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To Mommy,

for making me believe

I could do anything,

and,

to Emily,

who held me up

every step of the way.






PROLOGUE
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KAELI BERRIES DOT THE morning leaves like dew; usually they sparkle in the sun’s rays, winking at me over the edge of the mountain peak.

But this morning there is no sun. No glittering water at the edge of the shore. This morning fog hugs the island like a scarf tied too tight. I squint through the hanging gray clouds, and a chill of air sweeps up my arm every few minutes. I tighten my sleeves around myself and clench my skirt tighter in my fist. The sooner we finish, the sooner we can get out of here.

Mornings like this, when the world is just waking up and the blood bugs are still asleep, Memi and I do our walks to gather. It is much cooler, so we do not return home as itchy. I work a few berries from branches where the leaves have fallen, and salty mountain air gusts my tightly coiled hair, the gold twine wrapped around it coming undone. The berries hide beneath the blooms of the shiske flower, a thick red plant with toxic leaves. In their center is a tiny red berry, hiding like a pearl in an oyster.

I dig my fingers around a stubborn one determined to stay attached to its flower. The riper berries are softer, but too ripe and their sticky sweetness sours on the tongue. The blooms that are just opening are the perfect ones. Still hard on the outside, but when pestled are smooth, creamy, and sweet. The foliage on the island is thick with them, a tapestry of bendy black-bark trees dotted with red.

Jpango leaves curl and twist over one another, fighting for sunlight. I pull my shift up around my knees and pluck more red dots, dropping them in the belly of my skirt. I glance over my shoulder at Memi. Sweat drips from the edges of her head wrap. Tufts of salt-and-pepper hair coil up on top of her head like a crown. Her fingers work around the berries, and with one snatch of her wrist, she grabs a fistful to drop in her makeshift bucket. Her eyes flick to mine and her eyebrows jump.

“If you want that lekerae for your ceremony,” she says, “you better fill that skirt faster.”

A smile tugs at my lips. Memi’s threats are as rigid as jpango sap. She is all sticky sweet. She’s been stocking up on kaeli for moons. Because tonight when the moon is highest, it will be my turn to dance the l’jyndego to the Ancestors. My turn to be presented to our clan as a woman in her own right. Kaeli lekerae is the first dish a girl eats after she becomes a woman. It is sacred, and to make it takes all day and thousands of berries at the precise sweetness.

I toss one in my mouth and move down the thorny bush, working my fingers between the leaves. I crane for another view of the water, hoping the sun has decided to wake and greet us too. But fog hangs, closer somehow, over stoic waves. An eeriness prickles my spine at the sight of the fog moving in from the ocean, hovering like a ghost. I scoot closer to Memi, picking berries in arm’s reach of her.

The Ancestors say the goddess of the sun smiles on us, washing us in her warmth. And her lover, the god of moon, smiles so radiantly at night—so captivated by her beauty that he glows too. But when neither shows their face, it is a foreboding day. A day for wrapping hands in prayer cloths and singing around the fire. The lines in Memi’s face say she senses it too, even if she doesn’t admit it aloud.

“Very good, then,” she says. “Come on. Before it gets too hot out here. You have a full day ahead.”

“Ya, Memi.” Today, the morning of my ceremony, I’d woken more tired than usual. I was up all night with Tomae picking out which silks and jewels to pair with my sash later today, deciding how to paint my face, and what beads would adorn my hair. Or messing up my hair more like. Little sisters are good at that. Tomae will not turn out for seven more years, so she’s wrapped up in furs still, fast asleep, while I’m out here. But I wouldn’t have it any other way.

I’ve waited on this day for as long as I can remember. Since Memi would fold me on her lap and let her rings swallow my fingers. She’d wrap me in her gold robes and kick out her ankles, showing me how to dance in praise to the Ancestors.

It was fun then. I swallow. Now the thought makes my insides wriggle like a bed of worms. What if the Ancestors think me not good enough? What if I dance wrong and when Memi reaches to put the usapa around my neck, with its fine jade beads, what if…

My breath catches. No, I will not think it. I will turn out beautifully, just like my saisa and Memi and GraMemi and her saisas and every Yakanna before me. I clench my robes in my hand.

The fog is suddenly so blindingly close, I can hardly see the bushes of berries steps in front of me. I shudder.

“Memi, can we get back to the chakusa? The clouds are snoozing far too close to the ground.” I touch my hair. It’s set in coiled rollers, and the humid air won’t be helpful for the style.

She gazes up to the sky and her brows kiss. “Yes, maybe you are right.”

Thunder rolls and I knot my skirt, the berries stored there like a sack dangling against my leg. I loop my arm under Memi’s and she grabs her walking stick and we turn back for our village. Her fingers hang loose at her side. Somewhere a branch cracks. She nudges me with her elbow and I let my hand hang by my side, tingling, warm, ready.

Ever since the veil was extended over the entire island, we have coexisted with the Grays. Most are friendly enough. They keep to their villages. We trade once each moon. They love our silk dyed robes and they’re very adept at metalworking.

But occasionally, a radical or two among the bunch gets beside himself, parched with ambition, envious at us—the “brown-skinned with magic” as they call us—and shoves his way into our village late at night, demanding we share our magic. Demanding we heal their ailing parent or some other reason they deserve to have what the Ancestors gave us: magic. We have rules, lines they cannot cross. When they barge in like that, armed with their sharp blades, with their demands and murder in their eyes, we cut them down. And tighten up our sentry patrols.

Thirteen have gone missing from our village in the past moon. Twenty-two before that. Four washed up on the shore, bloated and open-eyed. All appearing to have drowned. My chest pangs, my jaw tightens. The Grays did it… even the village Elders suspect it. But no one could ever prove it.

Memi taps her ears, snatching me from my ruing. Listen, I can practically hear her think. Branches crackle against the sound of crashing waves. It’s quiet, subtle, but goosebumps skitter up my arm. This part of the island is ours—its rivers, its trees, its kaeli berries. That’s the agreement. I bite down. And aside from Trading Meet each moon, no Gray has any reason to be over here. We respect their boundary. They never respect ours.

We buried the four by the Ancestors, next to Yiyo Peak. We pray daily that those gone live on with the Ancestors in eternal peace. Memi gestures for me to get closer to her. I do. Branches scratch my legs, but the cover of leaves isn’t one we can risk. If someone is following us, we know this part of the forest better than anyone. Heat tickles my fingers as we creep over branches. I won’t be a body washed up on the shore. I have a turning out ceremony today, a life to live, and if I’m to be all that Memi is, a clan to run… one day! A sick feeling twists in my gut remembering the faces, and yet so many are still missing. This should be a morning of celebration. If the Grays come for me… My knees shake, threatening to go out from beneath me. I-I will defend myself.

Something burns my leg, but before I can glimpse it, a flicker of movement between the branches catches my eye. I bend instinctively, crouching behind a thick jpango tree, hiding myself in its folds, my heart thumping.

Memi holds out a shaky hand, trying to push me behind her. I touch my burning leg and my fingers are sticky. The thorny branches cloaking us in safety cut me. I shift in my stance to get a better view of my leg and a few berries spill out of my makeshift bucket. The ceremony! I reach for them, not wanting to lose even one.

Memi gestures for me to be still, and I notice the fire rolling in her hand. I peer harder between the branches. There is a lone man, young from the looks of it. Skinny, with thin sharp features, a prominent nose, a well-defined jaw. He’s one of the well-to-do Grays. The ones with the larger plots of land. The leathers he wears and silver buckle at his waist both confirm his standing. He comes from a name, a family. Which means he knows the rules—well. But I guess he doesn’t think they apply to him.

He crouches at the edge of a muddy patch of water. He angles his back to us, and I tiptoe. But his shoulder blocks my view from seeing what he’s doing. He leans over the water like he’s taking a drink and fiddles with his pockets. I move a branch and step up on a rock for a better view, but my foot slips. Twigs snap under my feet. Memi cuts me an iron stare and I still.

The man is still hunched over the water; thankfully, he didn’t hear it. I study Memi to glean some meaning of what she thinks is going on. Why he is on our side of the island. To drink from our river? He has servants that fetch things like that for him, I’m sure. He stands up, dusting off his pants. His skin’s as red as a kaeli berry when he stares at the tree line again. His mouth thins and he pulls a blade I hadn’t even noticed lying flat in the dirt beside him. It’s longer than his arm. I gulp and I swear he looks through the branches right at us.

I gasp. And Memi’s thick fingers clamp across my face. Blood pools in my ears. I summon magic to my fingertips and fire erupts in my palm. I squeeze my hand closed and the fireball shrinks. I can’t risk him seeing the light. I don’t want to fight this man. But I will…. I will defend myself, my people, if I have to. I think of Memi’s jade and gold armor that she’d left by her bed. Because why would she need to be armed picking berries with her daughter on the morning of her turning out?

The man still stares and tears sting my eyes, panic climbing like bile in my throat. Memi hasn’t moved, but terror is etched in her wrinkled expression. Her hand loosens over my mouth. He sees us. I just know it. He knows we’re here. The swollen bodies we buried just days ago flicker through my memory. I swallow hard, letting the fire in my hand swell. I’ve never fought anyone before. I haven’t even been fitted for armor. That doesn’t happen for three more years after turning out.

Memi mouths the word “stay.” I grip her wrist, my nails digging in. Wait, don’t leave me here, I want to scream, but a word right now could be a knife at both our throats. She unlooses the knot in her dress, and the bunch of berries, hours of labor, spill out like blood on the soil. I tug on my knot tighter, willing mine to stay put.

“I know you’re there,” the Gray says. He holds open his empty hand and stabs his blade in the dirt. “There. I’m friendly. See? Just needed a drink is all. Long day of walking.”

“You’ve broken the territory agreement,” Memi says, stepping out. “Why are you here?”

“A thirst is all.”

A thirst? But I don’t see a canteen.

“You need a blade that large to get a drink? You have your own rivers to drink from. Trespassing is a punishable offense. But I’m merciful. Get out of here.” She lets the fire in her hand go out and shoves the air. A gust of wind obeys Memi’s command, shoving the Gray off his feet. The trees behind him tip over. He stumbles up but doesn’t flee like I think Memi hoped he would.

I let the fire simmer in my shaky hand and duck down lower. I will be ready if she needs me.

She raises her fist and pulls it back down. The sky darkens and thunder claps answering to the call of her magic. Lightning touching down behind him.

The Gray flinches, his nostrils flaring.

“You think me stupid?” she asks. “Why are you here?” She peers at the water closely.

“To get water.” His lips are a thin line somewhere between anger and scared as he gets up, dusting his pants. “That is all. I was taking a hike.” He pats his pockets and pulls out a container, something like a canteen, and hands it to Memi.

“See for yourself. It’s very refreshing.”

“No!” I step out of the foliage. “Don’t drink that, Memi. He never filled that canteen from the river, I was watching!”

She turns her back to him to face me, her expression wide with fear.

I go cold all over as I realize my mistake.

A blur of metal flashes behind her and Memi grunts in pain, falling to her knees. Red. So much red. I’m frozen, my legs locked in place with terror. Your magic! Do something. But I only manage to blink.

“You should have stayed hidden in the forest, girl,” the Gray says, blade slick and red, held high. Memi is on the ground and she does not move. A cry dies in my throat as I turn to run. I rush through the forest, thorns scratching my legs. My magic. I try to summon it, but fear overcomes whatever bravery I’d thought I’d had and my feet fly across the familiar passageways. The trails I’ve walked with Memi and Tomae year after year. A patch of sunlight peeks through the trees up ahead and my heart flutters.

He won’t catch me. He won’t.

Leaves patter behind me. The Gray’s breath is heavy, louder, closer as he gains on me. My knotted shift catches on a jagged branch, yanking me to a halt. He’s so close I can smell him. I tug and pull, snatching the fabric tethering me to the tree. It rips. Metal overhead blots out the ray of sun.

Berries from my makeshift sack spill, painting the forest floor red.






CHAPTER ONE
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THE ENEMY LIES IN wait to bleed my people.

To litter the homeland with our bones.

To bury its secrets.

But first he has to go through me.

I crouch in the brush surrounding Yiyo Peak for a better view of the Chancellor and his men. The sun washes Ghizon in shades of evening. Bleak wasteland stretches before me, scorched and burning. Blackened jpango trees are claws raised in sacrifice to the Ancestors. An armament of uniformed Patrol stand where there was once a field of lush vegetation and wispy grass, onyx glowing on their wrists.

Pangs churn in me—for justice, for the death of my parents, for the terror the Chancellor has caused my Ghizoni people, for the magic on his wrists that isn’t his own. He’d made sure the treachery was scrubbed from the island’s textbooks. But bones whisper from their graves if you listen hard enough.

My gilded arms warm instinctively with power, but I blow out a breath. Easy, Rue. With my Ghizoni people nearly magicless, it’s basically me against thousands of Grays, the Chancellor’s men. I have one shot at this and timing is everything.

Yiyo, the home my people have hidden in for years, sits behind us, perched in the middle of the forest. The Ghizoni and I hide in the foliage around it, clad in armor. I duck down lower behind thick waxy leaves to get a better glimpse of the enemy’s movement. Everything he and his men have touched in the past three days of this siege has been destroyed. The Chancellor paces so rigidly, I expect to see steam rise off him. As if he’d burn every piece of beauty in the world if it would secure his power.

The destruction out here in the wilderness ends abruptly at a barrier as transparent as glass, which forms a dome over us and the mountain. Bri, in her haste to get me here quickly, said he’d broken through the barrier. Thankfully she was wrong. But he’s about to. And it’s the only thing keeping them from us.

It glistens, hanging above us. Thin cracks spiderweb on its surface and my heart ticks faster, my fingers twitching. The Chancellor scans the area and I hide myself behind a smooth-barked tree that’s as wide as I am. Thousands of Patrol surround him. There’s so many of them. So few of us. I swallow and gaze at the trees at my back, but my people are well cloaked, tucked into nooks of branches and wide leaves, in pockets of shadow, waiting, watching. The lines written into their faces are more determination than fear.

The Chancellor’s nostrils flare and he shouts. Because of the barrier, I can’t hear it. But his men raise their arms in unison. I clench, my muscles tightening in angst as I watch them aim magic at the barrier. The cracks on its glossy surface spread. Their arms lower. He yells and they fire again. It’s been going on like this for days. But each “aim and fire” twists the corkscrew in my chest. That dome breaks, then what? I clench my fist.

I fight.

Outnumbered and all. I picture Moms’s face. There’s no other way. The General’s demise must have reached the Chancellor’s ears while I was in East Row. He is always poised, pensive, stoic. Three days ago, when they started this siege, they were collected, organized. But now, his reddened complexion, his corded throat, say the orders he’s shouting are rooted in exhaustion and frustration, not control. Which I intend to exploit.

I wish I could have seen his face when he learned that hundreds of my people still exist. That some actually got away when he showed up to unify the tribes under him. And that they’ve been hiding inside Yiyo for generations, their magic fractured, a wisp of what it used to be. But even still, resiliently hopeful, strong, and ready.

A twig snaps behind me and I turn to find Jhamal pressing in beside me. He’s no more than a breath away, a wall at my back. The siege glows orange in his ebony eyes.

“They won’t break through,” he says.

They will. I’m sure of it. But I swallow the words. I don’t want his hope to falter. Hope is its own kind of magic. But Jhamal studies my eyes and finds the truth. The lines deepen on his face and I squeeze his hand in reassurance.

He gestures for everyone to come together and hundreds in shining gold armor emerge from the shadows. They surround us, eyes flicking between the two of us.

“It appears the barrier will break today,” Jhamal says, broadening his shoulders, forlorn shadowing his expression.

“It will,” I say. “But we can exploit the Chancellor at his most vulnerable point.”

“The island is our home,” says a Ghizoni clad in armor with bear-claw insignia perched on his shoulders. “We know these paths better than anyone. We should take cover in the thickest leaves and let them come to us. Ambush them.” He tightens his grip on his curved blade.

“So we line up here,” a girl with a braided topknot says, digging the tip of her shield into the ground, drawing a picture of the plan.

I glance for another view of the Chancellor. The barrier’s thinning with every attack, magic sizzling its dulled surface. Rage is burned onto the Chancellor’s skin. I’m the true threat. The opposition to his power. What if…

“I’m the carrot. Dangle me.”

Their expressions twist in confusion.

I stand. “Listen, we don’t have time to strategize. For three days we’ve been hunkered down in this forest with no clear consensus of a plan, watching his movements, studying him. I’ve got to get out there. Before it’s too late.”

“We’ve learned a lot about his movements these past two days,” the Ghizoni says.

Crack. I suck in a breath, glancing at the barrier. The spiderweb of cracks I’d just seen has doubled in size. “I’m not trying to minimize that and I’m sorry if it came out that way. I’m just saying, the Chancellor wants me.” I hold out my golden arms. “These. And they outnumber us greatly. I’ma fight him one-on-one. That’s our chance. Our only chance.”

Heads turn in silent conversation with one another.

“Jelani,” Jhamal starts. “Don’t do this. What is the full plan? Lay it out.”

All eyes on me.

I step back. “To get out there. To fight.” They’re wasting time. I leave the huddle and creep closer to the task at hand.

My Ghizoni people are like collateral damage to the Chancellor. He’s razing the land where our Ancestors grew their food, the chakusas where my father’s father raised his family and buried our dead, where aunties and their daughters picked kaeli berries for their turning out ceremonies. Anger moves through me in a rush of heat. I don’t want to sit and talk about a plan for another minute. That barrier is going to fall. And I need to be in position to end him.

“And what would you have us do while you’re out there?” someone shouts at my back. I don’t know. I just know they can’t die for this. They’ve suffered enough at the hand of the Chancellor. The Ancestors gave me this magic. My parents died so I’d have it. So I could do this. So I could fight.

Crack.

I summon heat to my fingertips, keeping to the edge of the tree line so I can see him, but he can’t see me. A flicker of hope thuds in my chest mangled with fear. I can do this. I have to do this.

My people call for me, but I jet off. The Chancellor’s narrowed eyes search for me at the edge of the trees. Patrol snaps to attention. Magic flies through the air, slamming into the glass dome overhead. It shutters.

I can’t stop them from shattering the barrier, but I can be ready when they do. The second before the barriers opens up wide enough for him to step through, I’m going to reveal my position and fire at him before he can fire at me. I’m counting on catching him off guard. I blow out a breath. It’s gon’ work.

A crack cuts through the air and the protective dome above us cracks like an egg. I summon that familiar heat; magic swirls in my hands.

“Jelani,” Jhamal says, his clammy hands curling around my wrist. As if the sweat on his palms is just as much about me as what we’re all up against. The last time we were together, my lips were pressed to his. Aching churns in me for the simplicity of that moment again. The moment of peace and comfort it gave me. Especially amidst so much loss.

I rub his hand on mine and his eyes soften. But the moment is interrupted when a glassy chunk of the barrier falls from the sky like a jagged piece of hail. A rip slides down the side of the barrier, its glass splitting in two.

“It’s going to fall in any moment.”

The Chancellor practically salivates, a crack widening right in front of him. It’s time.

“I have to,” I say, tugging my hand from Jhamal.

“I’ll come with you,” he says.

He doesn’t have magic. He can play defense only.

“No,” I say. “Not if you don’t have to.”

He tucks his lip and nods. I hold on to his fingers as long as I can before letting go and leaving him there.

I step from the clustered jpango, and the Chancellor’s eyes snap to me like a magnet, the cracking glass splintering the image of his face. The gap in the barrier widens, its edges being chiseled away by Patrol’s magic. Delight curls his lips and my fingers twinge with heat.

Minutes. I have minutes.

I picture my magic slicing through him, ripping his stolen power from his bare hands. I close an eye to gauge my vantage point, the split second I’ll have.

Crack.

I straighten. I just need one clean shot. One. I swallow. Magic pools in my wrists as the Chancellor holds a hand at the ready, waiting to signal his men. Bits of glass fall to the ground like snow.

The crack widens.

My heart beats in my throat.

Magic jitters through me and I tremble for fear I might burst. Everything my father died for, my mother was sacrificed for, amounts to this moment. This man.

Crack.

The final pieces of the barrier fall, shattering like glass. A cloud of dust surrounds us from the impact. I cough, lifting my hands. Weapon and shield in hand, Jhamal suddenly frees himself from the brush, armored in a gold breastplate lined with bits of fur, and sticks to my heels.

No! Dammit, Jhamal.

With no time to yell at him I turn back to the task at hand.

“Aim,” I say, squeezing an eye shut, the Chancellor’s head in my sights.

His men’s arms raise in unison, all pointed at me.

I root my feet, hold in a breath. “And fire.” My magic flies straight for his face. His eyes widen in anticipation and he shifts aside at the last second. My magic darts past, grazing his face, leaving his cheek red-streaked.

Close, so close. We could win this. I raise my shaky hands, suck in a breath for fear if I breathe too deeply, the pressure will shatter me in a million pieces. Patrol fires back and a cloud of crackling energy streams at me overhead. I retreat back into the cover of the trees. Their magic slams into the blackened wood, lighting up the edge of the forest like a firework display.

I zip through the branches, over a stump, and book it to the farther end of the forest so I can attack them on their flank. I find the perfect spot and aim at the sides of their faces. Glass rains around us, my sliver of an advantage buckling like a dam as magic barrels from my fingertips toward the Chancellor. Hope swells in me like a balloon. I clench my fists as streaks of light zip past the trees, through the air, and slams into them like dominoes.

A few falter, their heads turning my way, now aware of my new position. The Chancellor fumes, reforming his men up. I aim for him again and heat tugs through me like live wire. I bite my lip until I taste copper, watching my magic fly through the air straight toward him. Yes, yes, that’s it. I bite into my knuckle.

“Raise,” he shouts, and Patrol raises their arms. “And fi—”

His expression widens with fear when he spots my magic barreling toward him. He jerks the man beside him in front of him as a shield. My magic slams into the man squarely in the face. The Chancellor tosses him out of the way, his jaw mean. He points in my direction, shouting at his men. The small advantage I’d had is disappearing like fresh rain on dry soil.

“Ahhh!” Desperation rips through me as I urge my magic to burn through me, firing in succession as fast as I can. I manage to hit a few Patrol who fall over and don’t move.

“Charge!” The Chancellor orders his men and their ranks break, running toward me. The cloud of dust thickens under their stampede. I blink but the haze of dust stings my eyes. The glass has stopped raining, but panic has a hold of me.

I look for a target, something to fire at, but it’s harder to see. Something sharp grazes my back and I turn to find flames flying through the air at me. Run! I take off toward the tree line, skimming for anything to use as a shield. The sound of glass crunching underfoot crushes my confidence. A fireball pummels through the air and I jump sideways, its heat warming my face. I spot Jhamal dodging fuzzy strands of magic behind his shield.

“Jhamal!” But he doesn’t turn in my direction. Can he even hear me over all the screaming? More Ghizoni emerge from the forest, vengeance rooted in heartbreak behind their battle cry. No, they have to go back! Another blow flies at me and I dodge, covering my head. Jhamal runs toward me and a swirl of magic chases him.

“Get down!” I charge his way, push him down, and kick off the ground. Up. Up. Air whips beneath me and my wrists connect with the magic midair. It sizzles then fizzles out. I land hard.

“Jhamal, you okay?” I ask, panting.

He nods, gripping my hand and I tug him up to his feet. He falls in behind me, back-to-back.

“You need a shield!”

A burst of magic flies toward us. He pulls us aside, this time, dodging the blow. The Patrolman stumbles in shock at his miss. Jhamal takes advantage of the moment, slamming his knuckles into the Patrolman’s face. Violence erupts in explosions in every direction. I aim and fire toward them, heat pulling through me like a rope tethered to my chest. Magic flies from my hands slamming into someone with a Ghizoni in a headlock. Jhamal and I rotate. I aim and fire. Aim and fire again, until my wrists ache from the recoil.

Something slams into me and the world goes sideways. I stagger. Pain pinches my knees as they slam the ground. The world goes black.

Silence.

I’m a fragment, a feeling, a thought. I am air.

Smoke stings my nose.

Boom.

“Ahhh!” Shouts blare in my head.

For several moments the world is silent. Death is all I hear.

I blink and the sky is a blur. I blink again and sounds swell around me. Magic sizzling armor, groans, screams. The battle rages.

“Up, Jelani,” someone says, pulling me up by my arms. “Can you hear me?”

I cup the Ghizoni’s face expecting to see Jhamal, but it’s not him. My hand is warm and sticky. “Th-thank you…” I gesture for his name, blinking his blurry face into focus.

“It’s Rahk.”

“Thank you, Rahk.”

“You were out for some time.”

“I-I was?”

“They ambushed us,” he say. I take in the scene around me when an explosion pops overhead. We tuck our heads and run, skirting around fallen bodies, crumpled armor tangled around bleeding Patrolmen.

The battle has turned.

And not in our favor.

What have I done? Why didn’t I tell them to stay in the forest? Or take cover somewhere or… something. My eyes sting. I try to blink the shame away and look for Jhamal.

I-I did not think this through. There are too many of them.

Panic grips my throat. Magic zips past in a streak of light and I halt, stumbling backward. I turn but there’s magic coming from that direction, too. Cornered, bodies barrel into me. I hold my wound with one hand and fire darts of magic at the shooters.

Jhamal sprints toward us. His arm is streaked with red and he holds his elbow.

“Rahk.” Jhamal greets him with some special handshake.

“All the others I was with have fallen,” Rahk says to no one in particular, but his stare is fixed on me. “What should we do?”

Jhamal throws his blade; it swivels and whistles over my shoulder. Somewhere behind me someone groans before hitting the ground. Rahk covers himself with his shield, the ferocity in his eyes dimming. The ground is a sea of carnage and ash on both sides.

“What should we do?” Rahk asks again, his gaze darting between us. Jhamal looks at me too.

“I—” I break out into cold sweat.

“Jelani?”

“I, uh—” My heart races. “Go back through the forest. We need cover. You all do. Get inside Yiyo Peak. Bar the door shut. I’ll finish them off out here.”

“What?” Jhamal cuts in, but Rahk doesn’t wait to hear. He runs off to grab the others.

“Jhamal, go with them. Defense isn’t enough. Without you all armed with magic, it’s— I missed the moment I needed. Having you out here now is too big of a risk.”

“No.” His jaw flinches and he deepens his stance, his mug mean.

“You have to listen to me!” I grip his arms. “You will die out here, you hear me? GO!” I shove his chest. “Listen to me, dammit!”

His nostrils flare.

“Please.”

He doesn’t move for several moments. We cut down three others, back-to-back, before he pulls me to him, presses his lips to mine, and retreats into the forest.

I sense the Chancellor before I see him.

“It’s finally just you and me then, Jelani.” His eyes flick to my gleaming wrists and I swear he licks his lips. I raise my arms, summoning my magic. A ball of light glows brighter between my shaky hands.

Magic flickers on his fingers, but I react first.

“Ah!” I fire at him.

But the world goes lopsided.

My head is wet and sticky, my fingers red. I blink. Someone pulls me. No, I try to say, but the words only play in my head. I spot Jhamal, running faster than the wind toward me, fury in his eyes. His javelin flies from his fingers and someone holding me lets go. But others grab hold of me. I can’t move. I can’t breathe.

“No!” Jhamal roars, fighting through the army of them growing around me. Their prize. The prey they’ve hunted for so long. Captured. I look for someone, anyone, to help. But all I smell is the mountain where I sent my people—burning.






CHAPTER TWO
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METAL CLANGS AS I come to. Something tickles my throat, but I can’t seem to cough. Jhamal’s hands work carefully over me, sewing something. His brow is slick with sweat, worry kneaded there too. He pulls a bandage, tearing it with his teeth.

“Help me! It’s too much blood, please!” he says to someone, and I squint but the world is hazy. Where am I? The surface beneath me is cold at my back. It’s hard, like a floor. Stone walls and a row of iron bars form the cell around us. We’re imprisoned? My breath catches and I try to sit up, but pain shoots up my back. I lie back down, pain rippling through me. Everything hurts.

A woman hobbling by shoves a needle and thread through the bars at Jhamal.

“All I could manage,” she says before limping off.

“Thanks.” He takes it.

I’m sprawled out on the ground. Something stings and the wrinkles in Jhamal’s brow soften. He presses down on my leg and works the needle in and out. My skin tugs. Stitches? He’s sewing the flesh back together where my gold cuffs meet my arms. It’s only then I notice scrapes all over my body. I see them, but I feel nothing.

I close my eyes, running my fingers across the wounds, trying to remember.

“What did they do to me?” I try to say, but it comes out like a cough.

Jhamal’s head doesn’t lift, his focus as rigid as the iron holding us in this cell. How long have we been in here? How long have I been out? Questions are a cloud in my mind, but my tongue is heavy. My head lulls sideways and there are other faces peering through their own cell bars, heads tilted in curiosity. I try to speak, but my throat is a useless lump. The world ripples like water and I am heavy. So much heavier than before.

“The Ancestors have not brought you this far to leave you here, my Queen.” Tears pour down his cheeks. “Stay with me.”

I reach for his hand, but mine is clumsy on his. His skin is warm and I relish its closeness. The world is a haze, but at least I’m not in here alone. I’m here, I try to say, but the world fades away.



Drips from the rocky ceiling of my cell are cold on my nose. Where am I? Where is everyone? I listen for sounds of the battle but hear only the plop of water. Jhamal sewing my wounds back together, my hand touching his, people shoving food through the bars… wisps of memories nudge me.

The battle was a long time ago.

I close my eyes and see an unfamiliar face with long eyelashes hovering over me. I search for more meaning, what happened, when and how exactly I got in here, but find nothing. Last I remember, I was fighting the Chancellor and then I wasn’t. I blink and see long eyelashes again, but the image is void of any meaning I can latch on to.

I blink again, and try to make more sense of my surroundings. Thick lead bars hold us in the craggy cell and fire torches bob just outside. I know we’re beneath the Central District because of the smell, the walls, and the people who bring us food wear the Chancellor’s pin with his profile in the center, Yiyo, sunrays, and a jpango tree etched around the design. I’d know the symbol anywhere. It’s minted on the money, emblazoned on the buildings, carved into the naked cover of every book. The Chancellor stamped his seal on everything in Ghizon like a dog marking a tree.

How long have we been in here? I tug at the fuzzy purple strand on my neck, its charm still missing. Tasha. She’s probably worried sick. I try again to sit up on shaky elbows, but my insides feel like they’ve been smashed with a hammer. A smooth hand caresses my cheek and I flinch.

Jhamal’s face solidifies in focus, his brows knit.

“What have they done to me?” I try to say, but it comes out a wheezing rasp.

“My Queen,” he says. “Can you hear me?”

“I can,” I try to say, but again, nothing, so I nod instead.

“You can hear me! I’m here.” He reaches for my hand, but I run my fingers across my stitches, searching for some meaning, a better sense of what happened between the battle and here.

“Thank you.” That time it comes out raspy but audible. I try to lift my arms, but the familiar weight of the armor is as heavy as lead.

“Eaaasy.” Jhamal’s arm is sturdy under me, helping me sit upright. He’s wrapped in a dingy set of robes. He holds a bowl to my lips and warm garlicky liquid fills me. The warmth coats my insides and they twist in a cramp. I hurl over and he holds my hair back. The bile is salty when it comes out and I spit until I can hardly catch my breath. I press against the cold wall, panting. Weak. Why am I so weak?

“What have they done to me?” I mutter.

“They tried to remove your cuffs, my Queen.”

I gasp and the puffy skin around where my cuffs meet my skin makes sense. But why can’t I remember? The walls of our cage suddenly feel smaller. My pulse ticks faster. “We’re in prison, so the Chancellor, he—”

But the blood rushing through me so suddenly makes the world swim.

He swipes cold sweat from my clammy forehead before making me drink more. It gurgles right back up, but I gulp it down. Bile and all.

I grunt. He holds the bowl to my lips again.

“More. For strength. Come on, you need it.”

I take another sip and this one goes down. But my words trail off. Eating soup has completely exhausted me.

“Rest,” he says, laying me back on my pallet on the hard cell floor. I’m cold all over, hugging around myself, and he scoots closer to me. Under his warmth my eyes are as heavy as my gilded arms. Sleep tugs at me.

I give in.



“Up.” Jhamal tugs me and my body cooperates. The wall of our confinement cell is at my back. The tiny strings between puckered spots on my arms are gone, and only slightly swollen skin remains. How long has it been? I blink and see the same unfamiliar face with long eyelashes in my head.

Questions are a haze in my mind, but as I try to form them on my lips, a woman with a limpy gait slides a tray between the grates of our prison cell. I recognize her face. She’s one of the ones who brings us meals. The same one who gave Jhamal the needle and thread. She always comes this time of day. I blow out a breath in relief that at least some of my memories are coming back to me. I search for more. Jhamal holding stone bowls to my lips, clanging metal bars, the slap of the food tray on the cold stone floor. And sleep. Lots of sleep. I still can’t remember being brought in here.

“Food,” the woman says.

Jhamal thanks her and I do too… in my head, my tongue still chalky. She glances over her shoulder before pulling a book from under her robe. “Remember, the matches. Burn it if they come back before I do.”

Books… for what? I turn to look for Jhamal and my neck doesn’t ache as much as it once did. I scoop a bite from my tray and am able to sit up a little more. The more I chew, the more bits of the world makes sense.

“H-how did…” I clear my throat.

Jhamal folds open the book and his fingers slide down the page. “Drink more, it’ll help.”

I take the cup in my hands and they shake less. “How did we get in here?” I manage.

He squeezes my hand. “We have to hurry, while your strength allows. Your memory has been so spotty and you were hardly awake for a blink yesterday.” His cheeks push up under his eyes. “Come on, repeat after me,” he says, checking the book. “Ya, lindz.”

“Y-ya lindz,” I say.

He unfolds my hand, stretching and massaging my fingers. “Keep them loose.”

I flex and unflex.

“Good, there we go. Next one, fee-yel.”

“Feey’l.”

“That one’s for shifting energy or conjuring fire. Now, griska, mwepah, ya giz ya giz. Come on.” He turns the page and my mind clicks into the familiar cadence, more of it coming back.

“Griska, mwepah, ya giz ya giz. For twisting fire into, uh-uhm, static energy?”

“That’s it! You’re remembering.” His brow beads with sweat.

The drills continue until my head dangles from my neck. My legs ache and the cuts on my arms burn. Down, down. Then sideways. The world swims. Jhamal whispers something, but I don’t hear it. A heavy fog sets in…. I drift off to sleep.



I wake with Jhamal’s hand cupped around mine, his eyes glazed with something I can’t place.

“We ready for today’s rehearsing?” he says when he spots me studying him. I sit up and he reaches to help me, but I push his hands away and do it myself.

Guilt turns in me like a corkscrew. I straighten, the prison cell wall at my back, and sift through the collection of memories in my mind for any more hints. Meaning. They come back in a rush.

I remember waiting to gain an edge on the Chancellor when the dome fell. I remember smoke plumes from Yiyo. I can almost taste the bitter smoke in the air, screams scratch my ears. I blink and see long eyelashes.

What have I done?

“Ah!” I claw my hands through my hair, trying to push the images from my mind, but they take over. I can’t look away, vivid memories of the battle consuming me in a rush.

Yiyo burning.

“Rahk…”

Screams.

Piles of bloodied armor folded over fallen Patrolmen. I tug harder at my roots, trying to tear the haunted memories out of my head. Jhamal’s hand is warm around mine. He tugs gently on my wrist, trying to unlatch my hands from my hair.

“Jelani,” he says, and his words are soft as silk. But I don’t deserve to be wrapped in their comfort.

What happened to everyone? I sent them to the mountain. They couldn’t have all made it into Yiyo that fast, but still. How many survived? Are they still out there? How long have we been in here?

I grip Jhamal’s shirt. “Tell me what happened!” I don’t mean for it to come out like a yell but it does. He startles, biting his lip.

“I’m sorry for yelling.”

He sighs. “You—” The clang of our breakfast tray slapping the stone and sliding underneath the bars to our cell steals our attention. Breakfast Lady hovers a moment, eyes darting between us, before slipping a book out from her robes. She slides it between the grates. Jhamal hands back two hiding in a shadowed corner of our cell. She’s out of sight without a word to me.

“We should use this time to practice, my Queen, not dwell on things we can’t change.” He reaches for my fingers. His are warm and I remember how he worked over my wounds, put me back together, helped me heal. But I tug my fingers away, curling into myself. I need to get up, walk around. I wiggle my fingers, reaching for my magic, but only puffs of air float up from my fingers. What’s wrong with me? I hate this feeling. I hate feeling weak.

“It won’t work in here.” He runs his fingers across the bars of our prison cell. “These lead bars sedate magic. I overheard a guard say.”

Great, so I’m in prison, without the ability to use my magic, and I can’t quite remember how I even got in here?! I try to stand but my knees buckle. Jhamal catches me, and for a moment I let him be a wall around me. A wall against the storm raging through me. But even that sears after a moment.

“Thanks,” I say, pulling away from him and steadying myself on the wall. “I got it.”

I can’t even stand on my own two feet? I did this. I got us in here. Or I let the Chancellor do this? I-I should have fought harder or been smarter or listened to the Ghizoni in the forest when they wanted to think out a plan. But no, no, I had to storm out there and take him on myself. The guilt chokes and I slide down the wall to the floor, hugging my knees. Tears sting my cheeks, shredding everything inside me that used to beat with hope. I’ve saved one home but lost the other one.

Jhamal sits next to me, tucking his lip in understanding. His warmth soothes, but I can’t look at him. Not after what I’ve done.

“Jelani, I forgive you. You could not have known—”

“Stop!” Excuses. I won’t listen to it. They looked to me to protect them out there, to make decisions, and I failed. That’s the truth of it. And I won’t let him water it down. I’d pace, but my body feels like it’s barely glued together. If I even breathe too hard, I might break. I gaze at his chin on his chest and shame burns my cheeks. He doesn’t deserve this. He’s done nothing but mend me.

“I’m sorry,” I mutter.

His gaze meets mine. “It’s okay. I hate that you even—” His shoulders slump next to me and for a moment I let my head lie on his shoulder.

“My people. They need me,” I breathe, and I’m not even sure Jhamal hears it until he turns to me. Everything kind and warm hangs in his ebony eyes.

“We will not think of these things. Right now, getting you strong is the focus. It has to be.”

My eyes sting. “I’m the only one with magic a-and they’re just out there. Without me.”

“Jelani.” He caresses my jaw with his thumb. But the flutter I feel is buried in memories of Yiyo, Rahk, a battlefield full of blood, until it’s an ember smothered in the ash of my failure.

“You should eat. It usually helps.”

I nod begrudgingly as he sets out the tray. I blow out a breath, trying to keep quiet the panic tugging at me. The angst to feel like not only a prisoner of the Chancellor but a prisoner in my own body. The meal is some sort of oats and purple berries with a peanut-buttery aftertaste. Once we’re done eating, the world is heavy, like I used up every bit of energy I had with anger and have none left for practice. Jhamal warned me of that. But I hold my eyes open as best I can, focusing on Jhamal as he feeds me spells. I repeat and recite until every other syllable is a yawn.

“Sticky spell,” he says, the first one open.

“Surpizah.”

“Fireball.”

“Feey’laska.”

“Cord of light.”

“Prim.”

“You’re remembering so well.”

“I just want to know why I don’t remember.” I touch a spot on my forehead and it’s rough with a scab. “Ow.”

Eyelashes.

“Breathe, it’s going to be okay. Maybe that’s enough for today.” He lays a leg over mine. “What is it you call it, again?”

“Pretzel legs.” A smile tugs at my lips, but the wail of dying people is a ghost in my ears. I untangle my legs from his. Jhamal must sense the question in my pained expression.

“You are remembering, Jelani. That is what matters.”

“How long have we been doing this?”

“Too long. Moons? I don’t know. Every time you wake, we have good progress though. You’re going to be so strong, so good at your magic by the time we get out of here.”

I close my eyes again, reaching for a memory of getting in this cell. For what happened after the Chancellor captured us. But find only a burning battlefield.

My breath hitches, my pulse picking up. What have I done? And what about Tasha… Ms. Leola… they need to know I’m okay. I—

“Breathe.”

My strength falters, my hands shake. But his eyes find mine and they urge me to listen.

I inhale, then let it out. Five… four… three… two… one.

His hand closes around mine.

“Wh-what did they do to me?”

He rubs the inside of my palm, stretching my fingers, and I scoot closer to him, to comfort, understanding. His nails massage circles on my hairline, and my shoulders sink.”

“It doesn’t matter. What matters is what you do next.”

“I will get stronger. I’m going to get us out of here.”

“I know you will, my Queen.”






CHAPTER THREE
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Six Months Later

SMOKE, PUNGENT, SALTY, HEAVY, burning with the stench of rotting flesh, curls my nose. I bat my eyes open and my cell surrounds me. I sniff again but the smell is gone.

Drip. Drop.

Clammy air sticks to me and I smooth droplets from underneath my eyes.

A dream, it was just a dream.

The rocky ceiling sharpens in focus, rows of rails on the peripheral. Every inch of me is cold except my left side, where Jhamal sleeps.

“One hundred seventy-one… one hundred seventy-two… one hundred seventy-three…,” I whisper, running my fingers in the familiar divots I’ve carved into the floor. My body might be in a cage, but my mind doesn’t have to be.

“One hundred seventy-six… seventy-seven… seventy-eight.” It’s been one hundred seventy-eight days since I told Jhamal I’d get us out of here. And today’s going to be that day. I reach for my magic out of habit. A spark of something coils in my hand then dissolves like dust.

I sleep next to the bars of the cell so I can always keep an eye down the corridor. Not too close, touching them makes my insides feel like a squeeze bottle. I rotate my head, careful not to wake Jhamal, and peer into the dark hallway. Nothing. No one.

I hug around myself, lying there on the ground, setting my mind on what I need to do today. What I’ve thought about doing every minute of every day between hauntings of my failure on the battlefield—getting out of here.

I need to get back to those who managed to survive. I swallow. Wherever they are. Once I survey the damage, I’ll figure out a way to fight the Chancellor again. But this time, win.

I gulp down the nerves welling in my throat and blink. The familiar sights, smells and sounds of my failure taunt me. But the air doesn’t get caught in my throat anymore when I know they’re coming. I focus on my breath, easing it out, and shove the images of bloody armor, chaos outside Yiyo, the crumbling barrier, far, far away.

I push and they fade.

I blink.

Eyelashes.

His face, I can’t seem to shake. I close my eyes hard, pushing them farther, but the face with long eyelashes comes firmer in view and new glimpses of the past slither their way around my throat.

Something sharp digs into my arms. Bright lights bob over me in a room with all-white walls and a metal table in the center, chilly at my back. I’m weighed down and covered in a thin shift. I strain for the sights and sounds of magic but hear only the scrape of metal. Stale air curls in my nose and I blink.

“Where am I?” I ask, trying to sit up, but I’m heavy all over, tethered to a table with straps. Panic claws at me. “Jhamal?” But only my echo answers.

A woman in a lab coat presses me down to the chilly table at my back. “She’s awake. Give her more.”

I gasp and sit up fully.

“You okay?” Jhamal asks.

I blink and the images disappear. “Yes.”

I still can’t remember how I got in here or fully grasp why there’s a person with long eyelashes haunting me like a ghost in my memory. His curly smile, his touch. Blips of the foggy memory have returned over the months, but in bits, a wisp. That’s been my life for however many months. Sleep, eat, practice, and fight off broken pieces of memories.

My stomach hovers in the back of my throat. Up, I have to get up. But my brooding pins me to the ground like a weighted blanket. How is guilt like that? So heavy you can almost actually feel it.

Focus, Rue. But my father’s dying stutter rings in my head. I grab the metal bars I sleep beside and shake them to drown out the sound. Metal rattles down the orb-lit passageway between cells.

“Let me out of here,” I want to scream, but no one ever answers. The bars are cold and heavy and I’m woozy for a second, holding the actual lead in my hands, against my skin. I let go and the light-headedness lifts. The cells around us have all emptied. I shudder to think of where they’ve gone.

“Morning, sunshine.” Jhamal stands, his warmth sweeping away. And just like that I’m cold all over.

I turn to him and he smiles. I smile back. At least I’m not in here alone. At least he’s been by my side. For all of it.

The familiar knot in the back of my neck, from sleeping on a bed as soft as rocks for months, aches. A clanging rattle and muffled footsteps somewhere above us urge me to my feet. We have minutes, no more.

Breakfast Lady drops food at the same time every day. The sun twinkles through a fissure in the cavernous ceiling. The lunch and dinner meals come heavily provisioned, flanked with armed Patrol on either side. But she’s always alone and never armed from what I can tell. Still, she’s nice and all, letting us borrow books. But today she’s my ticket to freedom. If I can take her unawares and convince her to give me the key to this cell, we’re out of here.

My fingers reach almost instinctively for the blade I fashioned from a fork the Breakfast Lady gave me weeks ago. I had to swear I’d never received one. I thought for sure a guard or the Chancellor himself would come cut off my head right then. But she believed me. And turns out, rubbing it back and forth against rock works well to sharpen it.

I scurry up and press into a wall of the cell so that she won’t be able to see me right away.

“Over here, hurry.” I wave at Jhamal. “Before she comes.”

“Jelani.” He pinches the bridge of his nose.

“Shut up.” I’d told him this plan last night before we fell asleep. He laughed then and I see his opinion of it hasn’t changed.

Black moons hang beneath his naturally sculpted brows. So beautiful they put mine to shame. His cheekbones push up, his lips purse in a smile. “We will not get out of here this way.”

“It’s going to work.”

“It will not. The server is not as naive as you think, Jelani. She might sneak us a spell book or two, but she won’t let us out of here. I—”

“I thought I was your Queen?” A joke. I’m no one’s royalty.

“You are.” He sighs, pressing into the shadow behind me. He’s a wall at my back.

“Mhmm,” I say, turning backward to look at him, and he does this thing with his lips and something below my navel twinges, but I shove it away. We’ve been close. Together. Alone. Relying on each other in this destitute cell for months. He sleeps next to me, his smiles start each of my days, and we rehearse my magic. I’ve watched lines hug his eyes that were never there before. His frame is leaner than it was months ago. His hair has grown out. But what’s grown the most is the longing in his eyes. We are all we’ve had… for so long.

He leans into my ear as I strain to hear how close the server is. “You should kiss me every morning, you know,” he says. “We could die in here.”

I laugh nervously. I can’t pretend I don’t remember how I shuddered with passion when my lips were pressed to his forever ago. But now the space where I’d carved out something for him is flooded with grief and shame. I can’t. I just can’t be that person to him. Not right now. Not after what I’ve done. Not with so many unknowns of what lies ahead. I gaze down at my feet, unable to meet his eyes, before turning back around. As much as Jhamal is comfort, help—the one who put me back together—he is also a reminder of how I failed.

I step forward to put a little more distance between us to keep my mind clear. I can’t let him cloud my focus. We’re getting out of here today.

He clears his throat and I know that are-you-serious-look he’s making. That same look when I’d had the idea to dig our way out.

“There’s a hole in the ceiling. If we could just…,” I’d began.

He’d actually laughed at that one. And I mean, sure, it was ridiculous. Not one of my best ideas, but I hadn’t eaten in long while, and, well, I’d seen it on some old movie. I turn and sure enough his lips are pushed sideways.

“You think I’m joking?” I shove him off. “This plan will work.”

“Fine, I’ll go along. But—” He taps his cheek.

I roll my eyes and his hint of a smile dissolves.

“The mind is not above our tricks,” he says.

“We must go through the motions, keep living as much as we can every day, to maintain soundness of mind. To keep a firm grip on our sanity.”

His proposition to kiss me might be about soundness of mind like he says, but it’s equally about… kissing me. I ain’t dumb. This is his way of holding on. We eat, recite spells, tell stories, then sleep. Every day it’s the same thing. And Jhamal doesn’t get nightmares like I do, but he does have this faraway stare each morning. And he makes sure I fall asleep first. When I wake every morning, his gaze is always already glued to the ceiling. But when our eyes meet, he’s all warmth and optimism.

He’s starting to think we might really die here.

He just doesn’t want me to think it too.

“They are just fattening us up for slaughter,” I say. “I’m not sitting here waiting for it.” What else explains why no one has seen us but the people who bring us meals? A draft moves from the hole overhead, and I run my fingers across the stone. Solid rock all around us.

“I do not know what they want, my Queen, but it makes no sense to capture us and keep us prisoner, feed us well, keep us alive. That is not the Ghizoni way. It is most honorable to end a life you intend to take with swiftness, or bring the Ancestors’—”

“… wrath down upon you. I know.” Jhamal’s storytelling has been a much welcomed sleeping aid the past couple of months. Honor and warrior ethos is apparently very important to my people here. I told him we have a code back home, too: ride or die. That’s what we call it.

“If the Chancellor wanted to kill us, we’d be dead. He wants us alive.”

“All I’m sure of is that he wants my cuffs, and I’m not sitting around any longer for him to decide to try to take them off me again.” I have a weapon, finally. This is our chance. I press deeper into the shadow. “I saw—”

But the words escape me, images rushing at me too fast to catch them.

Smoke.

Ash.

Death.

My father’s smile flickers in my memory. The joy stamped in his eyes even once their light had faded. Breathe, Rue. I shove out the air through gritted teeth, determined to grab my lucidity firmly with both hands. Five… four… three… two… one.

The images flee.

I clench my fist. The Chancellor is going to pay for what he’s done.

“So, what exactly are we going to do to her?” he whispers.

“We’re just going to scare her,” I say. “Convince her to give us her keys. We won’t hurt her.”

Jhamal sighs, but he falls in line beside me. When she comes down the hall, she won’t see the shadowed corner we’re in until she’s within arm’s reach.

We press against the wall, listening. I press a finger to the fork’s tip. Out pops a bubble of red. I suck my finger and dig my nails into my palm, clenching the weapon. Anticipation coils in me like a snake.

“Je—”

“Quiet,” I say. “She won’t even see it coming.”

“Outwit your enemy by convincing them they are your friend.”

Here he goes again.

“Feed the enemy until he eats from your hand, so when you lace it with poison…”

“… he will take it without question. I know your little warrior-isms, Mal.”

“Juh-mal.”

“I like Mal.”

“It is Juh-mal.”

“If I’m your Queen, shouldn’t I say it the way—”

Clang.

He clamps a hand over my mouth. Footsteps grow louder, and I tighten my grip on my weapon. She’s here. The clack clack of her feet drums faster, echoed by heavy breaths as if… Is she running? Jhamal’s and my quizzical stares match.

I spot her garment before her, a flutter of fabric denting my vision, and I reach between the bars to grab some piece of her. I snag the edge of her robe and yank her toward me. She grunts.

“Sssh,” I say. “I’m not gonna hurt—”

But when she faces me, her eyes bulge and a dagger tip bursts from her neck.

I yelp, holding her tighter as she goes limp.

“I-I—” she sputters. “I-I’m so-sorry. I-I didn’t know. She—” She lets out a gush of air with her last word and her weight doubles in my arms. Red flows like a river over her robes, soaking my arms.

“I—” Words are tar in my throat. This woman did nothing to me but feed me, greet me with a smile each day. I didn’t hurt her, but somehow her blood is on my hands. Like so many others’. Her glassy stare stills and I swear I see smoke plumes rising from Yiyo in them. I blink and hear screams. No… I bite my lip to stay in the present and turn, expecting to find Jhamal shocked, but instead his brows kiss as he reaches for the tip of the gold point protruding from the woman’s throat.

“This is—”

“Ghizoni gold.”

I don’t recognize the voice, but it’s brittle, with a smirk lurking behind each syllable. The girl who comes around the corner shoves a long weapon into a strap latched to her thigh. She’s tall with broad shoulders, a narrow waist, and even broader hips. Gold armor covers all but her right shoulder, rippling off her like waves. Light from the floating orbs reflect like diamonds off her velvety brown skin. Her head’s shaved low on the sides, and a thick braid down the center of her head is wound up in a high bun. Jhamal looks like he’s seen a ghost.

“You don’t look happy to see me, coquella.”

“Brother?” Jhamal scoffs. “Friendly, are we now?”

She steps over the woman whom I’m struggling to keep up. I ease her to the ground and press her lids closed when this friend of Jhamal’s sticks out a hand.

“I’m Kai. I didn’t get to meet you before.”

“Rue.” I blink, half confused and half relieved to see the face of one of my people. Hope blossoms in my chest. For a second the air is thick with silence as we stand behind bars waiting for this Ghizoni warrior to let us out of this cage. She plucks a card-shaped key from the woman slumped on the ground and slips it into the cell door. The bars glow and clank open.

I take a step but Jhamal stills me with the slightest touch. “Why are you here, Kai?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. To rescue you, of course.”

Silence.

“Don’t be silly. We were kids. I harbor no ill will to the boy who dumped me. I’m here to free you, Jhamal, and the Ancestors’ Chosen.” She smirks, turning to me. “Have you been stuck in here with this arrogance this entire time?”

I scrub the surprise off my face and resist laughing because Jhamal probably wouldn’t appreciate it and I don’t know this girl like that.

We step out of our cell into the dimly lit hallway. A chill washes over me like I’ve stepped through an icy waterfall, and something that was on my chest like deadweight lifts. My fingers titillate with warmth. I whisper a spell and my magic answers, flames dancing on my fingers. A smile tugs at my lips.

“I’d missed this. My magic. Thank you,” I say. “For coming and finding us. I’m sure it was no easy task breaking in here alone.”

“Oh, never alone.” She dips her chin when I walk past. “My girls are clearing the exit point. Never enter and exit the same way. Misdirection is its own magic.”

Jhamal side-eyes her on the sly, but I don’t miss it.

“We should go,” I say, fragments of broken memories playing in my head like a pile of puzzle pieces calling to me. I need to see the state of things aboveground, figure out where the Chancellor and my people are, decide what’s next to take him down.

“After you.” Jhamal gestures for her to lead the way, and she stares at him for a second, stuck at my side. If the childhood crush was nothing, what’s this awkwardness between them? I don’t have time for the bullshit. Jhamal’s only got eyes for me, I know she sees that. Without another word, Kai takes off, and we stick close to her heels.

The tunnels wind in every direction and my legs throb. Sleeping in such confined quarters and on such a hard surface for so long has made me weak. My muscles cry with each step, and my eyes burn from the flames dancing in orbs overhead.

“The Web, underground tunnels, runs from Yiyo to the Capital and all across the island. That’s how we found our way in.” Kai hangs a left and Jhamal and I keep pace, my hands dangling at my side, fingers loose. Ready for anything. She’s so close, I can smell her, a mix of jpango wood and something acrid like burnt rubber.

She glances at me over her shoulder before hanging a right around the next corner. “And you’re welcome, Jelani. It’s no problem. After everything you’ve been through, it’s the least we could do. We tried to get in sooner, but security has been tight. With our numbers cut in half…”

Numbers.

Cut.

In.

Half?

Guilt is an invisible hand wrapped around my throat.

“… Yiyo desecrated,” she goes on, “we had to find somewhere secure to hole up before we could even think about an extraction plan.”

I came back to Ghizon to save our people, not destroy our home. “I’m sorry.” The guilt squeezes. “I had hoped I could take him down. One-on-one, I had hoped—”

She stops. “Hope is not enough. Not anymore. Not for you, not for anyone.”

“I—”

“You tried to save us, Rue. And you failed.”
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