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T ell me, little butterfly, what would you do for love?
The woman knows the tower, now.

She knows every angle of its imposing shape as it rises from the surf.
She knows the way the whorls carved into its surface feel beneath her
palms. She knows how the bone-white stone looks smeared with her blood.
She knows its scent, acrid and stagnant, like death itself.

She knows everything, except for how to break it.

This place has taken something from her, you see. Taken the most
precious thing.

Tell me, little butterfly, what would you do to get him back?

Anything. Everything.

The first time she tries, it is an act of pure desperation. She has
conquered cities and defeated armies. She has ended wars. Surely she is
powerful enough to do this.

Now she does not need to conquer a city, just a single prison.

She does not need to free a civilization. Just one person.

The stone strikes her down like a palm to a fly. Minutes, and she is
crashing back into the surf, pulled out again by friends who barely manage
to escape with their lives.

But the woman knows nothing if not how to fail.

So she tries again, again, again. She collects another scar, another night
of an aching heart, and a little more of her dies. She gets up and goes again.

The last night is stormy and dark—the sort of night yanked from horror
stories. Her friends beg her not to go. Wait one more day, they say. If the
guards don't kill you then the storm will.



What’s one more day, they say, dfter all of this?

What’s one more day? She would have laughed if she wasn’t choking
back sheer rage. One more day is twenty-four hours—one thousand four
hundred and forty minutes—eighty-six thousand seconds of torture for the
man trapped within those walls.

The storm is a monster. It is so dark she can barely see, the white tower
of Ilyzath lit only in garish blue-white flashes as lightning cracks the night.
Rain shreds the air like silver blades. As always, she makes it to the prison.
And as always—faster than they once did—the eyeless guards are upon her
in seconds.

She fights back. But there are many of them, and only one of her. Her
head smashes against the ground.

CRACK.

The sky splits open, just as her skin does, just as her heart does.

She rises to her feet. Blood is in her eyes, staining the world crimson.

And there, in that moment of desperation, she feels a sliver of the magic
that had so evaded her for these last weeks—a flicker of a familiar soul,
contorted in pain and buried within layers of stone.

He is so, so close.

It cuts something primal loose in her.

The next time a blade opens her flesh, she doesn’t feel it. She fights
back like an animal. These are not people before her—they are obstacles.
Obstacles keeping her away from her most precious person, obstacles who
dared deny her broken heart every time she came here, fighting for the
queen that had put a dagger in her back.

She becomes nothing but the desire to burn down the world that did this
to him.

CRACK.

Lightning illuminates flashes of blood, of opened bodies, of rotting
flesh. Flashes of her own seeping wounds.

She fights and fights and fights as tears stream down her cheeks.

Tell me, little butterfly, what would you do for love?






CHAPTER ONE



TISAANAH

H e liked me.

But then, of course he did. I anticipated his every need, every
discomfort, every desire. I never stopped listening. Never stopped watching.
When I danced, I counted every footfall.

Months had passed and my magic remained, for the most part, painfully
out of reach. Once, I had easily drawn from its deepest levels, making me a
force of nature. Now, ever since the collapse at the Scar, I struggled to even
use it at all. But I had learned that I didn’t need it to be the perfect slave. I
had gotten so good at being exactly what men wanted me to be.

Lord Farimov smiled at me. It would have been a pleasant smile in any
other context. He was not an unattractive man, with grey-streaked, sandy
hair and a warm face. Perhaps if I was someone else—a different “someone
else” than the someone I pretended to be now—I might have thought he
was kind.

But I was not another someone. I was a slave. And Farimov perhaps
seemed kind, but it was the sort of kindness that one bestowed upon a sweet
dog. Even the kindest people corrected undesirable behavior in dogs. I
never needed to be corrected, and that was why his smile was so pleasant as
I placed the plate of berries at the table.

“Good, Roza,” he said.

Roza. My name, as it had been for the last two weeks. I gave him a
demure nod as I straightened, pushing a sheet of smooth chestnut hair
behind my ear. I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror in the movement.

The face that stared back at me was unfamiliar, though if I looked
closely, I could find traces of the one I had worn my entire life. No



Fragmented skin, just smooth sandy tan. No silver hair, just deep chestnut.
No scars. A slightly wider mouth, narrower nose, softer brow. Me, but...
not. The only thing that remained was the eyes. One silver, one green. Eyes,
Ishga had said, were impossible to hide with any illusion, even with the
advanced Fey potions he had taken from Ela’Dar.

But no illusion was perfect, and no illusion could last forever. I had
been wearing this one for too long. Every time I looked at myself, I half
expected to see my own Fragmented skin.

I was supposed to be out of here days ago. But each time the Fey’s visit
to their Threllian allies was delayed, I thought to myself, I’ve stayed too
long to give up now. I decided that the illusion would just need to hold up a
little bit longer.

I had spent weeks here, monitoring the rhythm of the household,
waiting for this meeting.

Farimov frowned down at the berries. The feast was something to
behold—flowers and fruits and meats and cheeses. Maids flurried about the
room, adjusting each detail of the display.

“Do you think that Fey even like fruit?” he mused, to no one in
particular. “I heard once that they only eat living flesh. Perhaps I should
have gotten something... alive.”

I imagined Ishga chomping down on live creatures and almost laughed.
Ishga, who barely managed to hide his disgust at the very thought of eating
something that had once been moving.

“How could they not be impressed?” I said. “It is magnificent. And so
clever, to showcase the best of every region of the Threllian empire. A
brilliant idea, and a feast worthy of royalty, my Lord.”

Farimov puffed slightly with pride. He liked that I noticed what he had
done with the menu. Impossible not to. “The best of every region of the
Threllian empire” really meant “the best of all Threll has stolen from the
nations they conquered.” Nyzrenese blood apricots were right there in the
middle of the table, next to a vase of Deralin cerulean blue blossoms.

My gaze lingered on the flowers a little too long. An unwelcome image
flashed through my mind—Max holding those very flowers as the two of us
sat alone at night in the Threllian plains. The night I kissed him for the first
time. The night I let myself fall.

And now he was—



“My Lord.” A nervous-looking maid appeared at the door. “The Fey
emissaries have arrived.”

I HADN’T SEEN these Fey before. After months of war, one might think that I
would have encountered more of them, but the Threllians and their slaves
were far more common foes than the Fey. The two women were strangely,
ethereally beautiful—as the Fey, I'd learned, usually were. One had dark
hair that seemed to flash blue when the light hit it the right way, blunt to her
shoulders. The other was taller, with sleek blond hair that reached her waist,
sharp cheekbones, and a piercing stare of gold that triggered a wave of
recognition.

Sometimes, I almost found it amusing to watch the dynamics between
the Threllians and the Fey. The Threllian Lords were just so desperate to be
seen as powerful—they loved the fact that the Fey came out of hundreds of
years of hiding only to immediately propose an alliance. What was better
validation of their egos than a race of near-immortals choosing them as their
sole human partners? So foolish. Ishqa had told me plenty about the Fey
king and his desire to destroy humanity. Sooner or later, once the Threllians
outlived their usefulness to him, they would meet an end, too. But in the
meantime, the Threllians would provide the scale and numbers that the Fey
lacked, and they would stumble and blush over their Fey allies.

Farimov smiled and began to launch into a flowery greeting, but the
blond Fey cut him off.

“This is my second, Nessiath Vareid.” She gestured to her dark-haired
companion, then bowed her own head. “I am General lajga Sai’Ess. King
Caduan has sent us. Forgive us if we have little time for pleasantries.”

Sai’Ess.

I kept my expression very still as I poured iced teas at the table.

No wonder she looked so familiar—she was a relative of Ishga’s. A
sister? A cousin?

Another couple followed them into the room—a tall man with sharp
dark eyes and fair hair neatly slicked back, and a petite woman with
enormous blue eyes and golden curls who looked like she could be a



porcelain doll. They wore fine silk clothes. All white, of course. One glance
told me they were Threllian power.

Farimov’s smile faded, eyes widening.

“Lord and Lady Zorokov. What a... surprise.”

I nearly dropped the pitcher. I was not prepared for the unwelcome
deluge of memories.

The smell of rotting flesh. The sight of a box of severed hands at my
doorstep. The sound of the death screams the monster bearing it had given
me.

The Zorokov family, the monster had whispered, does not like being lied
to.

The Zorokovs had murdered hundreds of slaves. And all because of me.

I righted the pitcher quickly, my knuckles so tight around the handle
that they were white. No one noticed my fumble except for Lady Zorokov,
whose doe-like stare fell to me.

“Goodness. Are you alright?”

If I didn’t know better, I might mistake that for genuine concern.

“Yes, my lady,” I murmured. “My greatest apologies.”

She cocked her head and smiled.

“Oh, look at that. You do have the most beautiful eyes, don’t you?”

I lowered my gaze immediately. “Thank you, my lady.”

There were no fewer than eight freshly sharpened dinner knives at the
table right now. My fingers itched for them. Seconds, and I could kill them
both. I didn’t even need my magic to do it.

“A welcome surprise, of course.” Lord Farimov was in the process of
quickly correcting his less-than-overjoyed reaction. “It is always a pleasure
to receive a visit from you.”

“A discovery like this deserves to be seen firsthand,” Lord Zorokov
said.

Farimov put his shock away for good and grinned. “Wonderful. There is
more than enough food! Come, sit, eat, and we shall—"

“We have no time for such comforts, I fear,” lajqa said. “King Caduan is
quite impatient. Given the acceleration of Aran aggression, you must
understand that time is of the essence.”

“But what a shame to—"

“Our deepest apologies, Lord Farimov,” the dark-haired Fey—Nessiath
—said, not looking particularly apologetic at all.



Farimov sighed, failing to hide his disappointment. “Very well. Of
course I understand.” He gestured to one of the slaves, who crossed the
room and returned with a polished mahogany box with a gold latch. It was
modestly sized, smaller in length and width than the dinner plate Farimov
moved aside to place it on the table. The carvings on its surface had been
partially eaten by time, despite its obvious, careful restoration.

Utter silence. The breath seemed to have left everyone in the room at
once.

“This is it?” lajqa said, quietly.

“It is. My collections of artifacts are quite extensive, you see. It took
months of searching to locate this. But alas...”

He unclasped the box and opened it.

There, in a bed of black silk, sat a glass orb. Mist swirled within it like
storm clouds, subtle and yet eerily unsettling. The hairs stood on the back of
my neck, a strange sensation nagging deep inside of me. It was the sort of
gut feeling I hadn’t gotten in months—not since my magic eluded me after
the Aran war.

“So this is the thing that King Caduan lays so many hopes upon,” Lord
Zorokov murmured, transfixed.

Iajga said nothing. She reached out to touch the orb, and sparks and
clouds collected under the glass beneath her fingertips.

I tried not to let my interest show, turning away as I swallowed my
uncertainty. This thing did not look like a weapon. A magical curiosity,
perhaps, but not a weapon.

The two Fey exchanged an unimpressed glance that seemed to betray
the same thought.

“I— I have others, too,” Farimov said, sensing their disappointment.
“Many other artifacts. Some of the greatest treasures in all of Threll!
Perhaps they, too, are of value to your king?”

And at this moment, I felt a telltale burning at my fingertips.

A pit of dread grew in my stomach. I casually glanced down to see a
flicker at the tips of my fingers. Smooth skin and my Fragmented Valtain
skin shuddered alternately in and out of view.

Shit. Shit. Not now. It was the worst possible timing for the illusion to
start falling away. Hands would be easy enough to hide, but I had maybe
half an hour before the disguise disintegrated completely—Iless than that



before it became obvious that something was not right about my
appearance.

I clasped my hands behind my back and donned my most charming
voice.

“Lord Farimov owns the rarest collection of artifacts in Threll,” I said.
“Many were even recovered from the same tombs as this one.”

Farimov beamed. He was so, so eager to show off his treasure that his
pride outweighed any displeasure at a slave speaking out of turn. And just
as I knew it would, this statement caught the Feys’ attention.

“Very well,” Iajga said. “We shall see them.”

“A gift to you,” Farimov said, leading them out the door. “Anything you
please.”

The minute the footsteps softened down the hall, I crossed the room and
opened the box.

The other slave—Melina, I thought her name was—Ilurched forward,
eyes wide. “But—"

“Sh.” T gave her a look, sharp enough to make her mouth snap closed,
and opened the box.

Our spies had heard so many stories about this—this artifact that
Caduan Iero, the mad Fey king, was so desperate for. We didn’t know what
it was or what it did. Even the Fey’s Threllian allies, it seemed, did not
know that. But the fact alone that it was so desperately sought after was
enough to make Ishga adamant that it could not fall into the hands of the
Fey or the Threllians.

Whatever it was, we had theorized, I might be able to make use of it,
given my connection to the deep magics that Caduan manipulated. A
stretch, considering that over these last months I could barely use any magic
at all.

And this, selfishly, was my only thought as I looked down at this
magical trinket.

I had dreamed of something powerful enough to break down the walls
of an ancient prison and tear down one of the greatest militaries in the
world. I had dreamed of something powerful enough to bring the one most
important person in the universe back to me.

This glass orb did not look like such a thing.

“Roza...” Melina whispered, nervously. I ignored her as I reached out to
touch the sphere—



The next thing I knew, my back slammed against the floor. My breath
hit me like a stone crashing down on my chest. And my skin was burning,
burning, burning, so intensely that I had to bite down hard to keep from
letting out a cry.

My skin. My hand.

“Roza!” Melina fell to her knees beside me.

Long seconds, and the pain subsided to a tolerable throb. I forced my
eyes open and bit back a gasp.

Gold covered my fingertips, reaching down over my palm in organic
shapes that looked like the veins of a leaf. The strokes were slightly raised,
and my skin clung to the edges, irritated where the gold met my flesh.

This wasn’t on me. This was in me.

I lifted my eyes to the box on the table. It was now empty.

Oh, gods.

I looked at the gold spreading across my palm with renewed horror.
This thing—this was the artifact.

Melina made a strangled sound of panic and suddenly pulled away from
me.

It took me a moment to realize why. I had been so preoccupied with the
gold that T hadn’t realized what it was covering: my skin. My normal,
Fragmented skin. The illusion was gone.

Melina turned to the door, presumably to get help. I moved faster. I
leapt to my feet, grabbed her, and pressed my hand to her mouth.

“Don’t move,” I hissed. “I am one of you.”

Her back was against me, my arm firmly around her shoulders to keep
her from moving. I could not see her face, but I felt her trembling.

“I am Tisaanah Vytezic,” I whispered. “Do you know that name?”

A pause. Then a small nod.

“I need you to tell me how we can get out of here, Melina. Fast.
Quietly.”

She jumped a little. I knew why—the “we.”

That one word made life much more difficult, especially since I barely
knew this girl. But I couldn’t leave her alone here to face the consequences
of my escape.

Slowly, I removed my hand from her mouth, though I didn’t release her
just yet—just in case.



“We can’t,” she whispered. “There’s too many people here now, in the
middle of the day.”

“There has to be something.”

“Can’t you just... use magic?”

I almost laughed. I knew what she was thinking: This girl has ended
wars, and she can't get herself out of this stupid house?

I spent a lot of time lately thinking about my magic and all the things it
couldn’t do.

“No,” I said. “Not here. There are too many wards.”

Farimov’s estate, like those of many of the Threllian Lords, had been
protected with many, many Stratagram wards since the beginning of the war
—protection against magic wielding rebel slaves like myself, and against
Nura’s armies.

I tried not to think about the fact that if I still had Reshaye, I could tear
through those wards easily. If I still harbored a connection to deep magic...

I shook the thought away. Unhelpful.

I reached into my pocket and folded my fingers around the gold feather
there. Ishga was not prepared for me now. Under the original plan, I was to
call for him at night, when I could make it past the strongest of the wards,
and he would fly me out of the estate. This escape would be much more
difficult now, in the middle of the day.

Still, he was our best chance of making it out of here alive.

I pulled out the feather and dipped it into the candle flame. Ishqa would
feel its call, but I had no idea where he was right now, or even if he would
be able to get to us in time.

“The servants’ tunnels,” I said. “Will they get us out of the house?”

“They aren’t really tunnels. More like... a basement. And they don’t go
as far as the estate walls.”

“They just need to take us outside.”

The feather was now a dusting of ash, which I hastily brushed under the
table runner.

Weapon. I needed a weapon. A decorative saber hung on the wall,
which I yanked free as quietly as I could. It was a gaudy thing, the hilt
covered in impractical rubies. The blade was dull. It was clearly never
intended to be used for actual combat, but if I stabbed someone with it hard
enough, it would do some damage.



“Let’s go.” I was already at the door before I realized that Melina was
not with me. I turned to see her standing still, eyes wide, lips parted but
releasing no words.

She looked so utterly terrified. Is that how I had looked, I wondered,
when Serel put me on that horse and told me to go find a new life?

I never would have said it aloud, but back then, I had been so frightened
of leaving everything I had ever known. I dealt with it by drowning myself
in my obsession with the future I swore I’d create. But...

Uninvited, the memory settled over me. The snap of a fire in cool night
air. A familiar scent of ash and lilac. A little sarcastic laugh. A smile that
started on the left side first.

Home. I had never thought I would find a home.

Even if it had been a temporary one.

My chest ached, and my stance softened. I returned to Melina, taking
her hand in a firm, comforting grasp.

“There are lots of people like you,” I said, quietly. “Like us. If we make
it out of here today, you’ll be amazed at what freedom can be.”

She gave me a weak smile and swallowed hard.

“This way.”



CHAPTER TWO



MAX
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I t’s not all that hard to keep yourself sane, so long as you’re flexible with
your definition of the term.

It’s just a matter of finding one solid thing—one constant. Numbers
were perfect in theory, at least in the beginning. Three always came after
two always came after one. It never changed. And yet, when you have
nothing in your life but those numbers, it’s so easy for them to unravel
before you. Does three really come after two? Does one thousand seven
hundred and six actually follow one thousand seven hundred and five?

This was the problem with the numbers. They were too intangible. That
was why, I think, I started with the drawing.

I say the drawing because there was only one. Three shapes, always in
the same arrangement. And I say “I think” because I couldn’t recall when I
started drawing them, or why. Only that it was the only thing my hands felt
right doing.

Maybe the shapes meant something in a dream, once. Maybe they
meant something in a memory. Both were equally hazy, now.

Now, I lay on my stomach, left hand flat against the cold ivory stone of
the floor. Everything in here was the same—ivory floor, walls, ceilings.
Ilyzath was a dead place. Everything was empty. The air was eerily silent,
Ilyzath’s magic choking back every sound. The walls were bare save for the
carvings etched into them—no windows, not even a door. When people did
come here, the opening simply stepped out of the stone, and it was gone
again as soon as they were.

The white was torturous, so bright and dark at once that it seemed to
burn my eyes, but it was preferable to the alternative.



My other hand clutched a little piece of metal, just sharp enough to etch
into the stone. I knew Ilyzath well enough by now to know that the moment
I took my eyes away from this drawing, it would be gone when I looked at
this spot next. Ilyzath had a way of erasing any mark its prisoners tried to
make on the world.

Maybe it was my petty act of defiance, then.

The drawing was the same every time. A cluster of three shapes, always
in the same arrangement—one lopsided circle to the left, another slightly
lower to its right, and a third, longer shape beneath the first, the three of
them together forming a triangular formation of patches.

In the beginning, I would wonder what they were. Now I figured it
didn’t even matter.

The air shifted, and I froze.

I knew this feeling by now. A pit formed in my stomach and I dutifully
ignored it, my eyes trained on the markings I etched into the floor, even as
the room darkened.

I would not look.

I would not fucking look.

Sweat prickled at the back of my neck. A red cast suffused the room.
The snap of flames grew unnaturally loud.

“Max.”

I knew that voice. I knew it even though, still, I didn’t understand who it
belonged to. And yet, the sound of it still made my eyes snap up, no matter
how many times I told them not to.

The sight of her was just as horrifying as it always was.

The girl was perhaps eleven or twelve. She had long, sleek black hair
and a demeanor that seemed so familiar in more ways than one. Also, most
notably, she was on fire.

Sometimes, she was weeping as she crawled across the ground to me.
Sometimes, she was furious, trying to strike me. Today, she just stood there,
almost serene, as chunks of flesh melted off her face.

She looked sad.

“Why did you do this to me?” she asked. “Why would you of all people
do this to me? Those were my last thoughts, you know. It hurt worse than
any of this.”

She gestured, weakly, to her burning body.



And there was something there, just for a moment, some shard of a
memory that kicked me in the gut. Gone before I could wrap my fingers
around it.

Or maybe... maybe I stopped myself before I let myself remember.

I looked away.

“You’re not real,” I muttered.

“Yes, I am.”

“Nothing in this place is real. You’re just another nightmare.”

The stench of burning flesh now seared my nostrils. I forced my eyes
back to the ground. As I suspected, the marks I had etched into it minutes
ago were now gone.

Oh well.

I started again—always, the same three shapes, again, again, again.

Still, out of the corner of my eye, I could see the markings on Ilyzath’s
walls shifting, as if all to orient themselves towards me.

Ah, you think this is a nightmare?

It wasn’t quite a voice. Ilyzath spoke in a million blended
inconsequential sounds, creaks and wind and groans of stone bleeding into
something like words.

I didn’t answer. Sure, I’d talk to my hallucinations, but I generally tried
not to speak to the prison itself. A man had to draw a line somewhere.

What makes you think, Maxantarius, that nightmares are not real?
Perhaps it is all real, and that is the greatest nightmare of all.

My jaw tightened, and my hand paused its familiar path. I wouldn’t
admit it—not even silently to myself—but that thought struck a nerve.

There was, after all, so much I didn’t know about my own past.

The time before I came to Ilyzath was a blur, like a hundred colors of
paint all running together in the same soupy sewer water. Every so often I'd
grasp glimpses of images, memories, sensations—sometimes the smell of
flowers and a certain shade of green were seared into my head, vivid
enough to almost lead me to the memories they kept, always just out of
reach. Sometimes they were darker, ash and moans and the feel of my hands
around blood-slicked, unforgiving metal. Burning and burning and burning.

I squeezed my eyes shut.

Only a nightmare, Max. Pull yourself together.

The burning girl was still standing there.

I would not look.



“Max—" she said again, but then the sound of grinding stone cut her
short.

All at once, the shadows and the glow of the fire disappeared. I looked
up to see that a door had opened in my cell, two eyeless, black-clad soldiers
standing there, spears in hand.

“Get up,” the blond one said. “The Queen needs to see you again.”

I was already rising to my feet. Honestly, I’d take the Queen’s torture
over Ilyzath’s any day.

And today, at least, I had a plan.

THINGS HAD GOTTEN WORSE.

Ara was at war. When I was in Ilyzath, I understood this only distantly
—nothing penetrated Ilyzath’s walls, and that, I supposed, included horrific
warfare. But every time the Queen had me brought to the mainland, its
marks were visible everywhere.

This time, it was worse than I’d ever seen it. The Syrizen and I walked
down cobblestone paths. The Palace loomed to the left, silent and mournful.
Two of its knifelike peaks had been snapped off since the last time I was
here. Ahead, the Towers loomed. The upper windows of the silver one had
all shattered, leaving a fragile-looking silver skeleton to be devoured by the
clouds.

Around us, groups of exhausted soldiers gathered in clusters. I slowed
my steps, watching them. One of the groups parted just enough for me to
see between them—at the monstrous carcass seeping blood on the ground.

Ascended above.

The sight of the thing, even lifeless, made a shiver pass over me. It was
perhaps two or three times the size of the soldiers that surrounded it, its
form comprised of darkness and too-long limbs. I stared at it, but the
boundaries of its shape never quite came into focus, like my mind couldn’t
decide where it ended and its shadow began.

I’ve seen that thing before.

The thought popped into my mind without warning. Like most of my
thoughts these days, it was unhelpful.



One of the soldiers looked up and met my stare. His eyes went wide
before he turned to mutter frantically to his companions.

A sharp nudge jolted me from my thoughts. I nearly stumbled. My
ankles were bound, just loosely enough to allow me to walk. My wrists, too
tight to let them move at all.

“Let’s get this over with, Max,” the blond Syrizen, who gripped my
right arm, muttered. “No time to linger.”

“How many were there?” I asked. “Those creatures. There must have
been many of them. More than this.” I nodded to the field, where the
soldiers gathered around the carcasses. “Sent by the Fey, right? How far did
they get? Did they make it to the top of the Towers?”

The guard didn’t answer, but her lips pressed together in a way that
confirmed my suspicions.

“And that was what,” I went on, “a few hours ago, by the looks of
things?”

Again, no answer.

I didn’t need one. I knew I was right.

Less than a full day after some of the worst attacks yet, and the Queen
was pulling me out. She was doing it now, in daylight—rare that happened,
and only recently. At first, it had just been a few scattered outings, always at
night, always when there weren’t many people around. I hadn’t figured out
why. Only now did that piece click into place, as I watched the soldiers
around us all look up to stare at me.

These people knew who I was. Not that I had a clue why.

And for whatever reason, the Queen would prefer that they didn’t think
about me. Again, not that I had a clue why.

You killed hundreds of innocent people, a voice whispered in the back of
my mind. Isn’t that reason enough for infamy?

An expression I couldn’t read passed over the guard’s face. “Here’s
hoping that the Queen is right and you’re our damned savior,” she muttered,
pushing me forward. “Let’s go.”



CHAPTER THREE



TISAANAH

M elina was right. These weren’t exactly tunnels, just hallways that

happened to be underground, and they were far from private. We
passed too many other people to make me comfortable as we hurried down
hall after hall together. Most were other slaves, which was our only saving
grace. Perhaps some recognized me—I was, after all, unusual looking—but
thankfully, no one stopped us. The further away we moved from the heart of
the estate, the quieter the halls grew.

We stopped when we came to a juncture. “That way goes out to the
stables,” Melina said, then pointed in the other direction. “And that one
goes to the fields.”

“Which is farthest from the main house?”

She paused. “Probably—"

My heart stopped.

“Sh.”

She gave me a curious look, but I grabbed her arm and pulled both of us
against the wall. “Sh,” I said again.

There it was—quiet, but if I strained my ears I could hear the voices
above.

“...have gone too far... still can catch them... I’ve ordered every guard
in the house—yes, every guard, I assure you...”

I resisted the urge to hiss a curse.

Melina’s eyes shot to me, wide with terror. “Do you have any idea how
many guards are in this place? They’ll know we went here—"

“We don’t have time to be scared,” I said, firmly. “Only to act. Which
way, Melina?”



Her eyes darted between the two halls, then she pointed. “To the fields.”

We flew.

The glances we had earned from those we passed now turned to outright
stares. I kept my hand firmly around Melina’s wrist, urging her forward
even when fear began to falter her steps.

“Focus,” I murmured to her. “We are so close—"

We rounded a corner, and she stopped short, sending both of us
stumbling.

Ahead of us was a short staircase and a door with sunlight spilling
beneath it. Standing before it was a young man in a guard’s uniform. He
looked to be about Melina’s age, perhaps in his late teens. Tousled dark hair
fell over his forehead, low enough to frame the surprise in his eyes when he
saw us.

“Melina?”

“Markus!”

Melina had gone completely still. Both of the names came in little
breaths that carried too many shades to count.

A knot of unease formed in my stomach as I watched the two of them—
watched the way they looked at each other. Like teenagers in love.

Gods, was there anything more unpredictably dangerous than teenagers
in love?

Markus stood between us and freedom. He frowned. My stare fell to his
hand, which rested at the hilt of his sword.

“You’re the one they’re looking for?” His gaze flicked to me, and
something shifted in it.

“We need to get out, Markus,” Melina said, her voice small. “You can
come with us, you can...”

“Get out?” His brow knotted.

I was getting a terrible feeling about this.

“Come with us.” She took a step forward, hand slightly outstretched.
“You can come. They’ll never find you. They’ll never know.”

I saw it, in that moment, in the nearly invisible hardening of the muscles
around his eyes. He would never do it.

Because this young man was not a slave. He was a hired guard, paid,
albeit meagerly, for his services. Perhaps he liked Melina. Perhaps he even
loved her, or thought he did.



But the minute Melina used the word “we,” used it to make him one of
us, he was gone.

She kept walking forward. “Markus, please...”

The moment she touched him, he grabbed her.

But I was ready. I moved just as fast as he did.

Whatever apology he muttered was dampened by the sound of her body
slamming against the wall as he tried to restrain her.

And then by the sound of steel against steel, as I lunged for him with
my stolen sword. He blocked me, but it was distracted, clumsy. I was a
better swordsman, and I seized upon his inexperience.

Melina let out a strangled cry. Blood spattered over me.

Markus slumped to the ground, clutching a wound on his throat, life
already leaving his eyes.

The hallway was silent but for the sounds of activity above us and the
pounding of blood in my ears. Melina pressed herself to the wall, her hand
to her mouth, shaking.

My heart ached with pity for her. “We need to go.”

€l

I took her arm, gently but firmly. “I’m sorry, but we need to go,
Melina.”

She loosened a long breath, tore her eyes away from him, and turned to
the door. Together, we stepped over the body of her lover and took our next
steps to freedom.

IT WAS A BEAUTIFUL DAY OUTSIDE. When we ran through the door, we were
met with a stunning view—the fields of crops, wheat and fruits and leafy
greens, in perfect rows like streaks of paint. The sky, pink-blue, and empty.
Together, Melina and I ran.

We’d make it past the crops, and then hopefully Ishga would get here in

Melina’s arm was roughly yanked from my grasp. Her rough cry split
the air. Someone tried to grab me, but I struck wildly with my sword and
slipped their grip, backing against the wall of a grain silo.



Before me, a guard held Melina. And beside him was Lady and Lord
Zorokov, surrounded by three other guards.

I was careful not to look panicked, even though my heartbeat was out of
control. We had been too loud in the tunnels. We had let too many people
see us. We had been too slow. Or perhaps we had just been unlucky.

Lady Zorokov smiled at me. “I think I know you, don’t I? Tisaanah
Vytezic! Such a pleasure to finally meet the legend.”

I could not take my eyes off Melina. I dropped my sword. Raised my
palms.

“I’m unarmed,” I said. “Let her go.”

Lord Zorokov snorted. “Surely you cannot expect us to fall for that.”

Still, they didn’t move for me yet. I’d earned quite a reputation for
collapsing Esmaris Mikov’s estate, and for my acts during the Aran civil
war. They probably thought I had enough powerful magic within me to
destroy this entire city with a flick of my fingers.

If only they knew how useless I really was right now.

Come on, Ishqa. Hurry.

Movement from the left—the two Fey, cornering me from another
angle. “The artifact,” Iajqa said, coldly. “Where is it?”

“I don’t have it.”

My palm still burned with my lie. I prayed they would not look too
closely at it.

Still, no one moved. They were afraid of me, I realized—even the Fey.

Melina let out a little sound of pain, blood now dripping down the flesh
of her throat.

“She tried to stop me,” I said. “She has nothing to do with it.”

I just needed time.

Hurry, Ishqa. Please, please hurry.

Lord Zorokov gave me a slow smile. “Shall we give you her foot this
time? I think you already have plenty of hands.”

The surge of fury made it difficult to speak.

“I’m not here to play games,” I said, as calmly as I could manage. “Let
her go, and I will consider returning to you what I’'ve—"

The dark-haired Fey uttered an unfamiliar word beneath her breath, one
that sounded like a curse. “That is it,” she breathed. “You do have it.”

She was looking at my hand—at the strange gold now covering it.

Shit.



“That’s ridiculous—" I started, but the words barely made it out of my
mouth.

“We aren’t here to play games, either, little slave,” Zorokov snarled, and
I had no time to react before Melina’s throat was open, and her body was
falling to the ground in a bloody heap.

And then another guard was on me. Two. Three.

“Take her hand,” someone shouted, and pain exploded at my wrist, so
intense that for a moment everything else fell away.

I clawed my way back to consciousness. Clawed my way to my magic.

Do this, Tisaanah. You’ll die here if you don't.

I summoned every scrap of magic in me, every remaining little
fragment of it. Forced it through my veins through sheer will. Gods, it hurt,
like the magic was burning me from the inside out.

The guards holding me let out shouts of pain, pulling away rot-covered
hands. My own right hand was useless—they had cut so deep that I
glimpsed bone. When I grabbed my sword from the ground, I had to wield
it left-handed.

Everything faded into a frantic smear of images. The guard falling, face
black with rot. My sword plunging through another’s chest.

Something strange happened as I fought. Other images careened
through me—not of my own desperate battle, but of other people that I
knew were far away from here. As if, for split seconds, I was looking
through someone else’s eyes.

First, I saw a copper-haired man with concerned green eyes, gazing at
me. A beautiful room full of greenery and refracted sunlight. Utter, all-
consuming hatred.

Gone. And then another image: a white room. Carvings on the ground,
the same shapes over and over. Exhaustion. Fear. Looking down at hands
that I knew very well by now, and the Stratagrams that inked the arms
attached to them.

My heart stopped. I faltered. The image disappeared.

Max.

That was him. I saw him. I felt him. I was him.

This realization struck me so hard that I faltered, mid-movement. A
guard struck me. My back hit the ground.

No. Go back. Go back.



I tried to reach back out to my magic, but it was out of reach. The magic
surrounding my sword fell away, leaving only pitiful steel that one of the
guards knocked from my grasp easily.

Iajga stalked towards me, gaze fixed upon my hand. “Take it,” she
commanded.

The guard raised his sword. I tried to dodge, tried to roll away, but
another man gripped my shoulders and pressed my wrist to the ground.

But just as that blade was about to come down, a streak of gold hit the
earth, knocking my captor away. I blinked, and before me I saw nothing but
wings spread out beneath the blazing sunset light, shielding me.

I let out a breath of relief.

Ishga glanced over his shoulder at me, looking annoyed. “This was not
the plan.”

“Later,” I rasped, and scrambled to my feet. His arms were around me,
ready to fly us away, when a voice shouted, “Ishqga!”

Ishga’s head snapped towards the blond Fey, and he went still.

“Iajqga,” he said, sounding as if he didn’t know he was speaking aloud.

She approached, her brows drawn together. “Come back,” she said.
“The king would take you back. Your son is not well, he—”

“Ishqga,” 1 hissed. We didn’t have time for this.

My prompt seemed to snap Ishqa out of some trance, because in one
breathless movement we launched into the sky. I clung to him
embarrassingly tightly and watched the spectators—the slaves, the guards,
the Fey, the Zorokovs—grow smaller and smaller beneath us. Melina’s
body was a little, broken heap, surrounded by crimson.

“Will she follow us?” I asked.

“No. Her flying is weak now. She knows she cannot catch us.”

My stomach dropped as he dove, picking up speed. The estate was far
behind us now, and we soared over miles of crops. He eyed my hand, which
I cradled carefully. “You are injured.”

“It’s nothing,” I lied.

“This was not the plan.”

No. No, it certainly was not.

“The wind is loud,” I said, straining my voice. “We’ll talk later.”

Another stupid, transparent lie. But Ishqga allowed me the mercy. We did
not speak again.



CHAPTER FOUR



E very time I closed my eyes, I saw white. White isn’t even a color,
merely the absence of one. Above all, white is empty.

I hated white, and yet it followed me everywhere. Everything was
empty, now. There was nothing in my head but my own thoughts. Nothing
in my lungs but my own breath. There was only one heartbeat throbbing
beneath my skin. My body was cavernous, lonely. Now everything I wished
to escape merely echoed, louder than ever.

There was nothing so terrible as to be so alone.

That aloneness consumed me in my dreams. I had forgotten what it was
to dream—how overwhelming they are, when you were forced to bear the
brunt of them alone. Most of the time, my dreams were the worst moments
of my past.

But rarely—very rarely—they instead brought me shards of connection.

I always knew when it was them—Tisaanah and Maxantarius. You
know the shape of someone’s mind when you have lived inside of it for so
long.

I knew Tisaanah’s shrewd determination and the vulnerable heart
beneath it, and so I knew it was her when I saw flashes of a slender body
falling, a throat opening, the feeling of sadness as the wind rushed around
me.

I knew Maxantarius’s sharp mind, and so I knew it was him when I saw
a white ceiling covered in circular marks, felt overwhelming pain, felt
myself being swept away by a terrible force.

For one beautiful moment, I was not alone. I tried to cling to that
moment of connection to them, but my past took me anyway.



My dreams brought me to another familiar place. I was in a strange
circular building of stone, surrounded by humans. I was falling to the
ground, my muscles suddenly useless. I was screaming Ishga’s name and
watching him turn away. A gust of wind fanned out his golden hair as he
left me here. Left me alone to half a millennium of torture.

I woke up screaming.

The figure beneath me let out a mangled cry. I barely heard it. My
fingers found my attacker’s throat. Limbs flailed. A strike hit my cheek, and
I snarled, returning it in kind.

For the first time in days, I felt mercifully powerful. I loved anger.
Anger was red and black, screams and shouts. The opposite of emptiness.
The opposite of white and white and white.

It was Ishqga’s face hidden under that mass of fair hair. Ishqa, who had
betrayed me. Ishga, who had ruined me.

I grabbed a dinner knife from the tray, raised it, and—

“Aefe!”

The shout made me freeze.

I hated the name. I was not Aefe.

Someone yanked me backwards. I flailed out, teeth bared, knife
swinging. I struck something.

“Stop. Stop.”

The tighter the hold became, the more I thrashed. A hand gripped my
wrist, twisted, and the blade went clattering away. I didn’t care—I fought
just as hard, with my teeth, my fingernails—

Until my back slammed against the ground.

The world slowed. My breath heaved.

Caduan leaned over me, his hands pressed to my shoulders. Violet
slashed his left cheek, the blood threatening to drip on my face. His eyes,
bright like the sun through leaves, grabbed my attention and refused to
relinquish it. They were solid. Real.

My breath slowed.

“She tried to kill me!” the maid shrieked, across the room. Low
murmurs joined her. Footsteps. Others were here.

Caduan did not look away. I did not understand faces and all the
wordless things they said. Most of the time I did not try. And yet, in his
eyes, I saw something that made me want to squirm away. I welcomed a



strike or a shout. Caduan’s piercing observation was more frightening than
any of those cruelties.

“Let me go,” I snarled.

“I will if you allow me to.” His voice lowered. “It was only a dream.”

My face snapped back towards him, anger flaring.

How dare he say those words.

“No,” I hissed. “It was real for so many days.”

Something shifted in Caduan’s eyes. “Not anymore. You are safe.”

You are safe, Tisaanah used to whisper to me, in the mind we shared—a
mind that now belonged to no one but me.

“I am not safe!”

“Aefe—"

“Do not call me that. I am Reshaye.”

“You are more than this,” he murmured.

“Let me go!”

At last, he obeyed. I scrambled away from him, pressing myself to the
corner, my eyes darting around the room.

My bedchamber was large, with tall ceilings that let in fractured light
through warped glass. Some said it was beautiful. Servants commented on
the fact that I had been given a prime location, on the top floor of the castle.
They said it with an odd tone, as if there was something strange about it.

I didn’t care. I felt nothing when I looked at this place. Beautiful things
were abstract shapes meant for a different soul.

Now, half a dozen people clustered in this room, looking at me. Two of
Caduan’s advisors helped the blond maid from the floor and a guard led her
away.

I disliked the way they were looking at me.

“She shouldn’t have been here,” Caduan said to them, quietly but
firmly. “No one is supposed to wake her. And I specified no blondes.”

The two advisors looked at each other. One was a woman, short and
delicate with cropped gold-copper hair—Luia, the Chief of Military. The
other a dark-haired man with broad shoulders and a strong jaw—Vythian,
the Chief of Coin, though he looked better suited to the fighting ring than a
coin room.

“My King...” Luia said, quietly.

“Not now.” Caduan turned to me. I stared at the ground, but I felt the
searching weight of his stare bearing into me. “I’ll be back soon, Aefe.



Rest.”

Rest. I hated rest.

The three of them left, leaving only me. For a moment I stood there,
breath still heaving. Then I crossed the room and pressed myself to the
door.

Beyond it, I heard the whispers.

“...allow this to go on.” Luia’s voice.

“It has only been a few months.” Caduan’s.

“You made a considerable investment in her,” Vythian said. “Time is not
in our favor.”

“You need to ask her,” Luia hissed. “We need her. After last night, it’s
clearer than ever. We can’t win a war like this.”

A beat of silence. I could imagine a withering stare. “We will not win it
with her, either. Not yet. She isn’t ready.”

Yet.

The word formed a hot ball of anger in my stomach. Anger and—hurt?

I did not know why it surprised me. It shouldn’t. It was all anyone had
ever wanted to do to me. What use was I, after all, but to be a weapon?

Two footsteps, as if he started to walk away. I pressed closer to the door,
ears straining.

“When will she be ready, then?” Luia’s words came sharper, louder.
“When the Aran queen cements her human alliances and sends half a
million men to our doorstep? Or perhaps after she perfects her experiments
and—"

“Enough.” Caduan spoke quietly, but the word sliced through the air,
demanding silence. “Do you understand what she has gone through? Do
you understand what they did to her? Five hundred years of torture. They
took everything from her. Her name, her body. Everything. All so she could
become their weapon. Their desires were more important than her soul.”
His voice drew closer, low, simmering. “And what,” he breathed, “are you
now asking me to do? Do you want me to make that decision again?
Become just as monstrous as the humans?”

Several long seconds.

“Of course not, my King,” Luia said, finally.

A low murmur of agreement from Vythian.

Caduan’s voice faded down the hall as he said, “Don’t propose such a
thing again.”



Hours passep. I lay on the floor and looked up at the stars through the
glass ceiling. Had I liked looking at the sky, once? Now it just made me feel
small and lonely. When I was with Tisaanah and Maxantarius, my world
was swaddled tightly around me. I was nestled securely in the thoughts and
mind of another. Even when I was confined, I was not alone.

Not like now.

Once the quiet crept in, I was desperate to distract myself. I closed my
eyes and tried to seize upon that moment of connection I had felt earlier that
day. Strange, how the brush of intimacy made my loneliness sharper than
ever. I reached for them, but felt nothing but my own mind.

I was there, lying in the middle of the floor with my eyes closed, when
Caduan returned.

“You should try the bed,” he said. “It’s very comfortable.”

I did not look at him. “I did try. I don’t like it.”

“Why?”

“It is...” Too much. Too many different textures touching me. Too soft.
Too smothering.

I gave up on trying to find words, instead pressing my palms flat to the
floor. “This is better.”

“Alright.” He leaned over me and looked down. Now he wore a simple
white shirt and breeches, plain even by the standards of peasantry. For some
reason, I liked this, as if there was something about his current appearance
that was disarming.

I swiftly drowned that thought beneath my anger. He was simply using
me. [ was a tool to him. He brought me back to life for his own selfish
purposes.

No better than any of them.

“Come with me, Aefe.” He held out his hand.

I did not move. “Stop calling me that. It is not my name.”

“It was once. Would you like to choose another one?”

My teeth ground. He didn’t understand. Names were for living things. I
was not one of them.

“Come,” he said again.

“Where?”



“Let’s do something different. I want to show you something.” When I
stared blankly at him, he said, “Unless you would prefer to sit in this room,
alone.”

Silence. I closed my eyes again. Caduan let out a long, slow breath.

“Very well,” he said, softly, and began to walk away. “Then sit in this
room, alone.”

Alone.

The word twisted a knife in me. I did not want to go with Caduan. And
yet, the idea of lying here in my own loneliness for hours more seemed...
seemed like agony.

“Wait.” I opened my eyes and sat up. “I will go.”



CHAPTER FIVE



MAX
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[ was taken into the Towers and all the way down to the bottom floor,

several levels beneath the earth. I was always brought to the same set of
rooms—messy chambers clearly used for research and experimentation,
packed with overflowing bookcases and desks and exam tables. When 1
first started coming here, they were relatively neat, but with every visit their
atmosphere grew more frenetic, like the desperation of Ara as a country was
seeping into the walls.

When 1 arrived, the Queen leaned over a cluttered desk, her palms
braced at its edge. She wore a white military jacket and slim matching
pants. Her silver hair, normally bound in braids, was loose over her
shoulders, only the top of it pulled back. The crown was tangled within it,
so hopelessly knotted there that she probably couldn’t remove it even if she
wanted to.

She straightened. Her face was hard. Dark circles surrounded her eyes,
and blood soiled her throat and hands, as if she had changed her clothing
but hadn’t had time to bathe.

I knew her. Once I’d even known her well. I was certain of this. The
memories were gone, but the imprints they left behind remained. Every
time I looked at her, I was furious for reasons I didn’t understand.

Then again, I had more than enough reason to hate her for the memories
I did have.

“What is this?” She held up a piece of parchment, which bore, scribbled
in ink, the same three shapes I always drew. The last time I’d been here, I
had scratched them onto a scrap of paper in my delirium, half-out-of-my-
mind in the aftermath of the Queen’s experiments.




I said nothing.

“Is it a map?” she asked.

“It must be.” Another voice came from the opposite side of the room,
and I stiffened. A thin, elderly Valtain man rose and gave me a magic,
chilling grin. “Perhaps some piece of knowledge he stole from his Fey
possessor. Wouldn’t that be interesting?”

Vardir. I hated him, too.

“I’m surprised,” I said.

The Queen cocked an eyebrow. “Surprised.”

“I’m surprised that you’re willing to make it so obvious how desperate
you are. Pulling me out here in broad daylight, when you haven’t even had
time to wash the blood off yourself. Things are that bad?” I lifted my chin
towards the door at the other end of the room. “How many dead volunteers
are in there, today?”

She held my stare for a second too long, then looked away. “I need no
moralizing from you. War criminals don’t get to lecture me for the measures
I take to save my people.”

Fire. Screams. A city of bodies so burnt that families buried only bones
and ash.

The onslaught of images, as they always did, left me slightly sickened. I
had to fight hard to remain stoic.

Ilyzath’s whisper again echoed through my thoughts: Perhaps it is all
real, and that is the greatest nightmare of all.

In rare times—in moments like this—I was grateful for my broken
mind. Maybe some things were better left forgotten.

The Queen turned to Vardir, her arms crossed over her chest. “This
needs to work,” she hissed. “Do whatever you need to do. We’re out of
time.”

Vardir looked irritated. “It’s not my fault that he’s so much more useless
than he was last time.”

“Enough of the excuses,” the Queen said. “Go.”

The door at the back of the room opened. The guards took hold of my
arms, but I stood of my own accord.

The chamber was circular and white, with a second door at the opposite
side. It was a small space, with white walls, a white floor, a white ceiling.
As we entered, two other guards were disappearing through the second



door, carrying a lifeless body. I glimpsed dangling feet covered in black
veins just before it slammed closed.

To the left was a wide window that could be used to observe what
happened within—magically reinforced, I had learned, during one of my
many attempts at rebellion. Still, I’d nearly killed the person trying to hold
me down by flinging them against it, and even though the glass hadn’t
broken, it had been very satisfying.

I wasn’t rebellious today.

Instead, I went to the table at the center of the room and obediently lay
down on it, blinking up at the ceiling. Stratagrams adorned it in garish
crimson paint.

Hands held down my wrists, strapping them to the table, palm up.
Vardir’s assistant today was a Valtain woman, but Vardir did the work. I
didn’t even need to see the needles to know what was coming next. I was
prepared for the pain.

“There’s no more room,” the woman muttered. “He has so many
already...”

“There’s room,” Vardir said, cheerfully, before starting in on the tattoos
on my palms.

I realized, as I had countless times now, that preparation didn’t mean
much. The agony overtook me anyway. These weren’t normal tattoos. The
ink marked every layer of my skin, seared there by magic.

The myriad of Stratagrams tattooed across my body cut me off from my
power. Every time I managed to slip through, another tattoo would be
added, closing each loophole. I wasn’t sure what I’d done to deserve these
ones, but I’d learned that the Queen was very afraid of whatever might
happen if I gained even a fraction of control over my own magic.

That was the only conclusion I could make, anyway. The reactions of
others told me it was highly unusual for someone to have so many shackles
inked into their body.

Eventually, Vardir finished his work. Even when the needles were gone,
I was left dazed and numb in the aftershock of it.

Vardir patted my shoulder. “Excellent work. Now, the real fun.”

“Great,” I gritted out.

I heard the doors close. The room went dark.

Vardir’s assistant stood at my head, her hands resting on the table on
either side of me. “What do [—”



“Just don’t let him die,” Vardir said.

Well, that inspired confidence. I focused intently on my breathing.

I had done some variation of this countless times since my
imprisonment, though it changed a little with each test. I didn’t understand
what they were trying to do, exactly. But I could string together some
assumptions based on what I did know.

I knew that the Queen wanted a weapon powerful enough to win her
war. I knew that somehow, they expected to get one from me. And now, I
knew that desperation was driving them to rush—to be sloppy. To take
risks.

It was only recently that I realized their experiments were largely out of
their control. And what was out of their control might, just might, be within
mine.

And this time—

No time to brace myself. Nothing existed anymore but the pain.

I gritted my teeth, tried to ground myself in the cadence of my breath, in
the metal against my skin. But so quickly, those markers of the world fell
away. A fire had started in my blood and had nowhere to go, so it consumed
me instead.

The white walls dissolved. In their place were an onslaught of
fragmented moments.

I saw a beautiful house with gold columns and a lion at its gates. My
hand pressed to the door, but someone whispered in my ear, You don’t want
to go back there again.

Now, a blanket of flowers surrounding a little stone cabin. Someone
calling for me—an accented voice, breaking my name into two melodic
syllables. T knew that voice. I had heard it many times, at the edges of
dreams and memories I couldn’t grasp.

[ tried to turn, but the image evaporated.

And then I was in a white room, white and white and white.

And then I was on a battlefield, watching my weapon skewer a teenage
boy.

And then I was in a dark place, with a warm glow radiating from the
walls. Braided white hair fell around my face. The Queen leaned over me,
her mouth twisted into a sneer. “You should have killed me.”

The world dissolved. Again, again, again.

Through the pain and disorientation, I tried to anchor myself.



You have a plan, 1 reminded myself. Yes, the Stratagram tattoos cut me
off from my magic. But they were opening a door for me, using me as a
vessel for a magic even they didn’t seem to understand.

Surely, I could use that somehow.

Magic was rushing around me, sweeping me up like floodwaters. With
great effort, I stabilized myself. Tried to reverse the power. Tried to capture
what surged through me.

And for the briefest moment, I fucking had it.

The magic no longer carried me away. I was channeling it. It took every
bit of strength in me—my physical body, surely, had to be dying. Nothing
but death could be this painful.

Still. For one moment, one beautiful fucking moment, it was right there.

But then—

I felt something strange, something that distracted me. Another
presence. Someone I knew, someone I knew well. I caught a flash of cold
air, warm blood. Of someone falling to the ground, a sword hacking
through their throat.

Utter, deep sadness. Sadness and fury.

And familiarity. Bone-deep, soul-shaking familiarity. I know you.

It struck me so hard that it made my heart stop.

The moment of distraction was too much. I lost control. The pent-up
energy burst all at once. The pain pulled the flesh from my bones.

What a way to die, I thought, grumpily.

My consciousness faded.

“Max.”

May-oocks.

That voice again.

My vision was blurry. For a moment I could make out sweeps of color
—white skin and tan, one splash of green, one of silver.

“Max.” Sharper this time.

I blinked. The figure was gone. Instead, the Queen leaned over me.
When my eyes opened, her shoulders lowered in a breath of relief.

“Good,” she muttered. “Here. Drink.”



I struggled to push myself to my elbows and tried very hard not to
vomit. She held out a cup that I pointedly did not take.

She rolled her eyes. “What? You think it’s poisoned? It isn’t.”

“I’m perplexed by your sudden concern for my well-being.”

“You’re too valuable to let die. Drink the damned water.” She shoved
the glass into my hands, whirling around to give Vardir a withering look.
“That was unacceptable.”

“It was a theory,” Vardir said.

“It was a failure, and you nearly killed him.”

He looked annoyed. “It was almost a success, and it wasn’t my fault that
it wasn’t.”

“Oh? Whose fault is it, then?”

Vardir gave me a bone-chilling smile. Ascended above, 1 hated that
man. “Maxantarius’s, of course.”

The Queen scoffed.

“So much within him has been locked away,” he went on. “We cannot
access what he can’t even access himself.”

I looked down at my arms—at the tattoos covering them. I had to admit,
a part of me would have found it darkly funny if they had sabotaged their
own efforts.

The Queen followed my stare.

“We need our precautions,” she said, “when dealing with a dangerous
criminal.”

Dangerous criminal. She made me sound so vicious.

Vardir laughed. “No, no, I am not talking about the Stratagram tattoos.
I’m talking about something deeper. His magic is built upon his past. And
now, his mind is not—"

“Enough.” The Queen spoke too quickly, glancing at me and then
immediately looking away, as if she hadn’t intended to.

I let out a raspy laugh. “What, do you want me to leave so you can talk
about me in private?”

The Queen didn’t dignify this with an answer. She stood and turned
away. “Vardir, you and I will have a discussion later about your failures.
Syrizen, take Maxantarius back to Ilyzath.”




WHATEVER VARDIR HAD DONE to me didn’t wear off right away. It took
effort to stand up straight, at first. My wrists and ankles were bound, and I
was again led out of the Towers. It was late afternoon now, and much colder
and greyer. I wondered how long I had been unconscious. Maybe longer
than I’d thought.

I couldn’t stop thinking about what I had seen.

Most of what I saw during Vardir’s experiments faded quickly, like
dreams that dissolved upon waking. But whatever I had seen—had felt—
when I tried to reach for control stuck with me. That sense of familiarity...
It was so intangible and yet... it was the only real thing I had experienced in
a very long time.

I wasn’t even sure I cared that it had disrupted my plan. There would be
another experiment. Another chance. I would try again. I carefully ignored
the nagging question that triggered: Then what?

We were halfway to the docks when Vivian, one of my two Syrizen
guards, stopped short, her face to the horizon.

“What?” the other said.

“Do you feel that, Merah?”

Merah frowned and shook her head. “No.”

But the hair prickled at the back of my neck. Something shivered in the
air, like the suspended tension before a lightning strike.

The three of us stood in silence for a moment. The soldiers still hurried
about, continuing their clean-up. Birds sang. The breeze rustled the leaves.

Vivian turned away. “I just thought—"

The words became a wet crunch.

Vivian was no longer standing there.

She was in two pieces, clutched in the grasp of a creature of shadow, her
head dangling from one spindly-fingered hand, and her body from the other.

As if they had just stepped from the air, the monsters were everywhere.



CHAPTER SIX



TISAANAH

[ was confused about the bowl of raspberries.

“Where did those come from?” I asked Sammerin when we entered
the tent. He shrugged, said he had no idea, and mentioned that berries were
the last thing I should be concerned about when my hand was hanging from
a few threads of flesh.

The two of us sat at the table now, Sammerin painstakingly
reconnecting every piece of severed bone and muscle. It hurt horrifically.
Even after all this time, I still found it stomach-turning to watch him work.
So instead, I watched the raspberries, frowning. A single fly circled them
lazily. They seeped red onto the white cloth beneath them.

It was hard to get raspberries out here. This encampment was so far east
that the rolling plains of native Nyzerene started to wither into desert. It was
a temporary base, as the rebel leadership—me, Serel, Filias, Riasha, and our
closest teams of spies and diplomats—mapped our next steps in our war for
freedom against the Threllians and the Fey.

My head hurt. I blinked and saw Melina’s small body falling to the
ground.

I pushed away the thought, burying it instead beneath a thousand other
worries.

“Any news from Orasiev?” I asked. “Shirav? Malakahn?”

“Not as far as I've heard. Not that that means anything.”

I chewed my lip. I just needed something to think about. And I wanted
to know that Orasiev was alright. Remarkably, we were actually starting to
win this thing, and victory felt more precarious than loss ever did.



I hadn’t fully realized the spark I was igniting by killing the Mikov
family, nor the flames that we were fanning by returning to Threll. Slaves
across the country had begun to realize how much power they held, and
how much more possibility lay beyond their lives. The city of Orasiev was
the first—a lesser estate overthrown by a successful slave rebellion. We
took Shirav next, and then Malakahn, and finally, Exendriff. Four cities that
belonged—truly belonged—to once-dead civilizations. Yes, they were small
ones, spread across the outskirts of the Threllian empire. But they were
ours. We had fought and bled for them.

For the first few weeks in Orasiev, I woke up every morning certain that
Threllian Lords would be at our gates by sundown, ready to tear us to the
ground. Miraculously, it did not happen.

These were strange times. The entire world, it seemed, was at war. The
Fey—and by extension, their Threllian allies—were locked in a
bloodthirsty conflict with Ara. This played out both across the sea and in
Ara’s Threllian territory, which Nura had slowly but surely expanded from
what was once the Mikov estate over recent months.

A thousand knives were poised at our backs—Nura’s, the Fey’s, the
Threllians’. And yet, perhaps because everyone was so distracted by all the
other people they had to go kill, our infant nation still stood.

Still, at least once a week I dreamed of fire consuming the tentative
freedom my people and I had created, just as it had once consumed a stone
cabin and sprawling garden that I thought of as—

I hissed in a breath as pain shot up my arm.

“Sorry,” Sammerin murmured. “Reattaching nerves.”

I made the mistake of glancing at my wrist and immediately regretted it.

Sammerin frowned down at my hand, examining, not for the first time,
the strange mark. The gold had formed an intricate pattern, like spiderwebs
that started at my fingertips and twined down the front of my palm. It ended
near my wrist, the metallic streaks dwindling and disappearing. The marks
felt different than my flesh—harder, and colder, like metal—but I could still
open and close my hand normally.

“And Ishqga had no ideas as to what this could be?”

“He said he will look closer when he returns.”

He’d barely had time to glance at it before dumping me on the ground
and flying away again. Apparently, he had somewhere very important to be
that I had disrupted with my butchering of our plans. We were all used to it.



Ishga came and went as he pleased, often disappearing for days or weeks on
end without a word. Not that any of us could complain. Our mysterious Fey
ally, and the information that he brought us, had been key to so many of our
victories against the Threllians. Ishqa viewed the Fey as our ultimate
adversary, and every blow to the Threllian empire weakened them by
extension.

“Hm.” Sammerin looked concerned. But then again, he always looked
concerned, these days.

My other hand curled into a fist of frustration.

“Whatever this thing is, I don’t think it’s a weapon,” I said. “At least not
one that is powerful enough.”

Powerful enough to break into Ilyzath.

I didn’t need to say that part aloud—not to Sammerin. He knew that
Max’s imprisonment dominated my every thought. These last few months
had been a brutal balancing act. The rebellion needed me. I gave them every
part of myself that I could offer. I gave them my steadfast leadership, my
scraps of magic, my dreams for the future, my plans, my diplomacy.

But there was so much I couldn’t give them, because half my heart was
trapped in a prison hundreds of miles away.

Sammerin’s deep brown eyes flicked up to me with wry amusement.
“You say that,” he said, “but we both know that you’ll try, anyway.”

I chuckled.

He was right. In here, with Sammerin, I could speak my doubts. But out
there, I would keep them locked away. I would relentlessly learn about this
thing that had attached itself to me, and I would tell myself and everyone
else that I would use it to free Max, and I would refuse to accept any
alternative.

I did not dignify uncertainty aloud.

“You’re right,” I said.

“I always am.”

“And I have always known it.”

“Smart woman. Certainly too smart for Max.”

The sound of his name sucked all the air out of the room. Sammerin’s
smile faded. He didn’t meet my eyes.

I frowned. There was something odd about that expression.

But before I could say anything, the door to the tent opened, and Serel
and Filias entered.



“Whew, that looks better than it did an hour ago,” Serel said in Thereni,
brightly. He kissed the top of my head. “Good. That must’ve hurt.”

“Glad you got out safe.” Filias peered at my hand. “So. This is it.”

I nodded. I had told Serel and Riasha about the artifact when I had
arrived back at camp.

“Ishga will help us learn more about it once he returns,” I said. “Surely
it’s powerful, if the Fey are so desperate for it. It will be valuable for the
rebellion. And to use against Ilyzath.”

I had done exactly what Sammerin knew I would. Confidence, after all,
was my only defense.

But Serel and Filias were oddly silent. They exchanged a long,
meaningful look. They had been giving each other a lot of those looks,
lately—Ilike they had a language all their own. Serel hadn’t talked to me
about it yet, but the attraction between them was obvious.

This, though... this was not lovestruck gazing.

I glanced between them. “What?”

Serel sat in the chair across from me, his blue eyes deep with concern.

“There’s something that we need to talk to you about.”

A pit formed in my stomach.

“It’s been five months,” Filias said. He stood awkwardly, his hands
bracing on the back of Serel’s chair. “Three since the night you almost—"

“—Since we started sending battalions to Ilyzath,” Serel cut in, a little
too sharply, shooting Filias a disapproving stare.

My mouth had gone dry. I nodded.

I had personally gone to Ilyzath many times at first, desperate to find a
way to penetrate its walls. But after one horrible failure that ended with
Serel fishing my limp body out of the sea, I agreed that we would send
teams of soldiers there instead, freeing me to do work for the rebellion that
only I could do.

Even that... I didn’t like it, even if I knew they were right.

“The eleventh group just returned to Orasiev,” Serel said.

My heart leapt, even though I knew—I knew, from Serel’s expression,
that it was not good news.

“And?”

Sammerin reconnected another nerve. I barely felt it.

Serel’s face was grim. He shook his head.



“Jaklin Atrivas died last night,” Filias said. “The Ilyzath guards killed
him, and the rest of the team couldn’t save him.”

My heart crashed to the floor.

I knew Jaklin. He was one of our best warriors, and a good leader. He’d
been critical to the successful takeover of Orasiev. He had two young
children.

I closed my eyes and saw Melina’s lifeless body.

“What a loss,” I murmured. “Give his family anything they need. Food.
Money. Give them—give them a pension. I’ll find a way to pay for it
personally.”

Serel and Filias exchanged another glance. Filias’s face was hard, and
Serel’s eyes big and gentle.

“They have never managed to make it past the outer walls, Tisaanah,”
Filias said. “Not once.”

“I have managed to make it through,” I said. “I can go with them again
next—"

“We have only made it this far in the rebellion because of you. Don’t
think we don’t know that.” Serel gave me a weak smile. “There are so many
things that only you can do. You’re our greatest advantage.”

“I can’t keep throwing away good people and good soldiers on an
impossible mission,” Filias said. “Not now, when we need them more than
ever to defend the rebellion. I’'m sorry, Tisaanah. I'm—” He looked so
deeply uncomfortable. “I’m sorry.”

I flinched—as if I’d been struck by a devastating blow.

Do not lose control. Do not fall apart. Look forward.

“I understand,” I said, tightly. “Then I’ll go alone, again. By myself. No
one to risk but me.”

“That’s a death wish. You barely even have—" Serel stopped himself
before saying it: You barely even have magic. “You can’t survive that.”

“I’ve done it before.”

He reached out and took my hand before I could pull it away. “I thought
we lost you the last time, Tisaanah,” he murmured. “I don’t want to lose
you.”

Serel looked at me with such unending love. And yet, in this moment, I
resented him for it.

I don’t care, I wanted to say. I’d rather die trying to save him than stop.

“I’m willing to take the risk.”



Filias and Serel exchanged another look—gods, I wished they would
stop doing that.

“This is bigger than you,” Filias said. “You know so much. If Nura
captured you—"

The anger—the sheer rage—hit me like a wave.

He thought I was a liability.

He was telling me that he was going to leave my lover in prison, and
was forbidding me from getting him out myself because he thought I—I,
who had sacrificed everything, sacrificed far too much—was a gods-
damned liability.

I jolted to my feet, yanking my hand away from Serel’s grasp.

“I won’t leave him there. I agreed to help you. I agreed to start going on
missions here. But I have always made it clear from the beginning that I
will not leave him there.”

“I know, Tisaanah—" Serel started, but I cut him off.

“Did you know that he was the only one who helped me get you out?
The only one? None of us would be here now if it wasn’t for him. Every
single one of us owes him our lives.”

“It wasn’t the decision we wanted to make,” said Filias, a little gruffly.

I took in several long breaths, struggling to control my emotions.

I turned to Sammerin. “Do you understand this?” I asked, in Aran.

He gave a small nod, and something about the look on his face made me
feel as if the floor had opened beneath me.

“You already knew,” I murmured.

He winced. “I tried to talk them out of it.”

I have one excellent friend who’s far better than I deserve, Max had told
me, once. And if Sammerin were ever in that position, I would never allow
him to stay there.

The sound that escaped my lips was a strangled, sad excuse for a laugh.
“He would have died before he let you remain in that place. And now you
are giving up on him, too? You’re his brother.”

Sammerin looked as if I had struck him. “Never, Tisaanah. Never.”

“I don’t like it, either,” Filias said. “I really don’t. But we have all lost
people. We have all left people behind. And we can’t lose more of them just
to get one back. We just... we just can’t.”

Serel half-rose, reaching for me. “I’m so sorry, Tisaanah.”

My eyes fell to those gods-damned raspberries.



Now I understood. We’re so very sorry, Tisaanah. Here, have some
raspberries.

In that moment, I hated—truly hated—every single one of them.

“I need to be alone,” I said. “Please.”

They didn’t argue with me. I didn’t see whatever pitying looks they
might have given me as they left. The minute they were gone, I picked up
the bowl of raspberries and hurled it against the table. The clay shattered
just as my composure did. The berries were overripe. They hit the wood in
a crimson smear, spattering my face like blood.



CHAPTER SEVEN



I hated walking through Ela’Dar. Perhaps to some it was a pleasing place.

The city consisted of intricate copper structures and lush greenery,
punctuated with windows of multi-colored glass and inhabited by elegant
Fey clad in flowing silks. But I noted these things only in passing. All I saw
was how its people looked at me.

Caduan drew attention wherever he went. He rarely dressed differently
than the people he ruled, and usually did not wear a crown. Nevertheless,
everyone knew him, greeted him, and bowed their heads. And then,
inevitably, their gaze would fall to me. I did not know how to read those
stares, and I hated that most of all. Was it disgust? Curiosity? Hatred?
Perhaps it didn’t matter. I did not want to be looked at. I did not want to be
seen.

Today, thankfully, Caduan did not take me through the main streets of
the city. Instead, we walked behind the castle, taking rocky side paths that
led through lush forests of deep green. All of Ela’Dar, despite its
considerable size and density, was intertwined with nature—the northern
half of the city built into the cliffs of the mountainside, and the southern
half embracing the woods. The castle sat between them, overlooking both
the mountains and the forest.

We walked through the trees in silence until we reached a small stone
building. Inside, there was a sand floor, and large windows, and weapons—
swords, axes, spears—Ilining the walls.

I stopped short. Caduan kept walking.

“What is this?”



“It’s a training ring. The guards use it at times, but today, no one else
will be here.”

“Why did you bring me here?”

“Once, a very long time ago, you taught me almost everything I know
today about combat.”

“That wasn’t me.”

“Maybe not in some ways.” He went to the opposite side of the ring and
knelt beside a crate, retrieving something wrapped in dark fabric. He
returned to me, placed the items on the ground, and unwrapped them.

My breath caught for reasons I did not understand.

Two blades lay in the sand. They were identical, long for daggers but
short for swords, with a slight curve to them. They were made of a sleek
black steel.

The sight of them stirred a strange sensation within me.

“Do you recognize these?” Caduan asked.

“No.” Half a lie.

“You used to wield them. Not these exact ones, but blades just like
these.”

“I told you that was not me.”

“I understand.” The corner of his mouth lifted. “Fair enough. But
perhaps you might enjoy doing something physical.”

I didn’t move.

“Or not,” Caduan said, lifting one shoulder. “If you would prefer to
return to your room.”

I did not want to return to my room. I did not want to walk back through
Ela’Dar. I wondered if perhaps Caduan knew that.

I picked up the blades.

As my hands closed around their hilts, instant familiarity shook me. The
sensation was so intense that the hairs rose on the back of my neck. For a
moment, I was holding these very weapons, so long ago, in a city made of
black stone. For one split second, I regained some grasp of who I once had
been.

And then, seconds later, it was drowned beneath a thousand other
memories. Memories of a thousand other weapons in a hundred other
bodies, weapons that I had been forced to wield—forced to be—in so many
other lives.

I needed to move. I needed anger. Anger was real.



Caduan had been watching me carefully. When I struck, he was
prepared. His sword was already out, ready to block me—which he did
easily. Not that it was difficult. My attacks were sloppy, half-hearted. I
barely knew how to control a body by myself anymore.

And yet, there was something breathlessly satisfying in the clash of
metal against metal, in the strain of my muscles. The way my emotion went
somewhere.

Caduan looked oddly pleased.

“I knew you would remember,” he said.

Clash. Our weapons struck.

“Even back then,” he went on, “I don’t think it was the violence that
you enjoyed. It was the physicality of it.”

With every lunge, my heart beat faster, my rage burning hotter, like I
had opened up a passage I didn’t know how to close again.

Why was he talking about what I used to be? Why was he reminding me
of everything that had been taken away from me? Didn’t he see that I could
never be that person again? That I couldn’t reclaim her, even if I tried? Why
would he shove my face into everything I couldn’t be, like a boot grinding
my cheek into the mud?

A particularly vicious strike left our faces inches apart, our weapons
vibrating between us.

“Why did you bring me back?” The words tore from my throat without
my permission.

“Because you deserved a life.”

“You cannot lie to me.”

I drew back and struck again. Faster. Harder. He stumbled slightly in
order to block in time.

His lip curled. “Because what they did to you was an injustice.”

Injustice? Injustice? My fury ran so hot that I stumbled, waiting a
fraction too long, and Caduan managed to push me back.

Clang! Our weapons crashed between us. Hot sweat soaked my
clothing. It felt invigorating, marking the boundaries of my body—burning
muscles, panting breath. My strikes were wild, breathless. I pushed Caduan
back in several vicious slashes. He could barely keep up. He fell against the
wall.

“Do I frighten you?” I panted.

Clatter, as his sword fell to the floor.



And then the world stopped as it was just me and him, my blade pressed
to the underside of his chin. The warmth of his own exertion warmed the
space between us. His stare seemed brighter, furious. What was the
meaning of that expression?

“Yes,” he said, breath heavy. “You frighten me. But not in the way you
think you do.”

You should be terrified of me.

“You brought me back to use me.” I hurled the words faster, harder, than
any of my strikes. “You brought me back to make me your weapon.”

“That is not true.”

“Do not lie to me! You pretend to be better than them. Pretend that you
have such noble causes. But you have done the same thing they always
have.”

“Aefe—”

“Why did you not just let me die? I just wanted to die!”

And there it was. That stare of pity. Of compassion.

A trickle of violet blood rolled down the smooth pale column of his
throat. How easy it would be, to kill him. I had once found such power in
such things. I could kill him here, take my revenge, take the uncomfortable
look from his eyes. I could kill him and throw myself from the tallest tower
of the castle, shatter my fragile, lonely, useless body upon the mountain
stones.

And I would be free.

Is that freedom? another voice whispered.

A warm hand closed around mine—around the hilt of the blade. My
wrist trembled.

“Kill me,” Caduan said, softly. “If that’s what you want, then do it.”

Do it. Do it. Do it.

My teeth clenched so hard my jaw shook.

At last, I yanked my weapon away. And then I turned, looked him
straight in the eye, and said, “I hate you.”

His hand went to his throat, touching the wound. He took two steps
forward, his lips parted, and then a voice shouted from the door.

“My King.”

A guard stood there, looking panicked.

“Come. Quickly.”



CHAPTER EIGHT



T he messenger led us to Caduan’s private wing of the castle. The double

doors were closed. Some awareness lingering beneath my fragile mortal
senses shuddered as we approached—something that nagged at fragments
of old memories.

I hesitated, and Caduan noticed. He paused, his hand on the door.

“I can have someone return you to your room,” he said.

I wasn’t sure why this felt like an insult. “I do not want to return to my
room.”

“You do not want to see what is in here, either.”

I knew that he was likely right. Whatever I felt emanating from within
reminded me far too much of the nightmares that plagued me at night. And
yet... it called to me, too.

“I will stay,” I said.

I thought Caduan might argue with me. But instead he gave me a long
stare that I could not decipher and said nothing more before opening the
door.

I had never seen this room before. It was circular, with many windows
and few decorations. The floor was white marble. The combination of the
waning sunlight spilling through the window and the gleaming bright tile
made the pools of violet blood seem to glow.

There was so much blood.

All of it dripped from a single table at the center of the room. Upon it
lay a Fey man, a once-white sheet pulled up to his neck. Luia, Vythian, two
healers, and a soldier surrounded him. A nauseating wave rolled over me, as
if something in the air itself was rotten.



Caduan’s face was grim. He approached the table and pulled back the
sheet. Luia let out a shocked curse.

A massive, savage gash ran from the man’s navel all the way up to the
base of his throat. Someone had stitched the wound, but the blood still
pooled and dripped from it. Black and purple mottled the flesh around it.
Dark veins spread beneath the Fey’s skin, reaching out over the golden skin
of his chest and abdomen, almost to his shoulders.

The man was weeping. When the sheet moved over him, he let out a
wordless cry, body lurching. The healers held him down.

I couldn’t move.

The strange sensation I felt in the air grew thicker. My stomach
threatened to empty. My ears filled with a high-pitched scream, though I
recognized what I was hearing was not a “sound”—it was not coming from
the disfigured man’s twisted lips, but somewhere deeper.

“How did he make the journey back alive?” Caduan muttered.

“We made sure that he lived,” the soldier said. She was covered in
violet, her face pale. “You needed to see firsthand what the humans are
doing, my King. What they are doing to those of us they capture.”

“He was recovered from Ara?”

“By the shades. Yes. He was a soldier assigned to send a message to our
Threllian allies in the south. Shortly after his assignment, he disappeared.”

“He went too close to Ara’s Threllian outposts,” Luia said.

“We did not think we’d recover him, but...” The soldier’s eyes fell to
the man on the table, and words seemed to escape her.

Luia’s lip curled with hatred. “That Aran bitch is a vile beast. Who
knows how long she had kept him alive like this? All for her twisted
experiments.”

Caduan leaned over the figure, solemn.

“He won’t live.”

A new voice came from behind us.

I turned and went still.

For a moment I was looking at another person, one that I knew long
ago. A man with golden hair who I hated so much it burned me alive. The
man who had betrayed me.

The past and the present collided, until I realized...

No—mno, it wasn’t him.



This was a different man. His eyes were a bit larger, features sharper,
and his hair shorter, skimming his shoulders. And one of his wings—
silvery-gold—was hacked off at the joint, leaving a ragged edge.

Still, I stiffened, and out of the corner of my eye I noticed Caduan flick
a vigilant glance to me.

The man approached, a lopsided smile at his lips. It struck me as a
deeply unhappy expression.

“Apparently I’m late. I apologize if I missed the message.”

“You don’t need to be here, Meajqga,” Caduan said.

“I’m your second. I should be here.”

Meajqga stood beside the table, and the smile faded as he watched the
man writhe.

“It was cruel to keep him alive long enough to bring him back,” he said,
quietly, as if to himself.

“It was their duty to see if he could be saved,” Luia replied, but the
healer gave her a pitying look.

Even I knew it. There was no saving this person. His soul stank of rot.

Caduan leaned over the man.

“Look at me, friend.”

The man’s eyes opened slowly, as if he had to fight for it.

“Ela’Dar is deeply in your debt,” Caduan said. “I will never forget the
contributions that you have made to our home. Our people are safer because
of you. Do you understand?”

The man nodded, a minuscule movement.

Caduan’s voice was firm, gentle. “You are going to die. But do not fear
death. Death is a door, and though none of us can follow you through it
today, you will cross its threshold knowing that the mark you have left
behind will be a worthy one. This is not an end.”

The man’s trembling had subsided. Even the agony that I had sensed in
the world beneath seemed to still, as if soothed by Caduan’s words.

“Do not be afraid,” Caduan said, again, quietly.

The man swallowed. Nodded. Tears rolled down bloodstained cheeks.

“Are you prepared?”

Again, the man nodded.

Caduan bowed his head. “Thank you.” He brought his hands to the
man’s temples.

The man’s body jolted violently, and his limbs suddenly went slack.



Meajqa turned away.

Several seconds of silence passed. Caduan straightened. He did not look
away from the corpse on the table, and he did not wipe the blood off his
fingertips.

“Make sure his family are provided for. Tell them that he was killed in
battle. There’s no benefit in them knowing how he suffered.”

“Perhaps the people of Ela’Dar should know,” Luia said. “If they truly
understand what the humans are capable of, they’ll be clamoring to take up
arms against them.”

“The last thing we need is for individuals to make rash, stupid mistakes
out of anger.”

“She will not stop doing this, Caduan. She will not stop taking Fey from
our southern reaches. And the rest of her people are no better. Humans have
done nothing but destroy. Even the Threllians do such horrific things to
their own. Yet we just lie here in bed with snakes. With every passing day,
that bitch gets closer to doing something that could be catastrophic to all of
us. What happens when this no longer fails?”

She thrust her palm to the table. Already, the corpse looked... odd,
formless, like it was beginning to break down.

“Letting a hundred thousand Fey die on a battlefield will not change any
of this,” Caduan said.

“We don’t need to let a hundred thousand Fey die,” Luia shot back.
“Not if you stop refusing to utilize all of the power that we have in our
possession.”

Caduan looked at me, and then looked away, as if he didn’t intend to
allow himself to do so. The others were not as subtle.

Many people here treated me as if I was stupid. But I was not stupid. I
understood exactly what Luia was saying. A snarl tugged at my lip without
my permission. I hated how this mortal face did that—moved on its own.

“Everyone talks about her, and yet no one asks her.” Meajqa’s smile had
returned. I met his stare even though the familiar shade of his gold eyes
speared me with unwelcome memories. “You and I have lived the worst of
them, Aefe. If you had the opportunity to punish them for what they did to
you, wouldn’t you want to take it? We deserve our vengeance. Just as those
who never made it out of their grasp do.”

Vengeance. The word awoke something in me, like a scent from an old
memory.



“This is not about vengeance,” Caduan said, coldly.

I nearly laughed. How could he say such a thing? I understood little
about mortal ways. I could not read the expressions on their faces or the
inflections in their voices. But I understood vengeance, understood how
hunger for it devoured all else, and I saw that hunger shining in Caduan’s
eyes every time he looked at me.

Everyone wanted revenge.

Tisaanah had desired it to sear her mark into a world that refused to
acknowledge her. Maxantarius had clawed for it as a means of obtaining the
power he so desperately craved. The ones who came before had begged for
it, too, even if those memories had long ago withered.

As Reshaye, I was nothing but wrath and desire rushing through another
being’s veins. And now there was no one here but me, and that left only
flesh, blood, and fury.

At least Meajga seemed to see that in me. Perhaps because he saw it in
himself, too.

“They will be punished.” Caduan’s words were quiet but full of
promise. “By the time we are finished with them, the human race will be
nothing but the scars they left behind. Question my methods, but do not
question that.”

He wasn’t looking at Meajqa. He was looking only at me.

Footsteps rushed into the room, shattering the tense silence. A
messenger leaned against the doorframe, panting.

Caduan’s face fell, as if already bracing for bad news. “What is it?”

“The wayfinder,” the messenger said. “It has been stolen.”

The room collectively muttered curses.

“How?” Luia barked. “How did we let that happen?”

“Who took it?” Caduan said. I watched his fingers curl. His face and
voice were calm, but his knuckles were white.

“The humans,” the messenger said.

“Which humans?”

“The Threllians must have double-crossed us,” Luia muttered, but
Caduan shot her a warning glance that made her go quiet.

“It was not the Threllians,” the messenger said. “It was the rebel slaves.
Tisaanah Vytezic.”

I stopped breathing. The sound of Tisaanah’s name shook me. There
was still a part of me that felt like a part of her. I craved the rare moments I



felt close to her, and yet, the thought of her brought with it a wave of hurt,
too. She was one more person who had abandoned me.

Every line of Caduan’s body tensed. He reminded me of an animal
cringing in pain, trying not to let their discomfort show to predators.

“Humans absolutely cannot hold that power,” Luia said. “If they get
their hands on what it leads to—"

“I know.” A muscle fluttered in Caduan’s jaw. “I know.”

“What is it?”

Even I surprised myself with the question. Everyone looked at me as if
they didn’t realize I could speak.

“A key,” Luia said, at last. “A key that leads to manifestations of magic
even more powerful than you.”

More powerful than me? I wanted to correct her—perhaps once I was
powerful, but now I am nothing.

“Was she alone?” Meajqa asked, in an odd, flat tone. The messenger
seemed unsure if he should answer.

“No. Your father helped her escape.”

Meajga’s lips went thin. He went to the window, his back to the rest of
the room, and said nothing more.

Luia turned to Caduan. “It is one thing for the rebels to have it. That’s
bad enough. But if the Arans capture Vytezic and come into possession of
it...”

“I may be able to track the key. Imperfectly, but... there must be...”
Caduan’s voice trailed off, as if it couldn’t keep up with his thoughts.

The words were on the tip of my tongue—I could find it. 1 had felt
Tisaanah, after all. I knew that I could follow the thread that connected me
to her, if I wanted to.

But I said nothing.

Caduan turned to the messenger. “Send word to General Sai’Ess. I will
get them information about the key’s location as soon as possible. Tell them
to do whatever they must to get it back.”

“And the Arans?” Luia motioned to the dead body on the table.

Caduan flinched, the motion there and gone in less than a second.

“I will send shades.”

“We don’t have more.”

“I can make more.”

“My King—"



Caduan was already striding across the room. “You can protest later. I
have work to do.”



CHAPTER NINE
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V ivian was no longer human, just a mangled mass of meat and black
leather.

The thing that held her was a twisted nightmare of flesh and shadow,
every part of it wrong in some skin-crawling way. Its fingers were too long
and too human, with too many joints that bent in too many different
directions. It was tall enough to cast a shadow over us. Most horrifyingly, it
had no face—what should have been features was instead a blur of
nothingness.

It was the kind of horrifying that sent every primal animal intuition in
me screaming, Either kill that thing IMMEDIATELY or get as far away
from it as you possibly can.

Chaos erupted around us—soldiers springing into action as more of
those things appeared across the cliff line, walking out of nothingness. They
were everywhere at once.

The creature dropped Vivian and went for me.

I barely evaded the creature’s grasp. The restraints binding my ankles
shortened what needed to be a long stride. I stumbled. Hit the ground hard.
Rolled.

A sickening crunch filled my ears. Excruciating pain tore through my
foot.

Fuck.

Clawed fingers locked around my ankle. The creature leaned over me
and a burning smell filled my nostrils. Its face, a strange void of shadow,
lowered close to mine. That darkness gave way to a hundred other images




—a little girl’s face, surrounded by fire. A teenage boy wearing broken
glasses.

I needed to look away. I knew that I needed to look away, but I couldn’t,
—

A voice that was everywhere and nowhere at once whispered, I know
you. I know you. I know you.

Wake up, Max!

I was jolted from my trance. On instinct, I tried to use magic, and was
rewarded with only a burst of burning pain beneath my skin. The
Stratagrams—fuck.

I looked around, eyes landing on Vivian’s discarded spear. If I could just

Merah let out a roar as her weapon impaled that faceless head. The
creature shrieked.

My ankle was free. I had only seconds. Gritting my teeth against the
pain, I dove for the spear. The creature had turned on Merah now—
Ascended above, that spear through its head hadn’t been enough to kill it?
—encircling her with claws.

My bound wrists made wielding a weapon clumsy. But the movements
came easily. My body knew what to do, even if my mind no longer did.

With all my strength, I buried the spear beneath the monster’s raised
arms—into, I hoped, its heart. The hit met less resistance than I would have
expected, as if its flesh was already half decomposed.

The creature let out a bone-rattling howl and dropped Merah, whirling
to me.

It was sheer luck that I managed to keep my grip on the spear’s handle,
yanking it from the monster’s flesh. That I was able to move fast enough as
it dove for me—

—And that the creature leapt at just the right angle for the point to go
plunging through its throat, tilted up, tip protruding from the back of its
skull.

The monster slumped. I didn’t know if it was dead, or if I had only
seconds before it would come for me again. I whirled to Merah, who limped
towards me. “Unchain me,” I demanded.

“I can’t do that. You know I can’t.”

“For fuck’s sake, either you unchain me or you’ll need to explain to the
Queen how I ended up dead,” I spat.



After a moment of hesitation, Merah cursed and knelt beside me. She
released the restraints around my wrists, then ankles. As soon as they were
free, I stood, ignoring the pain that snaked up my left leg.

I muttered a thank you and pulled the spear from the creature’s body
with a sickening wet pop. “Let’s—"

A smear of black.

Blood spattered my face, and Merah was just... gone. I dropped to the
ground, rolled, barely dodged another set of claws. The creature that
grabbed her was even larger than the first one. It crushed her in its hands
like she was nothing. Her blood rained down over my face. I leapt to my
feet even though my injured leg screamed at me for it—tried to drive my
weapon into its guts, but the monster scuttled away into the chaos before I
could stop, Merah nothing but tatters in its grasp.

The whole thing took seconds, and I was left there alone, in an eerie
moment of stillness among a maelstrom. I looked down at my unbound
wrists, unbound ankles. Then to my dead guards. And then I looked to the
docks, not so very far—to all the boats left abandoned by fleeing fishermen.

This was my opportunity. All I had to do was fight my way to the shore.
And then go...

...somewhere.

But somewhere that was, at least, not Ilyzath. That was good enough for
me.

I grabbed the spear and turned to take one more look at the chaos
around me. Dozens of these monsters dotted the shore, and they ripped
apart Ara’s military as if they were rag dolls. Now I saw why the Queen
was so desperate.

I started to move, but I only made it halfway across the field when I
froze.

My eyes landed on a blond boy in a military uniform locked in a fight
he was losing. He held a bloody sword in one hand, and magic glowed in
the other. Neither was enough.

The world stopped.

The boy was in the opposite direction of the docks. And yet, I was
moving before I realized it. I crossed the battlefield in a wild sprint, the pain
of my ankle a distant thrum.

The creature had the boy in his grasp by the time I reached him.



In moments, he would be dead. I could not let that happen. I would not
let that happen.

I plunged my spear into the creature’s throat—and fire tore up its length.

The creature let out a high-pitched, bodiless shriek. It moved for me. I
danced backwards. Dodged. Seized the opening it afforded me.

I couldn’t see through the flames. But I was fighting based on
something deeper than sight now, something more like intuition. I didn’t
know how I had called my magic to me. Didn’t care at this point. I drove
my spear between its ribs, deep into its core. Fire roared from my fingertips
and through the veins of the spear.

The creature’s shriek became an echo. Its body ruptured, moving in a
thousand different directions at once, as if the boundaries between its form
and the air had been disrupted. Licks of flame tore through its shadowy
insides.

I held on for as long as I could, until I couldn’t maintain the connection
to my magic any longer. Then I withdrew the spear and fell back, just in
time for the creature to release a final wail and collapse. The flames fell
away. My breaths came in ragged, aching gasps.

I turned around. The boy was on the ground, staring up at me with big
blue eyes through tendrils of fair hair. Ascended above, he was young. Too
young to be wearing a military uniform.

Certainly too young to die here.

I knelt beside him. There was so much blood that at first, I couldn’t see
the wound. Closer examination revealed a slash that cut across the boy’s
entire abdomen.

Fatal, maybe. Unless he got to a healer fast.

I looked around to see only a mass of violence and chaos. No one was
coming for him out here. But...

My gaze lifted towards the Towers. There was lots of death between us
and there, yes, but the boy would certainly die if he stayed here.

I ripped my shirt off over my head.

“What’s your name?” I asked the boy.

A wrinkle of confusion deepened over his brows, which framed terrified
blue eyes. “Wh-what?”

“Name?” I asked again.

Finally, he rasped out, “Moth.”



A flicker of recognition passed through me, gone before I could look
too closely at it.

“What kind of a name is that?” I asked, giving him just enough time to
look indignant before I pulled the shirt around his wound, tight.

He let out a wordless grunt of pain. Beads of sweat broke out over his
face.

“Sorry,” I said. “I can’t let you bleed to death before we get where we’re
going.”

Ascended, it was odd, the way the boy stared at me.

“You aren’t going to die today, Moth,” T said. “We’ll get you to the
Towers and get you to a healer there. But you can’t walk. So... I won’t lie,
this is going to hurt.”

He swallowed and gave me a grim nod.

Brave kid, 1 thought, with an odd sense of pride.

“Ready?”

I didn’t wait for an answer. I picked up the boy and hoisted him over my
back. Fuck, I was out of shape. I felt his body go rigid with pain, but to his
credit, he didn’t make a sound. And then I ran, bobbing and weaving
through dying men and attacking creatures.

I didn’t believe in miracles, but if I did, the fact that we made it the
other side alive would qualify.

Once we made it to the Towers, I gently let him down and grabbed the
nearest person I could find wearing a healer’s patch.

“He needs help,” I barked. “Right now.”

The man nodded, a little frantic, and hurried away.

But before I could turn, the boy grabbed my wrist, stopping me.

“Max,” he rasped out.

I blinked in surprise. He knew me—?

“Find Tisaanah,” he choked out. “Alright? She’s looking for you.”

Tisaanah. Something inside of me rattled at the name.

“I don’t—"

“Listen,” he said, face blotchy with exertion. His grip was shockingly
firm. “They... all remember you. They’d all still... follow you. Alright?
Understand?”

I wasn’t sure that I did. But I nodded all the same as the boy’s grasp
slipped away and his eyelids fluttered.



“Get yourself patched up, Moth,” I said. “You’ve got a lot of life left to
live.”

By the time I stood, the boy was no longer conscious, and a healer
crouched beside him.

The violence had gotten worse even in those few minutes, as the
monsters seemed to push towards the Towers. More of them now poured
from the cliffs, decimating groups of soldiers.

A streak of shadow had swept from the far entrance of the Tower of
Midnight—the Queen—surrounded by darkness that eerily resembled
wings, wielding two long knives. She cut through the fighting like a meteor
slicing through the sky.

Maybe I could still get away. Maybe. I could barely see the shore. But
what did I have to lose? Death might be preferable to returning to Ilyzath.

I fought, moving fast. I didn’t even try to kill anymore, only defend
myself enough to slip by. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the Queen’s
head turn—saw her gaze land on me. Her course changed, the path of her
destruction coming closer.

My steps faltered. That was a moment of distraction I couldn’t afford.
Pain tore through my leg—the same one that had already been injured. I
was looking at the grey sky.

And then I was looking at a faceless beast.

Fuck.

I recovered fast. But now, once again, my attempt at using magic
rewarded me only with terrible pain, and no fire. A strike to its throat had
the creature stumbling but quickly righting itself.

I began to roll out of the way and—

The creature’s clawed hand came crashing down on my leg, digging
deeper into the flesh. Then the other pinned my shoulder. It leaned over me,
its face coming close to mine, as if... curious.

We have been looking for you, the wind seemed to whisper.

I angled my spear and, with all the strength my injured left arm would
allow, thrust it through the creature’s body. It met no resistance, flying
through its shadowy flesh as if it were nothing but fog.

I almost laughed. Ascended above. To think I was so fucking close.

The creature had no face, and yet, I could have sworn that it smiled. It
leaned in closer.

And—



It screamed, releasing me. It reared up so fast that at first my addled
mind couldn’t put together what I was seeing.

A sword.

A massive sword, piercing through the creature’s body, the black-blood-
soaked tip protruding from its navel.

The creature flailed as the sword hoisted up in one powerful movement,
gutting the beast—nearly cutting it in half.

Everything was blurry shapes, now. I was losing so much blood.

The creature fell, and a man kicked it off of his sword. Then he
approached me. The bloody sunset silhouetted him, but I could make out a
dark, critical stare, a set jaw, long black hair bound in a braid over one
shoulder.

It’s funny how I had spent so much time trying to remember people and
failing. And yet, this man’s name came to me easily, like a flame
illuminating a darkened room.

I heard the Queen’s voice gasp behind me, “What are you doing here?”

Brayan’s gaze snapped up, hard and cold.

“Why,” he hissed, “is my brother imprisoned in fucking Ilyzath?”

My vision went dark.
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I was in a garden. Flowers sprawled over the landscape like an untamed
beast. The air was bright but cool with encroaching autumn. I sat cross-
legged in the grass.

Someone was beside me. Close—close enough that I was acutely aware
of their presence. They drew Stratagrams in the dirt. The person did not
speak, but I knew they were frustrated. Each mark produced either a tiny
result, or no result at all.

“We can try something else,” I said.

No answer. My companion just kept on drawing. I watched their hands,
pale skin spotted with tan. I knew they would not listen, would not stop, and
felt an odd swell of pride at this.

Still, T didn’t look at the person who sat beside me.

I didn’t look because I couldn’t bring myself to. Because I knew that I
might notice too much about the shade of their eyes or curve of their mouth,
and feel something that I wasn’t prepared to feel.

So I just stared at the dirt, pulling dead weeds from the earth.

But avoiding it didn’t save me. Despite the pungent flowers, it was this
other sweet, citrus scent that consumed me. Despite the cold air, it was the
warmth of this other body that devoured me.

“Max.”

May-oo0ks.

And then I woke.




A VaLTAIN woMmAN leaned over me. She had a round, pretty face and curly
white hair, and frowned with concentration. My eyes snapped open, and I
sat up so fast that I nearly smashed her forehead with my own.

Fuck.

Ascended fucking above.

I fucking remembered.

Not everything, but— but more than I did before, all hinged upon a
single sentence. It looped through my mind over and over again: Brayan is
here.

Brayan is here.

Brayan is here.

Brayan. I knew who that was. My older brother. And with that memory,
fifteen years came roaring back to me at once.

If I remembered my brother, that meant I remembered my parents. My
siblings—Atraclius, Kira, Marisca, Shailia, Variaslus.

If T remembered my brother, that meant I remembered our home,
Korvius. It meant I remembered leaving to join the Orders. I remembered
endless long nights and early mornings of training, always failing to meet
his expectations.

It meant I remembered the Queen. The Queen—Nura.

Holy fucking hell.

It’s a strange sensation, for half your life to suddenly come slamming
back onto you like a million-pound weight. It was like I had been standing
in a dark room all along, and the light had suddenly flipped on. Yet, it was a
flickering light, one that obscured the questions I needed to answer the
most. So much was still missing.

I remembered Brayan,and my family, but I didn’t know what had
happened to them... even though I knew... I knew, somehow, that they
were gone, the ache of their absence throbbing in my chest at the thought of
them.

I remembered joining the Orders, and I knew it had changed my life, but
I didn’t know how.

All of that was shrouded in the shadows still left behind the light.

“What’s wrong with him?”

“For fuck’s sake, aren’t you supposed to do something?”

The voices sounded very far away.

“Breathe, Max. Breathe.”



I became aware of hands on my shoulders, of magic reaching towards
my mind. I didn’t like that sensation one fucking bit.

“Get the hell out of my head,” 1 snapped, yanking away from the
healer’s touch. The Valtain woman stepped back fast, clearly afraid of me.

Only now did I take stock of my surroundings.

I was in the Towers. But I wasn’t in the basement, where Nura usually
took me for experimentation. The floor-to-ceiling windows revealed a
churning surf and a sunrise-drenched sky. Standing in front of that window
was the Queen, her white suit blood spattered, crown tangled even more
viciously in her hair. She looked so wildly different from my memories of
her as a scrawny preteen.

And beside her was my brother.

The sight of him alone was so disorienting that a headache immediately
began pulsing behind my temples. The present and my patchwork
understanding of the past collided, making my stomach churn.

In my memories of Brayan, he was a young military champion—in his
twenties and the prime of his career. For so much of my life, I cared about
nothing more than I cared about what he thought of me.

The man who stood before now me looked like a different person.

He, like Nura, was drenched in blood. A wound across his cheek seeped
red. His hair was still long, as I remembered it, bound over one shoulder in
a braid that now had a few strands of silver mixed in with the black. He
wore a long burgundy jacket that seemed vaguely military in style, though I
didn’t think it was from Ara.

When I was younger, I had admired the way Brayan managed to
embody that mix of savagery and elegance so coveted by the military—cold
and animalistic on the battlefield, then proper enough to wash the blood off
his hands and guide noble ladies around a ballroom. Now, he seemed...
different. Like the balance had been disrupted.

He surveyed me with a dark-eyed, sharp stare.

When was the last time I had seen Brayan? I racked my brain. Memory
beyond my teenage years dissolved into nothingness. I had the
overwhelming sense that I hadn’t seen Brayan in a very long time. That he
hadn’t seen me in a very long time.

Why?

I opened my mouth and wasn’t sure what would come out. It turned out
to be, “Good to see you, Brayan.”



Nura’s eyebrows arched slightly. “You recognize him?”

If Nura’s surprise meant anything to Brayan, he didn’t show it. He just
stared at me in silence.

“He’ll live?” Nura said to the healer, and the woman nodded.

“He’ll live.”

“Good. Call the Syrizen. We’ll get him out of here.”

Finally, Brayan spoke. “Absolutely not.”

He didn’t look at me, only the Queen.

“We have had this discussion, Brayan.”

“We have not, Nura. Not to my satisfaction.”

“I can’t do anything about his sentence.”

Brayan’s face hardened. “That’s a lie.”

“Brayan—"

“What he did at Sarlazai made him a hero. He ended the Great Ryvenai
War that day.”

“And he also—”

“It is unacceptable for him to be imprisoned for those actions.”

“It wasn’t my ruling.”

I scoffed. “Bullshit.”

I remembered little about my trial. But I understood that I was in Ilyzath
because Nura wanted me to be there. This fact, too, now hit me with a
strange new discomfort. What happened? How did we get here?

Brayan barely gave me a passing glance.

“Bullshit indeed,” he said.

Nura’s face went cold and hard. “Let’s talk about this later. We have a
lot to catch up on.”

But Brayan said, calmly, “We’ll talk about it now, and he is not leaving
this room until we do.”

I had never seen the Queen give anyone so much patience before. A
muscle feathered in her throat. But when she looked back to Brayan,
something changed in her face—she looked younger.

Those new, old memories nagged at me. Nura looking up at Brayan
when we were children. She had always adored him. It was odd to
recognize that perhaps a part of her still did, even all these years later.

She turned to the healer, who looked deeply fraught by being caught in
the middle of this discussion.

“Go. Get the Syrizen to escort Maxantarius back to Ilyzath.”



“But—"

“Go, Willa.”

The healer couldn’t leave fast enough. Nura turned to the window, her
back to us both.

“I’m happy to see you, Brayan. I've missed you. I’'m grateful that you
fought with us today. Now you’ve seen how bad things have gotten, and
there’s no one I’d rather have at my back for this war. But—"

“What a tremendous disrespect.” Brayan’s voice sliced through hers,
cold and lethal. “This is how you thank my parents for treating you like one
of their own children? You throw their son in Ilyzath?”

Every muscle of Nura’s body went tense. I could see it even in her back.
When she looked over her shoulder at him, all remaining vestiges of
warmth were gone.

“My Queen,” she hissed. “Address me by my title. And no one
interrupts me, Brayan. Not even you. When I saw you, I thought that...”

Her voice faltered, and in that moment a realization snapped into place.

This wasn’t anger. This was hurt. She had truly been excited to see
Brayan, and, beyond all reason, had allowed herself to believe that he
would help her. Was that how desperate she was for a friend?

Now, she seemed to be cursing herself for her own foolishness.

The door opened, and the Syrizen arrived.

“He is not leaving this room, Nura,” Brayan said, firmly. He took two
steps back, subtlety putting himself between me and the door.

I blinked, stunned. Was Brayan about to get into a fucking fight for me?

There was a long, awkward silence. Ice hardened Nura’s features.

“Or what, Brayan?” she said, voice deadly calm. She nodded to
Brayan’s sword. “Will you use that to murder soldiers from your home
country? The people you swore on your life to serve?”

Brayan’s jaw was tight. He didn’t need to reply. We all knew the
answer. He was nothing if not loyal to Ara. He would never raise a blade
against the people who had once been his brothers and sisters in arms.

And in this moment, I was glad for it.

Because it didn’t matter how strong of a warrior Brayan was—if he did,
they would kill him. And that was something my remaining scraps of sanity
couldn’t withstand.

So when Nura said to the Syrizen, “Take Maxantarius back to Ilyzath,” I
let them take me without argument. Nura turned to the window and didn’t



look at any of us as I was led away again, my brother staring after me.

THE BATTLE HAD TAKEN its toll on Ara. The Towers still stood, but I looked
back to see that more windows had been destroyed near the top of the
Tower of Midnight. The field leading to the shore was littered with corpses.
The Syrizen who led me away were in particularly bad moods. I hadn’t seen
these two before. One of them moved oddly—in tentative, lurching
movements, as if always half-afraid she’d run into something—and her eye
scars were red and angry. I guessed she was maybe eighteen years old.
Maybe.

She was new. I wondered how many they were forcing through training
before they were ready.

Hummingbird. The word popped into my head without warning, another
shard of a useless memory. Slang. They used to call Syrizen that, because
they moved in blurs with their spears drawn like a hummingbird’s beak,
each strike covering the front of their uniforms with blood.

As I watched this teenage girl stumble around, the nickname now
seemed so fucking cruel. Hummingbirds were tiny, fragile creatures, and
this one clearly couldn’t fly. She’d get crushed the next time one of those
Fey monsters turned up on Ara’s shores. I felt so bad for her that I didn’t
even fight her as she led me to the shore, then Stratagrammed me back to
prison.

Ilyzath, as always, welcomed me with open arms. It was oddly quiet
today. No hallucinations, no whispers. I lay down in the middle of the floor.
All my limbs felt heavy. My wounds had been healed, but my body still
protested every movement. And my head—my head was killing me, like
each new invading memory was a pickaxe slamming into my skull.

I was angry for reasons I didn’t understand. Angry on behalf of all the
deaths I had witnessed today. Angry at the Queen for sending me here.
Angry at myself on behalf of everyone I couldn’t save—myself included.
And I was even angry at Brayan for... reasons that completely evaded me.

I wasn’t sure how long I lay there before I heard the familiar sound of
shifting stone.

“Hello, Max.”



“Why are you here?” I asked, not moving.

No answer. Finally, I sat up. Nura stood against the wall, her arms
crossed over her chest.

“Why are you here?” I repeated.

“You were injured badly. I wanted to make sure you didn’t die on me.
You’re an important asset.”

I gave her a look that told her I knew she was lying.

“You recognized Brayan,” she said.

“Idid.”

“So you remember...”

“Enough.”

A lie. It wasn’t enough. But it was somewhat telling how discomfitted
Nura looked at that response. There was much in our past, it seemed, that
she didn’t want me to remember.

I laughed. “I see. You don’t like that I remember who you used to be.”

Her face barely moved, but I knew I was right.

“Don’t be so full of yourself,” she said. “You hate who you used to be
so much that you purged it from your own mind. I look my past in the eye.”

“You aren’t even looking me in the eye.”

She did, defiantly, as if meeting a challenge.

“Is Brayan gone?” I asked.

“No. He isn’t happy about... your position, of course, but he agreed to
stay and fight for his country. As I knew he would.”

It seemed about right. I could barely string my newly recovered
memories together, but even the ones that were smashed into pieces had one
thing in common: that Brayan was excellent at fighting wars, and he loved
nothing more.

“Terrific,” I said. “A great boon for the Aran military.”

“It is.”

A long pause. We looked at each other.

“There was a boy in the attack earlier,” I said, at last. “Blond. A Solarie.
Military. He was injured, but I got him to a healer. His name was Moth.”

She frowned. “Moth,” she repeated, an odd tone to her voice.

“Ridiculous name. I just...” I cleared my throat. “Do you know if he
lived?”

“No. I don’t know.”

“He was too young to be out there.”



“I guarantee there are younger buttoning up their uniforms right now.”

“And does that feel right to you?”

She laughed, rough and ugly. “No, of course not, Max. None of this
feels right. Thousands of Arans have died since this war began, Max.
Thousands. And the damned Fey king hasn’t even shown his face here yet.
He hasn’t even exhausted a fraction of what he’s capable of. You think I
don’t feel the weight of that?”

She curled her hand into a fist and then pressed it to her chest, over her
heart, as if for emphasis.

Thousands. I had been able to paint the broad strokes of how bad it was
based on the scenes I saw beyond the Tower in the rare times that Nura
pulled me out of Ilyzath in daylight. I saw the devastation today. Those
monsters tore our soldiers apart like paper. Hell, they had nearly done the
same to me.

The truth was, I believed her. It justified nothing, but I believed her.

Finally, I said, “Why are you here?”

She drew in a long breath, then let it out slow.

“I am here,” she said, “because I need you to understand how much we
need you.”

“Why me?”

This was the thing I never could understand.

Countless times now, Nura had pulled me out of Ilyzath to be the
subject of Vardir’s machinations. Their escalating desperation was enough
to tell me that they needed me. But I didn’t understand why. Why was I so
important? What did I have that any other Wielder didn’t?

This was the puzzle piece I couldn’t snap into place.

Nura gave me a look that held many words she wouldn’t say. “Soon,
Vardir will have a revised process to test on you,” she said. “I come here on
my hands and knees, Max, asking you to help us.”

“What makes you think that I can?” I said. “It’s not as if I’'m making
Vardir’s experiments fail by choice.”

I refrained from adding that I definitely would if I could.

“You remembered Brayan.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

Nura’s lips pressed together, and she hesitated before answering, as if
reluctant to reveal her hand.



“Vardir believes that we can’t tap into your power because you have
blocked it within yourself,” she said. “Your own connection to it is
severed.”

“That’s rich, considering that you’re the reason why I got this way.”

“I won’t defend what I’ve done to you, Max. I’'m not ashamed of it, but
I won’t defend it. Yes, perhaps I’m the reason why you were sentenced to
Ilyzath. But whatever happened to the inside of your mind? That part had
nothing to do with me.”

She began to turn away.

“Nura.”

She stopped.

Maybe this was a question better left unasked. I didn’t even know how
to phrase it. I settled on, “What happened? With us?”

She was silent for a long moment, her back to me.

“I loved your family,” she said. “No matter what I did to you. No matter
what I’ve had to do since. I loved them.”

And before I could say anything more, the wall parted, and she was
gone.



CHAPTER ELEVEN



I dreamed of a city in the forest. I tread suspended paths near the tops of
the trees, which cradled ramshackle wooden buildings. I looked back to

see Caduan there, walking behind me. He looked different than he does now

—younger. He gave me a small smile, which I returned without thinking.

A blur, and then we were in a crowded room with raucous Fey gathered
around tables and benches, clutching mugs of mead. My senses were dull,
clouded by many glasses of wine. Caduan’s were too, his words slightly
slurred. We were arguing.

Suddenly the window shattered.

Suddenly we were falling.

Suddenly there was fire everywhere.

We were on the ground. Caduan did not move. I bent down and bit his
wrist, drinking his blood—and life blossomed in me, in him, a thread
connecting us and making us both more powerful.

Humans everywhere. Pain in my abdomen. I was pinned to the wall, a
spear impaling me.

Caduan’s magic clustered around him as he fought his way to me.

This is a memory, I realized. A long-ago memory.

Everything froze, like time held its breath.

I observed the scene around me, the fire paralyzed mid-stroke, the
white-haired human’s wide-eyed face, the smoke hanging motionless in the
air. I lingered on Caduan. His face at first seemed calm, focused... but those
eyes, and the way they looked at me... maybe back then I didn’t know how
to recognize such hidden wrath. But I knew how to see it now.

My chest tightened. I reached out, as if to touch him, and—



The world split in two. Something in the magic beneath me tore apart—
tore apart in a way that was deeply wrong. Like a wound ripping through
the center of my soul.

The memory was gone. This was no longer the past. This was the
present.

I was now three different places at once.

My room, in Ela’Dar.

A cell of white stone, panic filling me, death surrounding me. I knew
these eyes. These were Maxantarius's.

A tent of blue cloth, staring up at the sky. Grief ate me alive, but I would
not show it. I swallowed it deep. I knew this soul. This was Tisaanah’s.

For a moment and an age, I felt them so vividly, like their hands were
interlocked with mine.

And then the roar of this terrible, broken magic took me away.

I sTUMBLED Across MY RooM. The buzzing still filled my ears, my skin
covered in goosebumps.

That was not a dream. That was not a memory. Something was
happening now. And whatever it was still persisted, beckoning to me.

I went to the door and sagged against it. For a moment I looked at my
hand on the knob.

Caduan always told me that I could leave as I pleased, but I never
wanted to go anywhere. I hated this room, but at least it was safe, far away
from the judging eyes. Even now, a part of me hesitated—longing to stay
tucked away here.

And yet... the call was too strong.

I opened the door.

I pipn’T KNOow how I knew where to go. I just did.
I walked through the empty halls of the castle, then down, down, down
staircase after staircase. I found myself wandering out into the cold night



air, treading barefoot through the forest. I passed the building where Caduan
had taken me before, and kept going.

My steps were graceless and uneven for reasons that had nothing to do
with my cut-up bare feet. The tear in the magic below left me off-kilter.
Whatever it was... it was wrong. Dangerous. And, in equal measure,
enticing, pulling me ever forward.

I came to another small, stone building. The door opened easily at my
touch. Orange light warmed my face. The floor was rusted, dark metal, with
carvings etched into it that spiraled towards its center, illuminated with a
faint, throbbing glow. At its center was a large, circular table that continued
the same patterns. The light emanated from an orb at its center, so bright
that for a moment it overwhelmed my eyes and drowned out the shadows.

The glow faded slightly. My vision adjusted to the darkness, and what I
saw within it made me gasp and stumble against the brick.

The room was lined with creatures—creatures made of shadow,
standing perfectly still against the walls, faces yawning pits of emptiness.
They were silent. One by one, they stepped backwards, simply disappearing
into the dusk.

They were... strange beasts. Unnatural. They should not exist.

“Aefe?”

The voice made me jolt.

My eyes fell to the opposite wall. I had been so distracted that I hadn’t
even noticed him—Caduan, sagging against the table’s edge, as if the stone
was the only thing keeping him standing.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

[

Words were gummy in my mouth. The strange buzzing sensation was
starting to fade, but only barely. I could not take my eyes from those
creatures.

Caduan followed my gaze. “Don’t worry. The shades are harmless to
you, and they will be gone soon.”

His voice sounded strange. His lashes fluttered, like he didn’t have the
strength to keep his eyes focused on me.

I approached him slowly.

“What is wrong with you?”

“You shouldn’t be here.”



“What is this? What was— 1 felt something so strange. Something
deep, something—" I didn’t know how to describe it. I looked to the table at
the center of the room, and the glow at its center.

Hello, lost child, it seemed to whisper.

I shuddered.

An expression I could not decipher flickered across Caduan’s face. He
looked around the room as if he was realizing all over again where we were.
“You shouldn’t be here,” he said again. “I was working.”

“Working?”

He lifted his gaze to me, and I recoiled from it.

“Stop.”

“What?”

Looking at me that way.

He straightened, limbs carefully rearranging.

“I’m done,” he said. “Come. Walk back with me.”

He took two steps closer, but he was wobbling on his feet.

“Something is wrong with you,” I said, sharply. I did not know why it
bothered me so much.

“Just tired. I promise.” Then he held out his arm. “Walk with me.”

Upr cLOSE, even in the night, Caduan’s green eyes seemed so eerily bright—
like there was some light inside of him that crept out through his irises. Or
perhaps they appeared that way because the darkness around them was now
so pronounced.

I remembered little from my former life. But in this moment, I
remembered feeling stripped bare beneath a stare just like this one.

I pulled my hand away from those thoughts. It was easier not to
remember.

I did not think that Caduan would be able to walk, but he did, though he
moved slowly and steadied himself against trees with every few steps.

For a long time, we walked in silence. It was a strange game. We both
watched each other so closely, and pretended not to.

“You were creating... things,” I said, at last. “For the war.”

“Shades. Yes.”



“Because of what Luia said to you today?”

Caduan’s lips thinned. “Because we needed more forces to send to Ara,
and I would rather sacrifice shades that feel nothing than Fey.”

“The man we saw today,” I said. “The Aran queen has done that to
many others.”

His gaze darkened. “I know.”

“It is not just her. So many of them are like that. They are terrible.”

“I know.”

I knew it because I had been one of them. Hundreds of years and I
became nothing but pain and want and a gaping hole—a desire for love, for
power, for safety, a hunger that never ended. Now the wound they had left
inside of me consumed everything.

The words ground through my clenched teeth before I realized I was
speaking.

“And yet you left me there.”

He stopped walking and turned to me. The movement was sharp, almost
angry, and for a moment I was gleeful to see it—yes, fight me. Give me
something bloody. Give me something that hurts.

But when a cloud fell away from the moon, the cold light across his face
revealed only sadness.

“I thought you were dead. I thought...” A hard swallow. “Do you
remember Niraja?”

Niraja. A beautiful city of flowers and stone. Laughing children. A
strange kind of hope. And—

Blood and broken glass on the floor. Dead bodies. A terrible feeling of
guilt, of betrayal.

And then, one image that was so clear it left me shaken:

The image of Caduan, clutching his abdomen, falling backwards over
the rail.

It was the clearest memory I’d had in a long time. I did not, could not,
answer.

We resumed walking. We were nearly at the castle doors.

“The city was destroyed,” he said, quietly. “So many people died there
that night. I awoke at the edge of the river. Both of my legs were broken. I
would have died too, if... Ishqa had not returned.”

The sound of his name made me stiffen.



“He pulled me from the ruins and took me back to the House of
Wayward Winds.” Caduan’s voice was tight as a drawn bowstring. “He told
me that we were the only ones to survive. He told me that the humans killed
you.”

I wish they had.

Death was like a lost lover. We circled each other. I craved more with
every brush of its touch. All I wanted was for it to take me to its bed and
never let me leave.

I tried to imagine the world I had lived in, so many years ago. I tried to
imagine what it had been like to be Aefe.

“What was I like?” I whispered.

And there was no hesitation as he answered, “You were exceptional.”

We reached the door. He leaned heavily against the stone wall of the
castle. “You were like no one I had ever met. Passionate and driven and
honest the way so few Fey were, in those days. Because of you, I saw the
potential in the new world the Fey could build. But with you gone...
everything that I feared would happen came to pass. The House of
Wayward Winds and the House of Obsidian went to war, provoked by your
father’s foolish actions, and that war nearly led to our extinction.”

My father. I remembered nothing of him but a shadow and a lingering
sense of grief, like a reaching hand that was always empty.

“And this is why you brought me back,” I said. “Because I have the
power you need to win your wars, now.”

“It isn’t that simple, Aefe.”

“Do not patronize me. I know what it is to be used.”

“You only know what it is to be used, and that makes me angrier than I
can ever express.” We reached the door, and he held it open for me. When it
closed behind us, the darkness of the empty hallway swallowed us both.

“Ishga stood beside me for hundreds of years,” Caduan said. “He
became a close friend and a trusted advisor. But when he told me the truth
of what he had done to you—the truth of what they had done to you...” He
heaved himself upright and paused, his back to me. I watched the line of his
shoulders rise and fall and thought of what it had been like to feel someone
else’s breath running through me.

“Then why would you bring me back, if not to make me your weapon?”
I asked.



He was quiet for such a long time that I thought perhaps he hadn’t heard
me.

“Five hundred years is a very long time,” he said, at last. “One hundred
and eighty thousand days, and I thought of you in every one.”

My throat grew tight for reasons I did not understand.

“The woman you knew then was not me.”

“She was not. And she was.” Slowly, he straightened, turned, and gave
me the weak ghost of a smile.

“Goodnight, Aefe. Thank you for passing the time with me.”

He still looked unwell. He was pale, and the darkness surrounding his
eyes seemed even more pronounced than before. A strange feeling stirred in
my chest, a feeling that made me want to thrust out my arm to steady him.

He set off down the hall, his hand braced against the stone.

His words echoed: You only know what it is to be used. The gaping
wound the humans left within me throbbed.

A part of me loved them. A part of me mourned them. And a part of me
hated them, for using me, for abandoning me.

“Wait,” I said.

He stopped short. Perhaps I imagined the surprise in his expression as
he turned.

“Yes?”

“I know where she is. Tisaanah. Sometimes I... I dream it. I feel her.”

A wrinkle formed between his brows. I imagined judgement in it.

“I don’t know how else to describe it,” I said, somewhat helplessly.

“I understand perfectly what you mean.” He started towards me, and I
closed the gap between us. His fingers lifted to my temple. I felt a strange
tug, as if he was reaching through me to the threads that connected me to
deeper layers of my magic—the layer that I shared with them.

He withdrew his hand. I tried to understand his expression and failed.

“Thank you,” he said, after a long silence.

I nodded. A part of me was... glad. Proud of myself.

I watched him. And he was almost at the end of the hall when I said,
without fully intending to, “Goodnight.”

Perhaps I imagined the brief pause, as if in surprise. But he did not look
back as he disappeared around the corner.



CHAPTER TWELVE



TISAANAH

I dealt with unpleasant emotions the same way I always did: burying

myself in work. At least there was never a shortage of people who needed
my attention, plans that needed my eyes, problems that needed my brain.
Filias, Serel, and Sammerin didn’t even try to approach me. Riasha came to
me under the guise of work, but she watched me with concern that had
nothing to do with trade strategies.

“We’ll find another way to free him, child,” she said, quietly,
unprompted. “I promise.”

I had to clench my jaw so hard that it trembled to keep from saying
something I’d regret.

“We have work to do,” I said, after a long silence, and Riasha nodded,
and we didn’t speak of it again.

It was dark by the time she left, and by then, my mind was useless. The
walls of my tent suffocated me. My rage had begun to fade, replaced with
an even more unpleasant hopelessness.

Finally, I rose and went out into the night. Most people had retreated to
their tents. I passed Serel’s, illuminated from within with warm flickering
lantern lights. I could make out two silhouettes within. The shapes were
distorted by their embrace, but I knew what I was seeing. I’d recognize
Serel’s form anywhere, and Filias’s, tall and lean, was easy to identify.

I turned away. A terrible, acrid feeling stirred in my stomach.

Of course it’s easy to make this choice when he still has someone to go
back to every night. He doesn’t know how it feels. Why should he care?

My own bitterness shocked me the minute the thought flitted through
my mind, and I immediately hated myself for it. Serel deserved happiness.



And Filias, however we sometimes disagreed, was a good man.

This isn’t who you are, Tisaanah, 1 told myself.

But sometimes it was so damned hard to be kind.

I tucked my hands into my pockets and kept walking. There was a little
ridge at the edge of the encampment, which had become one of my favorite
places to sit alone at night. But as I approached, I realized someone had
already beaten me there.

I hesitated, then approached.

I sat beside Sammerin, who was smoking a pipe and scratching little ink
drawings into a beaten-up notebook. We sat in silence for a few long
seconds.

Sammerin spoke first. “I never intended to give up on him.”

“I know. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“No. It was justified.” He let out a long breath and set down his
notebook. “I fought against that decision, Tisaanah. At least, as hard as I
could, considering the language barrier. But I made my position very clear.”

“I know,” I said, quietly.

“I wanted to have another option by the time you returned. Another path
forward.” A humorless smile twisted the corner of his mouth. “The cruel
thing is, I have never been a good idea person. Back in our military days,
that was him.”

It didn’t matter if Sammerin was an “idea person” or not. I had been
racking my brain for hours, and I was beginning to think that we had simply
run out of options.

I would never, ever say that aloud.

“The thing is...” A long puff of smoke. “I may not agree with their
decision, but I do understand why they’re making it. Perhaps if I were them,
I would make the same one.”

I fought the urge to argue with him—never, I wanted to say. And yet... I
thought of Jaklin’s children, both under ten. Thought of Melina’s dead
body.

“It makes me sick, Sammerin. It actually hurts to think of him suffering
in that place. I can’t just... give up.”

“I know. But you’re only one person.”

Despite myself, I choked a bitter laugh. “People are always telling me
that. I don’t understand why.”



Sammerin gave me a deadpan look out of the corner of his eye and
released a long exhale of smoke. “I wonder indeed.”

It felt good to laugh, even half-heartedly. But my smile faded fast. And
it was the first time I had ever given voice to this confession—this precious,
shameful secret—when I said, “Before the Arch Commandant fight, he
asked me if I ever thought about what it would be like to stay with him
forever.”

I could still remember it so clearly—What if it wasn't just two weeks?
What if this was our lives?

He had said it the way someone spoke of a dream, with all the
vulnerability and joy of giving life to something precious. He had handed
me his heart.

And what did I give him in return?

My eyes burned. “And I said nothing. I didn’t answer him. Because I
was afraid.”

Because I was too cowardly to let myself believe in a future. Too
terrified of my own selfishness. Too overwhelmed by how much I wanted
him and the dream he offered.

Shame curled in my stomach.

“What if he’s in that place, alone, and he thinks that I have abandoned
him?”

What if he didn’t know that I was here, loving him so much I couldn’t
breathe, couldn’t think, couldn’t live?

“He doesn’t think that.”

“How can you know?”

“When Max believes in something, he gives it his whole self. It’s his
greatest strength and greatest weakness. And you, Tisaanah, were the first
thing he had believed in for a long, long time. It takes more than four walls
to break that kind of faith.”

He said it so matter-of-factly, like it was nothing more and nothing less
than the truth.

My composure threatened to unravel. Like I had so many times, I
collected myself, closing away my pain like a wound that had been stitched
up too many times. The stitches would break again later, in private. They’d
hold long enough until then.

I gave Sammerin a sidelong glance.

“How are you, Sammerin?”



One eyebrow twitched. “I am utterly fantastic.”

Sammerin’s sarcasm was like expensive whiskey. Subtle and refined,
but plenty potent.

I leaned my head against his shoulder. The position gave me a better
view of the notebook in his lap. He had been drawing a little Aran
townhouse with a sign over the door, upon which Sammerin had scratched,
Esrin & Imat.

It was his practice.

“I’m just tired,” he said, softly, after a moment. “We’ve been fighting
for a long time. Traveling for a long time.”

I recognized the emotion in his voice. I had felt it myself, many times.

My people were fighting to reclaim their homes, while Sammerin had
been wrenched away from his. The others liked him well enough, but he
struggled with the language. And Sammerin’s life here, like all of ours, had
become a monotonous string of battles and broken bodies and camps moved
late in the night.

“You miss your home,” I murmured.

“I left a lot behind. My patients, my practice. Family.”

A pang of guilt twinged in my chest. “We will make sure you return.”

He gave me a small smile—the sort of smile that said he appreciated the
sentiment, but didn’t entirely believe me.

But it would need to be true, I decided. I wouldn’t accept any
alternative.

“It just takes time,” I said. “A wise man once told me that creating is
harder than destroying.”

The corner of Sammerin’s mouth lifted, recognizing his own words
echoed back to him.

“I suppose,” he said, “it will be worth it.”

Gods, I hoped so. I hoped so.

I was AccusToMED, by now, to strange dreams. But this was not a dream. It
started as one, and ended as one. Whatever happened between was a
cataclysm.



One moment, I was in a field of flowers watching a familiar left-skewed
smile—a dream, of course—and the next, the entire world was falling apart,
as if sight and sound and touch and smell and the invisible forces that held
all of those things together were being ripped apart from the inside out.
Somewhere far away, yes, but physical distance meant nothing here. The
pain was immeasurable.

A thousand different moments collided.

Suddenly I was in a beautiful, unfamiliar room that I hated, looking up
at the ceiling, gasping for breath.

Suddenly I was trapped between four white carved walls, beating at
them with my fists, fire in my veins with nowhere to go.

That moment of connection existed only for seconds—Iess, even, and yet
it made everything else stop. That was Max. I'd know his presence
anywhere, even by a few fractured seconds through his eyes.

I needed to go back. Needed to reach him. I tried to harness this
overwhelming flood of magic, tried to channel it, but there was no structure
to it, no reason. It was a putrid flood that went in every direction at once. A
fundamental shift in the world.

I screamed his name, but I had no voice, no words. Whatever wound
was being ripped into the deep layers of this world tore wider. I was swept
away.

“TISAANAH.”

I didn’t want to wake up. Didn’t want to relinquish my dream.

Was it a dream? It had felt so real. I reached out for my magic again,
feeling for those roots that connected me to the world beneath—feeling for
him.

Nothing.

“Tisaanah.”

My eyes snapped open and I jerked away. Ishga slowly came into focus.
It was dark. A single lantern lit my tent.

It took me a moment to collect myself. “You’re late,” I said.

“I apologize.”



I sat up as he approached my bedroll. With the flickering light of the
single flame falling across him, illuminating his gold hair and gold eyes
while the rest of him fell into shadow, he at first looked like some sort of
apparition rather than a living being.

And yet, as he came closer, he seemed... oddly human. I blinked the
sleep from my eyes. “Are you alright?”

“Why do you ask?”

“You seem...” Sad. “Tired.”

Only the corner of his mouth moved. “It has been a long hundred
years.”

Was that a...joke?

My head hurt so, so much. I rubbed my temples. Everything felt as if it
was tilting. When I rose, I half expected to tip over.

“Where were you?” I asked.

“You are not alright.” He rarely asked questions. He mostly made
statements.

“I had... a strange dream.”

“A dream.”

I heard what he really meant in the tone of his voice. What he was really
asking.

“You must be careful,” he said. “You do not know whether the king is
still able to take advantage of your use of deep magic. And we can’t risk—”

“I know.”

I spoke more harshly than I intended, mostly because I hated that Ishqa
was right. I knew how dangerous it was. I was there when it happened to
Max—when Max drew deep from his magic during his fight with Nura, and
the Fey king seized upon that passageway. I was the one who had cut that
connection out of him at Max’s desperate request... even though I knew it
could destroy so much of his mind.

The memory alone made me ill.

“It wasn’t like that,” I said. “It was... I don’t know how to describe it. A
shattering.”

Anyone else might have acted like I was being nonsensical, and I
wouldn’t have blamed them for it. But Ishqga just seemed concerned.

“Did you feel anything else?”

I wasn’t sure why I hesitated to say it. “A bit. A strange place I did not
recognize. And...”



“Him.”

I nodded.

Ishqga looked uneasy. “We need to be careful.”

“I can’t turn away from any chance at learning more. Not if we’re to
win this war.”

He gave me a long, piercing look. “I may seem old and inhuman to
you,” he said. “But I understand why you are doing this, and I understand
that it has nothing to do with the war. I know what it is to mourn someone.
But—”

I didn’t want to have this conversation again.

“You didn’t answer my question,” I said, tightly. “Where did you go?”

“That is irrelevant.”

“Did you go to see your son?”

A single muscle twitched in Ishqga’s throat, the only movement in a
marble-still expression. “No.”

I rose, stepped closer to him—close enough to see all the little
imperfections in his face that distance and the darkness had shrouded. A
faint wrinkle at the corner of his eyes, a scar at the angle of his chin, a few
strands of that sleek golden hair that whispered silver. How easy it was for
his kind to hide the painful markers of a life of mistakes, the wounds of the
past carefully stitched up and tucked away beneath layers of elegant
stillness. Humans just bled our pain all over everything, denying it with our
last breath while crimson seeped between our fingers.

That’s how I’d felt, these last few months. Like I was bleeding out.

“These people have given you their trust, Ishqga,” I said. “And they don’t
trust easily. You’ve earned it. We’re grateful for all that you’ve done for us.
But...”

The “but” escaped my lips without my permission, my voice trailing
off. I still felt something, whenever I looked at Ishqa—something with a
razored edge.

Ishqga said, quietly, “But there are still pieces of her hatred for me in
you.”

Her. It. Reshaye. Aefe.

I didn’t answer.

“It was my greatest mistake,” he said. “I can say this a million times
over, and it would not be enough. Perhaps the loss of my son is punishment
for what I did then.”



A single crack in his calm expression revealed a hint of pain. Such a
human, recognizable thing.

He spoke as if his son was dead. He wasn’t—though he had been close
to it, in Nura’s captivity. He had been rescued by the Fey king’s forces and
remained loyal to King Caduan. Ishga rarely spoke of it. Only now did I
glimpse what he must be feeling, knowing that his son probably thought he
was a traitor. To him, his son was just as unreachable as Max was in Ilyzath.

Pity knotted in my chest.

“Perhaps our attachments are inconvenient,” I said, quietly, “but what
are we doing any of this for, if not for them?”

Ishga looked as if he would respond, and then thought better of it. He
put out his hand.

“Show me.”

I obeyed. He cradled my palm, frowning down at the swirls of gold.
They looked even more otherworldly now, with the lantern light streaking
the metal bands like little rivers of fire over my skin. The burning had
dulled to a faint ache. Otherwise, they didn’t feel like much of anything.

“Tell me again what happened,” he said.

I did, describing the orb that Farimov had presented to the Fey, and
what it had done when I tried to touch it.

Ishga was silent. My palm tingled as his magic reached for mine, as if
testing the thing on my skin.

Then suddenly, he dropped my hand and straightened. His eyes leapt to
mine, and I saw something very strange on Ishqa’s face—panic.

“We need to leave,” he said.

“Why?” I asked. “What did you—"

That was when the screaming started.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN



MAX
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T ime did not flow the same way in Ilyzath. Seconds stretched to months

and the months compressed to seconds. I wasnt sure if this was a
dream, or one of Ilyzath’s tricks.

The shift happened all at once, as if something intrinsic to the world
tore painfully apart, like flesh parted by a too-dull blade.

The next thing I knew, I was being dragged down, down, down, falling
through the floor and through the earth and into something that felt deeper,
rawer than all of it.

I felt the cold spray of sea salt on my face. The overwhelming sensation
that I was being watched.

I felt a presence that I knew—a stranger that I knew, soul-deep—
envelop me, the familiarity of it jarring, like something I had forgotten I
was looking for had drawn close enough to touch.

They called my name.

I reached out for them, and then I was somewhere else entirely.

And then I felt another presence, someone encased in stone, someone
looking down over a beautiful city in the mountains. That, too, lasted only
for seconds.

The heat, the pain, tore me up. I felt burning, like flames were eating me
alive.

I felt everything shattering.

An intangible understanding snapped into place: something is wrong.

Something is breaking.

This is dangerous.

The flames consumed me.



I was on my feet before I even realized I had moved. Blood pounded in my
ears, driven by sheer panic.

There were so many things I didn’t understand. But when I opened my
eyes, two certainties stood clear in my mind, the sharpest things I had felt in
months.

One. Something cataclysmic had just happened. I didn’t have the
vocabulary to explain what it was, or even how I knew it. I felt it in a sense
deeper than sight or sound, like an earthquake shaking the basest parts of
me, leaving irreparable damage.

Two. Someone was looking for me. Someone important. I felt a
connection to them like a rope knotted around my throat, pulling closer.

My hands met the wall before the act was a conscious decision.

Let me out.

A frantic attempt to use my magic resulted only blisters bubbling under
my fingertips—my magic redirected by the Stratagrams inked over me. I
barely felt the burns.

I NEED TO GET OUT.

Ilyzath’s voice never sounded like words, exactly. Just a collection of
sounds. Now, it enveloped me in creaks and groans. The carvings on the
wall shuddered.

You feel this change, too. How strange. And yet, perhaps it is
unsurprising, that a fly can sense the tremors of an incoming storm.

I pressed my palms to the wall, my breath heaving and heart pounding.
The carvings shuddered just as frantically. I had never seen them do that
before.

“What is that?” I rasped out. “What just happened?”

The groans of stone sounded like laughter or sobs. It was the beginning
of an end, brought upon by mortal hubris. Hands reaching into forces that
should not be wielded, and thinning boundaries that should not be torn.

“I don’t understand.”

No. Of course you do not.

The thread of connection to that strange, familiar soul was beginning to
fade, like the blurry afterimage of a dream, and that thought devastated me.



I attempted another burst of magic and was again rewarded only with
more burns over my hands. I didn’t stop.

You cannot break these walls. Surely you are not so foolish to think you
can. You belong here. llyzath’s shadows caressed my face. Why do you so
wish to leave, my ashen son?

“Because...” I didn’t know how to describe it, the intensity of the
sudden need. It was like I had been alerted to a lost piece of myself,
somewhere far beyond this place.

The walls creaked in something akin to a chuckle, hearing my unspoken
response. Ilyzath, after all, heard everything.

I, too, have lost pieces of myself. But like my loss, yours, too, is
inevitable.

Another failed attempt at shattering those walls. Another burst of pain.

“Nothing is inevitable,” I muttered.

The connection was almost gone.

I could have sworn Ilyzath laughed.

For an age of your people, I am here. Suns rise and set, and I am here.
Empires fall, and I am here. Long before the sunrise or the stars or the
shape of the Aran seas coastline. Long before these walls and long after
mortals destroy this world. 1 will feel it fall around my feet, and I will
watch. That is inevitability.

I scoffed. Fuck that.

I kept trying anyway. “That’s what we do,” I muttered, mostly to
myself, panting with the exertion of my next blow. “Fight the inevitable.
Even when it makes us fucking idiots.”

A strange pause in the air, as if all Ilyzath’s whispers ceased at once. It
was so dark now that with every attempt at my magic, a red glow sparked
over my face.

Hmmm.

I went still. A strange realization rocked through me.

All this time, I had been here, locked up in Ilyzath’s box of horrors. I'd
listened to its whispers, cowered at its visions. But never once had it
occurred to me to wonder what it was—wonder if it was alive enough to
want.

Not until now.

Someone I knew once had taught me that there was nothing more useful
than understanding the hidden needs and wants of others. And now, in some



strange element of the air, I felt it in Ilyzath. Want. Desire. Grief, and fear.

“You want something. I can help you.”

A shudder of laughter. Does a mountain need the help of an insect?

“A mountain can’t move. An insect can.” I pressed my palms to the
stone. “You want something. I can feel it. You need to stand here. But I can
go, if you let me.”

There was a long pause, and I prepared myself to resume my desperate
clawing at the walls, because surely that made a hell of a lot more sense
than trying to negotiate with a fucking prison.

But then the words whispered, I will make a bargain with you,
Maxantarius Farlione.

I stopped. This had to be another hallucination. Another trick.

I will allow you to fight inevitability. I will give you your chance to
repair the damage that is being wrought upon the underlayers of this world.
You will fail, but I will allow you to try. The carvings collected around my
palms, like ants circling a carcass. But I ask for two conditions. You must
bring a piece of me with you, and you must return when I call.

My brow knitted. “Repair the damage? I don’t understand. What does
that mean?”

But there were no more words, no sounds. Only a silent, unspoken
demand: Yes or no?

Maybe I should have been more discerning. Maybe I should have
thought harder. But I wasn’t thinking about the risks. I was thinking only
about the pain that screamed in a world far beneath this one, an
indescribable call that I felt like I had to answer, and a thread that pulled me
towards someone else that needed me very much.

“Fine,” I said. “You have a deal.”

Pain ripped through my hand, worse than the fresh burns. I hissed a
curse and leapt away from the wall. When I looked down, a black-and-blue
mark adorned my left palm. The overlapping symbols resembled the ones
marked into Ilyzath’s walls, arranged in a diamond shape, and it seemed to
shimmer slightly, as if shards of silver were buried within the ink.

“What is—?”

I looked up, and a doorway now stood before me.

You may leave, Ilyzath said. No one will stop you.



I THOUGHT it was a trick even after I reached the doors. But Ilyzath spoke
the truth. There wasn’t another soul in the white halls. Not prisoners, not
guards, and not even a whisper from Ilyzath itself. I didn’t think I even
knew how to leave my room. I tracked the turns every time I was taken
from my cell, but I knew they changed every time. Yet, minutes later I
found myself at a large set of silver double doors. They opened as I
approached, revealing the sea, dim beneath the waning light of dusk.

I can’t fucking believe this is happening, 1 thought, as I stepped beyond
them to freedom. A wall of cold, moist air enveloped me.

I drew in a sharp breath.

In the distance, I could see the shape of the Aran skyline, silhouetted by
the sunset. Plumes of smoke pumped into the air, thick enough to see even
from this distance. The Fey must have launched another attack—a bad one,
by the looks of it.

It was so shocking that it took a moment for the truth to set in: that I
was here, outside of Ilyzath’s walls, without a shred of iron on me. Free.

No—not yet. Not quite. I needed to get off this island. I reached for my
magic, only to be barred by the tangled mess of Stratagrams. I couldn’t use
a Stratagram of my own to leave, not with my magic locked away.

I needed a boat.

I needed —

“Max? How did you... Why...”

I turned and froze.

I was so accustomed to Ilyzath’s visions that it took me a moment to
determine whether the person who stood before me was real.

Brayan stared me down, sword clutched in his hands. His hair whipped
violently in the wind, as did the cloak over his shoulders, red and black
streaking against the broken sky. He now wore an Aran military uniform.

Figures that he would have joined them. Just as Nura said.

He looked at me like he wasn’t sure if I was real, either.

I had no weapons. No magic. Even with it, I had barely ever been able
to win a fight against my brother. Without it, I didn’t even have a chance.

“I won’t go back,” I said.

He approached me, and I tensed.



“Brayan, I swear to the Ascended if—"

“Shut up.” He raised a finger, pointing. There, where Ilyzath’s entrance
dropped off into the churning sea, was a little boat. “Let’s go.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. The very thought of the Brayan I had
known betraying the uniform he wore was incomprehensible.

He took another step forward, annoyed. “What the hell are you waiting
for? Move, before the Syrizen find you.”

I had no interest in arguing, even if nothing in the world made sense
anymore. I was in a haze as I followed Brayan to the boat. We pushed away
from Ilyzath. I watched it grow smaller, from a wall of white to a pillar to a
shape barely visible through red-drenched mist.

“They’ll come for us,” I said softly, to myself, as we pushed away.

But they didn’t.

No one did.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN



TISAANAH

T he village was already burning.

My tent was on the far north side of our encampment, slightly offset
from the rest. By the time Ishqa and I crested the hill, the night sky was lit
up with the bloody glow of flames. How did this happen so fast?

Ishga’s stride didn’t even slow as he drew his sword. I did the same,
with considerably less grace.

Serel. Sammerin. I needed to find them.

“How?” I choked out. “How did they find us?”

Ishga gave a pointed look to my hand. That alone was enough to make
the pit in my stomach drop further. “They can track this?”

“I do not know. Maybe. If—"

Ishga stopped short. I had to stop myself from stumbling into him.
When I lifted my gaze to follow his, I felt sick. The soldiers were on
horseback, silhouetted into four legged beasts through the thick black
smoke and red glow of the flames. Human? Fey? I couldn’t tell from this
distance. Leading them down the main stretch of the encampment was the
dark-haired Fey from earlier that day.

They were going through each tent methodically, ripping people from
each before setting them aflame. In the distance, I heard my name on the
lips of shouted orders.

“They’re looking for—”

“You,” Ishqa finished. “For that.”

I grabbed his arm, wrenched him towards me. It must have looked
comical—he was so much larger than me that it was like trying to drag a
stone statue. “You need to tell me what this is.”



“That is... a complicated question that I do not have time to answer. But
we absolutely cannot, under any circumstances, allow them to take it. You
need to leave here. Right now. We can be miles away by the time they
realize you are gone.”

He put out his hand for me, clearly intending to fly us both away, but I
shook my head.

“Leave and let them burn this place to the ground? I won’t do that.”

“This is important, Tisaanah—"

Important, he says, as if my people were not.

Down the hill, I heard more shouts. Through the smoke I could make
out a familiar tall, lanky form standing down the Fey, sword drawn. Filias,
looking as if he was ready to take down the army himself.

He didn’t even especially like me, but he was prepared to die for me.

No. No, leaving now was out of the question. If I was going to leave, I
was going to make sure the Fey saw me do it—I was going to give them
something to chase and give my friends time to escape.

I was out in the street, in full view of the attackers, by the time Ishqa
even saw me moving. I heard him call my name, horrified, and ignored it.

The Fey woman smiled.

“How lovely to see you again so soon.”

I stopped several paces short of her. The smoke was so thick it burned
my eyes, the sky now red, the air dense. I could see little but the fire and the
silhouettes moving within it. Sammerin knelt next to an injured woman, his
head turning to look at me.

Don’t move, Sammerin. Not yet.

“Call off your men,” I said.

“The Threllians are my allies, not my subordinates,” the Fey woman
said. “And they have been looking for your friends for a very long time. I
cannot guarantee they will listen.”

I tracked movement out of the corners of my vision. Soldiers,
approaching me through the smoke. I nearly flinched as one of them
lurched for me, only for them to stop short, neck snapping at an unnatural
angle.

But I could also hear movement behind me—fragments of what I
prayed was Riasha’s voice.

I just needed to buy enough time for them to escape. The woods were
not far from here. Thick enough for them to get lost in, I hoped. I



understood one thing as truth. If I didn’t do something, if I simply hid and
ran into the night like Ishga wanted me to, everyone here would die.

I took one step forward, and the Fey woman tensed. She was watching
the distance between us so closely. I pretended not to notice.

“I understand,” I said. “But if you can’t make me that promise, then I
won’t go with you.”

I pushed a strand of rebellious hair from my eyes—deliberately letting
the movement linger, showing off my left hand and the gold that wrapped
around it. The Fey watched me the way a hawk watched a fish circling
beneath the water.

“As you wish,” she said, at last, and murmured something in a language
I couldn’t understand to the Fey soldier at her side, who gave me a wary
stare before riding off into the red mist.

I refused to show my breath of relief. I readied myself. Took a step
forward.

And then a force hit me so hard that all the air was knocked out of my
lungs.

I hit the ground. A body—no, two—were on top of me, one wrenching
my arm behind my back, one yanking my head back by my hair. A splitting
pain cut through me. Pop, as my shoulder left its socket.

I managed to press my hands together just enough—just enough to draw
the final line of the Stratagram I had been inking onto my palm in blood.

... And nothing happened.

Shit.

My magic had become a volatile, unpredictable thing, never with me
when I needed it most. And right now, I needed it to take me away from
here.

Sour breath warmed my ear, my cheek. A Threllian soldier.

“What?” he breathed. “Your magic tricks fail you, slave?”

“Not all of them,” I replied.

He screamed loud enough to drown out everything else as I pushed my
blade from my sleeve, lodging it in his considerable gut. I seized the
moment of freedom, rolling over and jamming my blade through the throat
of the other soldier who reached for me. Shouts filled my ears, coming from
all directions.

There were too many of them. I needed to Stratagram away—show
them that I’d left, give them another target far away from here.



To my left, one of the men stopped short, his body lurching oddly. He
clutched his chest, falling to his knees. His companion turned, only to
suddenly jerk, his neck snapping is if twisted by invisible hands.

I whirled to see Sammerin rushing towards me.

“Don’t let her go!” a voice screamed. The Fey woman charged for me.

Sammerin grabbed me split seconds before she did. I caught his eyes,
dark and determined, and understood what he was about to do.

If I’d had time to speak, I would have asked him if he was sure. Coming
with me meant being pursued. It meant one more step away from the
peaceful life in Ara he so missed.

And yet, I could’ve sworn I saw him nod—nod, as he wrapped me in
his arms and drew a Stratagram over a scorched piece of parchment.

The Fey soldier’s hands grabbed my elbow, nearly yanking me away
from him.

The world fell away, and we were gone.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN



I did not return to my room that night. My soul was restless. So when
Caduan left, instead of going up the stairs to my chamber, I went down
until there was nowhere else for me to go.

A faint, sour stench that was oddly familiar permeated my nostrils.
There was a low buzz in the air—voices.

I followed the sound to an open arched door. Within it, bodies hunched
over haphazardly placed little tables, clutching delicate glasses or large
stone cups. It reminded me of memories that I could not place.

I entered the room. I barely received so much as a glance from the other
people here. I liked that. I used to spend time in a place like this, I thought. I
used to feel safe there. Safety now seemed so foreign that even the ghost of
it was intoxicating.

“Aefe?”

The sound of the name shattered that thought.

My eyes settled on him across the room. The memory cut close to the
bone—myself, screaming, “You cannot leave me here!”

No.

Not him, not Ishga. A different face.

Meajga smiled at me, lifting a glass of red liquid. Two raven-haired Fey
women sat beside him, but he whispered something to them, and they shot
me curious looks before relinquishing their seats.

“What a surprise to see you here,” he said, gesturing to the newly empty
bench beside him. “Join me! You look like you need a drink.”

He grinned, but it was not a happy expression. It reminded me of
grimaces of exertion from training soldiers. I wondered if perhaps Meajqa



was putting just as much effort into this, even if he tried to hide it.

My instinct was to back away, one awkward half-step. But then another
murky memory flitted through me, a memory of wine over my tongue and
all the things it could wash away.

So I took the glass from Meajga’s outstretched hand and slid into the
seat beside him. He let out an amused huff of surprise when my first sip was
instead a series of gulps, mouthful after mouthful of the bitter liquid
burning my throat. “I was right, you did need a drink,” he said. I set down
the empty glass and he promptly refilled it.

This is good.

Everything that was too loud and too big and too harsh about this world,
this empty body, was a bit duller. Easier. I no longer felt as unsettled by
what I had just witnessed.

I liked this.

“What has you in such dire need of wine?” Meajga asked, then chuckled
and shook his head. “That’s a ridiculous question, isn’t it?”

I did not know what he meant. Instead of answering, I just stared at him.
He was dressed differently than he had been in Caduan’s meeting. Or... no,
his clothing was the same, just looser and disheveled. His shirt was
unbuttoned, the wrinkled dark blue fabric now falling open past his sternum
to reveal smooth scar-nicked skin. A strip of blue fabric, which before had
been neatly draped over his shoulder, now fell haphazardly over his arm.
One wing was tucked behind him, arranged to avoid the back of his chair.
The color of his feathers was especially entrancing here in the darkness,
with so many twinkling lights to reflect—with every shift, they could be
silver, or copper, or bright gold.

It was so beautiful it seemed garish compared to his other side.

The stump was close enough to touch. Where silver-gold feathers would
have spread into a majestic wing, they were instead interrupted by a vicious
wound, the feathers failing to hide darkened, gnarled flesh. The shape of the
bone jutted a few inches beyond the rest, as if whoever responsible had
difficulty making the cut there.

“You seem to admire my best feature,” Meajqa said.

My gaze flicked back to his face. The smile had not faded.

“I’m not offended,” he added. “Everyone loves to stare.”

“She did that to you.”

“She?”



“The Aran queen.”

It seemed strange to refer to her that way when I knew her not by
syllables on a tongue, but by the way her jagged mind felt sawing into
mine.

A barely-there twitch in that smile. “She did. Though she had some help
with the harder parts.”

“Why do you not hide it?” Most of his kind, I had noticed, did not keep
their wings visible unless they were being used.

“Why should I?”

“A question is not an answer.”

His eyebrows rose. “It is not,” he agreed. “The unpleasant truth is that I
can’t. I can no longer shift.”

He said it as if this was an amusing anecdote. But I knew that if I was
within his mind, I would feel pain here—hot and sharp like blistering skin. I
was so certain of it that for a moment, I could feel it myself.

“Why?” I asked.

“There are many unpleasant side effects to her magical
experimentations.”

“Experimentations,” I repeated, thinking of a room of white and white
and white. For the first time, Meajqga’s smile started to fade, his eyes going
far away.

“I’m not afraid or ashamed to talk about what she did,” he said. “She
clearly knew nothing about us, at least at first. She was just testing, I think.
Trying to understand what she could do with us. Our blood. Our bodies.
Our skin—or wings.” An ugly curl to his lip. “You might wonder how she
was able to do that, when we are so much stronger than humans,
physically.”

I was not wondering this. I knew the answer all too well. But I said
nothing. Perhaps Meajqa preferred to repeat this answer.

“Her own magic was powerful as it was,” he went on. “It grasps the
mind. And they had other methods... I couldn’t move. I couldn’t do
anything, but I was conscious for all of it.” He leaned close enough that I
could smell the wine on his breath. “Months. Do you understand that sort of
helplessness?”

Months. I had lived it for centuries. I almost laughed, but it seemed
cruel to belittle his pain.



“I know what it is to be helpless,” I said. “Locked in a place where you
see nothing and feel everything. Humans are greedy creatures. They only
know how to take. For five hundred years I did not even understand how
much they stole.”

My body, my past, my name, my face. My soul.

“Five hundred years,” Meajga repeated, softly. “I heard stories of...
you. What you were.”

“I became nothing. A tool to be used by them. Even my emotions were
no longer my own, only mirrors to theirs.”

His solemn expression enhanced an already-unpleasant resemblance.
His gold eyes flicked to mine, and I looked away.

“I make you uncomfortable,” he murmured. “Why?”

“You are Ishga’s son.”

It was the first time I had ever said Ishqga’s name aloud. In my mind, he
was shades of betrayal and anger, not a person.

“I am, unfortunately. The king told me what he did to you. As Ela’Dar’s
head diplomat, I needed to be aware. Especially after my father’s...
departure. His actions...” His voice grew a shade too serious. “I wish I
could apologize to you for my bloodline’s betrayal. I know that I can’t, but I
wish I could.”

His words were meaningless. I knew this. And yet, I found a strange
kinship in Meajga’s sorrow. It was messy and raw, like my own.

“And now he is helping the humans, despite everything.” He let out a
rough laugh, took another drink of wine, and set the glass down hard.
“Good riddance. We’re better off without him. He may be willing to
abandon his people to go help the humans, but we have a king who
embodies loyalty to his own. To Caduan, we are not disposable. One has to
admire that, even when it makes matters of diplomacy difficult.” His gaze
grew thoughtful. “And I have never seen my king so committed to anything
as he is to this. He will burn them all to the ground in the name of a single
Fey life.”

The hair prickled at the back of my neck. Meajqga’s long silence, and his
stare, cut through me.

“He is doing this for you, Aefe,” he said.

“He only brought me here because he wants my help.”

“No. Maybe that’s what he wants us to think. Caduan is a private
person. No one knows how he managed to bring you back. Nor will T ask. I



am no talented magician—such things are beyond me. But there are things I
do know. I know hearts and minds, and I know the king’s as well as any
other. Humans hurt Fey one too many times. Again and again, he saw it
happen. Thus, he calculated an inarguable equation. He will remove the
future possibility. This is the decision his mind made, and he made it for all
of us. But his heart?”

One hundred and eighty thousand days, and I thought of you in every
one.

My own heart—strange thing—was suddenly very loud, as if pounding
against the insides of my ribs.

Meajga leaned closer. “His heart is what truly lit the fires of war, and
the fire burns because of you. The decision was for all of us, yes. But the
vengeance? The vengeance is for you.”

For pays, I did not see Caduan. I stayed in my room, pacing. Every day, a
maid would come and tell me that I could leave if I wished. Every day, I
declined. On the third, I asked about Caduan. The maid gave me a strange
look.

“The king is not well.” was all she would say.

For days I sat there. Sleeping. Sitting. Dreaming of the inside of others’
skins. Dreaming of past nightmares. Dreaming of white and white and
white. Every day, when the maid came, I would ask about Caduan. Every
day, I received the same answer.

I didn’t know why I cared so much.

But on the sixth day, after the maid’s footsteps disappeared down the
hall, I stood and went to the door.

PEOPLE KEPT LOOKING at me and I decided not to care.

I had never been to Caduan’s quarters before, but I knew it was at the
highest point of the castle, and I knew it was not far from my own. So I
walked, bare feet treading over the marble tile of the halls and then the cold
copper of the stairwells, up and up. The stairs curved, following hammered-



glass windows. Once I reached the top, I paused. Ela’Dar spread out
beneath me, the city crawling over the forest-covered mountains as if it had
grown alongside nature itself.

I remembered what it once had felt like to stand at the top of black cliffs
and see my entire world stretching to the horizon.

Caduan had built a majestic kingdom. But five hundred years had taught
me that there was little that could not be torn apart. Once, I had taken
comfort in the certainty of destruction. But now, I was dizzy at the thought.
I wondered what Caduan felt when he saw this view. Did he feel pride at
what he had created? Or fear at the possibility of watching it crumble?

My ears pricked at the faint echo of a familiar voice. Behind me, a
narrow hallway led to a door that was slightly ajar.

I approached it, peering through. There was a small room within, chairs
and couches arranged around its center. Bookshelves lined the walls, plants
spilling over their edges and winding across the shelves. In one chair sat
Caduan, somewhat sprawled, his clothing simple and hair messy. His gaze
flicked to me the minute I approached the door, and he straightened, a
certain spark lighting up his expression. He looked... pleased to see me.

For a moment, I thought, without meaning to, It is good that I came
here.

“Aefe,” he said. “Come in.”

I obeyed. But when I pushed the door open and stepped inside, I
realized that Caduan wasn’t alone. Luia, Meajga, and Vythian were there,
too. They gave me greetings I didn’t return, except for a small smile to
Meajqa that I couldn’t help. Then I looked between them, to the table at the
center of the room and the map spread across it, adorned with red marks.

I went still. A terrible feeling rose in my stomach.

“Excellent timing,” Vythian said. “We were just discussing you.”

Five words, and the air in the room suddenly went cold. Caduan gave
Vythian a sharp look that seemed to imply many things. I could not read the
muscles on Caduan’s face, but I understood enough. I knew what it was to
have my name on the lips of men looking at maps with red marks on them.

Already, I felt foolish.

“What does that mean?” I said, my voice hard.

Caduan’s glare to Vythian withered as he looked to me. “Nothing
important. We can discuss it later.”



The anger took my breath away. My muscles were trembling, my jaw
tight, my body betraying all the signs of my rage. Where that warmth had
once glimmered in my chest, now there was a sharp ache, like a knife
between my ribs.

“You can not lie to me,” I hissed.

The remnants of Caduan’s smile disappeared. He turned to Luia,
Vythian, and Meajqa. “Go. Leave us alone.”

There were murmurs of protest, ceased by Caduan’s command, “Go!”

After a moment of hesitation, they shuffled from the room. I could feel
them staring at me—could feel, in particular, Meajqa’s curious, pitying gaze
—but I didn’t break my own from Caduan.

The door closed. His exhaustion did nothing to dull the striking green of
his eyes, and I wished now, more than ever, that I knew how to read what
lay in their depths.

“You’ve heard of Tisaanah Vytezic and the artifact that she now
possesses,” Caduan said.

The sound of Tisaanah’s name brought me back to uncomfortable
places. I didn’t answer.

“The wayfinder that she has,” he went on, “provides a means to
discover, and perhaps even use, deep pools of magic called Lejaras. They
are deeper and more powerful than any other magic that has been seen in
many, many hundreds of years. For a long time, I thought they were a myth.
So did most others. But the rumors have persisted for centuries. The
humans who destroyed my own House were doing it because they believed
one such pool existed there.” His face hardened, and he went silent for a
moment before continuing.

“Even one of the Lejaras can be devastating. All three used together can
reshape reality itself. They are dangerous to wield, and it can only be done
in specific locations that can channel such forces. But if the humans were to
do such a thing, and find such a place, it would be devastating. They would
be able to destroy all of us.” He stood, heavily, as if it took him great effort.
I took a step back.

“You know better than anyone,” he said, “how terrible it would be if
they came into that kind of power.”

I did know. I knew intimately what humans did with unbridled
destructive power, because I was the power, and it was my hands that drew
the blood of their own peoples.



Still, I did not speak.

“Aefe,” Caduan said, my name like a caress—too gentle for the anger I
felt. “I didn’t want this to be you. But we need to find these magics. We
need to leverage them before the humans do. Trust me when I say I have
tried all other ways. But you are the only key we have.” He took one small
step closer, and again, I stepped back. “You, Aefe. I need you.”

Three words that landed like a strike.

I need you.

I had heard those words before, whispered or begged in the minds of the
humans who held me. I need you, they would plead, before they unleashed
me to inflict death upon their own. I need you, they would croon, before
they betrayed me.

And here he was—Caduan, another one attempting to wield me, saying
it again. I need you.

I want what you can give me.

Be my weapon.

The hurt spilled through me like acid.

“No,” I said. “No, I will not do it.”

I cannot do it. Not this. Not again.

Caduan looked pained.

“This cannot be a request, Aefe,” he said, gently. “Not this time. I tried
to find every other option.”

My blood pooled in half-moons in my palms as my fingernails cut into
my skin.

“I told you, no.”

“You don’t have a choice.”

Choice. Choice! 1 hated that word, hated it the way I hated dreams that
never materialized.

“I have never had a choice. I have been given the choice to be— to be
more than this. I will not be your weapon. Not again. Never.”

I did not realize I was shouting until my throat began to ache, my voice
growing hoarse.

My hand closed around a quill sitting on the desk beside me. Distantly, I
heard a loud slam as the door flung open, smashing against the wall. Luia
ran into the room, her sword drawn.

Caduan shouted—“Luia, stand down!”—in the same moment that the
quill went hurtling directly towards his emerald eyes.



He grabbed it from the air before it made contact, fist white-knuckled
around the golden pen.

“One hundred and eighty thousand days I have been at the mercy of
human kings,” I snarled. “And if you think you are any better than any of
them, you are a fool.”

Still, Caduan met my stare. Calm. Affectionate, even.

Perhaps in another life I would have killed him—Kkilled him for making
me feel so ashamed, so betrayed, so abandoned. But today, I turned on my
heel, pushing past Vythian and through the door. “Let her go,” I heard
Caduan’s voice say.

“Aefe—” Meajqa murmured as I passed him, softer than the others, but
I ignored him, too.

I walked down endless stairs, out the door of the castle. I walked
through Ela’Dar’s streets, and I did not even care about the stares.

I kept walking and walking and walking, until I was no longer in
Ela’Dar at all.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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I t was a long time before either of us said anything—so long that the
sound of Brayan’s voice jolted me more than the spray of seawater.

How long had I just been staring out at the horizon? There was nothing
but the sea around us, Ilyzath’s shape long ago consumed by the misty sky.
Blue-grey stretched out in all directions.

“What?”

“How did you get out?” Brayan repeated.

I honestly did not know how to answer that question.

I will let you go if you take a piece of me with you.

The memory was like a fever dream. I still struggled to wrap my mind
around what had just occurred. None of the pieces fit together right.

I told him the truth, the story in its bizarre entirety, partly out of
curiosity to see if it would seem as fucking outlandish out loud as it did in
my head. The answer, it turned out, was very much yes.

When I finished, Brayan looked like he was more certain than ever that
I’d completely lost my mind, and I didn’t blame him for it one bit.

“I know it sounds...” I settled on, “Strange.”

“It does,” he agreed.

But Ilyzath itself was strange. No one knew exactly how it worked. It
was widely regarded to be one of the oldest magical locations in the world
—older than Ara itself by millennia.

I looked down at the mark Ilyzath had given me. It was a circle of
symbols, unintelligible, spiraling in tighter towards my palm. The flesh was
slightly raised and red, as if angry.

Then I looked up at Brayan.




“Why were you there?” I asked. “Just... waiting at Ilyzath?”

He gave me a long, cold stare, not answering. It was the same sort of
look he used to give me when I was a child. He had the same dark eyes as
our mother, nearly black, and every time he’d looked at me, I'd felt like
there were limitless judgements and demands hiding in that darkness.

“Why wouldn’t I be there?” he said. “I’ve been there every day.”

I blinked. “You— what?”

He looked to the horizon and avoided eye contact. “We need to think
about where—”

“Brayan, answer the Ascended-damned question.”

“You haven’t changed,” he remarked, and just as I was about to spit a
curse and give up, he added, “I answered your question. I was at Ilyzath
because I have been there every day. I was trying to see you. Not that the
Syrizen would allow it.”

Many, many unbelievable things had happened over these last few
months. And yet, it was this that seemed so ridiculous that I let out a snort
of laughter before I could stop myself.

His stare darkened. “What about that is funny?”

“I just...” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Brayan Farlione, renowned
general, loyal Aran, golden child of the Ryvenai upper class, just broke me
out of prison.”

“I didn’t break you out. You were already out. I just had the boat.”

He said this very, very seriously, and in that moment, it was the most
hilarious thing I’d ever heard in my sorry life.

Maybe I was just going insane.

Going? No, actually, that ship had likely long ago sailed.

Brayan watched me, unamused. Long seconds passed. The sound of the
sea lapping against the boat became deafening long after my laughter
subsided, fading into awkward silence.

There were too many words to say. Too many questions to ask. Any
normal person would have asked them. We were stranded on a boat with
nothing else to talk about.

But no. That was a renowned Farlione trait, after all: ignoring the things
that dangled right in front of our faces. And honestly? I was grateful for it,
right now.

“S0.” I cleared my throat. “Now what?”

“We go to Besrith.”



“Is that home? For you?”

“Home?” He gave me an odd look. “It’s... where I’ve been living for
the last few years. It’s quiet there, and remote. They don’t have diplomatic
relationships with Ara. It will be hard for Nura to get to you there.”

It still was fucking incredible that I was listening to Brayan outline the
best way to evade the Aran government.

I glanced down at the boat carrying us—barely more than a rowboat. “I
hate to shatter your hopes and dreams, Brayan, but there’s no way this boat
is making it to—"

“Not in this,” he grumbled—in a tone that added an unspoken
obviously. “We’re going to Sarilla first. Then catch a charter ship to Threll
and travel north from there. You can help us move faster then, can’t you?
With... magic and such.”

His voice always took on an odd tone when referencing my magic. Like
the entire concept made him slightly uncomfortable.

I shook my head.

“I can’t. She... they took away as much of it as they could.” The sleeves
of my dirty white shirt were bunched up around my elbows, and my gaze
trailed up my forearms—at all the Stratagrams now tattooed all over my
skin. I was struck all over again by exactly how many of them there were,
and a surge of anger overwhelmed me.

Up until this moment, I’d had to pour so much of my energy into
keeping my life and my sanity. There had been nothing left for anger, so I'd
locked it away. Now it hit me all at once, one pent-up wave powerful
enough to break my ramshackle barriers.

Brayan made a noncommittal noise and turned away, as if he couldn’t
bear to look at me for too long. Fair. I hadn’t had access to a mirror in
months. I probably wouldn’t want to look at me for too long, either.

“No matter,” he said. “We’ll still make it to Besrith.”

I took him in, warily. He looked so different than the version of him that
I remembered. I suppose that made sense. He had been—I racked my half-
broken brain—what, in his mid-twenties, in those final fragmented shards
of my memory? I remembered thinking of him as so powerful that he was
ageless, the gulf separating us so much wider than a mere seven years.
Now, he seemed... older.

I took in his clothing. A dark jacket with gold buttons across a double
breast. An Aran military uniform. New.



“What about the uniform?” I asked.

“What about it?”

“Ara is at war.”

He looked at me like I was an idiot. “So I've seen. And?”

“So why are you here with me instead of fighting it?”

“What kind of a question is that?”

“Isn’t that your great love? Winning wars?”

Ascended above, did Brayan actually look offended by that? The last I
remembered, he would have agreed with the assessment wholeheartedly. He
had shaped his entire life around warfare, crafted himself into a tool to be
wielded for a single purpose. He was, of course, exquisite at it. That’s why
military leaders spoke of Brayan with the same breathless admiration that
one spoke of a rare, expensive sword. A kind of admiration laced with
greed.

“I don’t know what happened to Nura in the last ten years,” he said,
“but I know one thing beyond a doubt—what you did in Sarlazai made you
a hero. The Ryvenai War ended because of you. You never should have
been imprisoned for that.”

A sour taste filled my mouth. I didn’t know why.

But Brayan no longer seemed interested in talking. He turned, looking
out at the horizon. “We should reach Sarilla in a few hours,” he said, in the
sort of tone that conveyed that he didn’t expect to say another word until
then. I didn’t especially feel like arguing.

THERE WERE FAR TOO many eyes in Sarilla for my liking.

Sarilla was several hundred miles off the coast of Ara. It was largely
used as farmland for large, luxurious operations owned by members of the
upper-class. As a result, the island had only one major city, and even there,
everyone would pay attention to a few strangers.

It was hot, but I still pulled the length of my sleeves down awkwardly as
we stepped onto the docks. Right away, we were getting strange looks. We
were unfamiliar here. We looked distinctly Ryvenai. Brayan was wearing a
brand-new military uniform. And, of course, there were my tattoos.



“I’m not sure coming here was a good idea,” I muttered to Brayan as we
abandoned our boat and made our way onto the cobblestone streets. I took a
fraction of a second to appreciate the way solid land felt beneath my feet—
wonderful—and then a second more to appreciate that it wasnt Ilyzath
stone—even more wonderful.

In any other context, it would have been borderline criminal not to
spend at least a few minutes admiring how nauseatingly beautiful the island
was. Lush foliage crawled over hills and valleys, all culminating in a single
emerald mountain. Unlike Ara’s mountains, which were rocky and jagged,
this one was covered in greenery all the way up to its mist-cradled peak.
Rocky shores stretched in one direction; in the other, a creamy sand beach.
From our spot on the docks, we could see down to the west, where patches
of farmland for massive plantation stretched out along the coast.

It was in this direction that Brayan walked, wordlessly, and I followed.

“We can’t stay here long,” I said. “Nura has probably sent out word
already that I’'m gone. It’s just a matter of time before that call reaches
here.”

“The ship to Threll leaves at dawn.” Brayan, too, was tracking all the
people who tracked us—marking those who stopped to stare, and even
more carefully observing those who didn’t.

Dawn? Fifteen hours seemed like a hell of a long time to not be noticed
here.

“We can’t stay in town.”

“No,” Brayan agreed. “But I know somewhere we can go.”

He said this so casually that I thought little more of it as he led us away
from town, up the road, and through the rolling fields of a large farm. The
main house was at the top of a hill, surrounded by fields of grazing cattle.
The entrance was marked by a large, wrought-iron gate—majestic, for a
farmhouse, and clearly belonging to someone with significant wealth.

Brayan strolled through the gates and up the path, then knocked on the
door.

An attractive, fair-haired woman in a floral dress opened it. Her greeting
stopped short halfway through. She stared at us with her brow knotted up,
as if she couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing.

I didn’t quite believe what I was seeing, either. I had to bite back an,
Ascended above, Brayan, really?

“Well,” she said. “I can’t say I predicted this turn to my day.”



“It is lovely to see you again, Sella,” Brayan said. So smoothly, as if
there was nothing at all remarkable about showing up on the doorstep of
your ex-fiancée, fugitive brother in tow.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



TISAANAH

W e landed in a forest, and I nearly toppled over. It had been a long time

since I’d reacted so strongly to Stratagram travel, my stomach
churning and the world spinning. Or maybe it was the smell of ash making
me sick, or the remnants of my strange dream that still seemed to simmer in
my veins.

I stumbled away from Sammerin’s grasp, forcing my heartbeat to slow. I
felt as if everything was running too hot.

Sammerin, too, was breathing heavily, leaning against a tree.

“Thank you,” I managed.

“You looked like you needed help.”

“How did you know? What I was trying to do?”

“You? Self-sacrifice? How would anyone guess.”

I laughed, too shrilly. It wasn’t funny, and I wasn’t amused. I blinked
and still saw the fire of the burning village, as if it was burned into my
eyelids. A part of me screamed to go back, even though I knew it was the
worst possible move.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“Somewhere south. I don’t... know exactly where. I tried to fling us as
far away as I could, but without a known target, I couldn’t have gotten us
more than a few miles away.”

Gods. We were lucky we didn’t wind up scattered into a hundred pieces.
Stratagrams without a set destination were incredibly dangerous. Sammerin
looked a little pale, as if he too was surprised we’d made it here—wherever
here was—in one piece.



But the Fey saw me too. That was the most important thing. Hopefully
they were searching for us now, instead of destroying the camp.

Sammerin’s stare settled on my left hand. “Did Ishga know what it is?
Why they want it so much?”

“He did not get the chance to tell me.”

But I needed that information desperately.

I reached into my pocket and closed my fingers around the single
feather left in my pocket. Where was Ishqga right now? Was he helping to
defend the village? Or did he leave it to burn while he came to find me?

The thought made it difficult to breathe.

Serel. Filias. Riasha. So many key members of rebellion leadership—so
many of my friends. How many of them had been killed or captured?

I swallowed my panic.

“I can’t go back. The Fey will keep trying to find me. Hopefully they
already are, now that they know I left, instead of...”

I didn’t want to give voice to my worst fears.

How much time did we have before I was found? What if the Fey could
track the thing on my hand, as Ishqa seemed to suspect? It took them less
than twenty-four hours to get to the village. But at least here, I was alone.
We were surrounded by trees. Logistically, it would be harder to reach me.

I turned to Sammerin. He was buttoning his sleeve, looking so put-
together I almost hated him for it.

“You can still leave,” I said.

“Why would I do that?”

“Because half the Zorokovs’ army, and the Fey, are probably on their
way here.”

He lifted one shoulder in a delicate shrug. “I have nowhere more
interesting to be.”

Maybe it was selfish of me to feel so relieved. And yet, to say that I was
grateful to have Sammerin with me was an understatement.

I pulled the feather from my pocket.

“Alright,” T said. “Then we walk. I call for Ishga. And we hope he
comes here with some answers before the Fey and the Zorokovs do.”




IsHQa DpiD, thankfully, reach us before the Zorokovs did. Sunrise was
encroaching upon the night by then, the sky a mingling of dusky red with
remnants of dark blue. When Ishqga arrived, he cut through that beautiful
sun-stained sky like a streak of light, careening through the canopy of
leaves in a flash of gold. Even at his most approachable, Ishqga never quite
seemed human. But now, I wondered if perhaps ancient encounters between
Fey and humans inspired the stories we told of gods and monsters. Ishqa,
backlit by the sun, golden wings spread, looked like a god.

He pulled his wings in, surveyed us, and said, “It was foolish of you not
to run when I told you to.”

“The village,” I said. “Did you stay to help? Did they...”

How could I even word the question?

Something softened in Ishga’s expression. “Many of your people were
able to escape.”

Many. Not most. Not all. I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved.

“So long as you don’t return to them, the Fey will let them go,” he said.
“You are far more important.”

Ishga had a strange way of comforting people. He reached into his robes
and placed a glass vial in my hand. “Drink.”

I blinked at the vial. It was perhaps the length of my palm, filled with a
shimmery silver liquid.

“What is it?”

“It will help mask you—it—from them. Imperfectly, but we will need to
settle for imperfection.”

That was enough for me. I uncorked the vial and shot it back in one
gulp, an act I immediately regretted. It felt like swallowing fire.

“I am not sure how humans will react to it,” Ishga said, somewhat
thoughtfully. “It gives us terrible stomach cramps.”

How nice. I tucked the vial away, then, yet again, thrust my hand out.
“What is this, Ishqa?”

“It is a...” He paused, as if uncertain of which word to choose.
“Wayfinder.”

“A wayfinder?”

“A tool. A compass. A key that leads to other things.”

“What other things?”

Ishga was terrible at this. What was it about six-hundred-year life spans
that made one so frustratingly bad at communication?



“You are aware of how magic works,” he said. “That it is like rivers
running beneath our world, different streams of different substances. Solarie
magic, Valtain magic, and our Fey magic.”

“And the deeper levels beneath them,” I added.

Ishga nodded.

“Yes. The deep magic that is still connected to you, even if that
connection had been severed and stitched over. The very same magic that
your lover drew from, that... Reshaye drew from.”

He rarely spoke of Reshaye—of Aefe—by name. He never seemed to
know which term to use.

“But,” he went on, “magic is far more complicated than those four
levels. None of us know how many different streams lurk beneath the
surface of our world, or what they are capable of. Even the extensive
modifications that humans and Fey have done to tap into deeper streams
merely allow us to reach a fraction of what exists. And for many years—
millennia—the Fey had no interest in learning more about those powers.
The humans, at least, always strove to innovate. We... thought such things
were blasphemous and unnatural. That is, until Caduan took power. He saw
how we could use magical innovations to strengthen our civilization and
help our people—end hunger, cure illness, even advance art and music.”

Despite all that had happened, when Ishga spoke of Caduan, there was a
tinge of admiration to his voice.

“Five hundred years ago, when the humans were slaughtering our
people, they were doing it because they were searching for power.
Specifically, they were searching for mythical pools of deep magic—which
we now know as Lejaras. They did not understand what, exactly, they were
looking for, only that it was a power strong enough to win their own wars.
And when they...” His voice stumbled. “...When they found another
option, in Reshaye, they ceased their search. They had the power they
needed. But that does not mean that the legends they were searching for did
not exist. Caduan pursued knowledge relentlessly during his reign, and the
Lejaras were no exception.”

I pieced together what he was saying.

“And this thing,” I said, “is a way to find these... these pools of magic.”

“We believe so. Over these last few months, Caduan’s drive for the
pools was reinvigorated. While I was in Caduan’s inner circle, we had not
been able to locate them. But we knew that we could if we had that.”



I looked at my hand. The mark didn’t feel like a compass or a key. It
just felt like some metal stuck to my skin.

“So now what do we do?”

“These powers cannot fall into Caduan’s hands,” Ishqga said. “Not under
any circumstances. And while I may not know exactly what you hold, why
it reacted to you as it has, or how we use it, I know that it’s key to the Fey
finding and harnessing these powers. Locating them before they do may be
our only chance at defeating Caduan.”

“You propose that we go use it ourselves. Just us.” Sammerin looked
unconvinced.

Ishga gave him a cold stare. “Imagine what this war would be if either
side came into possession of such power. Caduan, who wants nothing more
than to wipe out your kind for good. Your human queen, who has already
shown that she is willing to burn down the world to protect her country.
Imagine what the world would be, if either of them—or worse, both of them
—had the power to literally shape reality. We don’t need to use it. Perhaps it
would be better if we destroyed it, even. But we certainly need to keep it
from them.”

Sammerin was quiet, clearly unsettled by the future Ishga painted. It
unsettled me, too. I had seen what Nura was willing to do to win her wars.
And though I did not know the Fey king beyond what Ishqga had told me, I
had seen what he had done to Ara, had seen the monsters he created. I had
felt his fury when I reached into Max’s mind to sever the connection he had
built there.

Ishqa was right. If either of them obtained that kind of devastating
power, the world may very well end.

But that wasn’t my first thought.

My first thought was of a stone prison off the Aran shores. I was
thinking about walls I hadn’t managed to break, no matter how hard I tried.
And I was thinking of how much easier it might be if I had such a power.

I was so, so selfish—and I didn’t even care.

You were the one that wanted to save the world. I just wanted to save
you.

Max told me that, once. Now it seemed ironic. He had thought there
was absolutely nothing that mattered to me more than my people, my goals,
my duty.

He had been wrong. There was one thing more important.



“You’re right,” I said to Ishga. “We cannot let Caduan or Nura find
these powers. So I suppose we must do it ourselves.”

Ishqga looked pleased with this reaction. If only he knew.

“The Fey will keep trying to hunt you,” he said. “You understand that. It
would be unwise to return to your people.”

No. I wouldn’t put them at risk. I thought of Serel and fought an
overwhelming wave of sadness. The last time we talked, I had been so, so
angry at him. The thought that it could be the last thing I ever said to him...

“You’ll fly over them, though?” I said, my voice rougher than intended.
“You’ll find out if they are alright?”

“Yes,” Ishqga said, solemnly. “I will.”

I nodded and turned to Sammerin. “And are you sure you want to stay?”

“Of course,” he said, as if it was a ridiculous question. Despite what we
had just been told, he was remarkably calm. Right now, I found his stability
the most comforting thing in the world, and I resisted the urge to embrace
him.

I looked down at my hand and the rivulets of gold over it. Was it
different than before? Had it spread? It was so hard to tell.

“I don’t feel anything,” I said. “If this is a... a compass of some kind,
then I don’t know how to use it.”

“Nor do I,” Ishqga said. “But I may know someone who does. We go
north.”

“North?”

“Closer to the Fey lands,” Sammerin said. “Is that a good idea?”

“We don’t have a choice,” Ishga replied. Then he turned, lifting his chin
to the sky and raising a single finger. “North.”

Nothing lay before us but a blanket of underbrush and forest. But
nothing lay behind us, either. So I started walking. Sometimes there was
nothing to do but put one foot in front of another.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



I moved without thinking. Time and distance fell away, inconsequential
compared to my wounded anger. When I found myself standing before a
wall of black stone, I did not remember coming here.

The black stretched up to the misty sky. Carvings adorned its surface,
flashing bright silver where the light struck them the right way. Windows
and balconies interrupted the sheets of darkness. I knew somehow that
once, long ago, they would have been lit with lanterns, bright and warm
with the activity of the people who lived here.

No longer. The cliffs had partially shattered, sections of it ripped apart
so its silhouette resembled a jagged mountain peak. Massive cracks
stretched across its surface like lightning.

My head was now pounding. I remembered this place.

Once you felt belonging here. Thousands of other souls and you,
connected to the same earth.

I had lived here. I was a ruler. A— a Teirness.

No. No you were not. You were tainted.

I remembered my father’s hands around my throat. Remembered those
stares of disapproval.

A part of me wanted to leave the past behind me, pull my hand away
from the biting flame. Maybe it was easier not to remember what I had lost.

And yet, I found myself walking through the doors.




Once THERE HAD BEEN lights in the black stone walls, like stars over the
night sky. Now, they were dim and dusky. With every step through these
halls, the past surrounded me.

I walked up and up through spiral staircases of mosaic glass, all the way
to the private quarters of the royal family. The damage was worse up here.
Some cracks in the ground were impassable. I barely noticed them. I saw
only this place as it had existed half a millennium ago.

Here was the throne room where I would kneel before my own family,
begging them to love me.

Here I saw the banquet hall where I would sit with the Blades, in the
position I earned, not the one I was born into.

Here I saw my childhood bedroom, where my father tried to kill me.
Where my mother, my poor, mad mother, saved my life.

And here...

I stopped at this door. It was closed, the mosaic tiles adorning it crooked
and broken.

Orscheid. My lovely, beautiful, sweet sister, who was everything I was
not, and who still loved me for all that I was.

I threw open the door. A bedchamber had been here, once. Now there
was crumbling stone, shattered glass, the sun-bleached remains of a bed,
and a chasm in the floor that revealed the distant forest, dizzyingly far
below.

I could throw myself over it. Rot in the dust of my old home. The earth
called to me, so far below.

You will never escape this place.

“I thought you might come here.”

I had not heard Caduan approach.

“Orscheid,” I choked out.

Silence. Perhaps I was growing better at understanding all the things
living beings did not say. Because I knew, even in his wordlessness, that he
did not want to give me an answer to the question I did not ask.

Gone. She was gone.

“Come back, Aefe,” he said, softly. But I remained there, gripping the
doorframe. Specks of silver fell to the abyss below—tears I didn’t realize I
was shedding.

No one could survive this. How could anyone, human or Fey, live this
way? Feeling so much?



I just wanted to rest.

“Even then I was nothing,” I said. “My father wanted to kill me because
I did not deserve to live. I was nothing but what I stole from others.”

“You always deserved to live,” Caduan murmured.

When I was Reshaye, living a thousand lives inside a thousand
strangers, I could dream that I was once something more. I was envious of
the lives I invaded. I squeezed myself inside their minds and marveled at
the depth of everything that thrived there.

I did not know what I was, but I could dream that perhaps once I’d had
those things, too. Now, the truth came crashing down around me like these
shattered cliffs. Even then, it had been the same.

“Aefe,” he said, again. Was that fear I heard in his voice?

I turned away from the door, and, at last, I faced him.

“I need to know what happened here.”

I thought he would argue with me. Instead, he said, “I will show you if
you want to see. But know that it will be difficult.”

The past was jagged glass. But I was drunk on the way it tore me up.

“Show me,” I said, and Caduan gave me a strange look. This, I
understood now, was tenderness.

“As you wish,” he said.

WE WENT to what was once the throne room. It was badly damaged. The
ceiling, once high and curved and etched with silver-dipped engravings,
was torn up as if a beast with massive claws had shredded it to pieces. The
floor was dust-coated and fissured. Upon the shattered dais stood two
thrones. My father’s, destroyed, the two halves of it caving in on each other.
My mother’s, bent and broken, the delicate silver warped nearly beyond
recognition.

Orscheid’s was simply gone.

Dried violet spilled over the dais steps in an elegant waterfall. I stared at
it.

Death. This place reeked of death.

“I came here,” Caduan said, “after I recovered from my injured from
Niraja. I came to speak to your father when I heard that he was about to



launch a massive attack on the House of Wayward Winds. I knew,
especially after seeing what happened to Niraja, that war between the two
most powerful Fey houses would be catastrophic.”

He opened his hand and revealed a mound of rose-colored powder. He
blew into his palm, sending the powder scattering into the air in thick puffs
of smoke. When it faded, I was in the past. The dais was intact. A younger
version of Caduan stood at the center of the room, dressed in simpler, dirtier
clothing. My father sat in his throne, my mother beside him on one side,
and my sister on the other.

To see their faces made it difficult to breathe. The image was intangible,
slightly blurry, and yet so real that I wanted to reach out and touch them.

The other Caduan, the younger one, did not kneel before my father. My
father sneered at him, familiar hatred in his eyes. He rose to his feet.

“You come to a grieving family and disrespect us this way?”

“Do not insult me by implying I do not know grief.” Caduan’s voice
was thick with anger. “It is only out of respect for Aefe that I come here at
all. I come to appeal to you, one king to another. Your desire for power has
killed countless, but you can still stop. I beg you to, before your
warmongering destroys all of us.”

My father scoffed at him. Darkness bracketed his eyes.
“Warmongering? I am fighting for my House. You should understand that,
after I took in your people. I gave you your crown. I am avenging your
people.”

“You’re sacrificing lives in search of more power for yourself. If you
think no one sees that, you’re more foolish than I thought you were.”

Orscheid’s eyes had gone wide. My mother, too, looked increasingly
uncomfortable, shifting in her chair like a flighty bird desperate to take off.

I had never seen such fury on my father’s face. For a moment, he was
still—and then he crossed the dais steps in two strides and struck Caduan
with enough force to send him to the ground.

Caduan recovered easily, coming to his feet with such grace that the fall
seemed as if it could have been intentional. The only tell was his trembling
right leg, which was visibly injured.

“You traitorous, ungrateful snake!” my father roared. “Who are you to
challenge me? You don’t even have a House to rule. I’ll have you executed
for treason, and your own people will not even mourn you.”



Caduan was so deadly calm. His eyes slid to my mother, who sat
quivering in her throne.

“Sareid,” he said, addressing only her. “You could put a stop to all of
this. Surely some part of you must know that.”

No one ever spoke to my mother like that—with more sophistication
than that of a small child. She wriggled in her seat, shaking her head.

“You understand this,” Caduan said, firmly. “This house is yours,
Sareid. Yours. You let your husband take your crown. Now you let him
destroy your house. Stop him. I know you can.”

My father whirled to her, teeth bared in a snarl, but I stood at just the
right angle to see the glimmer of fear in his eyes.

“Do not address my wife so disrespectfully,” he spat. “Blades! Blades!”

Guards in black Blades uniforms slipped from the shadows,
approaching Caduan. But he stood his ground.

“Sareid,” he said, voice harder. “He killed Aefe. Your husband killed
your daughter.”

My mother lurched to her feet, one ungraceful jolt, as if she had been
struck. But she went no further—she did nothing more. The Blades
surrounded Caduan, who ignored them.

“Please, Sareid. Act. You failed your daughter in her lifetime. Don’t fail
her now. Act, if not for her, then for the countless lives that will be lost if
your husband’s command is executed. But do it