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For O.C. and Amelia, who held on to me tightly, determined to help me be all that I could be.

And for you, reader, there is an ember in you that’s hungry to burn.

That is your magic. Let it.






CHAPTER 1

[image: ]

BULLETS DON’T HAVE NAMES.

But if they did, chances are one would have mine. Or someone brown-skinned like me.

Metal slats chill my legs and I shimmy sideways, craning for a better view from the bus stop, careful to keep the onyx stones fused to my wrists covered.

Up all night, I watched the sun rise like a traitor to the chill set in my bones. A yawn scratches at my throat, but my lungs refuse to breathe. Any moment Tasha will step out, her tie-dye drawstring knapsack on her back and her purple fuzzy phone clutched in her fingers. She always oversleeps. But she won’t be late. Not today. She—like me—probably couldn’t sleep, knowing we had to face today. Had to relive what this day means.

One year ago today, Moms died, shot dead on her stoop. No explanation. No investigation. Just blood, pain, and lots of tears. So many tears.

Since then, it’s been Tasha, and me. Separated, living in different places.

But not today. Today my little sister won’t be alone.

My eyes sting. I blink the tears away as a bass-filled trunk rattles by, blasting some rapper whose name I can’t remember. I’m home. It’s good to be back… even if I can’t stay. I sigh, but my shoulders cinch instead of sink.

Construction crews spill out of work trucks across the street, bringing the block to life. Chiming bells snatch my attention. Kiki’s wig shop? They opened early as hell today. Two doors down, dudes in glistening chains, hoodies, and baggy jeans chop it up, slapping hands and giving one-arm hugs. My niggas. The whole damn block is family. Neighbors are aunties. I got more cousins than makes any sort of mathematical sense. You can’t work that shit out logically with a family tree chart. The block is fam. Just the way it is. The way it has to be.

But even families keep secrets. I tug at my sleeves.

I lean back, slipping my hood on, face cloaked in shadow. I’m not trying to get tripped up with questions about where I’ve been. Some shit’s just too wild to even try to explain. And where I’ve been this past year—the place I’m forced to now call home—is wild AF.

A jumble of voices pulls me around, twisting in my seat. I keep my head down, hoodie up, until their footsteps are faint patters. I exhale, my knee still bouncing.

Six a.m.

My sis takes the bus to school because it’s too far to walk, and everybody at the house is off to work well before the streetlamps stop buzzing. Any moment now, she’ll be out the door and find the gift I left on her step. A gift I wish I could hand to her if the risk wasn’t so great.

As far as folks know, I disappeared a year ago. They probably think I’m locked up in juvie somewhere. It’s not true. I’ve been in juvie twice. Two times too many. Being snatched from home before Moms was in the ground makes my insides ache more than how it felt sleeping on a cold cell floor.

And the bastard who took me left Tasha.

Such bullshit. “She isn’t full blood,” he’d said. We got the same mom, different dads. I tried to tell him the whole block is fam—that I can’t be pulled from home and just forget where I’m from. It don’t work like that. But he wouldn’t get that because he’s not from ’round here. Home won’t ever be “behind me.”

He wasn’t hearing it. “Once you leave this place you can’t ever come back… ever,” he’d said without explaining. And for 364 days I didn’t.

But Tasha won’t be alone today. Today, she has me. Even if it means breaking their dumb-ass rules to leave her this gift.

She will know I remember.

I tuck my curls inside my hoodie and swipe the screen on my wristwatch. It warms, glowing a dull blue. It’s barely breakfast time and this Houston heat is straight up disrespectful.

Six-oh-five. Come on, sis.

I promised Bri, just about the only friend I have at my new “home,” I’d get in, leave Tasha’s gift, see her off to school, and get out of here. She protested, but she made me this dope watch to get here and back—without magic—undetected. She’d just finished it days ago and was nervous it might not work. A pulsing dot shifts on its screen, zeroing in on Tasha’s location when I tap. Works just fine. Bri is smart as hell, I swear.

As long as I lay low, no one will even know I’m gone.

A frayed purple necklace dangles from my neck. I roll the thread back and forth between my fingers. The last time I saw Tasha, she wore a matching one. The sparrow charm that used to hang from it broke off months ago. Tasha’s got a thing for birds. Something about flying mesmerizes her. She was always back and forth between Moms’s and her dad’s grandma’s house. She’s like a bird, even if she can’t fly. Little bones, light, so small. Always flitting between fam’s houses. A bird with many nests. When I last saw her, she was going on about some new species she’d learned about in school. I smirk. She loves school. A trait we don’t share. Tasha musta got that from her pop’s side of the family.

I didn’t have a dad, so home for me didn’t change every weekend. I pull the knot in the charmless necklace, making sure it’s tight. As ratty as it is, it’s mine, my sister’s—ours. One of the few things I was able to hold on to from this place when I left. My only real keepsake from home.

Tasha’s glittery pink Converses catch the sunlight as the door opens, and I gasp. She’s taller than before. How she grow that fast? The door fully opens and I’m up on my feet. I lighten my pace across the street, careful to stick to the shadows. I can see her, love her from a distance, be here, but I can’t touch her. Touching her is the one rule I can’t break.

Something changed when I was bound to magic in Ghizon, the place I live now. I rub the onyx lump fused to my wrist and it warms. Having magic is cool, but it isn’t worth the cost. If I’d had the choice, I’d have chosen Tasha and life here on the block.

A message on my watch shakes my wrist and I ignore it, eyes fixed on my sis.

I skip across the street to get closer, careful to keep my hood up. Shade swallows me on her side of the street. She pops in earbuds before locking the door and slipping her string straps on her shoulders. That faded-ass tie-dye. I told her that went out in the seventies, but she loves it. She was never one to follow what everyone else is doing. She’s always been like that though—cool doing her own thing. Like me. That we musta both got from Moms.

Come on, Tash. Look down. Neon braids dangle from her cornrows, dancing across her scalp in zigzags. Her hair is always tight. Her nails probably match. That’s my sis. Nail polish isn’t my thing. Chips too easy. I keep my fresh white 1s clean though. Toothbrush in my pocket at all times. Tash ain’t leaving the house without the dopest ’do and flyest nails. Period. Twelve years old and stuntin’.

I slick down my edges, grinning… remembering. On the stoop, Moms used to rip through our heads, braiding ours and half the neighborhood’s with a piece of cigarette dangling on her lip. Took the whole Saturday, I swear. She’d smack the hell out of my hand with a rattail comb if I moved too much.

“You got too much damn hair to be tender-headed,” she’d say.

I flick away hot tears. Moms is gone and crying never solved shit.

Glasses perched on Tasha’s beautifully wide nose hide her dark eyes. Her shoe nudges the wrapped box I left on her bottom step and my heart skips a beat. She grabs it and looks around. I press into the neighbor’s brick. She cannot see me. How would I explain that? Where do I say I’ve been? What do I do if she wants to come back with me? She wouldn’t understand. And what if she tries to touch me? Patrol back in Ghizon says touching humans gives them memories of all your feelings and experiences. She’d know everything about the secret place I live and the magic they gave me. I can’t. Ghizon exists in secret and they intend to keep it that way. Just being here for a few is enough. It has to be enough.

Chin up, I pretend the dull ache in my chest isn’t there. Lines riddle Tash’s forehead.

The paper, look at the wrapping paper.

She rips the side open, then stops. She brings it closer to her face and tiny craters dent her cheeks. She holds the package there, staring, smiling. A priceless smile, worth every bit of trouble I could get into for this. I wasn’t sure what to wrap it with. They don’t exactly have a mini-mart with wrapping paper where I’m living. They’d probably magic some shit together, but I don’t know those spells yet. So I took pages from Moms’s old journal and wrapped the box, like an extra gift in addition to what’s inside.

Tasha peers closer at the paper and gasps. Moms’s words, she’s reading them. Her fingertips find the corners of her eyes. I stay on her six as she walks with quick steps toward her bus stop, opening the package. I can’t see her face. I wanna see that big-ass grin when she actually opens it up.

We round the corner, head down Fischer Street and turn into Moms’s complex. A square block of row-style brown brick apartments with a basketball court in the center. My old spot. The janky-ass hoop still hangs there with a piece of plywood for a backboard. The smell of bay leaves, onions, and garlic curl my toes. Somebody’s grandma is cooking gumbo. I haven’t set foot in my old stomping grounds since I left. Seeing the backside from across the street wasn’t easy. But walking into my neighborhood is… hard.

The block’s lit like it’s a Saturday night. People are everywhere, spilling out of their homes. Moms’s old door is still coated in chipped green paint. The number nine dangles there like it always did, perpetrating as a six. My fingers twitch to fix it out of habit. Tufts of weeds peek through cracks on the stoop where I spent summers drinking Kool-Cups, gossiping with my girls, hollering at dudes.

I walk along the shade. Tasha’s digging into the box now. The playground swings shuffle in the wind, creaking. They’re like a clock, reminding me I shouldn’t be here.

Tick tock. Tick tock.

Maybe a little closer. Just a little.

I stroll down a broken concrete path alongside the swing set, carefully cloaked in darkness, but closer to her now. She cracks a smile and I’m warm all over.

She rounds a corner up ahead and I follow as a pair of six-foot-two somethings walk by. Baggy jeans, another face I don’t know, says, “What’s up.” I do the same. Their bling dangles and clinks above zip-ups and long sleeves. It’s not cold enough for all that. Like most winters in Houston, it’s muggy as hell.

My watch vibrates. Another message. Ignored.

Just a few more minutes. A chance to see her face light up at what’s inside that box. Something to let her know that today of all days, I am still thinking of her.

Around the corner is Tasha’s school bus stop. Six-nineteen. On time. She rips off the last piece of paper and pulls out a golden trinket from inside the box.

It was a little pendant Moms gave me. The last thing I had from her. She put the heart-shaped pendant in my hand three weeks before she died. Told me she worked a double shift for months to afford it. That didn’t mean I needed to feel bad, she’d said. Just that my ass better not lose it because she can’t afford another one. Tash used to ask me to play with it. I wouldn’t even let her breathe on it. Now it’s hers. I’m the oldest, which means I have to be the strongest. She needs it more than me.

My watch pings. I swipe right. A new message and all the ignored older ones scroll up the screen.

Bri: You okay?

Bri: It’s been a long time. I’m getting worried.

Bri: Rue?

An old-school Cadillac with a rattling trunk steals my attention as its shiny chrome wheels slide to a stop. His black-tinted windows crack and kids at the bus stop rush over. Two kids about Tasha’s age hop out. Nosey, like Moms always said I was, I crane my neck trying to see.

Tasha looks in my direction. Like, dead at me. I can’t move. Does she see me? Shit. Shit. Shit. She waves at me, but she’s looking past me. I spin on my heels. Some dude’s hanging out a car across the intersection, waving back at her.

I exhale.

“Aye, yo, T,” he yells. The dude’s white button-up is tucked neatly into a pair of faded jeans. His face—do I know him?

“Sup!” Even her voice sounds older. She puts the heart-shaped pendant in her pocket and jets his way. I squint, hunching beside a dumpster. Who is this dude? And why the hell is whatever he wants so damn important she has to leave her stop to cross the street to come to him. You want something, you come here. My sister won’t be running after no one.

She looks both ways and he does too, beckoning her closer. She’s all smiles. Her bus. She’s going to miss her bus. Uneasiness coils in my gut.

She knows this dude. And by the way she’s grinning, she knows him well. I’m on my feet, keeping her in my sights. I don’t like this. She darts across the first half of the street as the sound of a horn zips by.

“Hurry up, girl,” he says with a smile, his pasty skin reflecting the morning sun.

“Aye, wait up,” she answers. “I’m coming.”

Coming where? Where the hell we going? I need to be closer. I’m not feeling this, any of this. Not with my sister. Not while I’m here. I creep so close, the scent of her vanilla hair puddin’ swirls in my nose. I’m so close. So very close. If she turns around she will see me. Then what?

As she checks both ways again, tires peel out in the distance. Burnt rubber stings my nostrils. The dude’s now in his Impala—dark blue with glistening wheels. My heart won’t slow and I no longer expect it to. Tasha dips across the rest of the intersection and hops in his passenger seat. He pulls off the curb and she turns my way.

Our eyes lock.

She sees me.

SHIT!

I’m no expert on the ins and outs of Ghizon—the magic world—but one thing I know for sure: Magic folks, like these Laws here, do not like broken rules. What does a slap on the wrist even look like there?

Tash knowing I’m here is a problem. A big-ass problem.

Her mouth is hanging wide open in utter shock. She grabs the dude’s shoulder to slow down. He throws me a glance, black ink peeking at me from the collar of his shirt. His eyes burn into mine and he doesn’t smile… doesn’t stop… just slows, approaching a yellow light. My excitement shatters.

Tires screech far off in the distance. The tatted driver runs the red and keeps rolling across the intersection… staring at me instead of the road. A white sedan dents my peripheral, racing toward them. The skin on my back bristles like icy hot knives.

Th-they’re going to get hit.

The sedan driver’s eyes bulge as he slams on the brakes.

No. No. No.

Rubber screams and skids against pavement. My magic. I close the distance between us and raise my hands, fingers spread wide. I tug all my focus to the center of my wrists. Energy like heat rushes through me, pooling in the balls of onyx glowing at my wrists. Waiting, ready.

The time spell. The damn words. What are the damn words?

“Tind na yo wevee.” Magic rips from my hands like branches, blinding and hot.

Everything stills.

Time stops.

The nose of the white car is frozen in motion, kissing the passenger side door—Tasha’s door. The face of the guy driving the white car is scrunched in pain, frozen and unmoving. Tasha’s arms are all I see, stilled in a wave. The entire scene is frozen like figures of glass, pupils dilated with fear. Wind whips around us feverishly.

“I’m here,” I say. Her eyes are wide and still. She probably can’t hear me, but I whisper all the same. “You’re going to be okay.”

The guy in the driver’s seat next to her is still as ice, hand on the door handle, a twisted grin glued on his face. A big-ass coiled snake tattoo is on his neck. I move around the car and tug at the back door. Locked. With no one conscious watching, I press my palms together, conjuring a force of energy between them. I thrust it at the rear window. It shatters in a sea of chimes.

“Feey’l.” Flames ignite from my fingertips. The smell of burned chemicals fills my nostrils as I scorch through her seat belt as quickly as I can.

Magic bearers should never touch humans.

The damn rule plays on repeat in my head.

Frantic, I wrap my shaking hands around her and a tingling sensation moves through me. I bite down, ignoring it, and pull harder, her warm skin against mine. Singed but hanging on by a thread, the seat belt still doesn’t let go of her legs. The time spell will wear off any second, and this car crash will crunch back into motion. I tug and bite the belt, pulling as coppery liquid fills my mouth.

It won’t relent. Shit! She will not die here. She won’t! I clamp my teeth and yank again. The belt releases.

Magic bearers should never touch humans.

The rules. The stupid rules. This is my sister, not just anyone. They can do their worst to me, I’m not losing her. I pull her petite frame onto the asphalt.

The streetlights are flashing now and the colors shift from green, to yellow, to red, and back to green. I glance over my shoulders and check my watch. How long does the time spell last? I bite my lip. Bri would know. I fidget with my watch to send her a message as the sound of crunching glass splits the air.

I raise a hand, trying to keep the spell intact. Hold. Please hold! My hand shakes more violently and the air itself seems to tremble. It’s not going to hold. She’s like a cinder block, but with one arm I drag her toward the sidewalk, away from the crash.

“Wake up, Tash. Come on, wake up.”

She bats her eyes. Sounds of crumpling fiberglass crack through the air. My spell is buckling. My hand trembles, the heat from my wrists simmers.

“I-I can’t hold it.” Oof. A jolt of pain radiates through me and chaos erupts in blurred motion. The car she was just in skids across the intersection and plants into a pole.

But the driver… the driver just inside is gone.

Wait… what… but how?

The driver of the white car hangs out the window, neck crooked backward and streaked with blood. I turn my face away. Tasha pulls herself up on shaky elbows, blinking in my direction.

“R-Rue?” She looks at me and I cover the warm stones in my wrists.

“Rue!” Her voice cracks and nothing matters anymore.

I pull her in to me. “It’s okay. You’re okay.”

Cars swerve to a stop, narrowly missing the pile of crushed metal. A man in a navy windbreaker emerges with a phone to his ear.

“Help will be here soon,” I say. She weeps against my chest, a gash on her forehead crying tears of blood. I hold her tight—tight like Moms would do.

“It’s over,” I whisper, refusing tears trying to break free. “You’re okay. I’m here. Everything’s okay.”

The crowd nearby clamors over one another for a look at the wreck, when a sweet chemical scent wafts past. Gasoline.

No. Shit. No!

“W-we have to move.” Even on the sidewalk we’re too close. I fumble for her arm, pulling it over my shoulder. She’s heavy. So much heavier than I remember. “We have to get up.” The gasoline smell stings my nostrils and words stick to the roof of my mouth.

“Tash, we have to get farther away!” Her head bobs like she’s woozy, her forehead wound gushing faster.

Magic. Move her with magic.

A cluster of eyes cling to us; everybody’s watching, recording. I-I can’t. The time spell wore off. People are watching! I can’t use magic with them all looking. I—

The chemical smell grows stronger and a flicker of fire dents my periphery.

Do something!

B-but people are around…

I-I… I have to. I can’t lose her.

The words are fuzzy in my head, and the black stones fused to my wrists swirl with warmth, but nothing sputters from my hand. Focus. What are the words? I can’t think. I pull hard from my center and my wrists glow hot as the black balls fused to my skin heat like a skillet. My words are muddled, but I feel it. I feel my magic. Energy rushes through me, ripping from my palms, a light sprouting like rays of sun.

“Shee’ye ya fuste.” The light shifts into a wall transparent as glass between us and the crash, rippling like droplets of water. The ground shudders and clouds of orange blaze explode, slamming against the invisible barrier. Jolts of pain pinch my spine, but I keep my hands still. If I let go, the flames will swallow us. She moans.

“Tash? Stay with me. I’m here. It’s going to be okay.”

She hugs me, nestling her fingers against my skin. I close my eyes and focus on the rhythm of her heartbeat pressed to my chest. Moms used to rock me back and forth and hum when I was little and scared. So I rock.

Holding her stirs a heat inside of me, brighter and fiercer than the sizzling flames popping just a ways away. Sirens moan in the backdrop and orange light colors my eyelids. I don’t want to open them. Not yet. My wrists chill as the fire and magic around us fizzles out and a gust of smoke assaults my head.

She’s okay. We’re okay.

My wristwatch buzzes. It’s Bri.

Bri: What did you do?! Patrol is coming. Run!






CHAPTER 2
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WHEN I WAS LITTLE, I got caught stuffing some cookie bars in my pocket at the corner store. A man with an overgrown beard posted up outside the store had asked me if I had any change so he could get something to eat. I didn’t. And he looked hungry, real real hungry. So I slipped inside LuLu’s, giving my usual wave. Lu didn’t even look up from his paper as I stuffed some Fig Newtons, the little snack-size ones, in my pocket. Seconds from the door, Lu’s voice stopped me dead in my tracks. “I’m calling the cops if you don’t put that back.”

I cried, begging him not to say nothing. I put it back, but he called Moms anyway. She whooped my ass into next week.

I kept thinking, I was trying to help.

But it didn’t matter. The law is the law.

All that mattered is I bucked up against the rules. And for that, I had hell to pay.

Déjà vu.

My head swims. Everything’s hazed and cloudy. The eyes—so many eyes. They’re all staring from the sidewalk. Everyone’s whispering to each other, their phones out, mouths open.

What have I done?

They saw me. Shit. I gotta get the hell out of here.

Tasha’s leaning in to me and I hold on tighter. Someone pulls my arm and I jerk away. No one’s taking her from me. Not now that she knows I’m here, alive and okay. Not today. They pull harder and wailing sirens scratch my ears.

She lets go first, carried off by someone in a uniform.

“No,” I say, reaching. “Tash, come back.” The words are heavy on my tongue and jumbled in my head. “I can take you home. I gotta tak—” I stagger to my feet, an earthquake rattling inside my skull.

What the hell is wrong with me? Why am I so woozy? “T-Tash—”

“Ma’am?” A firm hand grabs my arm and I pull away. Hard.

“Don’t touch me.”

“I’m here to help, ma’am.” His pale cheeks crack a smile, spreading his oversize mustache. “Listen, ma’am. Could you step over here and tell us what you saw?”

Cops. My neck stiffens. He pulls harder and I come, staggering.

“Have you been drinking, miss?” he asks.

“No!” Flames erupt from my fingertips. I shove them in my pocket. My wrists flash, from searing hot to ice cold a second later and back again. What’s wrong with me? My magic is out of control!

“Miss. Cooperate.” The cop shakes my arm, harder this time. I try to pull away, to say something, but I can’t think. I can hardly speak. Tasha. Where’s Tasha? And the guy in the car? I glance at the wreck and the driver’s side of the car Tasha was just in is smashed to pieces—the driver, nowhere to be found. I grip the officer’s arms, more to hold myself up than anything else. I have to make him understand.

“There was a guy.” The words are like chalk on my tongue. “Faded jeans. Tucked white button-up. H-he… knew somehow. Like he was trying to get her—” Sounds fade into a loud buzzing and everything’s black. My heaving breaths resound like a gong in my head.

Gong.

Gong.

Then a flood of color rushes at me as the world blinks back into focus. Something is wrong. I’ve done magic a hundred times since living in Ghizon. The only difference today was… I gape at my hands. Touching her did this? What else could explain it?

“You were saying?” The cop widens his stance, folding his arms.

“I—” Gong. Gong.

My knees wobble, but I lock them in place as a stranger’s raspy voice rings in my ear. “Lot of funny stories from the witnesses. Stuff you wouldn’t believe.” She points at me. “What’s the story with this one?”

Voices. Gong. Gong. So many voices.

I rake my fingers through my scalp. It stings like fire. “Listen to me!” I pull the officer’s sleeves to mine and his back straightens. Careful Don’t piss him off.

I squeeze my eyes shut and I can see the man from the car in my mind’s eye. His pale skin and crisp ironed shirt. He wore faded black jeans and hair pulled back in a ponytail. His eyes were light-colored and tats peeked from the collar of his shirt. And his car. The way he angled it in the intersection and stopped, a surly grin on his face when he looked my way.

“There was a man. A-a man in a car.” I point. “O-over there. He was right there! He lured my sister to his car and h-he knew somehow that something bad was going to happen. H-he—”

The cop turns to Miss Raspy Voice. “I don’t know. Around these parts, no telling what she’s on.” He turns to me. “There’s no man in the car over there, ma’am.”

He’s not listening. Why am I even trying?

“He was just there, I swear.” Water. I need water.

“Get her seen over there.” He points toward an ambulance. “Run her prints, too.” He lets me go and I stumble. I need to get out of here. Tasha’s perched on the edge of the ambulance talking to a blond paramedic with a clipboard. I will myself over, one foot in front of the other. The gash on her head isn’t gushing anymore. She’s sitting up, eyes open, talking, a cup in her hands. She spots me and her eyes say more than any words could.

She knows. Memory transference.

She knows everything.

I plow into her legs more roughly than I intend to and Blondie gives me a look.

“Sorry,” I manage. “I—this is my sister.”

Tasha nods and Blondie gestures for me to go ahead.

“T, are you okay?”

She nods. “All this time I thought you were dead. Gone. I don’t know.” Her finger traces the rim of her water cup. “I… you…”

I reach for her cup and she lets me take it. The water is cool going down my throat. I blink; her face is clearer, in focus. Not one hundred percent, but better.

She whispers. “The place you live… it’s—”

“I’m sorry to break this up,” Blondie says. “We need to get her back to be seen. She looks alright but we’ll want to run some tests. Are you able to ride with?”

“I-I can’t ride.” I tug at my sleeves, suddenly hyper aware of my secret. “I—I gotta go.”

Each word curves my sister’s lips farther downward.

I hug her, squeezing harder than life itself. “I’ll be back to check on you.”

“When?” Tears dangle on her lashes.

The hole in my chest shudders with pain. “Soon.” I don’t know if it’s true. I want it to be. I’ll do my damndest to make sure it is. “I—please, please just lay low.” I hold her face in my hands. “No strangers. Fam only.”

She nods and flicks away a tear.

“Moms raised a diamond.” I lace my fingers between hers.

She squeezes. “And diamonds don’t crack.”

The paramedic pulls her backward, breaking our grasp. Leaving her here like this isn’t how I imagined today going. As the doors close, she opens her palm and the heart pendant shines. She smirks, holding it to her heart as the doors click shut. A tinge of warmth fills the hole inside my heart. I knew she’d love it.

Around us, flocks of police officers flit back and forth around the crumpled metal car, checking on bystanders, jotting down notes, talking into their walkie-talkies. They saw me… what I did to save Tasha. Men, women, kids are staring from every corner of the block, pointing, talking, as the City Laws take notes.

“Miss, I’m going to need you to come with me to answer some questions.” The fingers cupped around my shoulder are firm. Almost painful. The warmth I just felt dissolves at the familiar sight. I’m face to face with the man’s telltale grayish pale skin; he almost looks like some white dude in need of a tan. But I know that complexion.

Patrol—from Ghizon.

Here.

In my world.

On my block.

“You’ll need to come with me. Now.” It’s not a request. My fingers twitch for my watch. Maybe I can flick it on fast enough to zap back “home.” Veins pulse at the corners of his eyes. I don’t know his face, but he’s Ghizoni. They’re all the same, with their pallid skin. I can’t see it, but he has a secret fused to his wrists—circles of onyx embedded in his flesh.

“I…”

“Sir, do you have clearance to be here?” The city cop pops a notebook closed.

A plastic smile splits the Ghizoni’s face as he greets the cop. “No problem, officer. Special unit investigating what happened here. Just a few questions for the young lady.”

“You got a badge?”

“Of course.” He turns toward me like he’s reaching into his back pocket. If looks could kill, start typing my eulogy now. “Shut up,” he mouths, waving one hand in front of the other. There, in the palm of his hand, where there was just air, a black leather rectangle adorned with a gold crest glints in the sun. I bite my tongue to keep from gasping.

The cop nods. “Very good. We’ll need a few words with her when you’re done.” He ventures off, and I don’t know if I feel relieved or more panicked.

Patrol turns to me. “Where were we?”

Definitely more panicked.

“You’re in violation of using magic outside Ghizoni borders.” He slips a silver restraint from his pocket and leans in for a whisper. “Not to mention illegal use of a transport spell to the human world in the first place.”

I hide my wristwatch arm behind me. Bri won’t take the fall for this too.

“Come along without making a scene or this will get far worse. For you. For everyone.”

There’s no way out of this. No way good.

“I’m not going anywhere with you.” Darkness creeps at the edges of my vision and I sway. But blinking quickly seems to help. I think. I hope.

Patrolman tilts his head. He noticed.

He pulls down his shades. “Who did you touch?” He spits words like they’re laced with poison.

“I—I don’t know what you’re talking about. I ain’t do nothing.” Do I have rights in Ghizon like here? Not that that shit matters half the time.

He glances both ways. “I said—”

If Patrol in Ghizon are anything like the Laws here, talking won’t do shit.

He reaches for me.

And I run.

My feet fly across the pavement, my block a blur of color. I dart across the street, hiking over a garbage can, knocking it down behind me. My heart pounds faster than my feet. Footsteps echo at my back.

An alleyway between the laundromat and Klassy Kuts barber shop opens up ahead and I pound the ground harder. I saved my sister’s life and somehow that’s a crime. My lungs burn and my thighs cry in pain as I run. Because that’s just what you do when Laws are after you. Guilty or not, you just run.

My wrist vibrates and I can’t manage a look. Maybe I can lose them, get back to Ghizon, act like I’ve been there the whole time. They don’t have shit on me. They can’t prove anything. Would they even have to?

The sound of my heaving breaths echo off the towering apartments around me. I chance a glance over my shoulder and all is clear. So I stop to catch my breath and check my watch.

Bri: Dorms are closed. Meet at my house?

I try to shoot off a reply when a hand as cold as death clamps around my wrist.

“I said come with me.” His silver restraints coil around my wrists like a braided rope, then harden into shiny metal. “The Chancellor intends to see you. Now.” Patrolman lifts his sleeves, and the orb in his wrist glows. With a winding swish of his hand, the cuffs on my wrists cinch tight. I hold my chin up. He won’t see me struggle.

“Fine, take me to see him. I did the right thing. I saved someone’s life.”

“A human life.” He chortles. “And you think that matters?”






CHAPTER 3
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IT’S CALLED A CHASER. What you’re feeling.” Patrolman leads me, cuffs first, down the alley, deeper into the shadows. “The lightheadedness, dry mouth. Happens because you’re Bound. The first time you touch a human.” He loops his arm into mine and presses his hands together and I stare confused.

“Don’t you read? Go to class?”

    Yeah, asshat, I do. “Uh, a year of magic school doesn’t make me an expert on the topic.” Excuse me for missing out on the last century of how shit works.

He ignores the snide remark. His fingers tremble as a ball of light sparks between them, unsettling the dust in the alleyway around us. “When one of the Sacred Statutes is broken the first time,” he says, raising his voice over the rumbling vortex in his hands, “touching humans being the most serious of them… the perp’s magic backfires, almost like a poison emitted into your bloodstream.”

A perp? Is that what I am now?

“Unless you get an antidote.” Something he does with the corners of his mouth makes me doubt an antidote is in my future. They would let me die for touching someone? My own sister?

“It’s supposed to slow the perp down until we find them.”

“And then what?”

“And then”—the alley glows blinding white, his magic dissolving the faded brick walls around us—“you reap what you sow.”

I part my lips to speak, but he mutters the transport spell. The air swallows us, and in a blip, we’re gone.



Over the Ethiopian highlands, south of the Serengeti, thousands of nautical miles off the coast of Madagascar, where the Atlantic and Indian Oceans meet is a hidden land I ain’t never seen on a map or in some history book. But I’ve slipped beyond that invisible curtain of open ocean before, to a hidden place nestled at the base of Yiyo Peak, a mountain so tall it kisses the afternoon sun. It is Ghizon, home to a clan of magic-wielders. Self-proclaimed gods. Their magic gives them that stink of uppity.

For several moments I feel squished all over, like I’ve forced my entire body into skinny jeans several sizes too small. Waves of memories of being whisked away to Ghizon the first time, when Moms’s blood was barely cold, threaten to drown me. The pops of gunshots, her open-eyed stare… it all comes rushing back. I don’t want to relive it.

As my feet set on the ground in Ghizon, the past calls to me.

And I give in.






CHAPTER 4
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Eleven Months Ago

THE SUN SHOULDN’T BE allowed to shine every day. Some days it needs to sit its ass down somewhere and let it be gray.

In my pocket, I roll the worn edge of a photograph of Moms—one of the few things I had time to grab—back and forth between my fingers. I tug my jacket tighter over me and take an incremental step forward. The line for Sorting and Binding—finding out which caste I’m assigned to and having magic fused to my skin—isn’t super long, but waiting isn’t my idea of fun. Not ever, but especially not now.

Pop.

Pop.

I shake off the memory of Moms hitting the ground and swallow my lunch back down, taking another tiny step forward.

Celebratory banners in deep purples and jade sway in the breeze and a band of Ghizoni play curved horns that look like elongated elephant tusks onstage. The crowd moves to the rhythm, waiting for the designations to begin.

Steel and glass buildings tower around me. New Ghizon’s Central District is full of cloud-blocking buildings tucked tight together with narrow alleyways between. Giant screens hang from the glassy skyscrapers and the words DESIGNATION DAY dance on their glass. The words dissolve every few seconds, replaced by flashes of the crowd waving, fingers twisted into what looks like a knot held over their hearts.

Bursts of sparkle erupt over the crowd, glittering in the high sun. At first, seeing people conjure things out of thin air, bend animals to their will, shift and move and change things with magic wowed.

Now, it just annoys.

I’m not one of them.

Patrol lines the outskirts of the audience, their fingers glued to their chests too. No idea what the gesture means, but judging by their reverent stares, it’s some allegiance type shit.

The only other brown face in this place… in this world… is on the corner of the amphitheater stage in a too-small chair. The man I basically just met. The one Moms laid up with to make me: Aasim.

I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to do any of this, but he didn’t make it sound like I had a choice. He looks at me and his lips crack a weak smile.

I look away.

I told him not to bring me to this place.

I told him I don’t want their gift of magic or whatever.

I told him, let me go to Moms’s funeral at least.

And yet, here I am.

“We have to go now,” he’d said, like I’d asked for his help. Like I needed him.

I didn’t and I don’t.

Now, barely a month here and I’m obligated to participate in this “honor” held twice a year. “To help you get acquainted with your new home,” he’d said. Like, what does that even mean? I’m not one of these people and won’t ever be.

Behind me a buzzing line of sixteen-year-olds chirp like prating birds. They don’t say anything to me and I say nothing to them. What’s the point? The only one here who’s half-human… who I’ma talk to? About what? From my room, to class to meals I can barely stomach and back home again. This is my new life. Thanks, Aasim.

On stage, a musician with a braid that dangles all the way to the floor plucks strings on a bowl covered with what looks like animal hide. Peering closer, I realize there are no strings. Just his fingers dancing across the leather daintily, somehow filling the air with a tune. His head sways, the balls of onyx in his wrists shining. The sweet lilt of his voice isn’t lost on me. Tasha loves birds and his melody would put a lark to shame. She’d love to see this. For a moment my baby sister’s face is all I see.

The music livens, yanking me back to the present and the twenty or so giddy Ghizoni in line with me, constantly glancing at me when they think I’m not looking. I shrink a little. I should have stayed in my room. Anywhere but here. Under all these eyes. Strange, curious eyes.

It’s not just their gaping that makes me uneasy, it’s the tilted stares and whispered words on my way here from the dorm. Any time I pass, really. It’s not just the buzzing magical energy pumping through this place like electricity. It’s not just that no one here looks like me—but him.

It’s that this is not my home.

These ain’t my people.

And after seeing Moms’s blood bathe our stoop, home is the only place I wanna be. In my bed, wrapped up in the blanket Moms found for me at that garage sale that one time, hugged up in her smell, on her pillow. The thoughts of her used to make me sad, bring tears. Now… I don’t know what I feel.

Nothing. Is that a feeling?

A horn sounds and at the entrance to the Amphitheater, in the very back, a burly man appears. His head of wispy white hair folds upward like a crown, then cascades down his back in knots. Golden ornaments in his hair jingle with each of his steps.

The Chancellor—the guy who runs Ghizon.

He descends the steps, Patrol clinging to his sides like he’s royalty. I met him once when Aasim’s secret of being laid up with Moms first got out. He was an asshole, real condescending like. And not just with his words. Something about the way he held his chin, the way he looked at me when Aasim admitted his crime: making me.

The Chancellor waves to the crowd and the edges of the aisles pull to him like magnets, grasping for any piece of him within reach. An exuberant few kiss his robes. Gems hug his knuckles and he smiles, cupping the face of some lady’s baby. She about faints. He climbs the stage with one more wave and it’s then I notice the screens are all his face. He holds his arms wide and everyone, literally everyone in the arena, stands, hands over their chest.

Around me the jitters have quieted and every student waiting to be Sorted is rigid, fingers knotted with a glaze of adoration in their eyes. The Chancellor stops in front of a chair inlaid with gems larger than the rocks on his fingers. He surveys the crowd, a warm smile on his lips. Ugh.

His eyes land on mine and with each breath his smile thins.

I dig my hands into my pockets. He still stares expressionless, and yet I feel like maybe he’s trying to say something by not saying anything at all. This is weird. Really weird. I—I… what do I do? I peer around at the knotted fingers thing and try twisting mine, but before I can actually move, he gestures for everyone to sit, his gaze still on me as he plants in his chair.

Another horn sounds, this time twice, and the girl first in line is two heads in front of me. She steps up on the stage platform, her red hair blowing, where an old woman greets her with a grimace. I don’t know what exactly happens when you’re Sorted, but I’m near the front so this is almost over.

The music quiets and the old lady, who’s the Sorter by the looks of it, is hunched over, waiting. But not like she means to be; like she just walks that way permanently. A million creases fold her sienna skin, tanned from the sun. Without it, she’d be white or gray or whatever like everybody else here.

I don’t know what she’s ’bout to do or how she’s going to do it, but whatever it is, it ends in being assigned to a group. Curiosity has me craning my neck harder to see. Aasim mentioned something about it determining my job, how I’ll contribute to Ghizon society. I don’t wanna work here. I don’t even wanna be here.

Her chin bounces, up and down, up and down, as she mutters something under her breath, her dark linen shift fluttering at her feet. I can’t make out the words, but every eye in the place is on her. Including the Chancellor’s. Two beaming faces from the front row of the amphitheater appear frozen in time, staring. I’m not even sure they’re breathing. Must be the girl’s parents. They catch me looking and their smiles fade to disgust.

Sigh. The sun beats down, but I slip my hoodie over my head anyway, my hair wilding out from each side. A stick bangs the concrete, popping like gunshots, and gooseprickled memories dance up my skin. The Sorter circles the red-headed girl, tapping a knobby stick taller than the both of them, so thick her hand barely wraps around it. She tap tap taps the ground. You could cut the silence in the arena with a knife.

I crane my neck farther.

The Sorter lady waves her free hand around the girl like she’s feeling the air.

“She’s checking her energy, the vibe she gives off,” someone whispers behind me, but I don’t turn around.

The air itself seems to ripple at the Sorter’s hand movements, the black stones on her wrists glowing orange. Redhead swallows and shrieks as flames ignite from the woman’s fingertips. She waves and waves some more, the fire coming within inches of the girl’s face.

I squint. That lady ain’t bringing no fire anywhere near me. She wanna know my energy? I can just tell her—it’s annoyed, like the rest of me. Is it too late to get out of line? Aasim didn’t say nothing about any of this.

“Hmph.” Old Lady makes a fist and her flames snuff out. Well, that’s a relief she isn’t going to burn her skin off. Stick Lady circles again, her gummy bite bouncing like she’s thinking. Sizing up this girl like I would if I was ’bout to square up.

“Mo’ya na na.” She raises her stick and holds it high before slamming into the back of the girl’s thighs. She groans in pain.

Oh heeeeellllll no.

The stick whirs through the air again and slaps the girl in the stomach. She grunts. I know one thing, that lady or nobody else is hitting me with no damn stick.

I can feel the girls behind me staring, hard, like this is the most entrancing shit they’ve ever seen. Something they’ve fantasized about their whole lives: the day they get magic.

After a few more swats with the stick, the Sorter seems satisfied she’s found whatever she was looking for. Then she shoves a thumb into the side of girl’s mouth, pulling it open and looking at the girl’s teeth.

What the hell is this, an auction?! I cannot. She’s not touching my teeth. She’s not touching me period. I’m not being paraded on stage like property. Hell, the fuck, no. I have half a mind to leave. I look around; Patrol is everywhere. Would they even let me?

“Hmph.” The Sorter grunts, but it’s, like, an approving grunt, if there is such a thing. She mutters more words I’ve never heard and I could swear someone behind me snorts. A few more seconds pass, and then she faces the crowd. “Zruki.”

Zruki? The hell is a Zruki?

A burst of applause rings out from the front row and a woman with her hair in an unkempt bun clutches her chest in relief. The man next to her with black-stained fingers presses his forehead to hers. They smile. Must be something good, I guess.

Sorter Lady points a bony finger toward the sign that says BINDING and the girl’s pallor returns. It’s only then that I notice the old woman only has a thumb and a pointing finger. I gulp. I probably should have asked who all these people are, what being Sorted and Bound entails, something. But that would have required talking to him.

We ain’t talked my entire life. Why start now?

Been figuring shit out on my own all this time.

This ain’t no different.

Sorter Lady gestures for the next person in line and the girl in front of me disappears toward the platform. She’s wearing a crimson dress in a shiny material. Taffeta? Silk? Some shit. She sashays on stage like it’s a dance and the crowd ooohs and ahhhhs. The elder woman taps her stick at the spot where Crimson Girl is supposed to stand, apparently unimpressed with the flashy entrance. Crimson Girl blushes and hurries to her place, but not before fanning out her arms. Gilded peacock feathers sprout from her collar like her head is set on a pedestal shrouded in gold.

I’m next in line and my sperm donor’s full on smiling now. I don’t want his smiles. I don’t want anything from him… I don’t want…

“Next, daughter of Aasim,” Aasim says.

I don’t want to be called that.

Aasim says his piece then sits, pride alight in his eyes. The Chancellor’s stare is on me like dead weight. Standing on the platform, I can really see just how wide and deep the theater seating goes. A collage of bright blues, deep rusty oranges, and every hue in the rainbow colors the crowd’s made-up faces and matching ornate hairstyles. My heart flutters a million miles a minute. A woman in the audience with rose-shaped hair folds her arms and I can practically feel the chill from her shade. Glittered strands of hair hang in tendrils around her face, a sharp contrast to the stank eye she’s giving me. Deep red stain colors her lips, dark and glossy… probably sticky…

Sticky like…

Red like…

My throat constricts and a stubby forefinger and thumb beckon me onto the stage. Sorter Lady’s looking away from me as she gestures. I come. My feet are lead, but I come.

Our eyes meet and the chill I felt from Red Lips is as warm as a summer day compared to the ice of this old lady’s stare.

“Na!” She bangs the ground, her eyes as wide as the moon on a cloudless night.

“Uhhh?”

“Na! Y’gi na.” She scowls, blocking the path between her evaluation deck and the BINDING sign where Redhead and Crimson Girl exited to be Bound to magic.

“Na, Zruki. Na, Dwegini.” She turns to the Chancellor and her nostrils flare. “Na!”

She’s not feeling me. At all.

“Naaaa!” She hisses like a snake. I back up several steps and the crowd erupts in chatter. I can leave. I don’t wanna be here no way. Be sorted Zruki or whatever the hell the other option is. I spot my wannabe kin on the far end of the stage and he doesn’t move or speak, just chews his bottom lip.

The Chancellor’s eyes haven’t moved.

Still on me as he strokes his chin.

Stick Lady points at me like she did the others, but she points toward the exit. As in leave. I don’t get to be Bound, apparently. Does that mean I get to go home? Because that’d be great.

The crowd is harder to see as I descend the steps from the platform, backing up until I bump into something. “Oops,” I say. “Sorry.”

Papers spill on the ground and the noise on the platform dies down. The Sorter woman is in a tizzy, arguing with some military-type dude with a scar under his eye. He doesn’t look like he’s playing, but the way she’s shouting, she ain’t playing either. I turn my back on the commotion to a smiling face covered in freckles, unruly blond hair, and red square glasses.

“It’s fine.” She reshuffles the papers in her hand.

Was I supposed to bring paperwork to this thing?

“Don’t mind her,” she says, pointing at Stick Lady. “People say she smokes jpango leaves all day. Pretty sure her brain’s fried at this point. They say the only words she knows are ‘Zruki’ and ‘Dwegini.’ Which, for her job, covers it. So!” She snorts.

I look back at the old woman and needles prick my spine. “Nah, something tells me she knows much more than that.”

The girl shrugs. “Maybe. But don’t let her get to you. Even if she won’t sort you, you can probably still be Bound. You’re Ruler Aasim’s daughter.”

Her words are sandpaper on my skin. “Oh no, it’s cool. I mean… wait, ruler?”

“I know you’re new around here,” she says. “Half-human and all. Gossip mill spreads fast. But you want to be Bound. Trust me.”

“I mean, not really. For what? To play dress-up every day? What’s the point?”

She laughs, then stops when she realizes I’m foreal. “It’s so much more than that. The capabilities are wild. You’ll see.” She gestures at the air like she’s grasping for my name.

I let her.

I don’t know this girl.

She sticks out a hand. “Ajebria.”

Well, shoot… she’s being friendly as hell. “Ah-juh, what?”

“Just call me Bri. It’s what everyone calls me. If I had friends, that is… I mean…” She facepalms. “I prefer Bri. Sorry for being weird. I don’t talk to many… I mean I don’t have…”

“I’m Rue.” I offer dap and she stares, confused. I take her hand, ball it into a fist, and pound it on mine. “Dap.”

“Dap.” She slow nods.

“Dap.”

We laugh. “You said Ruler Aasim… is he like…”

“You’re not serious. You have to be kiddi—” She must read my face because she changes her tone, quick. “Yeah.” She bats flyaways out of her face like they’re a flock of gnats. “Third in command around here. So not like ruler, ruler, but like real close to the top ruler. He works right under the Chancellor.”

Aasim works right under the boss man? That why he on stage in that little bitty chair?

“The Chancellor,” Bri continues. “He doesn’t want to be called by name because that’s too personal. He founded this place and essentially owns Ghizon. He united the islands’ native tribes and shared his magic with all of them, and he gives it to all of us, too, so, hello Binding!” She leans in for a whisper. “No one knows where he got it from, but rumor has it he laid with a goddess who desperately wanted a son and he wagered she’d give him magic in exchange. Only thing is, she didn’t conceive so he had to get away by the skin of his teeth with magic. Apparently there’s a veil of protection over the island so she can never find us.”

She squints up at the sky as if she really believes this shit. “But who knows? There’s no shortage of rumors around here. Usually they have a seed of truth, I always say. I digress. But yes…” She does that thing with her fingers and lays them over her heart. “The Great and Generous Chancellor. Seyeen.”

Now I want to know what she’s smoking.

“You have a lot to learn about this place. Sounds like your da—”

“Aasim,” I say, interrupting. She gotta stop with that father shit.

She studies my face for several moments. “Your… Aasim didn’t tell you much about this place.”

I gave him all of forty-five seconds to talk to me before my AirPods were in. “Very little.”

“Well, not to worry. I’ll get you up to speed.” She nudges me with her elbow and I force a smile. I should try to be more friendly. She really is nice.

“Th-thanks.” And I mean, having someone to actually ask questions probably is a good idea.

The commotion behind us has stopped and it’s Bri’s turn for Sorting on the platform. But Stick Lady joins us on the far end of the stage and her watery eyes burn into me like frost.

“Hmph.” She points toward BINDING before huffing and storming off. I guess Bri was right: I do get to be Bound. Bri holds two fingers to her lips like she’s blowing a blunt and winks. I laugh.

“Meet you on the other side,” she says.

“Bet.”



The other side is off the platform, thankfully, in a nearby building. The Binding building. No more crowds, no more stares. Just white walls, sterile like a hospital with a giant floor-to-ceiling picture of the Chancellor. His white eyebrows are slicked down, shiny, and his thinning white hair looks much fuller. His skin is still overly pinkish like he spends too much time in the sun or he’s really embarrassed permanently. Or both.

Aside from the portrait, the walls are bare. Thin, long benches line the hallway and lockers are on the opposing side. Two swinging metal doors have STAY OUT written in bold blue letters. A pencil-thin woman with a literal nest of violet hair on her head scans a card on some sort of pad near the door and pushes through. Before her, Redheaded Girl went inside, and I could swear seconds later I heard screaming under the elevatorish music they have playing. Maybe I’m hearing things.

I pound my head back on the wall. The rattling in my brain is calming in a way. What is Tasha doing? Where did that CPS lady even take her? Darkness wraps around me and I see my sister’s face on the back of my eyelids. She’s smiling, then crying. Her mouth widens and her nose thins. Her eyes stretch a little as her features morph into Moms’s. I roll my purple frayed necklace between my fingers.

I catch sight of Bri strolling up, fidgeting with some metal gadget I can’t quite make out. But the way she’s biting her tongue, it seems dire.

“You survive?” I ask.

“Oh yeah, Zruki for sure. My build, my genes, it’s mine work for me. Plus, my parents are Zruki and it usually follows genealogy.”

“So what do non-mine-working-Zrukis do?”

“Those… would be…” She grunts, pushing one end of the metal into the other. “Ugh! Sorry, my PRI Modifier is out of whack. They’re Dwegini.” She shoves the metal thing in her pocket and I catch a half glance at it. It’s squarish with red buttons and a blue light on top. But one end is dangling and I don’t think it is supposed to be.

“Dwegini?”

“The others. They’re not built for mine work. They do administrative stuff, they’re entertainers, armed guards, they do medical stuff, research. Lots of magic theory research. Chancellor’s really into that. He keeps his supple-bodied folks working in the mines. That’s where the onyx comes from, for binding. My parents are both mine workers. Dad’s working on a side job to get us a bit more rations, and maybe even move to a larger unit. I think you call it a house? But my dad’s efforts haven’t really gone anywhere. I don’t mind sharing a room with my parents, and my brothers are so little, they don’t seem to care.”

One bedroom? For all five (maybe more) of them?

“And the floor really does feel good to my back… after a while. Plus, it’s free. Can’t complain too much.”

The floor? Now, that I didn’t expect. “I don’t understand. People seemed relieved to be Zrukis. But you laid up in government-sanctioned housing?”

“I mean, Zrukis may sound like the lower ranking in the hierarchy work-wise because its manual labor, but it’s an honorable trade, Rue.” She stands up straighter. “It’s critical to the function of Ghizon. Sure, it’s charmed dresses and artsy makeup, but it’s also rapid cell regeneration, cloaking, which has all kinds of uses, growth serums. I mean… this magic the Chancellor unearthed is brilliant.”

I hadn’t thought about that.

“All our protections here, the weapons Patrol use… all magic.”

“Protection?”

“Yep.”

I sit up taller. “Tell me more.”

“Oh man, there’s so much. And our magic only grows more functional as we continue to study it,” she explains, her eyes lit up. “Onyx is everything here. Can’t Bind people without onyx. And we do that. Zrukis. We’re kind of a big deal.” She bats another flyaway hair. “And at least we get Bound. There’s one more word in that old woman’s vocabulary.” She shudders. “Macazi. That means you’re casteless, not worthy of either and not fit to bear magic at all. They don’t even get units. It’s community housing for them, until they die off or who knows what. Rumor is they use them for”—she whispers—“trials… like for research. Zruki is not at all a bad gig.”
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