it took was a word.


Slowly, she sheathed the blade. Forced her rigid fingers from the hilt and her eyes to Rezek, who made a low tsking noise. “Temper, temper.”


“Please.” She nearly choked on the word. “Please let him go. I’m begging you.”


Rezek’s head tilted. “You don’t look like you’re begging.”


Everything inside her seized against the insinuation, but she forced down every ounce of refusal and dropped to her knees with her head bowed.


“Please.”


She felt his gaze like a sword at her throat. Felt Ailene and Nelda watching from the doorway, as powerless as she was, as her family had always been before the Kelbras. There had been a time when her family’s prestige might have made Rezek hesitate before doing this, a time when her father had friends in high places. But those days were long gone.


“Despite your family’s constant attempts to paint me as a villain, I’m nothing if not fair,” Rezek drawled. “I’ll make you a deal.”


She rose tentatively to her feet. “A deal?”


“If you can win the Illinir, I’ll free your father and enter an official pardon for his crimes. I’ll even forgive your family’s debts.”


He might as well have challenged her to a duel; she was far likelier to win that. Every year, one hundred racers entered the Illinir, and far fewer emerged. She probably wouldn’t even survive, and yet . . .


“If I lose?” She hated how much fear bled through everything she said.


He smiled. “I get the ranch—and everything in it.”


The Rusel enchants had once been mounts for everyone from the old Ranier kings to the city’s best racers, and Rezek had been after them for years—a gift to present his illustrious father. Which made this deal too good to be true. Rezek finally had the leverage to get what he’d always wanted. Why make this offer when he could just trade her father’s life for the ranch?


He was up to something, something more than just securing their enchants, but Mikira didn’t have the luxury of figuring out what.


“Oh, one more thing,” he said with an offhanded air. “Your horse can’t be an enchant.”


“You can’t—That’s not—” She bit back her words as Rezek’s eyes widened. That was a look she knew too well.


“Yes?” he prompted.


She hated him for this, for always twisting the rules against them. She’d never survive the Illinir on a normal horse, let alone win. Each of the four races was specifically crafted to challenge a different type of enchantment, from spike-filled pits that opened beneath horses’ hooves to illusions designed to make them go mad, and that said nothing of the dangers of the other riders.


If she refused Rezek’s terms, her father would become a servant directly under the Kelbras’ thumb without hope of reprieve. But if she won the Illinir, the prize was invaluable: fame, fortune, and a boon from the king himself. One that would grant her anything within the king’s power—a new stock of enchanted horses, an enchanter license for her father, a ranch in a district other than the Kelbras’. The money alone would enable their freedom, but the boon would give them so much more.


“Do we have a deal?” Rezek offered her his hand.


She lifted her head. “I want it in writing.”


Rezek may have a constable in his pocket and all the wealth and power that came with being the prince’s favorite, but even a Kelbra couldn’t break an official contract. It was the precarious base upon which Veradell’s house of cards was built, the cuffs with which the elite bound each other.


Rezek sighed. “I thought you might.”


He pulled a folded bundle of parchment from his inner jacket pocket and handed it to her. She scanned the contents, which already denoted everything they’d discussed. At the bottom was Rezek’s signature, alongside the imprint of his signet ring—a lion’s head in a pool of white wax. If Rezek were anyone else but a house lord, she’d have asked for a berator to witness the contract too, but a Kelbra’s seal was as binding as any berator’s.


“You have a signet ring?” Rezek asked in a tone that implied he highly doubted they could afford the yearly tax for one. They nearly couldn’t, but without one, the validity of their sales could come into question. A signet ring marked them as verified by the Vault, the bureaucratic arm of the government through which every piece of paperwork in Enderlain flowed. If the product wasn’t up to par or the payment didn’t come through, the berators would step in to mediate.


Veradell was a city built on paperwork, and the berators were its masons.


“Here.” Nelda reappeared panting at her side, proffering a plain iron band with a crest of crossed blades resting on a horseshoe, and a small pad of ink. Mikira took the ring, and Nelda looked Rezek square in the eye before marching back to the patio, where Ailene enfolded her in a tight embrace.


Rezek watched her go with a chuckle that made Mikira’s stomach turn. “I’ll keep your father with me until the end of the Illinir,” he said as she knelt to the ground to dip the ring in the ink and press it to the paper, and then again on the second copy. Her family’s symbol looked sadly pedestrian next to Rezek’s ornate wax seal.


She kept one copy and handed the other back to Rezek. The contract would be filed away in the Vault, ensuring they both kept to their word.


“Until then, Miss Rusel.” Rezek reached a hand toward her cheek. She braced for the cold press of his fingers, but they stopped a hairsbreadth away, curling in. He gave her one final smile before he opened the coach door and sat down beside her father, the constable following close behind. She mustered all the strength she didn’t feel, willing her father to see it.


“I love you.” She mouthed the words silently.


Then the door snapped shut and the coach rolled forward. She watched it go, numb.


Ailene appeared at her side, half-sobbing. “Kira, what have you done?”


“What I had to.” The words came out harder than she meant, but she couldn’t falter, not now. She was the strong one. The sturdy one. If she broke, her family would crumble. If she broke, she wasn’t sure she could put herself back together.


Nelda joined them, wringing her hands. “We can’t afford a normal horse, let alone the Illinir’s entrance fee.”


Mikira winced. First Lochlyn had been drafted because of her foolishness, now their father had been taken. Her sisters had never blamed her for Lochlyn’s death, just like they wouldn’t for this, but she blamed herself. Why was everyone constantly suffering for her mistakes? Why couldn’t she stop making them?


“The first showcase ball is tomorrow night,” she said tightly. “I’ll get a sponsor there, and they’ll provide me with a horse.”


It was a flimsy hope. The showcase balls were meant to match riders with sponsors, but would anyone bother with a racer on an unenchanted horse, even if she was Keirian Rusel’s daughter? Her fingers sought her knives, their worn leather-wrapped handles and bloodstone-set hilts a familiar comfort.


“It’ll be okay,” she said, willing herself to believe her own words.


The night Lochlyn was conscripted was the last night her father ever raced. The last night the Rusel name was spoken with awe and respect.


That name had meant something once; Mikira would see that it did again.
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ALL MIKIRA WANTED was to curl up in the warmth of the barn and listen to the horses for a while. Huddled beside the stalls and wrapped in the rich scent of hay, she could pretend that when she walked outside again, her father would be sitting on the porch with a book and a cup of tea, her sisters leaning over his shoulders arguing over which story he would read.


Instead, she was back in the heart of Veradell with Iri for the showcase ball.


The city air always smelled of gunpowder and metal, like a spark would set the whole thing alight. She hated the bellow of steamship horns off the Grey and the constant press of thousands of bodies all around her, hated the way everyone looked at her as if they wanted something from her or else couldn’t be bothered to give her the time of day.


But most of all she hated that everywhere she turned, she was reminded of the war.


Recruiters called for people to sign up outside government-sanctioned buildings. Enchanted lorries sent people scattering from the streets, dead-faced soldiers staring wistfully out the back. It was why she kept Iri to the side alleys as much as possible when she traveled. That, and to tear down all the recruitment posters she could.


Are you able-bodied and of fighting age? read the one in her hands. Join us in the fight for Enderlain’s future.


Below it was a sketch of the white lion Aslir, Harbinger of ethereal enchantments and the Goddess’s right hand. The Council of Lords wanted the people to believe that the war with Celair was Goddess-blessed, but it was a thin veneer for the truth—Enderlain was running out of verillion, and Celair was a verillion rich kingdom. So people like Lochlyn kept dying, while the wealthy paid their way out of the draft through the exemption fee.


By the time she boarded Iri and reached Lady Zalaire’s estate in the Pendron District, Mikira felt like a wildfire that needed to consume, a hunger that only grew as she followed the winding path to the hilltop manor.


Even in her mother’s nicest evening dress, she couldn’t measure up to the finery of the people around her. Everyone was draped in gold and white empire gowns, or tailored jackets and long skirts studded with slices of precious gems—and most of them had arrived in enchanted coaches. It took all she had to ignore the narrowed eyes and wrinkled noses of the lords and ladies she passed as she crested the hill to the estate.


As the head of one of Enderlain’s eight lesser noble houses, Lady Zalaire had the honor of hosting one of the Illinir’s showcase balls, and the manor had been prepared to impress. The soaring music of two dueling pianos drifted along a stone courtyard set aglow by enchanted lights, and delicate standing tables draped in strings of crystal gathered around a fountain in the shape of Aslir in recognition of House Kelbra, under whom House Zalaire served.


Mikira blended into the line of people funneling slowly past security at the wrought-iron gate, but when she reached the front, a fair-skinned guard with a thick blond beard cut in front of her. His eyes slid the length of her gown, with its tattered hem and moth-eaten fabric, lingering on her chest and hips in a way that made her want to punch him. “You can’t enter dressed like that.”


“Are you serious?” She stepped toward him. “The whole point of these bloody showcases is so candidates who can’t afford to enter the Illinir can find sponsors. If I can’t afford to enter, do you really think I can afford a nice dress?”


“Maybe I need to be clearer,” he replied. “This party is not for trash. Step back. Now.”


Mikira didn’t move. “My family breeds the most revered line of enchanted horses in all of Enderlain, and you’re telling me this party isn’t for me?”


“The Rusel line? Doesn’t House Kelbra own that ranch now?” He gave a small smile, and that’s when she knew: he’d been instructed not to let her in. Rezek clearly wasn’t going to make this easy for her.


The man waved a dismissive hand. “Run home now, little girl. You—”


Her fist connected with his jaw before she even made the decision to swing. Pain radiated through her knuckles as a wave of gasps rose from the crowd that had quickly gathered behind her.


The man stumbled back, clutching his face. “Bitch!”


His partner grabbed Mikira’s wrist. She drove her boot into his stomach with a snarl, and he tumbled over someone’s leg. More guards appeared, cutting off her escape. Lochlyn’s lessons came rushing back to her: You’re quick, use that. Stay moving. But their backyard training sessions had been to teach her to deal with bullies, not armed guards.


“Is there a problem here?” asked a cool voice.


The crowd parted for two young men. One was of average height, with olive skin and dark curls shorn on the sides. A house ring of black and silver glinted on his hand. The other was tall and pale with hair darker than a raven’s feathers and eyes so blue that for a moment, all Mikira could see was Rezek. Then she took in the scowl etched on his wolfish features and the piercings in his ears, and she almost laughed at the idea of mistaking him for the elegant aristocrat.


“Lord Adair.” The blond guard bowed to the shorter boy. “There’s no problem. We have it handled.”


Shit. Mikira groaned. Running into an Adair wasn’t much better than a Kelbra. The Adairs might only be one of the lesser noble families like the Zalaires, but she made a point of avoiding anyone who could see her dead with a snap of their fingers.


Lord Adair’s gray gaze swept across the scene. “This lady is a friend of mine,” he said to Mikira’s surprise. “Apologize for how you’ve treated her.”


The guard stiffened, and Lord Adair cocked his head. “What was your name?”


The man floundered. “Warin Eedren, my lord.”


“Mr. Eedren.” Lord Adair said the name as if testing it for weakness. “Do as I say, and I won’t break anything important.”


Warin spun toward her, bowing swiftly. “I apologize.” He’d no sooner straightened than Lord Adair was beside him, one hand on his wrist, the other twisting one finger in a sharp motion. Everything about it was so casual, a simple shake of the hand. Warin bit back a cry, and Lord Adair released him. Whispers from the people at their backs followed Mikira into the courtyard, Lord Adair and his friend a step behind.


They’d barely entered the milling crowd when Mikira spun around, her skin practically crawling. She hadn’t liked Warin, but she didn’t approve of Lord Adair’s methods either. He was risking Lady Zalaire’s fury, and by extension, Rezek’s, with actions like that.


“Not to sound ungrateful, but what the bloody hells was that?” she asked.


“Funny, that still sounded ungrateful,” said Blue Eyes, his scowl deepening. He looked like someone had plucked him fully formed from a grumpy shadow, dressed in all black from his silk vest to the sleek jacket fit snug to his lean frame. The rings and studs of silver in his ears contrasted drastically with the elegant cut of his clothing, and his black hair was wild as a crow’s nest, complemented by the edges of midnight ink trailing down his neck.


“What are you, his shadow?” she asked.


He glowered, but Lord Adair laughed softly, which only put Mikira more on edge. Whenever Rezek laughed, it was to his own private joke, which usually involved things going very badly, very quickly.


“Allow me to introduce my friend Reid,” Lord Adair said. “You can call me Damien. You are Mikira Rusel, aren’t you?”


“Yes,” she replied hesitantly.


Damien inclined his head. “I’m familiar with your family. Those guards were under orders not to allow you in.”


Mikira’s sense of unease only grew. “And yet you intervened.”


A half smile curled one corner of his lips. “Yes, well, where Rezek Kelbra takes an interest, so do I, if only to get in his way.”


Oh hells no. The last thing she wanted was to be the plaything in some tug-of-war between two feuding lords.


She’d already begun to edge away when Damien said, “I’m glad we ran into you, actually. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”


“Thank you for your help,” Mikira replied hastily. “But I have business to attend to. Enjoy your night.”


She ducked away through the courtyard, praying they wouldn’t follow, and stilled at the entrance to the ballroom. It was like stepping into another world, one untouched by the rising grain prices and war recruiters hounding desperate refugees. The floor-to-ceiling windows gave way to gold-veined marble floors, servants weaving throughout the party with plates of meat on slices of rich dark bread people like her could no longer afford. A set of charmed pianos stood before a crowd gathered beside the evening’s crown jewel, a Ruby One motorcar imported from Vyna. She’d never seen one in person before.


Every inch of this event had been designed to reflect the Zalaires’ wealth, and the wastefulness of it gnawed at her. These were the people she would have to convince to sponsor her. If she was lucky, she’d find someone from outside one of the noble houses. Someone who had nothing to do with the Kelbras and was willing to take a risk on an unknown racer. Perhaps her father’s name still meant something to these people, who would be all too happy to add his prestige to theirs, another drop of power in their well.


But luck had never been on Mikira’s side.
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AN HOUR LATER, Mikira had driven off six potential sponsors. Granted, two of them had been women asking after her “handsome, reclusive father,” and she was pretty sure at least one had just been fishing for Keirian’s autograph, but they’d all fled at her mention of sponsorship. They were all too happy to take what they wanted from her family—so long as they didn’t have to give anything in return.


She rushed through her explanation with the most recent prospect, Lady Kiora, an Iziri woman with brown skin and ochre eyes who worked for House Ruthar. Unlike Houses Kelbra, Dramara, and Vanadahl, it was the only greater house that didn’t support the war effort, and they were known to clash with the Kelbras, which made Mikira hopeful.


“And so then we had to sell the colt from that line—no, sorry, the filly.” How had she even started talking about this? “And after that—”


Lady Kiora lifted her chin, and Mikira immediately stopped talking.


“Let me be sure I understand you correctly,” she said in a low, accented voice. “You want me to sponsor you to run the kingdom’s most difficult competition on an unenchanted horse, which I will provide, despite the fact that you’ve never before raced?”


Mikira winced. When she put it like that, it sounded pretty bad. Mikira was one of the best underground racers in the city, but this woman couldn’t know that.


“I know horses,” she pressed. “Better than anyone. I can win that race.”


Lady Kiora’s rose-painted lips pressed firm. “Knowing horses doesn’t mean you know racing, even if you are Keirian’s daughter. I can’t help you. Good evening.”


She vanished into the crowd, leaving Mikira staring mournfully at a sea of delicately embroidered dresses and colorful waistcoats. These people were leagues away from her. How many of them had paid the exemption fee to escape the draft? How many knew what it was like to have your life swept out from under you?


Mikira stepped into the path of a gray-haired gentleman she recognized as a long-ago patron of her father’s. “Mr. Fellington. My name is Mikira Rusel, and I’m looking for a sponsor—”


“Pardon me, young lady, but I’m already sponsoring a rider for this year’s race. Perhaps next time.” He stepped away, but Mikira grabbed his arm.


“They’ve announced all the current pledges,” she said. “They didn’t say your name.”


The color paled from Mr. Fellington’s ruddy face. “Unhand me. This is entirely inappropriate!” His voice cracked, and at the shine of fear in his eyes, her restraint broke.


“It’s not my racing history or my horse at all.” Her grip tightened. “This is because of the Kelbras, isn’t it?”


Mr. Fellington ripped his arm free. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, and your hostility—”


Mikira snarled, and he flinched. Then as if suddenly remembering his station, he straightened and lifted a warning finger. “I won’t be spoken to like this by a little girl.” He turned abruptly on his heel, scurrying away.


Mikira watched him go, her fury molten steel in her veins. Then he emerged on the side of the crowd, heading straight for the Zalaire security guards along the perimeter.


“Shit!” She darted into a nearby alcove, falling back against one of the thick columns and pressing her face into her hands.


She wanted to scream.


Oh yeah, that’ll really make someone want to sponsor you. They already think you’re trash, why not be screaming trash?


But what else could she do? Rezek had turned the entire gathering against her, and now she was moments away from being thrown out.


“Perhaps, Miss Rusel, I can help.” Damien Adair emerged into the alcove, Reid a step behind.


Mikira started. “What? Why?”


“Still ungrateful,” Reid remarked, and Mikira scowled in return. His gaze lingered, before he forced it away from her as if jerking free of a sudden snag.


“My family has been looking to sponsor a rider,” Damien replied evenly. “If you’re not interested . . .” He began to turn away.


“Wait!” Mikira lurched forward without thinking, and Damien stopped. “I can’t ride an enchanted horse. I made a bargain with Rezek.”


“So I’ve heard.” At her look of puzzlement, he added, “I make it my business to know Kelbra business, and I have a solution.”


Mikira only stared at him. Even the best enchanters couldn’t hide the gold flecks that appeared in a charmed animal’s eyes. If his solution involved any form of enchantment, Rezek would know she’d cheated with one glance.


“How?” she asked.


Damien straightened his already impeccable cuffs. “That’s not something you need to know. What matters is you’ll be able to race, and you’ll be able to win.”


Something dangerously close to hope swelled to life in Mikira’s chest. Tonight had been a fool’s errand from the start—and deep down she’d known that even if she secured a sponsor, there was no chance in all four hells she’d win the race. Now Damien was offering her not just entrance into the Illinir, but an opportunity to actually win.


“What about the prize money and the royal boon?” she asked. Jockeys and sponsors sometimes split them, but sponsors often took one or the other. The last winner of the Illinir had gotten their cousin freed from jail with the boon and used their portion of the prize money to start a new life outside Enderlain.


“You can keep the entirety of the prize money for yourself,” he said as the crowd parted for the approaching security guards. “But if you win, the royal boon is mine.”


It was a fair trade. Mikira needed to win to protect her family, but she also needed the prize money. The royal boon was a worthwhile sacrifice in exchange for what Damien was offering. Still, her father wouldn’t forgive her if he knew Mikira was considering allying with a noble house, even a lesser one. The four greater houses alongside the king might make up the Council of Lords responsible for instating every decree from the draft to the rising land taxes that crushed people like her, but the lesser houses were the ones who executed them.


Damien gave her an artful smile. “If it helps, what I intend to do with it won’t be pleasant for Rezek. I thought that prospect might appeal to you.”


She’d heard whispers of the rivalry between House Adair and House Kelbra but knew little beyond that. It didn’t matter. Just like it didn’t matter that she was fairly certain Damien was using her somehow; he was her only option.


“I accept,” she said, and prayed she wouldn’t regret it.


Reid smirked, making Mikira bristle. In contrast, Damien only inclined his head, departing with Reid as the two security guards arrived. She let them walk her out.


As she stepped into the rapidly cooling evening air, she expected to feel relieved, but the tension inside her only coiled tighter. There was no turning back now. She would enter the Illinir, and if by some miracle she didn’t get killed, she still had to win.
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MONSTERS RARELY LOOK like monsters.


At least, that was what Arielle’s grandfather used to tell her. Her Saba had said that monsters came in every shape and size, and the trick was not to dismiss them for how they appeared, for they could look like anyone.


So, as a child, Ari had searched for monsters in every face, in every stunted smile and hasty whisper her family received.


She never imagined that one day, she would be the one creating them.


Wrapped in the glow of enchanted lamplight and the scent of rye from last night’s dinner, Ari worked a piece of soft clay against her worn workbench, kneading it like dough to mix in the powdered ruby and verillion stalk necessary for the behavior enchantment. It would form the final ear of the golem dog Lady Belda had commissioned. For now, the earthen beast stood motionless beside her, its back as high as her hips, nothing but a husk waiting for life.


Sometimes Ari didn’t feel much different from a husk herself. With each hour she spent twisting and molding and shaping—and with each pang of hunger in her hollow belly—life felt farther and farther away, like a dream retreating before the morning light.


She scored the underside of the ear and a spot on the golem’s head, before melding the clay into place and stepping back to evaluate her work. The ear was slightly crooked, but Lady Belda would be there shortly.


“Good enough,” she grumbled. As long as she was paid, she didn’t care if the dog’s ears were on its ass. All that mattered was that she could send her earnings back home to her family in Aversheen and keep enough to get by herself, something that was becoming increasingly difficult with the rising grain and verillion prices as more resources were diverted toward the war effort.


Ari muttered a binding spell, threading the magic of the verillion through the powdered ruby and bonding it to the clay, her intent shaping the behavior charm into one of aggression. Then she snatched up a truthstone from her workbench, the holy rock cool in her hand. It’d been taken from Sage-blessed ground—a rarity in Enderlain—and engraved with the Kinnish word for “truth.” It was also her last one.


That’s tomorrow’s problem. Today she had only to finish this dog.


Ari pressed the rock into the golem’s forehead before smoothing the clay. Taking a deep breath, she picked up the heavy black book from her workbench. Touching it always sent a shiver through her, like cold fingers trailing down her neck. The worn leather was soft and supple in her hands, the spine ribbed in pearlescent bone, and at the center lay a small, jade-green stone flecked with red.


It was a forbidden book. A book Ari wished she’d never touched. It had plagued her life with pain and misery from the moment she had.


Liar, whispered a familiar voice in the back of her mind. It brought you power.


The sort of power that made the shadows whisper and breathe. The sort that kindled life inside cold clay and could draw it screaming from warm flesh. The kind that—no! Ari nearly slammed the book shut, but she needed it. So she locked away the memories it threatened to pull free and flipped to a marked page.


Walking clockwise around the golem as best she could in the confined space, she recited the spell, speaking each old Kinnish letter carefully while holding her intent in her mind. It was a mental exercise that pushed the limits of her concentration, requiring her to channel her intent into the enchantment without fumbling a single syllable.


The power filled her in a rising tide, utterly intoxicating. Magic flowed from her lips like a breath of cold fire, streaming to the stone in the golem’s head. Her voice rose as she neared the end of the incantation, the force pouring out faster and faster until—a light erupted from the dog’s forehead, bright and pure as fresh snow. It rippled along the beast’s body, turning clay to muscle and bone and fur.


In a final breath, Ari completed the spell, the last wisps of magic escaping her in a rush, leaving her body warm and tingling pleasantly from the sensation. The light faded, revealing a heavily breathing hound with sleek black fur and oversized canines. It watched her with dark eyes, muscles bunched and ears twitching, as if unsure what to make of this sudden thrust into life.


“You and me both,” Ari muttered to the dog, placing the book on her workbench. She hesitated, her fingers curling into the soft leather. A low humming rose in the recesses of her mind.


Every time she put the book down, it felt like parting with a piece of herself. If she’d had her way, she’d have left the thing behind in her Saba’s workshop. She’d tried to. Yet it’d appeared in her satchel before she’d even left town. So she’d flung it into the Greystel River when she reached Veradell, only to find it dry and unharmed in her bag once more. It was an enchantment unlike anything she’d ever seen, magic from a lost time.


Someone pounded on the door. Ari started, knocking her head on a hanging basket of dead verillion stalks. The dog was between her and the entrance in an instant, a growl like grinding stones in its throat.


“Arielle?” Lady Belda’s high voice called. “Arielle, open the door.”


Ari scowled. This was why her windows were heavily curtained. If Lady Belda had arrived earlier and seen her crafting an animal out of clay, it would have meant her life. She may not have recognized the golem for what it was, but she would have known the magic wasn’t Enderlish, and while many in Veradell might look past her unlicensed status in exchange for cheap enchantments, they would not ignore the use of Kinnish magic. It had been illegal long before the Enderlish government established the enchanter registry.


No matter that they both relied on the same powers; Enderlish enchanters used their magic to charm objects and living animals—they didn’t breathe life into clay, and that simple distinction meant the difference between steady work and a funeral pyre.


“Calm,” Ari said in Kinnish. The dog relaxed at once, lowering onto its haunches and panting softly.


Lady Belda pounded on the door again. Ari crossed the room to open it, revealing the first rays of sunlight filtering through a blanket of fog and smoke from the iron smelter down the road. She wrinkled her nose at the stench of burning coal and seawater—courtesy of the nearby Greystel River that cut through the city like a jagged scar before emptying into the Eban Sea—and held up a hand to block the light.


An incredibly pale woman constructed entirely of cosmetics and furs stood on Ari’s doorstep, her lips pinched, and eyebrows drawn. She wore a fox fur coat over a black silk blouse tucked into a pair of elaborately stitched pants. The house signet ring on her right index finger caught the morning light—a silver band with pink diamonds in a sun shape.


The two guards at her back weren’t much better. Dressed in three-piece suits with their hands on their holstered revolvers, they surveyed the area like they expected Ari’s neighbors to rob them on the spot.


Lady Belda surveyed her with a downward twist of her lips, and Ari felt a familiar, burning shame creep up her neck. She knew what Lady Belda saw. Olive skin caked in clay and sweat, her long curls frizzed and wild beneath her headscarf, and beyond her, a cramped room with peeling wallpaper, the edges stuffed with bundles of dried herbs and scavenged machine parts she hoped to sell. A small counter hosted the remnants of Ari’s last loaf of challah and the empty soup cans she’d yet to turn in for extra coin.


It was all she owned.


The noble lady lifted her chin. “My animal?”


Resisting the urge to order the golem to piss on the lady’s fine shoes, Ari stepped aside, allowing the woman her first glimpse of the beast.


“Charmed for aggression and obedience,” Ari said, though that last part wasn’t entirely true. All golems were obedient by nature, but Lady Belda thought she was getting an enchanted dog, not a clay sculpture come to life.


She dug out a paper from her apron pocket, proffering it to the woman. “Here is the list of commands.”


Lady Belda took the paper with extreme care not to touch her clay-covered fingers. She scrutinized the list, her eyebrows somehow managing to pinch even closer. “What sort of gibberish is this?”


“Kinnish.”


The eyebrows drew tighter. “Are you slow, girl? I don’t speak Kinnish. Give me the instructions in Enderlish.”


“It obeys only Kinnish.” Ari had explained this to the woman before accepting her order. Twice. Of all the millions of people in Enderlain, why was it her clients were always the most frustrating?


“How do you expect me to command something in a language I can’t speak?” Lady Belda’s nostrils flared.


Ari took a slow, deliberate breath. “You learn.”


Lady Belda’s eyebrows made it clear what she thought of that. “First you couldn’t do the ethereal enchantment I wanted, now you expect me to speak this ridiculous tongue? I should have known you’d tried to cheat me with cheap work.”


Ari flinched. She rarely accepted requests for ethereal enchantments, as they required higher amounts of verillion, and the powdered diamond necessary was out of her price range. That, and she struggled with the complexity of their inexact nature. To enchant something to never get lost or to detect lies, concepts that bordered on obscure, required training she didn’t have.


The majority of her spellbook was in old Kinnish, and most speakers of the ancient language were lost when Kinahara was overrun by the Heretics’ magic in the Cataclysm over a century ago. She could only access the first few pages her Saba had translated, and they were barely enough to figure out basic enchantments.


Lady Belda gestured one guard forward, who set a small sack of coins in her palm. She removed several silver marks, each side engraved with the royal crest consisting of the four greater house symbols: a lion’s head for the Kelbras, a curving set of horns for House Ruthar, the Vanadahls’ dual wings, and a serpent eating its own tail for House Dramara. A large silver Z for the Zuerlin royal family cut through the middle.


“Incomplete payment for an incomplete job,” Lady Belda said. Ari’s eyes narrowed, and the lady’s brows rose to her hairline. “Do we have a problem, girl?”


Her clients sought her for a reason: her animals lacked the telltale gold flecks that identified enchants. They wouldn’t recognize them as golems, only too happy to take the advantage it gave them with no questions asked. It made her services highly coveted, but at the end of the day, she was unlicensed, and Lady Belda knew it.


Those few who were born with magic were plucked from their families upon the discovery of their powers and sent to the royal enchanter academy, but for some reason her parents had hidden her abilities. Their warnings whispered through her head, an ever-present refrain. Be silent. Be careful. Don’t give them any reason to see you.


“No problem,” she said without a hint of irritation.


“No problem, my lady,” Lady Belda corrected her, and waited.


Ari clamped her jaw shut. Something stirred inside her. Something cold and hard and unfamiliar.


Lady Belda’s hand began to withdraw. Ari half lurched after the coins, swallowing against the refusal rising in her throat. She forced the words out: “No problem, my lady.”


The woman smiled in satisfaction. “That wasn’t so difficult, was it? Remember that the next time you try to swindle your betters.” She tossed the pouch to Ari’s feet, coins flying from its open mouth and scattering along the dirt. Ari didn’t move, even as her instincts screamed at her to snatch up the coins before she could lose even one.


Lady Belda looked down at the list. Her lips twisted as though swallowing a slice of lemon before she butchered the Kinnish word for “follow.” Still, the golem rose and trailed after her into her enchanted coach. The guards climbed into the box seat, and the vehicle trundled forward of its own accord.


The moment they turned the corner, Ari dropped to her knees and gathered the coins. Hugging them to her stomach, she retreated inside and slammed the door shut with one foot, her heart pumping fire through her veins.


It could have been worse.


After the Heretics’ magic made Kinahara uninhabitable in the Cataclysm, thousands of Kinnish resettled in Enderlain, but after over a century of living alongside each other, they were still reviled. She’d been spat on and derided, tossed out of shops by suspicious owners and denied entrance to others altogether. Lady Belda was nothing in comparison.


Grumbling a string of Kinnish curses, she dumped the coins onto her workbench and counted them. Ten silver and fifty copper marks. A third of the agreed-upon price. She looked wearily from the coins to the stale challah on her counter. With the price of verillion rising as the war effort faltered, less and less was sold on the underground market, and without a license, she couldn’t purchase it from legal establishments. What little made it to the underground would be too expensive to afford, especially when they upped the prices on her.


How she could be treated as both inexorably cheap and wealthy enough to be taken advantage of in the same city, she didn’t know.


She swept the coins into a purse containing payment from two other golems she recently made. A hunting dog charmed for speed and a falcon with enhanced eyesight.


It wasn’t enough.


Every month she sent coin home to her family in Aversheen on the coast of Enderlain, and every month it was met with silence. No letter of thanks. No inquiry after her health. Nothing.


She expected nothing more. She deserved nothing more.


Not after what she had done.


Monsters rarely look like monsters.


The first time her Saba had said that, she’d asked him if that was why their kind-faced Kinnish neighbors always looked at them so strangely.


“They don’t like us because we are monsters?” she’d asked.


“No, Ari,” he’d replied in his familiar, patient tone. “They don’t understand us, so they fear us, and it is fear that creates monsters.”


Ari hadn’t known what fear her Saba meant. How could anyone be afraid of her gentle mother and kind father? How could they look upon the wizened face of her Saba and be scared? Her parents weren’t devout, and Ari and her sister might have known little of their town’s customs and prayers, but they were still Kinnish. Something more than their isolation made them different. Something that led to whispered warnings in the dark.


Don’t draw attention. Don’t give them any reason to fear you.


It wasn’t until she’d gotten older that she’d realized it wasn’t her family they feared—it was her. All their lives, her younger sister had railed against their parents’ rules, but Ari had embodied them. For eighteen years, she’d been the perfect daughter. Careful. Quiet. Controlled. Yet people had still looked at her as if she were a sheyd wearing a child’s skin.


A demon.


Her Saba had lifted a thin chain from about his neck, a gold cast lion’s fang dangling from the end, and placed it about her own. “Promise me you will never let your fear control you. Promise me you will be fearless, a’huvati.”


My love, he’d called her, and she’d promised, cradling the fang in her small fingers.


Would he still call her that if he could see her now, exploiting their people’s magic for those who’d once tried to destroy it? Would he still see the fearless granddaughter he’d once held on his lap by the fire, telling stories late into the night, or would he see the young woman she’d become? The one who had broken so many promises, and whose heart had grown full of fear, no matter how she tried to control it.


The monster that made monsters.


A knock came at her door. Exhaustion swept over her at the thought of dealing with another customer or, worse, Lady Belda returning to complain about an askew ear. She had clay shavings to clean, a workbench to wipe down, and she hadn’t eaten all night. Her back was sore, and she could feel one of her headaches coming, but the weight of coin in her hand, so much lighter than it should be, drove her to answer.


She’d barely turned the handle when the door burst open, knocking her to the ground. Pain radiated through her back, but she scrambled quickly to her feet as two pale-skinned Enderlish men forced their way inside. One grabbed her by the front of her apron, throwing her hard against a barrel. Her head struck the wood in a resounding blow.


“Stay there,” he snarled, the words coming fuzzy through her addled mind. Scraping and shifting noises preceded the sounds of ceramics shattering and hanging pots being ripped from the ceiling.


Ari rolled slowly onto her side, blinking away the darkness encroaching on her vision. Both men were searching her workshop, overturning everything in a frantic sweep. Her fingers closed around air, and her heart leapt.


The coin pouch—she’d dropped it!


She scrambled along the ground on her hands and knees until she spotted it just beside a crate. She’d nearly reached it when something closed around the collar of her dress and flung her onto her back. Screaming, she scratched and kicked as the man held her down with one hand and snatched up the pouch with the other.


“This is all she’s got,” the man by the workbench growled. He held up a thin chain, the end dangling with a gold lion’s fang—her Saba’s necklace.


Ari lurched against her attacker’s hold, her composure shattering. “You can’t!” she yelled. “Put it down. Put. It. DOWN!”


He slammed her back to the ground, knocking her head into the hard earth. “Where’s all your coin?”


She groaned, the haze in her vision growing. His callused fingers closed warningly about her throat, his face leaning close enough for her to smell the bitter spice of verillion smoke on his breath. “Where is it, girl?”


“That’s all I have!”


“An enchanter with one pouch of silver to her name? Don’t lie to me.” He squeezed tighter.


“I’m not lying,” she gasped, clawing at his fingers. He backhanded her hard enough to make her head ring.


Something prickled in her chest. A white-hot, vicious thing that rose slowly, like the embers of a fire whispering back to life. It longed for her to strike out, to hurt, to make this man suffer as he was making her suffer. But she had no golems, no weapons, no strength left in her weary body. And there was a part of her, far larger than she wanted to admit, that wished the man’s hand would close around her throat and never let go. For him to put an end to her mistakes.


Not all monsters look like monsters.


“Shut the door,” he called to his partner. “We’re going to have a little talk.”
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Oversees implementation
of laws, bandles city and

district-level responsibilities.
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