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For my readers
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	IT’S far too peaceful a night to start a war. 

	I stand atop one of the desert’s many low plateaus in the darkness, my white Mestrah’s cloak snapping in the wind, orange sand twining around my sandals like rattlesnakes. Crystalline stars glitter between bladed clouds. Crickets sing in the shadowed reeds of the river below, though no cranes line the shore, the only ripples in the dark water stirred by crocodiles, as if anticipating a feast. 

	On the horizon, the torches of the enemy warships grow closer, brightening like the start of a wildfire. 

	I flex my hands, gooseflesh working up my arms despite the lingering heat. 

	“How long do we have?” I ask.

	Marcus lowers his brass telescope, his towering silhouette blocking me from the moon. “Maybe a quarter of an hour. They’re at full speed.”

	“Zahru . . .” Jet shifts on my other side, the wind tugging the ends of his blue night cloak. “I still don’t see them.”

	I don’t follow his gaze toward the northern desert, where Greka and Amian’s reinforcements were supposed to have arrived this morning. Or toward the east, over the hundreds of dark, hexagonal tents that make up my army, where Nadessa’s soldiers should be appearing between the plateaus. I can’t look and see the desert empty again. 

	We’re going to stop this war before it starts. We spent weeks on every detail.

	“Mestrah,” Marcus says, quieter. “The moon is at half. Oka’s Scythe is directly beneath it.” He gestures to the constellation. “We gave our allies the right time. If help was coming . . .”

	I don’t want him to finish that sentence. I turn on my heel. “They’ll come. The blood contracts are still intact, they must be near.”

	I push through the golden-edged flap and into my tent. Light potions string between the spacious white walls, casting a silver-blue glow over the feather mattress, the polished stone desk where the blood contracts and listening scrolls throw shadows, the claw-footed chair where Melia sits, a little jar of tonic glowing as she infuses it with Healers’ magic. Jade, the size of a large jackal now and in training to protect me, raises her spotted head from a woven sleeping pad. 

	Worried? she thinks, her golden leopard eyes soft. Zar? Need me?

	My stomach twists as my Whisperer magic translates her thoughts. What I need is a miracle. An army of thousands will be on us in minutes, their armor imbued with forsvine that can neutralize all magic within three meters, rendering useless every one of our close-range fighters, like our many Dominators with their superior strength and all six of the army’s Shifters. My seventh Shifter, whose identity I’m still keeping secret from the world, would remind me he’s just as deadly without his magic and that he should be here. But despite the tentative new truce between us, I’m still working out just how much I can trust Kasta, and so he’s at the palace. 

	My soldiers are only a backup anyway. If all goes to plan, there will be no battle, just us marching out to join our allies with their warships and calvaries and legions, wherein the Wyri queen will realize she’s hopelessly outnumbered and finally yield to a negotiation. She never needs to know only half of my soldiers can attack from a distance. She never needs to know that without our allies, we are the ones hopelessly outnumbered.

	“Still no one?” Melia asks, her surprise making the glow fade from the tonic. An icy breath of her dread knifes my skin, and I wish, not for the first time, that I could turn my Influence off. My nerves are electric enough already without everyone else adding to them.

	I round the desk with a smile. “Maybe there was a sandstorm. I’m sure it’s just a temporary delay.”

	Melia rises to join me, her platinum armor reflecting daggers of light along her ebony skin. Marcus and Jet stop on the other side of the table. Marcus snatches up the listening scrolls one by one to check for responses, but Jet watches me, one hand on the hilt of his sword. 

	His gaze searching, anxious as it is now when he looks at me, like he’s always on the verge of a question. It’s been three weeks since I kissed Kasta in a very public setting right before blackmailing him into abdicating. Three weeks that Jet and I have pretended that kiss never happened, letting the war distract us, happily and silently agreeing that if we ignore it long enough, everything will go back to normal. That I will remember what we gave up for each other; that he’s the one I’m supposed to need.

	If I keep avoiding Kasta as I have, I can make it true.

	Jet thumbs the silver advisor’s band on his bicep. “We need to start assembling the soldiers. Hopefully Nadessa will be here soon.”

	“All right,” I say. “Marcus?”

	“Mestrah.” He bows with his fingertips to his pale forehead, even though I’ve told him a thousand times he doesn’t need to, and goes to alert the commanders.

	Armor clanks as Melia shakes her head. “I don’t understand. A moon ago they rushed to sign these contracts. Do you think Wyrim has promised them something greater?”

	“They can’t have.” I smooth the corners of the first contract, all three of them laid before me, each ruler’s signature sharp and red with their blood. “We would know. The contracts would bleed. They’re just late.”

	But even I hear the uncertainty in my voice. More and more time has been passing between my letters and our allies’ responses, though always their replies have been favorable, apologetic. I wrote them last week that Wyrim had started their march on us. They would be here, they said.

	Something has changed.

	Melia lets out an uneasy breath. “We may need a new strategy.”

	“No,” I say, while outside, armor clinks and captains shout, and soldiers heft shields and weapons they’ve had only a few moons to train with. “I’m not plunging us into a war when I could have stopped it with a conversation. I have to try.”

	“But the Wyri have not answered even one of your letters.” Her voice softens. “They have bombed your hometown. They have tried to assassinate you. I’m not sure—”

	“I’m going out there,” I snap, though my anger is for their queen, for the disbelief that this night is even happening, not for Melia. “I’m asking the queen to talk.” I look to Jet. “You still think I should try, right?”

	He doesn’t miss a beat. “Absolutely. Whatever you think is best, we’ll support in full.”

	Melia opens her mouth, green eyes narrowing, and purses her lips around words she doesn’t say. Jet hasn’t once disagreed with me since he accused me of going to the same extremes as Kasta during our debut party last moon. And his agreeability has been a relief, really, with all the stress of the war, and especially since I’ve decided it means he regrets that accusation and realizes I only did what had to be done. But it’s getting harder to tell whether he actually agrees with me or if this is just more of the careful dance we’re doing around each other.

	I wouldn’t have to wonder with Kasta. Kasta would tell me if this was a terrible idea, and thoroughly. 

	“Zahru, look!” Jet’s excitement jerks me back to the table. “Amian is answering!”

	He shoves the scroll at me so fast that I nearly drop it. Melia slides closer, and even Jet forgets the space he usually leaves between us, both of them crowding my shoulders. My pulse ticks up as the Amian king’s sharp, tight script fills the parchment. My reading ability has vastly improved with another three weeks of lessons, but it still takes me awhile to finish a paragraph and I don’t recognize all the words, especially with rougher handwriting like this.

	I’ve only gotten as far as “Esteemed Mestrah, I apologize for the delay” when a flash of Jet’s anger and Melia’s shock jab my arms.

	“No,” Jet says, leaving my side to sort through the other listening scrolls.

	I grip Melia’s elbow. “What does it say?”

	She raises a trembling finger to the letter. “‘Esteemed Mestrah, I apologize for the delay in answering. But after coming across a troubling new witness account that Prince Kasta’s abdication was not voluntary, which I have discussed at length with Greka and Nadessa . . .’” She swallows. “‘The three of us have decided that until these claims are properly investigated, we no longer feel confident in the promises made to us for this alliance. Or in the type of leadership we might expect from you, considering the intimate nature of your and Prince Kasta’s relationship. Thus it is with much regret that I inform you we’ve decided to remain neutral—’”

	“Oh my gods,” I say, dropping the scroll. 

	“Witness account?” Jet looks to Melia. “But that’s not possible. No one outside of us and Marcus and Hen know that we made Kasta step down.”

	Melia angrily clucks her tongue. “It has to be the Wyri. Someone spreading lies to separate us from our allies, and they happened to make a lucky guess. But whatever evidence they have, it can’t be real . . .”

	I don’t hear the rest of what she says. I know exactly who this witness is, and suddenly I’m back in the armory three weeks ago, one of the palace’s top Runemasters chaining me to that table, saying he knew what I’d done. That he’d verified the animal pelts I’d brought him were fake. That he knew I was trying to frame Kasta as a Shifter so I could rule alone. That was adamantly not the reason I was doing it, not that the Runemaster would believe me at that point.

	I still see him marching out like a hero, handing Kasta the controlling collar that he was supposed to make for me.

	My advisors don’t know about that part. And especially not what I did to Kasta after.

	“Oh my gods,” I groan again, sinking on my elbows over the letter.

	“No, no, none of that.” Jet’s touch is light—and brief—on my arm. “We’ll get this worked out. That witness won’t have anything we can’t disprove. But right now we need to focus on what we can do, and that’s calling for a retreat.” 

	“Yes,” I say, numbly. “Yes, I guess we should.”

	Melia squeezes my shoulder beneath the armored plate. “This is still much better than meeting them with Kasta’s war knives. You did the right thing, Mestrah.”

	I can only return a small, uneasy smile as she follows Jet out. Leaving me with the sound of soldiers packing. With Jade nudging my hand. With the contracts I can only stare at with a gathering sense of dread. I can’t even begin to count the hours I’ve poured into these. All the sleepless nights I’ve spent stressing and negotiating but always knowing that as long as I had these, we would survive this war.

	And I would be able to prove Kasta wrong. 

	The wind tears at the tent flaps.

	My throat tightens as Amian’s words thicken in front of me, and the scrolls begin to bleed. 
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	“THE Wyri will be here in three weeks.” A commander’s deep voice echoes across the war room, snaking into the dark corridor where I stand out of sight. “We can only delay them for so long. Eventually we have to fight . . .”

	I rest my head against the cold stone wall, steeling myself to go inside. It’s been four days since our allies abandoned us. Four days that I’ve spent racing back here on a warship, sending out orders to evacuate every Orkenian city south of the capital, writing to our allies in vain, insisting this new rumor was planted by the Wyri.

	Four days without a response.

	I’ve been back for an hour. I haven’t been to my room. I still smell like the desert and river sage and the enchanted lacquer that fireproofs the warships. I can’t remember if I had dinner, and the thought of being in yet another stuffy room, of going over the same suggestions we’ve been considering for weeks and facing this new rumor about Kasta makes me want to scream.

	So, just another day as Mestrah.

	It’s going to be another very long night. 

	A torch pops on the wall, and I wish I could follow the sparks into the darkness, away from this meeting, out of this tomb-like corridor and its many murals of ancient Mestrahs looming over broken cities.

	“The underwater magnets will hold longer than that,” remarks another soldier. One of my Metalsmiths, her voice light and certain. “The Wraithguard confirmed the Wyri’s steel boats crossed over them that first night, or tried to, and it could take weeks more to figure out how to dislodge each one. And we still have the second barrier.”

	“Yes, and that’s it,” says the first commander. “And then what?”

	“Then . . .” The Metalsmith hesitates. “Well, then I’m sure our Mestrah will have a new solution. The gods have led her well thus far.”

	Jet’s lovely voice follows. “Of course she will. The Mestrah is committed to a peaceful end of this war. But that takes patience.”

	A grunt from the commander. “Yes, and we have all agreed patience to be the best first strategy. But are we even sure this is what the gods intend? They marked two rulers. Two people to guide Orkena through this unprecedented war. How do we know they’re able to do what they need with Prince Kasta abandoning his duty, which he seems content to continue doing even now? Is he not an advisor? Can he not take an hour to attend even one meeting?”

	“My brother has his own reasons and his own way of contributing,” Jet says, sharper. 

	“Of course. I meant no disrespect, aera. My only point being, the Mestrah was never meant to do this alone.”

	My nails dig into the stone wall. This is not the first time my soldiers have questioned what the gods mean by Kasta stepping down, and I press back the sliver of doubt itching under my skin. I had to stop Kasta. The gods wouldn’t have let me if I wasn’t meant to. Everything has happened as it should, and this war and its increasing failures are absolutely not punishments for me disobeying them.

	“At least we can agree on one thing,” the Metalsmith says. “These new claims are absurd. As she has shown in this conflict, the Mestrah is fair and merciful. She would never go against the gods like that. Least of all against someone she’s in love with.”

	My stomach drops. I can imagine exactly how rigid Jet has gone at this, and I wish I was in there to reassure him, for the fiftieth time, that me being in love with Kasta is definitely just a rumor.

	“What is going on with them, anyway?” says another captain. “He’s just burying himself in research? Isn’t she angry with him for stepping down?”

	The commander sighs. “Livid, I’ve heard. But then, what can she say? He’s still mourning his father and clearly not focused enough to handle a war right now. I wonder if they’ll still get married . . .”

	“They are not engaged,” Jet snaps.

	And the deep dive into this uncomfortable territory is my cue. I push off the wall and eye the gleaming red runes that surround the archway as I enter the enchanted chill of the war room.

	Thirty chairs scrape in hurried unison. Thirty of Orkena’s finest commanders and captains bow at the waist, fingertips to their foreheads as is customary in greeting a Mestrah, some even going so far as to drop to one knee. War honors decorate biceps of all skin tones. Some have little silver wings on strings of leather, one for each kill; others Sabil’s balancing scales for wisdom; and some tiny lanterns cut from bone, depicting the light that Rie, the god of death, uses to guide souls to the Afterlife. They’re an intimidating group, and I used to dread these meetings before I was crowned, when these soldiers considered me a naive peasant girl and had understandable concerns about my veterinary skills translating into ruling a kingdom.

	Then I knocked out an entire room full of assassins at Kasta’s and my debut party with a single burst of Influence: the god-power I received from the sacrificial knife at the end of the Crossing that gives me control over everything from people’s emotions and words to their very consciousness. And though I haven’t used Influence in that way since, now no one dares speak against me, and no one scoffs when I make suggestions that people who’ve trained a lifetime in war know not to make. And no one worries I’ll fail, because they just glance with coy smiles at the war room murals, at the last Mestrahs who had my power and manipulated entire countries into destroying themselves.

	Jet straightens first at the head of the table, his smile small. I pass the rich orange tunics of the captains, the silver of the commanders. The General waits at the front in green, her steady gaze a more serious version of Jet’s, and then I catch Melia’s guarded eyes and Marcus’s gentle ones and Hen’s guilty ones—which might have been alarming if that wasn’t always how she looked—and take my place before the frosted glass throne. Fervently ignoring that the new table, commissioned before my last confrontation with Kasta, is wide enough for a second throne.

	The soldiers drop their hands, waiting for me to sit. 

	This is like a repeating nightmare.

	“How long can we delay them?” I say, not sitting.

	“At least three weeks,” says the Metalsmith, a slender girl two years my elder with a light beige complexion and long strawberry-blonde hair. “Maybe more if we can import another ton of Steelstone.”

	The commander who’d been speaking earlier shakes his bald head. “We should save our gold for tributes. We have ten times Wyrim’s wealth, we can buy allies.”

	“No.” The General steps forward. “We need to save every bit of that gold for armor and weaponry, not for courting uncertainty.” Tiny, decorative swords flash in her brown afro as she looks to me. “If I may, Mestrah. We have offered Wyrim reparations and new treaties. We have offered land in southern Orkena, sent generous gifts of food and gemstones and crystal, and suggested reopening trade for our most coveted charms and spells. We’ve offered free use of our river and access to our schools.” Her grip tightens on her cane. “They return our gift boats in ashes. They sent our first and only messenger’s head back in a box. Their queen is not interested in peace. And especially with our allies going neutral, it is time to change tactics.”

	Gasps and whispers flit around the room. Since my first day as queen, I’ve made it clear that I don’t want to fight the Wyri and that we will end this war civilly, and my officers glanced at my gods’ mark and haven’t challenged me on it since. And even though the suggestion of battle is still terrifying, it’s been so long since anyone’s contradicted me that my first reaction is honestly relief.

	“But we still have time,” I say, watching the General, anxious for more. “There must be something we haven’t tried?”

	The General shakes her head. “You know as well as I how deep the queen’s anger goes. She was ten during the Ending Drought raids, and Kasta’s grandmother spared none who stood in our army’s way. We needed food or we died. Wyrim’s king at the time knew that and denied our diplomatic requests for rations in the hopes that our casualties would make us vulnerable for takeover. Thus we began and ended the most one-sided war in ages. Fifty years later, and even the knowledge of her father’s part in it has not changed Andira’s thirst for revenge. She will not be cowed without losses on her side.”

	“But then this just goes on forever.” But I’m still waiting, hoping the General will have another counterpoint and we’ll find a middle ground. “And then it’s the same war for generations. I can’t send us in again to take more from them. Or for the reverse to happen, especially when we still have no answer for forsvine.”

	The General looks ready to argue. I can see her frustration growing in the thinning set of her mouth, what she truly wants to say, and hope catches in my chest—and then Jet clears his throat. 

	The General lets out a long breath. “Of course not, gudina.”

	My heart sinks. A new kind of panic is wrapping my throat, but the soldiers must mistake whatever they see on my face for displeasure at being crossed, because they leap in with new suggestions.

	“Here’s an idea you’ll like,” says the Metalsmith. “We wouldn’t want to invite questionable diplomats at this time into our home, but we could send our own to visit our allies.”

	“You could send Prince Kasta,” suggests the commander. “His testimony would be very powerful.”

	“No,” I say, choking. The last thing I’ll be doing is sending Kasta to give whatever story he likes to foreign leaders. “He’s needed here to study forsvine.”

	“Lesser taxes for our allies, then?” pipes a captain in the back. “A new treaty?”

	“The Grekan queen has sons,” muses another. “A royal marriage would certainly secure us at least one unquestioning ally.”

	And my panic level has just tripled. “That is not the first strategy I’d like to go for—”

	“Maybe we need to appeal farther,” another captain suggests. “To countries beyond the borders of our neighbors?”

	“Or hold a festival on neutral ground! Something to boost positive feelings.”

	“Or a public trial?”

	“Or a courtship event for the Mestrah’s hand in marriage!”

	“Stop!” I press my hands to my aching head. I don’t know what I wanted to hear, but none of these are it, and I’m exhausted and I need food and it’s really sinking in now that we’ve lost our allies—we’ve lost them, maybe for good—and I’m determined to make this work, but I can’t think right now, and gods I just want a full night’s sleep, I just want someone to shake me and tell me exactly what I’m supposed to do—

	“Mestrah?” Melia says, her concern sparking through my elbow when she grabs it. 

	I breathe out, slowly lowering my hands, remembering how my fara tells me to handle stress: to recenter on the immediate problem and not let my worries splinter out more than they need to. I’m fine. I was chosen to do this, I’ll feel better about it tomorrow. I’m fine.

	“Sorry.” I smile. “Are any of these sounding good to—”

	But Melia jerks her chin meaningfully at the war room table. Behind her, Hen bounces on her toes, and Jet and Marcus back away, the normal steadiness of their emotions going cold.

	All the other soldiers in the room, including the General, have gone still. 

	Eyes open but vacant. Eerie grins on their faces, like blank parchment waiting for a quill. Ethereal black ribbons curl my fingers like smoke and flicker in the whites of their eyes.

	Just like in the murals.

	“Oh, gods.” I pull back hard on my magic. The darkness vanishes in an instant, and the soldiers blink awake, first in confusion, and then they start up again on suggestions as if nothing happened.

	I took control of them. I took control of all of them, and they don’t even know. 

	“I will think on these,” I say quickly. “We’ll meet again at dawn. Take the night off.”

	Real, grateful smiles cross faces, except from the General, who gives Jet a long look. The rest of the soldiers head out with mutters of Mestrah, with the brush of fingertips to their foreheads, with yawns and new, easier conversations about things far more mundane. At ease, because that’s how confident they are that I’ll save us. I look down at my shaking hands, half expecting to see the shadows again. I’ve never lost control like that before. I’ve been practicing Influence more this moon, perfecting how to ease stress and worry in small groups versus individuals, hopeful for even the smallest chance to meet with the Wyri queen. But never has my will just—

	“That was exciting,” Hen says, sounding far too impressed. “You really are taking this lead-the-people thing to the next level.”

	“I didn’t mean to do that,” I say.

	Jet finally looks more torn than agreeable. “Maybe . . . maybe you need a break. Take the night off, too? Reschedule tomorrow’s meeting for highest sun instead?”

	“Yes,” I agree. Though a break is the last thing on my mind. “Yes, let’s do that.”

	“Mestrah?” Melia calls, because I’m already leaving. “Do you want company? It’s been so long since all of us have just relaxed together. We could bring some games to your room, forget about everything for a few hours?”

	My chest pinches. Oh, how I wish I could. I wish I could allow myself even a slice of that time, for Numet knows I’ve given all the rest of it to this war. But the sour aftertaste of magic lingers in my throat, and my shoulders drop.

	I force myself to keep walking. “Maybe next time. I’m just going to get some air and turn in for the night.”

	“Of course.” But Melia sighs, and her voice goes quiet. “That’s all it is anymore.”

	Marcus’s words are just as murmured. “We knew we’d lose her, a little. It’s just this war . . .”

	“I’m busy anyway,” Hen blurts.

	“It’s an hour from midnight,” Jet says. “What could you possibly have to do?”

	A pause. “Laundry?”

	“You’re saying that like a question. Why are you saying that like a question?”

	But then I step over the threshold, and their voices go even lower.

	“That was thirty people,” Marcus mutters, sounding awed.

	“That was thirty people,” Jet echoes, sounding much less so.
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	I WALK to the top of the palace wall without seeing the alabaster halls or the elite who call to me, my mind spinning with the other way this evening could have gone. Smiling and saying yes to Melia. Gathering games from the extensive collection in the Mestrah’s suite. Lounging by the giant indoor pool in my room, Jade biting the ties on my sandals, cards in my hand, crystals laid in bets before us. The war buried far beneath glasses of sparkling juice and laughter. Melia would tell me about her attractive new apprentice, Marcus about his wedding plans, Hen about the latest palace gossip that is, gods willing, not about me, and finally, finally Jet would say that he’s truly fine with everything that’s happened, and I’d laugh and admit how worried I’ve been, and we’d hug and he’d stop looking at me in that questioning way and at least in one small corner of my life, things would be right again.

	Instead I’m standing outside on the palace wall, alone in the darkness, in a black cloak meant to blend with the shadows. 

	Cybil’s tower stretches high behind me, the enormous goddess of war reaching deep into the night sky for her loyal falcon, pale golden silk billowing down her stone limbs. Her arm casts a long, sword-like shadow into the interior gardens that makes it hard to see anyone standing immediately below her. In the courtyard, silvery Light potions drape the branches of olive trees, and marble benches follow a path of white sand between bushes dusted with red flowers. Even this late at night with the start of the harvest season chilling the air, it’s a popular place to be. Couples wander the paths with their arms linked; groups of soldiers gather around the fountain. Other elite lounge in cream-colored cloaks in the soft grass.

	I drum my fingers on the stone railing.

	This is admittedly one of my more questionable ideas, but in comparison to what I almost did instead, it’s far, far better.

	A girl laughs beneath one of the trees. Her partner kisses her, and she kisses him shamelessly back, and I’m perhaps suppressing a little more bitterness overall than I’m willing to admit, because it’s at this point that I decide to start.

	Influence answers me in a second. It’s as effortless as Whispering now, and as the sleepy thoughts of nearby songbirds vanish from my head, the emotions in the courtyard leap to replace them: joy, anticipation, affection, desire. Each of them like ethereal strings I can pull, quietly visible around my fingers. Purer emotions like these appear as little ribbons of gold. Only one thread of jealousy coils black around my wrist from a boy watching the couple across the lawn. His friends nudge him to rejoin their game of cards, and the black shifts to a gray shade of sorrow.

	And now I need to focus. I haven’t practiced on unsuspecting civilians before, and I don’t want to do anything that might permanently change someone’s mind. I just need to flex my magic. See if I can replicate—and prevent—doing again what I did in the war room. And if I prefer to do it in private so no one thinks I’m losing control of the magic that won me the loyalty of my country? Well, that’s completely understandable.

	I start my usual exercises, easing into my power slower than normal, not wanting to alter anyone’s emotions more than temporarily. But nothing unusual happens. I hold everyone’s feelings steady; I increase their intensity just the slightest, until the happier people laugh too easily and the jealous boy stifles a sob. I shift everyone in unison to joy. I turn my Influence off completely. I try grabbing for their emotions again too fast, and even increasing my stress level by thinking of how frustrated I am with the Wyri queen—threatening myself that if I don’t figure this out, I’m going to let my commanders arrange that courtship ball for me—but still my magic doesn’t lash out. The people continue on as they were, never going motionless or vacant.

	Maybe I only lost control because I wasn’t focusing. Maybe Jet’s right, and all I need is sleep. 

	The glow fades from my hands. 

	I sigh and start back down the wall. The capital stretches to my side, and my cruel imagination twists it into something else as I go: metal warships clogging the water, smoke and screams replacing the distant music and laughter.

	We will get our allies back. I won’t let this mess with the Runemaster be the reason Orkena falls.

	“Mestrah,” someone whispers from behind me.

	The way the word slithers through the dark sets every piece of me on edge. I thought I was alone. I pause, shivering against the wind, searching for the speaker, wondering if the guard who patrols high in the tower can see me. But I’m still in Cybil’s shadow, the blackness as deep as a cave. I pray that I’m hearing things and move on.

	“Your charade is breaking.” A little louder; a masculine baritone. “Isn’t it?”

	Now I stop. The General has doubled security in the palace since assassins killed twenty at Kasta’s and my debut party last moon, a number that nearly included me. Now no one is allowed inside the palace unless they work here. But that wouldn’t stop someone who’s already here from getting frustrated with how I’m handling things. When I still don’t spy anyone, I reach out with my magic, but even in lessons I’ve never been able to get the emotions of someone I can’t see. Only emptiness answers.

	“Show yourself,” I say. 

	“Then it’s true?” The voice swims to my left. The person must be a Nightshaper, with control over shadows. “Even gods have their limits?”

	And then I feel a breath at my right ear. 

	“Guard—!” I try to say, but a hand clamps over my mouth, and I’m wrenched into the darkness. I gasp and twist, my Influence flaring as the person’s urgency floods through the places we touch. I’m latching onto that urgency, I nearly have it, ready to snap it and render this person unconscious when something cold clamps around my wrist. The nauseating bite of forsvine sinks into my bones. My magic slips from my grasp, and I claw at the person’s arm, I drag my heels, but they’re far stronger than me and they haul me deeper into the darkness, the metal mask they’re wearing digging into my head. Their arm comes up beneath my neck, choking—

	And then we’re inside the tower. 

	The door slams.

	Panic surges with my lack of air. At least in here the moon shines in, giving me just enough light to see by, and I manage to turn into the person’s chest and relieve the pressure. I have the knife from their belt in a second. The person catches my wrist as I drive it toward their side, grunting in surprise and shoving me away. I clutch the dagger and whirl for the door. I’m yanking it open, I’m nearly free, when they grab me by the neck and fling me backward. Stars spark through my vision as I hit the ground. They’re on me in an instant. But I still have the dagger. I drive the hilt toward their head, but I hit metal, pain splintering up my arms as they slam my wrists back against the tile, their mask clanging off to the side.

	The moonlight slices over the mask’s familiar gilded leopard spots.

	A boy a few years my elder glowers down at me, blond hair clinging to his neck, chest heaving. Golden Orkenian feathers stretch over his chest. I guess this answers the question of why the tower guard didn’t hear me.

	He is the tower guard.

	“Why?” I manage, as his grip tightens. 

	“This is what happens to tyrants,” he whispers.

	He twists my arms behind my back. I cry out at the burn in my shoulders, letting go of the knife in a panic so I don’t slice myself, and the tiniest flare of Influence slips in and out of my grip. My power is trying to fight the forsvine, surging with my pain. A new idea forms. The boy keeps me pinned, one hand latching both wrists behind me, the other ripping open a pouch on his belt. I arch and squirm, and he pushes my arms higher, pain spiking through my muscles. This time I welcome it. If I can summon enough of my own panic like I did in the armory with Kasta, I can melt the shackle. I’m leaning into it, the shackle is heating, I’m the most powerful magician in the world and this is not how I’m going to die—and then the boy pulls a silver syringe from the pouch.

	It must contain more forsvine, because even the smallest edge of my power vanishes.

	And suddenly I wonder if I would have preferred death to whatever he’s about to do.

	“Wait—” I start.

	The needle comes for my neck. I’m bracing myself for more pain when there’s a twang, and the sickening sound of metal sinking into flesh, and the hot spray of blood over my cheek. 

	The guard slowly slumps onto his side, starlight glittering over the arrow through his eye.

	I shove away, gasping, scrambling for the dagger, not taking any chances. But he doesn’t move. He can’t. The needle rolls harmlessly beside his hip, and I back shakily against the doorframe, touching the blood on my face.

	Either the Wyri have found a new way in, or it’s not just them hunting me now. 

	I’m no longer safe anywhere.

	I push slowly to my feet, ready to thank whoever was miraculously paying attention enough to hear our struggle—

	And turn to see Kasta shouldering his crossbow and stepping into the torchlight.

	 

	[image: Icon

Description automatically generated]

	 

	It’s nothing short of a miracle, how quickly I straighten and flick the blood off my fingers, like this was just another night out on the palace wall.

	“Thank you,” I say, starting briskly down the wall. “I should get back inside.”

	“Zahru—” 

	“I have a meeting,” I lie, focusing only ahead of me. Guards are running to us now, more than alarmed at having seen Kasta fire into a tower and me come out. I wish I could feel some comfort in it. But it’s hard not to wonder if any of them were in on this or if any of them will be disappointed that the boy failed.

	I don’t even hear Kasta move. When I emerge from Cybil’s shadow, he’s right beside me.

	“Should I go, then?” he asks. The words edged, as if he can hear my worries.

	But it’s difficult to brush off a person who just saved your life, even if you’re still very mad at them, and especially when they’re the only one you trust to protect you at this precise moment and location. All of which he knows. But I’m far from giving him the satisfaction of admitting I want him to stay, so I say nothing.

	His smile twitches. 

	He doesn’t leave.

	“Mestrah!” calls the closest guard. She pushes her leopard mask up as she slows, gray eyes wide. “What happened?”

	“A traitor,” I say, cursing myself as I step closer to Kasta. “I’m reporting this to the General. Get someone investigating how it happened at once.”

	“Yes, Mestrah. I’ll get a patrol to accompany you, as well.”

	“No.” I suddenly hate that assassin for more reasons than the threat to my life. “Kasta is the only guard I want right now. I won’t risk anyone else this close until we understand who’s involved.”

	She crosses one arm across her chest. “Of course, Mestrah.”

	And off she jogs, yelling new orders.

	Kasta’s definitely watching me now. 

	“You,” he says as we start off again, “are going to drive me mad.”

	I can’t help it. I laugh. As if he hasn’t already driven me over several metaphorical cliffs and is continuing to do so now. 

	“It’s arguably too late for that,” I say, eyeing another pair of guards as they rush past. Two Wraiths duck out of sight farther away. Some of them will keep an eye on me despite my orders. “And I only need you until we get inside, then you can go. Can you get this off?”

	I offer up the forsvine shackle on my wrist. He sneers as he breaks the clasp effortlessly in half, which only stokes the heat inside of me that I’m desperately trying to press back.

	“So we’re not going to talk about how bold the Wyri are getting?” he says, studying the twisted metal. “Or how it’s been another week of you ignoring me while also telling the guards I’m the only one you trust?”

	“I don’t really want to, no. And you’re not the only one I trust, just the one I’m left with at this specific point in time.”

	A look. “I can help with this. You know I can help with this.”

	“We don’t have to talk while we walk.”

	He sighs. “How long are you going to stay upset with me?”

	I stop in disbelief, and it’s very satisfying to see it dawn on him that this question is a mistake. 

	“How long will I be upset with you for designing a superweapon behind my back?” I say. “Forever, Kasta. Forever, especially when you continue doing things like this that make it that much more aggravating.” 

	He pockets the shackle. “You weren’t so angry last week.”

	My blood shifts. “That was different. That was because I was there to show you the Forsaken returning home. Something good, something right. Of course I’m going to leave our history out of it.” 

	“That wasn’t all you wanted.”

	There’s a suggestiveness in his tone that I don’t appreciate, and my nerves burn anew. This is the problem exactly. Because while I can honestly say I’ve only seen him that one time since our fight last moon, this is how it started: with me showing him the Forsaken being restored to their due rights, so he would know that no child would ever live in fear of being born magicless as he did again. This is how it ended: with me confessing that the war was escalating, and that I feared I was failing, badly. With me asking him to fix it, to hurt the Wyri as they’ve hurt us, all of which I said while I sank into his arms like a ship coming into harbor.

	Never again. I’m going to learn to do this without him. I can’t keep thinking of him like a lifeline, wishing he was at my side every time ruling gets hard. 

	“I was feeling merciful last week,” I say. “This week I’m not. It’s one of those temperamental leader things, it’s in all the travelers’ stories. I’ll tell you all about them never.”

	He snickers. “The Runemaster was not my fault.”

	My words are daggers. “We are not going to talk about the Runemaster.”

	“You know,” he says, with the hint of a vengeful smile. “I’m not thrilled with you right now either, but I know enough when to set it aside. I already told you I can’t replicate what you did to break forsvine with any known charms or spells, so put me on something real. Give me an ambush to plan. Let me smoke out who’s behind this attack. I guarantee no one will ever get that close to you again.”

	And here, exactly, is what he does that drives me so absolutely up the wall: proves himself in little ways, yields to me what battles he can, draws me in until he almost literally has me on his leash. Made even worse because all the good things he does are real. But so are the bad, and so was how easily he pulled me down with him before our fight last moon, until I was lying to world leaders and knocking out entire rooms full of people on command. Gods know what he’d have me doing now if I hadn’t stopped him. 

	What I might turn into if I allow him to get too close.

	I start down the stairs to the gardens. “You know,” I say, echoing his same tone. “I actually have an entire panel of people now who can also fix things for me. And I never even have to wonder if they’re going to blindside me at the end of it! And we have really productive meetings, and everyone is so agreeable and charming and willing to work with me, and it’s been a relief, really, hearing people saying yes to me all the time—”

	“You’re going to tear your cloak.”

	I let go of the fabric with a laugh. “Because everything is going great! So great that we’re not even worried about losing our allies, because we know we’ll figure something out. So thank you, I do appreciate your timing tonight, but I’ve got this, the kingdom’s still in one piece, and I don’t need you anymore. Why are you out here following me around, anyway?”

	He ducks under a low branch. “I was eating dinner when I heard you pause at my door. I thought maybe you’d come back, then I noticed you on the wall and a guard changing out at the wrong time.”

	I adamantly ignore that first sentence. In my mind, the palace wall was the first place I went after I left the war room. “You’ve had no trouble with meals yet, right?”

	I realize this is a very abrupt change in subject, but Kasta’s eating habits actually are something I need to check on. His food situation was one of the trickier points of our truce. Because despite what that dratted Runemaster thinks, Kasta is a Shifter, and I only brought in fake pelts to frame him because he was so infuriatingly careful about where he kept his real ones. Now it’s my leverage. Kasta works for me without complaint, and I keep his secret so he doesn’t spend the rest of his life in servitude to the army like the rest of the Shifters in Orkena. He was quick to point out, while we were working out these details, that under my new Maia Clause, which gives all Shifters a fair trial, he would be found innocent of killing for power and thus pardoned. I reminded him that I am Mestrah, and if I wanted to waive his right to a trail I would. 

	Thus I have fully embraced my blackmail phase.

	But none of this changes the fact that he still needs to eat human flesh once a week, or that the army’s frozen Shifter cache, which keeps the bodies of deceased criminals on hand just for this purpose, is not something a person can just visit without notice. So now he’s in charge of inventorying the cache. And if something goes missing while he’s checking it, only he will ever know.

	“No,” he says. “They know not to question me.”

	“Good.”

	“The better question is, what are you doing out here alone?” His eyes narrow. “You’re usually always with someone. Your clever sister-friend, your father.”

	“They’re as exhausted as I am. I gave them the night off.” I chide myself a split second later. I just told him everything was fine. “Stop asking questions. I need to focus on handling this, then I want to go back to my room and celebrate how wonderfully everything’s going.”

	He’s before me in an instant, blocking the palace entry. Dark hair curling at his ears. Blue eyes lined and sharp. His black officer’s tunic cuts low on his chest, purposefully tailored to reveal the blood-red swirling sun centered on it, the twin to my own.

	My eyes catch on it a second too long.

	“Are you ready to admit you were wrong yet?” he asks.

	I grit my teeth. “Never—”

	“Then I suppose it’s a waste of time to tell you that this little problem you’re having with your magic is not new, and not going away. Of course, I’m sure your panel will eventually figure out what I have. In a moon. Or six.”

	I decide that I hate how clever he is. How he’s already why I would be out here so late, above the public garden, alone. And with a gathering sense of doom, I realize that I’m about to do it again. I’m about to yield to him just as I did on this wall with the Forsaken, to let him rope me back in to needing him, and I don’t even have the excuse this time that I don’t know better. Here is the dragon, opening his dungeon, showing me the gold inside. And the shackles. And every trap he’s laid. And I’m just going to walk in and pull the door shut, and ask which shackle goes where, and he’s going to tell me to not even bother because he knows I’ll be back again either way.

	I let a long breath out through my nose, and he smiles. 

	“Gods, just show me,” I say.
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	THE entire walk, I expect Kasta to lay out what he’ll want in return for this. Fewer check-ins from Marcus. An animal pelt so he can change form. But the entire walk, he stays quiet. We stop at the armory to give the Metalsmiths the forsvine shackle, and then I can hear his thoughts again, or at least the hum of them, my Whisperer magic picking up the animal part of his Shifter power. But he knows I can hear him, and he lets nothing clear come through. 

	Even then, the energy in his thoughts is light, focused. Nothing like the heavy churn of deceptive thoughts. The glances he gives me are neutral, his usual calculating glint gone. 

	Which is honestly even more suspect. 

	Maybe he’s just that confident his help will change things.

	We stop by the General’s room to report my attacker, and she already has the traitor’s name, a list of people he’s been in contact with, and the confirmation that whatever was in that needle was a mix of a sedative and forsvine. It was a kidnapping attempt. This discovery is a small relief considering we thought the attack was an outright assassination, though I doubt the traitor would have taken me anywhere pleasant. The General then orders that I am not to be alone anymore, not even in my room until she gets to the bottom of this. She tries to send me off with a bodyguard. I say, cursing myself again, that I have Kasta. This earns me a very judgmental frown, since the General is the only person outside of my advisors who knows Kasta’s abdication wasn’t voluntary. Jet didn’t dare keep that secret from his mother. But she lets Kasta and me go with a disapproving wave.

	And then I am in the room I gave to him.

	For a while after his forced abdication, I was inexplicably paranoid that Kasta would run, and have thus far avoided explaining to anyone why that thought panics me. Thus this room used to be enchanted so the windows couldn’t open and a guard would be alerted every time he left. Then I realized these measures were bordering on unhealthy and possessive and stopped both, which had nothing to do with showing him the Forsaken last week and realizing he wasn’t going anywhere with or without guards. 

	Other than that, I think I was reasonably generous. This is one of the officer rooms in the military wing, not as grand as his royal suite once was, of course, but large enough to keep up the charade that he’s happily working as one of my esteemed advisors. Two large, openable windows show darkened slices of the inner palace and the army’s training arena. Moonlight gleams over an ebony desk at the far side, its legs wrapped with carvings of Oka’s scorpions. A bed settles against one wall, layered in black sheets, and the tiled entry to a washroom opens on the other.

	Enchanted torches flash on as we enter, a cold, sleepy shade of blue. 

	Kasta rounds the desk. “I’ll admit this is something I’ve been researching for far longer than you know. And before you yell at me, yes, Marcus knows about it, and no, he didn’t tell you because I asked him not to.”

	And there goes my hope that he wasn’t hiding anything. 

	“What?” I say. “Why would he agree to that? The entire point of him checking in every day is to make sure you’re not working on anything you shouldn’t be—”

	“Because I wasn’t completely sure it was an issue, and he saw the value in waiting, as well, considering the amount of stress you’re under. You can ask him, if you’d like.” 

	My Influence flares. “Kasta—”

	“You know,” he says, torchlight cutting over his jaw. “For someone who got everything she wanted, you’ve been acting awfully paranoid. You fixed me, remember? Am I not everything you want yet?”

	And there it is again, that irritating heat in my veins, the reminder of what lurks at the sharp edges of whatever we are now. Because he’s right. To end our last fight, I tore an actual piece of him out of his head: his insatiable want of magic, or more specifically, the fear of not having it that drove him to do the horrible things he did in the Crossing and to design the war knives. Weapons that would have given our soldiers limitless new powers for every kill. Assuring our victory, maybe, but in the bloodiest of ways, with no thought to future consequences.

	Now that wedge between us is gone. And while I know what I did won’t change the merciless approach he’d take to this war, he does seem more patient, more focused, less desperate to get back what I stole than I expected.

	I’m terrified I’ve made him into exactly what I want. 

	“Just tell me what’s wrong,” I say.

	His eyes glint, and he lifts a black, palm-sized stone from a silk-lined jewelry box. 

	“You already know all magic has a cost.” He turns the stone. “Firespinners eventually lose their ability to stay warm. Whisperers like you and your father go deaf to the animals in your care. My father had to give up the strength of his body for the ability to Read minds, and Influence is no exception to these rules.” The black stone flashes, the torches shining weakly through it. It’s more like a piece of glass now that I see it closer. “No one has wielded Influence since the last Crossing centuries ago. And at that point the people considered the cost you are experiencing divine: the gods working their will through their conduit. But I’ve gone through enough of the ancient Mestrahs’ diaries to see the cost for what it is. You’ve felt slightly off since you’ve grown stronger, yes? Snapping at me for not being able to use magic . . . considering my death for your gain.”

	Shame pulls my stomach at these reminders of the person I became before his forced abdication: Our Influence lesson with the late Mestrah, where stress pushed me to comment on his inability to quickly master a gods’ power when it was the first time he was using magic at all. Our terrible fight in the palace armory, where I contemplated that his death might be the best protection for our people.

	I’m not proud of either of these. But no matter how far I thought I needed to go to stop him last moon, it’s the second that makes me feel nauseous. 

	I almost killed him.

	I almost killed him.

	“Yes,” I admit, miserable. “But I swear, I will never do anything near that to you again—”

	“I know,” he says, the same promise laced into the words. Because of course he understands exactly what I mean. 

	I will not react to this. I will not let him know how immeasurably relieved I am that he’ll never hold that moment against me.

	He starts around the desk. “So here’s what we know as a fact: the cost of magic is often the opposite of the power. The stronger the mind, the weaker the body, and so forth. And Influence is all about control. So when we’re considering a power made to compel and command, and we think of what the opposite would be . . .”

	Beetles crawl my spine. I think I know exactly where he’s going with this, and I see myself in the armory again, making him walk toward that melting vat. I see the war room soldiers blank-eyed and staring. “Oh, gods.”

	“You understand, then.”

	A sickening kind of hope twists through me. “Influence is making me to do these things? It isn’t me?”

	“If I’m right, then it isn’t you . . . and it is. It’s hard to explain. You’re still acting on real emotions you feel in the moment, but your power is pushing those emotions to an intensity far above normal. It’s like adding oil to a fire. Influence isn’t creating anything new, but it’s worsening a situation that might otherwise not have escalated. And the more stress you’re under, the thinner that line becomes between what you’d truly do and what your magic is pushing you to.”

	Meaning, if this is true, that it’s practically impossible to figure out when I’m going too far. I shudder at the memory of the conviction I felt in the armory that I had to be as merciless with Kasta as he’d been with me. At how I’d already silenced the soldiers before even realizing I’d done anything.  

	I trace my gods’ mark with my thumb. It doesn’t change the horrible thoughts that were going through my head that day, but the possibility that I would have stopped if it weren’t for Influence, that I might never have acted on those thoughts, is almost too much to hope for. “So how do we know for sure?”

	“This.” He holds up the black glass. Close up it looks chipped and whorled, like a piece carved out of the sacred Glass Caves. Which I imagine it must be. 

	He continues, “This is a scrying stone my father relied on when he was learning to Read. Sometimes he would accidentally erase one of his own memories instead of Reading another person’s, and this would show him which it was. Give it back to him, so to speak.” He offers the stone to me. “Influence is a sister power to his, so this should work the same to reveal those moments when your magic pushed you too far. Give back the knowledge of what your power erased. There are other tests we can do if it fails. But this would be the easiest.”

	And this is when I realize that I’m about to touch a magical item at the word of a boy I blackmailed into abdicating. Here is the door to the dungeon, swinging shut. But I can’t help it. That monstrous hope is still pulsing in my chest, every beat of my heart praying he’s right: that I could never truly have walked him toward that vat, that maybe my entire idea to frame him was even caused by this, and I would have thought up a much better alternative to stopping him otherwise. I study Kasta’s face for any hint of triumph, that this is a trick, but his eyes are guarded. Almost pitying.

	I must look that desperate.

	I pull the stone into my hands.

	It’s round and warm and light, its magic prickling through me like raindrops, and I’m about to ask how it works when the room darkens. Kasta fades, though around him, the massive hanging brazier of the war room bursts into existence, the long table stretching before me. I clench the scrying glass as blue fire brightens the wall trenches, my fingers fitting into the stone’s well-worn grooves. I wonder what memories the Mestrah saw when he used this.

	The commanders and captains appear next, ghosts overlaying the room where Kasta and I currently stand, though I don’t think he can see what I’m seeing. His attention stays on me. The ghost soldiers start up with their suggestions exactly as they did earlier, as does that pressure in my head, that there are too many of them, that nothing feels right and I need them to stop—and then I simply raise my hands. Call for quiet and dismiss everyone without them going still or silent. This is what would have been if Influence had not intensified my panic.

	The scene shifts. The armory comes into focus, and dread prickles my veins with every translucent workbench that appears and especially with the rising steam of the circular melting vat. But I force myself to watch. A version of Kasta from one moon ago glowers down at me, dressed completely in white, the binding cuff he’d tried to use on me smashed under his hammer at my command. “Does it make you feel better,” I hear myself say, “to know you created me?” He scowls and reminds me that I’m not strong enough to hold him for much longer. I wince. I don’t know what I’ll do if the glass still shows me making him walk toward that vat.

	I don’t know that I’ll admit it to Kasta if it does.

	But in this version, I don’t. I glance toward the vat and back to Kasta, recognizing the terrible option it is without any of the desire to make it real. Not true of what happens next. As my fingers press to his temples and I bring him to his knees, dragging that fear out of him just as I actually did—

	The gardens overlay the armory. The Mestrah sits on his bench, the commander I’m supposed to get a name from before me. Kasta needles me about not using my magic right. I consider snapping at him to show me how it’s done, knowing full well that he can’t, but the thought stays in my head. I don’t say it aloud.

	The gardens fade. I wait, hoping I’ll see the moment I decided to frame Kasta or any of the other questionable decisions I made last moon, but the real Kasta shifts beyond my vision, the room lighting up again around him. 

	Apparently framing him, and mercilessly yanking that fear out of his head, were purely my ideas. Actions that Influence had no hand in. But it’s still a bittersweet relief to know he’s right. That my very worst moment of nearly sending him to his death would not have happened without Influence pushing me. Thank the gods there are still lines I won’t cross, especially when it comes to him.

	“Well?” Kasta says, sounding oddly anxious.

	I offer him the stone. “You’re right. I wouldn’t have. I mean, I thought about it, but not seriously. Except I definitely took that piece of you on purpose.”

	He only glares at the stone, a muscle twitching in his jaw.

	“This is good news,” I say, because apparently it needs to be clarified. “I’ve only ever wanted to figuratively strangle you, not literally.”

	“Right.” He snatches the stone back. 

	I watch him turn away. “Is that . . . not what you wanted?”

	He drops the stone into the box. “I’m just finding it ironic that the gods continue to find ways to personally remind me that I’m the scum beneath their feet.” He shoves the box into a drawer. “First by denying me magic altogether. Then by granting it through the most horrible vessel ever in Maia. And then, when I was nearly safe, they used you—”

	“But you said that’s just how this magic is. All power has a cost. Mine is control.”

	“And does it not seem ironic that the very first time you lose it, it’s to drive me toward my death?” He strides across the room and yanks a book off the shelf. “You’re the one who stopped it. If the gods had gotten their way—”

	“You’re reading too much into this.”

	“They hate me!” He rips the book open. “Every time I’m close to getting something I want, they destroy it. Through me. Through others. I’m done with it.”

	I laugh in disbelief. “You can’t really believe that. And what would you do, anyway? You can’t get revenge on the gods.”

	“Yes, I can.” There’s a dangerous edge to his voice. An eagerness that reminds me eerily of the fear I took from him, as if he’s simply shifted from one obsession to another. “I lost Maia, and nearly you, because of what they drove me to. I won’t watch them hurt you the same. I’m going to find a way to give you back control. I’m going to break their ties to every power in our world until they regret the day they crossed me.”

	His rage is suffocating now, filling my lungs like smoke. I can’t lose him again. Not after everything, not to this, and I know if I don’t stop him he’ll let it all the way in, he’ll let this anger fester until it’s all he feels . . . and then I’m not thinking at all. His words buzz through me like wine, making me tipsy on the memory of him shouldering that crossbow and promising no one will touch me again and even as my Influence wakes in my veins, whispering that it can fix this—I storm across the room, jerk the book out of his hands, and pull his mouth to mine.

	His fury abruptly dies.

	I should definitely have listened to that much wiser voice telling me to use magic. I step quickly back, like I can recover from this, like that was not the first time I’ve kissed him first.

	Like I didn’t just reveal the biggest reason I’ve been avoiding him.

	“They also marked you to rule,” I say, clearing my throat, leaning casually back against the wall. “Just be glad I stopped before I hurt you. Be relieved. Let it go.” 

	The torches burn in his eyes. He glances at the book I’m clutching and props an arm on the wall above me, his closeness alone enough to deepen the hunger in my gut, the poisonous want in my veins. 

	I feel another bad decision coming on.

	“Yes,” he says. “They did mark me to rule.” 

	My grip tightens on the book. “I need to go,” I whisper.

	His lips twitch. “Zahru.”

	“That was just to distract you.” I shove the book into his chest and head for the door. “And I appreciate your help tonight, but it doesn’t change anything. I know how fast you’d annihilate the Wyri if you could.”

	“Maybe. But that’s half the reason you keep coming to me, isn’t it? Tell me the other half. Tell me why you haven’t locked me away.”

	I can hear him following, and I lunge for the scorpion-shaped handle. Numet, please don’t let him stop me, I don’t know what I’ll do. “There’s nothing to tell. And it doesn’t matter anyway, because I’m still mad at you, and you can save my life a thousand more times, that’s the last time I’m kissing you”—I rip open the door—“Hen!”

	I slap my hand over my mouth. Hen stands just outside, her fist raised to knock. By the narrowed, unamused glare on her face, it’s far too much to hope that she didn’t hear what I just said. And so I do the next logical thing and panic.

	“I was just looking for you!” I say, shoving the door wide so she can see Kasta is clothed and unruffled and that she definitely misheard me. “We need to have a meeting. I mean, another meeting. I mean, this was also a meeting—a very serious, very important meeting—which is what made me realize we need . . . another one.” She does not look like she believes one word of this, and I twist my bracelets. “But maybe in the morning. When I’ve had more than ten minutes of sleep. And just with you advisors. Why are you here, anyway? I thought you had ‘laundry’ to do.”

	Which of course is her code word for hunting down her usual gossip. She glances at my hair, which I imagine looks very much like I was pressed up against the wall, and then at Kasta. “I thought you said you just needed air.”

	It occurs to me that I am tonight’s “laundry,” and I go very still, as one should in the sights of a hunter. No sudden moves. No challenges, and if I leave fast enough, I might just escape the questioning that has broken so many foolish elite before me.

	“Touché.” I flash a smile. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
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	It’s not until I reach the royal wing in a disheveled mess that I remember the General told me not to go anywhere alone, but at this point I think I would have accidentally obliterated anyone who got in my way, so it’s lucky for any potential assassins that no one confronted me. And Jade will be able to protect me in my rooms, anyway. I thank the guards, tightly, when they open the doors of my suite, but I think I’m still slightly out of control, because they slam them behind me. I exhale, sinking against the gilded wood, catching my breath. Clenching my jole at either side of my knees. 

	I can’t believe I did that. I don’t even have the excuse of Kasta starting it this time, because he didn’t, it was me, like a child reaching again for fire, like I’ve learned absolutely nothing from where wanting him has gotten me before. But this is fine. I can move on from this, and he’ll forget about it soon enough, because I just won’t acknowledge it if he brings it up. Not to mention I have nothing to hide. These are just the kinds of benevolent things heroes do in the travelers’ stories, those selfless people who always make the right decisions and certainly never regret them.

	“It’s stress,” I yell, pointing at Jade when she raises her head from a velvet pillow. “Yes, that’s all it is, I’m stressed and exhausted and prone to kissing anyone at random, totally normal reaction and also irrelevant, because it’s never going to happen again.” My laugh comes out strangled. “Which, I realize, I’ve said two times before, but we’re not going to talk about that, because this time I mean it. He is the villain, and he would explode this war if he was still in power, and I am absolutely not attracted to him or how he’d literally go after the gods for me, because I am a sane person and have people to protect!”

	Jade only snorts, as if reminding me I’m not exactly the hero anymore. I’m suddenly glad I’m too far away to hear what she’s thinking.

	“Jet,” I mutter to myself, twisting the ends of my hair. “Jet is the one I want. Jet, Jet, Jet, Jet—”

	And then someone clears their throat. 

	And I sit straight up.

	“Mestrah?” says a high voice. “The General did tell you we’d be assigned to your room, yes?”

	One of my Wraiths steps around a decorative harp in her white tunic and red armor, arms wrapped in cloth to her fingertips, only her eyes and a glimpse of tan forehead showing beneath a white hood and half-mask. A second Wraith stands slowly from a chair by the bookshelves, his pale fingers clenching a book.

	I cover my face and think this is exactly how the rulers in the stories go mad.

	“Yes.” I muffle a laugh. “Yes, sorry, I was just reenacting a scene from a play I really love called ‘Just Kill Me Now.’” I push to my feet. “I’m really tired. I’m going to bed.”

	“Mestrah,” they say, touching their foreheads to their fingertips.

	I manage to make it to the bedroom without having another meltdown, calling Jade to my side, who trots after me with her leopard tail twitching. The torches crackle a warm yellow within, highlighting the four gods carved into the columns of my bed: Numet, our primary sky goddess and the deity from which the Mestrahs are descended; Cybil, goddess of war, and the one I’ve been praying to desperately for mercy; Sabil, the god of magic, who I should probably start praying to; and Tyda, goddess of wisdom, who is probably praying for me. 

	Another Wraith waits in my room in clear view, standing stoically by the ceiling-high windows. 

	Jade snorts. Strangers, she thinks, in the disappointed way someone does when they’re having to repeat themselves. It occurs to me this is what she was snorting about in the main room, having no idea or care for what kissing is. 

	Safe? she asks, her green eyes bright.

	I stroke her spotted head, eyeing the Wraith. Our Wraithguard are held to much higher standards than the usual guards, and the General would only choose those she trusts most to protect me. But a warning still curls through my mind. 

	“I think so,” I whisper. “But keep an eye out.”

	Jade stays at my side.

	I get ready for bed, changing in the mercifully Wraith-free closet, which is the same size as the bedroom and nearly bare, as I’m still having the Royal Materialist send most of what she’d make for me to people in districts of need like my hometown. A bath scrubs the desert and the attacker from my skin. I write to my father that I’m assigning him and Hen’s mother a Wraith, write to my advisors that we need to meet again first thing in the morning, and then I shove the rest of the evening aside like the unremarkable thing it is, because I have a war to focus on, and allies to win back, and no time to think about the heat still buzzing through me or the dangerous little whisper in my head that, when it comes to Kasta, kissing him is not the mistake I made.

	And then I lie in bed, its golden curtains pulled shut, and all I can see in the dark is the way he looked at me over that book.

	I’m going to give you back control, he says, and I cover my mouth with the sheets, biting back a sob. I won’t watch them hurt you the same.
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	I SLEEP in fits. Flashes of the stable I grew up working in twist through my dreams: my father soothing a soft lamb, Mora setting a feast of honeyed bread and fish at our small table. The glass boat comes to take me away for the Crossing. I kiss Kasta when I meet him at the banquet, and suddenly we’re tangled together in the sheets of a strange bed that I somehow know lies within the Wyri palace. Now no one can stop us, he whispers into my neck, his body shifting against mine. Outside the arched windows, the enemy capital burns.

	Then I blink and something is pinching my feet.

	“Ouch, Jade!” I yelp, but my wild leopard pounces again, biting my toes through the covers. “Stop it!” I push her off. “That is me! Go get a toy if you want to play!”

	Kill, Jade thinks playfully, the fur on her back twitching. She shoots out of the bed curtains like a bolt of lightning, making someone in the room cry out, and then there’s a crash, and a door opening, and a yell of “It’s just the leopard!” and a curse from the other room as Jade sprints into it, and this is how my morning begins.

	I groan and scrub my face, still tired, and doubly annoyed at my brain for even creating such a dream, especially when there are guards in my room. Especially when my mind keeps fixating on the wrong prince. I really, really hope I didn’t talk in my sleep. But when I open the bed curtains to the bright, sunlit view of the capital, the Wraith’s eyes remain respectfully ahead. Though I guess it would be hard to see her smirking beneath her half-mask.

	I picture waking up like this every day, a stranger always in my room. 

	And I’m not a person who needs complete solitude, but I decide this is not going to be my life now. I’m already having to put on my Infallible Goddess act for soldiers and priests all day. My room was the one place I thought I could count on to have a complete breakdown, and now that’s gone, too.

	I can’t do this for the next however many weeks it takes for the General’s investigation to close. 

	I shove up from the bed, a new plan in mind, and head for the marble desk to write new notes on my advisors’ listening scrolls and on the General’s, as well. This is possibly one of those things, Mestrah or not, that I should have run by someone first, but honestly I’m tired of meetings, I’m tired of sitting here waiting for the Wyri to listen to me, and I’m tired of everything going exactly the way Kasta warned me it would. I will end this war peacefully, and I’m not out of options, yet.

	I finish the last note, tossing the quill when I’m done. 

	Then into the closet I go, throwing the curtain aside with a flourish—

	And shriek when I come face-to-face with Hen.

	“Gods, don’t do that! Do you have a death wish?” I put up a hand to stop the Wraith behind me from firing her crossbow as I snap the curtain closed. “You can’t sneak into my room when there are assassins creeping around the palace! How did you even get in here?”

	Hen just glares back, her straight, black hair banded on both sides with spear-like emeralds that all point at me. Gold dust glimmers along her beige shoulders. She’s wearing a formal green day dress, silver arm cuffs, and the scowl that Oka, the god of judgment, dons before he sentences a soul to eternal torment in the Burning Fields.

	“That’s the second time you’ve been sneaking around with the stabby prince,” she says.

	“No, this one was an accident.” I zip around her for a pearlescent white jole on the nearest shelf. “I was definitely not planning on seeing him last night. I was just innocently out on the wall, trying to control some people before I went to bed, but no, someone had to try and abduct me, and then he had to come along and save me, annoyingly, and it’s really hard to ignore a person after that.” I strip off my nightgown, wrapping the dress over one shoulder. “And then he started asking too many questions, like someone I know . . .” I shoot her a glare. “And we figured out there’s even more wrong with me than I thought, which is fantastic going into a war—”

	“And then you went back to his room to accidentally kiss him?”

	A lesser-prepared royal might have cracked here. But I’m ready for this, and I snatch a stick of kohl from the central display with flair. “No, we went there for this scrying stone thing he has, which proved his theory. You’ll find it in his room, top desk drawer.” I start on my eyeliner. “Obviously you came by when I was talking about that arena kiss from forever ago, which, as you’ll recall me explaining, was just our gods’ marks trying to pull us together.” 

	Her suspicious face appears in the mirror. “So you’re not affected at all by him saving your life again. Out of the blue. When you two are supposedly feuding the highest of feuds.”

	“Nope.” I finish a decorative curl at the edge of my temple.

	“Or by how weirdly protective he’s been of you since the Crossing ended. Almost like he’s trying to undo what he did, even after finding out you were plotting to take him down.”

	I think she’s catching on that there are critical things I haven’t told her about Kasta and me and the Crossing, and I quickly focus on pinning a golden cape to my shoulders. “Nope. He should be sorry and trying to make up for it for the rest of his life. And anyway, Jet and I are still . . . something . . . which is another reason I think this next trip will be good for us. We’ll have a little time to ourselves on the way, maybe we can finally do that game night.”

	This has the effect I’m hoping it will, which is to say that Hen’s face immediately drops from merciless interrogator to confused pixie. “You scheduled something I don’t know about?”

	I toss a hand through my wavy hair. “If you weren’t so busy stalking me, you’d know about it from your listening scroll.”

	Hen snatches the scroll from a holster at her hip, devouring the words as I finish taming my hair. Her scowl is even deeper when she looks up. “You’re not bringing him?”

	“No, why would I?” I set my lighter crown, one with just five of Numet’s swirling suns along the brow, atop my head. “You should get ready, too. We leave within the hour.”

	“Oh, you’re getting good at this. But this isn’t over, Z.”

	But I’m already back through the curtain, through the bedroom, out into the suite’s foyer. Past a corner of the enormous indoor pool, beside which Jade rolls blissfully in the remains of satin pillows. The capital city gleams outside the floor-to-ceiling windows. I glance at the towering alabaster bookshelves I wish I was visiting this morning, each crowded with stories Jet promised would be even more fantastic than the travelers’ tales in my hometown, and head for a table set with breakfast. At this rate, every single one of those books could be blank and I would never know.

	The doors of the suite finally shove open. 

	“No, I didn’t know about it,” Jet says, Melia and Marcus behind him. “I can’t remember the last time we—Zahru!” His smile is instant and vanishes just as fast. “Are you all right? You have enough Wraiths? I’m livid with the captain. I’ve ordered him to reinterview every one of the guards.”

	“I’ve got my team on it, too,” Marcus says. “They’ll poke around undercover, we’ll know if he didn’t work alone.”

	Melia pulls me into a tight hug. “We tried to stop by last night, but I think you were understandably exhausted. I know the General is on it, but is there anything else we can do?”

	I pull back, the gratitude for her concern clouded by my guilt of knowing who I was with when they checked on me. “I’m fine, a little rattled. Luckily the General knows what to do about it.”

	“But is it true?” Melia’s brow rises. “Kasta saved you? I thought you two were not talking.” 

	And there it is. I do not see this subject going over any better with them than it did with Hen, and I move hastily on. “Oh, no, we aren’t. He just happened to be in the right place at the right time. Thank you all for your concern, is everyone ready for our next mission?”

	This earns me a few wary glances and the guarded look from Jet that he wears whenever people talk about Kasta and me. People don’t talk about us like that. Even the rumor of us kissing in a pantry during the debut party—which is actually true, and also making this more awkward—was quickly assumed false after people saw how Kasta kissed me in the sparring arena the very next day. I’m certain this is something we’ll work out later when things aren’t so chaotic. For now, we just watch out for each other, and I tell myself everything’s fine.

	But the benefit of having done something even more shocking and irrational than my sworn enemy saving my life again is that none of this is on my friends’ minds. They are immediately more concerned about the bigger issue.

	“So this is real?” Jet raises his scroll. “We leave for Greka in an hour?”

	“Yes!” I grab a porcelain pitcher of milk. “I’ve decided I’m tired of waiting around for people to answer me, and also that I will run away to become a hermit in the desert if I have to spend the rest of the war under constant surveillance. Our allies don’t believe me on paper, so I’m going in person. Do you want one?” I hold up an empty chalice.

	Jet eyes it like poison. “I . . . no, thank you. Could you maybe explain—” 

	Five new servants bustle in, and we shift aside as the noise of them fades, Jet bringing up his Soundbending bubble to keep our conversation private.

	“—why we’re handling this personally?” Jet continues. “This is a risky trip to make, and the Wraithguard can do just as well to prove these claims wrong.”

	“I’ll take one,” Marcus says.

	I smile and start pouring. “It’s honestly no safer here, either. And I’ve already worked out the details with the General. It’ll be just the five of us through most of Orkena, and then we’ll meet the northern Orkenian fleet for an escort into Greka. They’ll check for traitors there, too, though the General thinks that’s unlikely since I wasn’t ever supposed to be up there. It’ll be just like old times! With much less risk of death and the addition of Hen. Melia?”

	I hand Marcus’s glass to him and grab another, and Melia nods that she’d like one. I’m hoping Jet won’t notice I ignored the rest of what he said, but he has no reason, of course, to think this is one of those Things We Don’t Talk About, and he worries a finger over a scar on his forearm.

	“All right,” he says. “But your protection has doubled here. Shouldn’t we at least try sending the Wraiths first? I know you feel like this is your fault, Zahru, but we all agreed to make Kasta abdicate. Chasing after this false witness is a stress you don’t need. And, frankly, something we don’t have time for.”

	I top off Melia’s glass, my stomach tight. Leave it to Jet to finally push back on something because he’s worried I’m being too hard on myself, that I’m doing this out of guilt . . . and of course I am doing it out of guilt, but not the innocent kind he’s thinking, where something I did peacefully simply resulted in an unintended consequence. 

	I hand Melia her milk. “I think it’s best to rule with a personal touch.” 

	“You could promise a visit later,” Marcus says. “They’ll understand, definitely in times of war.”

	“It’s really no problem,” I add.

	Melia frowns. “You have a country to run.”

	“I have lots of people for that.” I trade the pitcher for a melon slice. “Really I’m just the one who says yes and no. No one’s even going to miss me.” 

	“I’ve got it!” Marcus slaps the table hard enough to make the platters rattle. “We’ll send Truth spells to our allies. They can test this false witness themselves, and this is over in a day!”

	“That’s brilliant, Marcus!” Melia says.

	Jet slaps his friend’s back. “That’s what we’ve needed, a simple and effective solution.”

	And I think my heart stops. Because of course this is definitely not what we’ve needed. This is the exact opposite of what we need, not that my friends have any way of knowing that, because this is one of many multiplying secrets I’ve kept from them. And then I know I’m doomed. Because I can feel my Influence this time. Slicing into my veins, sparking like a flame over tinder, ready to both save and damn me all in one and then the panic really settles in, because what if I lash out again, here, at my friends, and turn them blank— 

	“It has to be us.” I drop the melon back on the tray. “Because the Runemaster is the witness, and the evidence he has is real. I gave him fake pelts to frame Kasta because I couldn’t find Kasta’s real ones. So, no, we can’t just send spells or the Wraithguard, because I don’t want them or anyone else investigating this.”

	And there it is. Gods, it’s out, like an arrow from a wound, and finally the smiles vanish from their faces.

	“You what?” Melia says.

	Marcus sets down his milk. “I helped you with that. You never said the pelts were fake.”

	“I know,” I say. “I’m really sorry, Marcus.”

	“You lied to us?” Jet says.

	I was really hoping they’d be more caught up on me framing someone, and the other secrets I’ve been keeping from them catch in my throat. I’ve been telling myself that once one secret came out, I would come clean on everything, so that we could move forward and I could honestly say that’s it and I’ll never lie to them again. But something darker is choking me. They’re already upset about this. More secrets will make it worse. And I absolutely can’t afford to lose any of them now, not with the war looming as it is.

	They’re already looking at me like Jet did after he accused me of being like Kasta. 

	“I’m sorry,” I say again, bristling. “I had to. The Mestrah was so sick, and we were out of time, and I knew if I got caught there would be serious consequences and I really didn’t want any of you willingly involved if that happened.” 

	I also didn’t want you to stop me, is the thing I will not be adding.

	“But we wouldn’t have wanted you taking that risk either,” Marcus starts. “If you’d just told us . . .”

	Melia pushes her milk moodily away. “That’s it, you are officially back on my list. Which, as you will recall, is not a favorable one.”

	My Influence stretches, and I pull it back with a shudder. “Fair enough. But I might have to do things like that now that I’m queen . . .” Frowns deepen, and I rush on. “The good news is that I’ve already thought of a solution! If we can discredit the Runemaster as a source, we don’t need to prove my innocence at all. Hen can make it look like he’s just another Wyri agent working to spread lies about us. And I know the Runemaster was your friend, Marcus, I have no intention of prosecuting. We’ll leave him anonymous, and soon this will all sweep over.”

	This I deliver with the practiced ease of story villains who are experienced in lying their way out of previous lies. Numet help me.

	Jet opens his mouth. I can’t decide if I’m eager or terrified to hear what he really thinks, but then, as ever, he nods.

	“That could work,” he says, dully. “Just let us know what you need.”

	Melia cuts him a glare that shifts quickly to me. “Have we learned something here about getting revenge, Mestrah? Maybe we do not have to go so far, maybe we ask our friends before we lie to them and fabricate evidence?”

	I wince. “I mean, technically I did ask Hen. She made the pelts.” Which is another thing I’m realizing I didn’t tell them, and I pull my chalice closer, as if it can shield me from Melia’s deepening glare. “Yes, Melia,” I say, drinking.

	Hen pops up at my side, wearing her best no-I-wasn’t-going-through-all-your-things smile. “Did someone call me?”

	“Yes!” I squeeze her shoulders. “We were just discussing which ally we’re going to visit first for my new plan. I’m thinking Greka, since we have the closest ties there via our very own Grekan.” I grin at Marcus. “Your cousin is part of the royal court, right?” 

	This is met with the appropriate hesitation of a group that is realizing the last time I asked Marcus for help, it was secretly criminal, and I believe this meeting has officially become the worst I’ve ever had.

	Marcus’s lips thin. “Ah. Yes.”

	“All right, I know, I said I was sorry—”

	“It’s not that.” His scowl deepens. “It’s that my cousin and I are not on speaking terms.”

	Melia rolls her eyes. “Here we go.”

	“Oh.” I glance at Melia. “Bad enough that she wouldn’t help us not get slaughtered in a war?”

	Marcus exhales through his nose. “I would have to apologize for something, which I imagine now I must.”

	Hen grabs a melon slice. “He insulted her tiro pie at the last family reunion.”

	“She used the wrong cheese,” Marcus growls. “It was not only a crime against all tiro, it was a crime against humanity.”

	“Do not say anything negative about Grekan food in the court,” Melia says.

	“Noted.” Thank goodness the Grekans consider a substituted recipe an even more passionate wrong than me tricking someone. “Is she close enough to the queen to give us a second chance?”

	Marcus sighs. “She’s engaged to the queen’s eldest son. If she vouches for me, we’ll get an audience.”

	“Great!” I say, and it’s possibly a testament to my current state of mind that even this tiny success makes me tear up. Or maybe I’m just this desperate for this meeting to end. “I think we’re set then. I’ll see all of you on the boat.”

	“Wait.” Melia catches my wrist when I turn to go. “I just thought of something. I know you wrote that we’d leave Kasta here, but perhaps we should bring him? I realize he’s on the other side of this, but he won’t come out to support the Runemaster, either. Not with the risk of sparking civil war on top of everything. But if he’s the one saying these are only rumors . . .” 

	I shake my head sharply. “No. I can’t risk that he’ll put his own spin on the story, and he’s best here studying forsvine.” Also I will die if I have to return to his room and tell him I need him. “We can do this on our own. I need to be able to do something like this without him.” 

	Jet pushes away from the table. “Well, that settles it. We should probably get ready then, yes?”

	“Yes,” I say cheerily. “Thank you, Jet. You always know just how to keep us focused.”

	“Right,” Marcus says slowly, hiding the glance he gives us by grabbing an entire platter of cheeses. “Mind if I take this along?”

	I smile. “They’re yours.”

	“Mestrah,” he says in farewell. 

	Melia echoes the same and follows. Jet releases his Soundbending bubble, but he lingers, watching his friends go, and for a moment I think—I hope—he’ll stay and say more, and then I decide to just go for it.

	“Jet—”

	“Sorry,” he says. “I know you’re busy. I’ll make sure the dockmaster gets everything in order.”

	He bows, fingertips to his forehead, and jogs after his friends. 

	The doors to my suite slam shut.

	Beside me, Hen drinks my chalice of milk. “Hmm.”

	“I know.” I rub my forehead, careful not to smear my eyeliner. “That didn’t go over very well, did it?”

	“To be fair, I would already have left scorpions in your bed if you’d lied to me. They took it very well.”

	I look slowly over. “You’re joking, right?”

	Somehow she leers down at me even from thirteen centimeters shorter. “Are you lying to me about something?”

	I grab a new melon slice. “Nope.”

	“Good.”

	“But can I ask you for a favor? A serious one?”

	The brilliant thing about Hen is that she can be over-the-top and ridiculous, but when you need her, she’s there, no questions asked.

	“Yes,” she says.

	“Will you keep an eye on Jet for me, and just make sure he’s all right? He lost the crown, he lost his father, things are so weird with us, and I don’t think he’s talking to anyone about it. And I definitely don’t think he wants to talk to me about it. And I just . . .”

	“Want to reach out and make everything better except you’re terrified that will just unearth all the hidden issues you’re not ready to face yet? While also wanting to show him you care, but worrying he doesn’t anymore, while still fervently hoping you can come out on the other side of this with a hot lover who has great abs?”

	I give her a look. “The first part of that. I . . . don’t know what’s going on with the rest of it.”

	“Because now you know the stabby prince is good at more than stabbing. Got it.”

	“That’s not—” I huff, but it’s not even worth arguing. “Will you?”

	Hen gives me the loveliest, most devious smile. “Z. He’ll never feel alone again.”
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	WHEN most people say something like he’ll never feel alone again, they mean it in a figurative way, like yes, of course they’ll reach out and be a good friend. I am very concerned Hen means that Jet will literally never be alone again, for which I can only silently apologize. But I don’t know how else to fix it. And especially with me still keeping secrets from him about what truly happened before Kasta’s abdication, I feel like I need to do something. Especially since I intend to take those secrets to my tomb. 

	Maybe Hen will find it’s nothing. Maybe Jet’s just stressed about the war and it’s not me at all, and we’ll remember what we’re supposed to be soon enough.

	I stop by the armory to pick up forsvine for the trip, something removable in case of emergencies, which is how I’ve decided I’ll handle my volatile magic for the time being. A Metalsmith forges an elegant wrist cuff for me on the spot. I go over expectations with the General, who will run things in my absence and contact me by scroll for any major decisions. But though she insists again that I take Wraiths, I decline. My advisors and I survived the Crossing together. They’ll be more than enough protection on the river through Orkena. And there will be plenty of additional guards to join us in the north, anyway, after we’ve finalized plans for solving the issue with the Runemaster that I don’t need anyone else overhearing.

	And then I’m on the docks, the sun streaming over the deep red wood of a discreet but luxurious private ship, my father holding me, telling me how proud he is that I’m still pursuing peace and to write often. Hen’s mora holds me, too, and tells me she would also like me to write often, specifically with the addresses of anyone who gives me trouble. I tell her I will not, as I see those people then receiving special potions that will result in insatiable itches or some other curious condition that in this case might be considered an act of war. And then I’m watching the sun glint over the alabaster stone of the palace, over the regal brows of the twelve stone gods that make its towers, for what feels like the millionth time. Set to leave, again.

	A younger girl bustles up the gangplank just as the dock workers try to lower it, brown curls flying. From her gray robes and the single star tattoo on her temple, she must be a priest’s apprentice.

	“Mestrah,” she gasps, out of breath. “Your scrolls!”

	She lifts a white leather satchel hemmed in gold off her shoulder and hands it to me. 

	“Oh, thank you,” I manage to choke out. These would have been very bad to forget, seeing as they are the listening scrolls for everyone I need to communicate with while we’re gone. An ebony-ribboned one for the General, an orange ribbon for my father, gray for the priests, and at the bottom, one tied in white that I don’t recognize.

	“Wait,” I call after her. “I don’t think this one is mine—”

	It falls open when I lift it, and my nerves spike at the familiar, sharp script inside.

	Don’t be stubborn, it says. In Kasta’s hand.

	My grip tightens on the roller. I look to the palace, suddenly sure he’s watching me, even though I only see guards along the perimeter wall. I expected he’d be furious once he found out I was going to do something this important without him. Not that he can do anything about it, but if he showed himself at all, I imagined it would be to lecture or threaten me into bringing him or remind me I only succeeded in politics last moon with him there. 

	Instead this is an offer to help. 

	Which is all wrong.

	Don’t be stubborn.

	“Mestrah?” the apprentice says.

	My advisors stand on the far side of the deck, getting final instructions on the boat’s defenses. Not paying any attention to me at all.

	I sigh and jam the scroll back into my satchel. “Never mind.”
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	Thus I begin the journey like a delinquent, flustered and with yet another secret stowed away, and not even for a good reason this time. Kasta is still part of my advisory team. My friends would believe me if I told them I only had his scroll for emergencies. Which of course is also the truth, and I do not need to feel so guilty or strange about it. Except that I see Hen coming down on me with the intensity of a thousand suns if she catches sight of even a corner of it.

	And so, like a normal person, I’ve hidden it under my jole at my hip. 

	No, I do not see this ending well for me. But the logical side of my brain argues that I truly might need something from Kasta, even if it’s to ask a single question, and my pride cannot come before Orkena.

	Numet help me if I actually need it.

	“Mestrah,” Marcus booms, clasping a large hand around my armored shoulder and making me jump. “There is a misting canopy. Sixteen satin pillows and four benches. Five platters of bread and Grekan cheeses and an entire private tray of chocolates for you, and you’re standing here in the sun, staring at the desert?”

	I pull my gaze from the sprawling plateaus to look up at him, which is no small feat. He’s easily thirty centimeters taller. “Just regretting a continuing string of questionable decisions. Did you hear from your cousin?”

	His grin vanishes. “Did I ever. I’m not allowed to cook or even mix drinks at the next family reunion. But she has dinner with the queen tonight, she’ll get back to me.”

	“Thank you.” I squeeze his arm before stepping with him beneath the shade of the blue canopy. Like the glass boat that delivered me for the Crossing, our private ship has a central area under an enchanted canopy for lounging, with spells that power us through the water while also avoiding the many merchant ships and other personal vessels on the river. Unlike the glass boat, it’s made to blend in, dark cherrywood forming its sides. Privacy spells blur our faces for anyone who would glance over. We look like any number of leisure boats on the water. The General won’t even be telling our army I’m gone until we meet up with the northern fleet.

	Still, we’re dressed for combat just in case, as I have yet to travel broader Orkena without being attacked or taken hostage. Marcus looks as rugged as ever in his black armor, a sharp crown of silver leaves that double as throwing knives in his blond hair; Jet cuts a dashing figure in his plated tergus and chest piece, Protection spells gleaming on his brown skin; Melia preens in her Healer’s tunic, a dagger and healing pouch at her hip; and Hen looks like a dangerous pixie in light silver armor with a crossbow on her back. Even Jade wears armored plates over her forehead and chest, bronze pieces that flash in the sun as she chases dragonflies across the deck.

	I plop down on an emerald pillow beside Hen, who is helping herself to my private chocolates, and lie back and breathe. Cool mist sparkles against the blue canopy above. Water laps gently at the hull. For a moment, I just want to pretend that we’re only out to sail. That Wyri assassins are not throwing a party in finding out that I’ve left the palace. That this is not a last-ditch mission that I absolutely cannot fail.

	“Yup.” Hen pops a chocolate curl into her mouth. “She’s cracking.”

	“What?” I say.

	“What is that on your face?” Melia asks.

	I sit up on my elbows, unamused. “It’s a smile. I’m smiling. This is what my face looks like when I’m happy.”

	“Oh, no.” Marcus sits heavily on one of the benches. “That’s not what that is. I don’t know what that is, but you should stop doing it.”

	I sigh and lie back again, draping an arm over my eyes. “Ignoring all of history, do you think it’s reasonable to hope that this could all go smoothly?”

	“Of course it could,” Melia says, at the same time as Hen says, “Nope.”

	“What’s that?” Jet asks, and I raise my arm to see him pointing at my wrist cuff.

	“Oh. Forsvine.” Stamped circles of Numet glimmer in the metal as I turn it. “After what happened in the war room, I just want to be careful. Kas—” I bite down on admitting Kasta was the one who figured this out. They’re going to ask why I didn’t even try approaching someone else about it first. “Er, it came to my attention that losing control of my magic is the cost of using it. So until I can figure out how to tell when I’m in control, I think this is safest.”

	Melia straightens an amethyst twined into her long braids. “Are you sure that’s the best solution? We may need your power at a moment’s notice, and you’ve used it many times without an issue.”

	“I agree,” Marcus says. “You’re still getting to know your magic, it will get easier with time. Generations of Mestrahs handled this through wars and without forsvine. We trust you to know the difference.” 

	Hen also nods, though it’s not until I look at Jet that he does the same.

	“You guys are amazing,” I say, meaning it. “But I’d really just feel better with it on.”

	But though the others shrug, Jet brightens.

	“Well,” he says, grabbing a wedge of soft bread. “Back to your question on how this will go: I’m not sure this mission will be easy, but I think when our allies remember who you are and the peaceful measures you’ve been trying with this war, they’ll be moved to help.”

	This, finally, sounds closer to what he really thinks, and I smile. “Thank you.”

	“You’re looking refreshed this morning,” Hen says, though when I look over, she’s smiling at Jet. “Did you maybe hear from Sakira?”

	Jet, who honestly looks the same as he does on most mornings, if not even more tired, greets this with a similar degree of confusion. “I hear from her every day. But thank you?”

	Marcus pauses in adjusting his crossbow strap. “Is she still no closer to coming home? Even now?” 

	Jet sighs. “My sister is content to party her troubles away until the end of time. I can’t say me sharing our various challenges with this war have done anything to convince her otherwise.”

	This is an excellent opportunity for me to remind myself that Sakira’s only doing that because Kasta abandoned her at the end of the Crossing, wherein she spent a week lost in the desert before realizing she’d rather fade away into obscurity in a no-name town by the mountains than ever have to deal with the court again. She doesn’t even want anyone outside our little group to know she’s alive—the public thinks she perished from exposure. All of this the fault of the boy I can’t stop kissing.

	Who both is and isn’t that boy anymore.

	I grab one of the chocolates.

	“Hmm,” Hen says, idly using her Materialist’s magic to meld a few crystals from the pillow to her green tunic. “But doesn’t it seem like this morning is different?”

	This is not a statement I trust coming from Hen.

	“Hen,” I say.

	Jet glances at the listening scroll on his belt. Which is where honest people carry their scrolls. “I don’t think she’s even awake yet.”

	“I think this morning is different,” Hen says.

	I sit up. “Did you already do laundry this morning?”

	Melia makes a face. “What is with you two and the laundry?”

	“Folded and packed.” Hen cuts me a glare to remind me that Jet’s is not the only laundry she’s been working on. She beams again at Jet. “You should check your scroll.”

	All of us sit forward as Jet draws the scroll out, the prince watching Hen with the appropriate suspicion of someone who is suddenly being paid attention by a relative stranger. They’ve talked in meetings, of course, and he knows Hen and I grew up together and that she has a reputation for using gossip as currency. But as Jet is the kind of strait-laced royal who never canoodles in places he shouldn’t or extorts his friends, Hen has paid him little mind. Except to needle me at random about when I might kiss him again.

	“She . . .” Jet reads a few lines, eyes widening. “She says she’s been thinking a lot since our father’s death and especially after losing our allies . . .” He looks in disbelief at Hen. “She wants to meet. She has friends who owe her a favor in the Grekan court, and she wants to help us win them back!” 

	Hen claps. “What a wonderful surprise!”

	Jet turns over the scroll. “How did you know that? I’m the only one who has a scroll to her, and I’ve been wearing it all morning.”

	Hen laughs, then suddenly goes serious. “Oh, yes, it was just a hunch.”

	I do not confirm for Jet that this definitely means Hen stole it off of him, and via blackmail or other trickery, used said scroll to convince Sakira it was time to stop hiding. And since any messages sent or received on a listening scroll can be easily erased with the mark of a quill, Jet would never know.

	I stop short of hugging Hen. “A very good hunch. She’s really going to help us? Where does she want to meet?”

	“At some old ruins south of Zandria.” Jet points to the northern desert. “That’s only another day by boat. We just need to let her know when.”

	Marcus claps his knee. “Excellent. And a brilliant, private place to meet, too, so we don’t announce ourselves to all of Orkena. This plan of yours might work out yet, Mestrah.”

	I choke on a chocolate. “By which you mean that since you already knew it would work out—because you all would have told me if you were worried it wouldn’t—that adding Sakira just sweetens the deal?”

	“Oh yes,” Jet says, as Melia adds, “Of course!” and Marcus offers me the tray of sweets. “Have another chocolate,” he says.

	I take the tray, plastering on another smile that I’m sure does not look natural. 

	And manage to make it through the rest of brunch without screaming.
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	The rest of the day passes quietly, for which I’m truly grateful. Conversations move away from the war. Melia tosses a pillow tassel across the deck for Jade, who fetches it throw after throw. Jet’s smile comes easier, bolstered by Sakira’s change of heart, and he only looks slightly confused as Hen continues to sit with him, refilling his chalice of sparkling water, telling him about the latest Nadessan scandals, and maybe asking one too many questions about how he’s feeling. I would join them if I didn’t have a list of fresh requests from the General to answer, but the refugee situation and how best to handle it can’t wait.

	Numet’s lantern rises and falls. Twilight settles silver over the square outlines of shoreline homes, and the river steadily empties of boats. Soon I’m belowdecks saying goodnight, sliding the door of the ship’s glittering royal suite behind Jade and me.

	Kasta’s scroll burns on my hip as I undress. I slide it free from its hiding place, gooseflesh snaking up my ribs as my wretched brain imagines it being his fingers feathering my skin, him easing my tunic off while kissing me like he did in that arena and daring me to say again that I don’t need him and I shove the scroll under the pillow next to my dagger, yank on a white silk nightgown, and collapse face first into the soft, feather mattress. 

	Curse him and that arena kiss. Curse me and whatever sickness this is that won’t let me forget it. I am going to forget it, never mind that I’ve been telling myself that for a moon and the only progress I’ve made is that I kissed him again the first chance I got.

	A quill sits on a desk beneath an oval window, the chair turned out, waiting.

	“Sakira will help me,” I tell it, as the oil lamp flickers in disapproval. 

	Jade snorts, her nose wet on my arm. My forsvine cuff catches the dull light, and I sit up, slipping it off, grateful for the distraction. “Sorry. This blocks my Whisperer magic, too.”

	Food, Jade thinks. Why quiet?

	My heart twists as I draw three fresh cod from a chest carved with little outlines of cats, each a symbol for Astrid, the goddess of love’s animal companion. The Ice spell on the chest pulses, a reminder that I need to add another spell soon.

	“I’m just being careful with my magic.” I lower the fish onto her platter. “I’ve done some bad things, and I don’t want to do any more.”

	No bad. Jade bumps her head against mine. Zar good.

	Heat builds behind my eyes as she drops her head to eat. I should probably find it encouraging to know my cat believes in me, too, but I can’t stop thinking about the relief on Jet’s face when he saw I was wearing forsvine. 

	Or this growing, gnawing fear in the back of my mind that if I were a better person, if I were still that innocent girl who always did the right thing and never kept secrets from her friends, I wouldn’t have to worry about losing control.

	Generations of Mestrahs did this without forsvine, Marcus had said.

	I run my fingers over Jade’s soft fur.

	“We’ll see,” I whisper.
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	MORNING brings a breakfast of honeyed oatmeal and fresh mango, courtesy of Marcus. And more questions from the General. And a high, unseasonably sticky heat that even the canopy’s enchanted mist can’t quite dispel. I work in my room for most of the day, Jade pacing in and out to visit me, the world shifting outside the oval window over my desk. We’ve passed many of the bigger northern cities now with their palm trees and cooling spells, and the desert stretches longer and longer between each one, rocky plateaus jutting like castles in a sea of orange sand. On the river, floating shops and private canoes yield to trading and fishing vessels, and on the shore, oxen weave through the red reeds instead of children.

	But I’m thinking this is exactly why the ancient Mestrahs held the Crossings, because instead of dwelling on the heat or the time it’s taking, I hear Melia and Marcus comment on how luxurious a way this is to travel. I’m grateful to have a real bed, and even Jet remarks on how beautiful the desert is when we aren’t worried about starvation and heat stroke. A death-defying race across the country on horseback really brings these things into perspective. Also I’m not currently a hostage, which is a nice improvement.

	And then Marcus is anchoring the boat inside a shallow alcove just out of sight of the main river, and I’m feeling my first spark of hope in a long while.

	“This is going to be great,” I say, mud squishing beneath my knees as I kneel to center Jade’s chest plate. We’ve disembarked, and white cranes eye us from the reeds. “You’ll like Sakira. She’s trouble, but she’s actually a pretty good friend when she decides to be. And when she has nothing to gain from your death.”

	Jade just yawns. My forsvine cuff is on again. It occurs to me that the first place I’m turning to for reassurance and late-night confessions is my cat, and that this is possibly what my friends mean by me cracking. But I’m certain that fate owes me something nice after these past two moons. Even the most tragic travelers’ stories have twists of good luck, and I’ve decided Sakira is going to be mine.

	“Zahru!” Jet says, sounding so energized and happy that I can’t help but smile when I stand. “It does feel like it’s going to be a great day, doesn’t it?” He steers me toward a sandy path through the palm trees. “My sister finally coming around, a new advisor joining our group . . . I mean, only if you want her to. I know you might still have that whole hostage thing to resolve from the race.” 

	“Maybe,” I say, encouraged that this is the first time he’s touched me in weeks, even if his hand is already dropping from my shoulder. “You’re in a good mood.”

	His laugh comes out strangled. “Just feeling refreshed and ready for the day. Besides, we really haven’t gotten to spend a lot of time together lately, and we should fix that. I know . . .” He swallows. “I know things will always be a little different between us now, but that’s just the natural course of life, right?”

	Except he’s glancing behind us, where Marcus is shouldering his crossbow and Melia is pulling up the hood of her cooling cloak, and Hen is bouncing happily, clasping her hands and giving me a devious little grin. 

	I’m about to ask, with relief, if this means he’s all right with everything when the air compresses with his Soundbending bubble. “Please let me help you with something—anything—if you ever notice me alone again. I think Hen is bored, and if I have to listen to one more story about who my cousins are bedding, I’m going to jump off the boat.”

	I laugh and lose my nerve. “I’m sorry, part of this is my fault. I think she’s just lonely.”

	“Lonely is asking if I want to play a game or take a walk. Lonely is reading a book beside me in silence. I don’t know what this is, but this morning I woke up and she was right there outside my door with a steaming cup of my favorite tea.”

	I shrug. “That actually sounds pretty nice.”

	“It would be, maybe, if I’d told her I was awake or ever mentioned what my favorite kind of tea is. The point is, we’re going to be stuck on that boat for weeks, and the last remaining thread of my sanity cannot take this—Augh!” He leaps a meter away, holding his heart. 

	Hen steps between us, beaming. Gods know how long she’s been right behind us.

	“Are you two having an amazing conversation?” she says.

	“Hen, you’re scaring him,” I say.

	“What?” Jet laughs. “No, Hen’s a delight. I’m just a bit anxious since, you know, we could be ambushed by spies at any moment—oh, look! Marcus needs me.”

	“What?” Marcus says.

	And Jet’s gone again. Though I’ll allow him this deflection, as it’s understandable to not want the person who is possibly stalking you to know that you’re on to them. 

	Hen tuts and twines her arm through mine. “He really is a tough egg to crack.”

	I glance over. “You’re maybe coming on a little strong. We’re not trying to crack him. The plan is actually comfort, if you’ll recall.”

	“I know, but he has such a delicate conscience: ‘You can’t just sneak into peoples’ houses! Extortion is something people go to jail for!’ It’s like talking to your fara. He can never just enjoy the story.”

	“Maybe he’s concerned that you’re going to do the same to him.”

	She rolls her eyes. “As if I have time to waste. No one’s paying for updates on soft princes who follow the rules.”

	“Hen.”

	“Fine, I’ll stop writing to his sister when he’s not looking. But this is not the easy job I thought it would be.”

	I pause in adjusting a ruby on one of my bracelets. “Hold on. Stealing from Jet is easy. Getting us into a royal banquet we were very much not supposed to be at is easy. But are you telling me that you’ve finally met your match at having to get to know someone like a normal person?”

	Her brown eyes narrow. I decide Hen is a little like Kasta in this way: challenge her about something she doesn’t want to do, and she’ll succeed with flying colors. Only with less chance of that solution also including death.

	“No,” she says.

	And then she’s gone, too. And by that I mean completely, not like Jet who just walked to another area of the group, but into the palm trees and around the back of the long, sandy side of a building we’re coming up on.

	Melia automatically fills her space. “Where is she off to?”

	“Scouting, hopefully.” I feel for Kasta’s scroll, ensuring that Hen pickpocketing it from beneath my armored jole isn’t why she ran off. “We’re sure this place is abandoned?”

	Melia nods. “Sakira made sure. I think she has been here since last night.”

	“Oh,” I say, disappointed. 

	“‘Oh?’”

	“It’s just, I was kind of hoping the reason she’s taken so long to come home is because she’s been gathering a secret army of loyal fanatics who happen to be inexplicably well-trained in non-magical combat, and that maybe we won’t even need Greka to intimidate the Wyri. But there were no other boats on that shore, so . . . it’s probably just her.”

	Melia lifts a shoulder. “She’ll likely have the priestess Alette with her and a few others. That girl never goes anywhere alone.”

	“I need a lot more than six people to win a war, Melia.”

	“Perhaps. But like you, Sakira’s strength lies in what she inspires in others, not in brute force. And if she can win us back Greka . . .”

	“Hold up.” Marcus raises his fist.

	We’re nearing the front of the building where the path opens to a small, crumbling market. Jade sits at my side, trained to this command even without me translating. But where Marcus and Jet would usually go in first to make sure the area’s clear, Jet sheathes his sword immediately.

	“Sakira!” He rushes forward. 

	Marcus lowers his crossbow, and we follow. The place is indeed abandoned, old shop fronts boarded with bleached slabs of decaying wood, the glow of protection spells long faded from their walls. And then I dare to hope again. Because there is Sakira, actually here, looking like a goddess as she sits on the circular lip of a dried fountain. A red skirt is slit to her hips, and her usual bronze armor crosses above her pale stomach in an “X.” Short, black hair frames a doll’s face and a smile that has gotten her out of—and into—much of the trouble that’s followed her since she was young. 

	She stands as Jet draws near, the scribing brush strapped to her thigh dripping golden ink. Born as a trielle, Sakira has the rare ability to command many different types of magic through written spells. I’m already daydreaming about the invaluable ways she can help us.

	“Well,” I say to Melia. “It’s just her, but that’s still fine, right?”

	Maybe she’ll fight with me like Kasta, is the unhinged thought I do not say.

	Jet approaches his half-sister, arms open to hug her . . . but then he pauses, his fingers twitching for his sword. A strange moment passes before he seems to shrug something off, and they embrace. Sakira’s kohl-lined eyes slide to me. 

	I understand his hesitation when the rest of us step inside the radius of the Mirage spell that Sakira has apparently cast. Thirty people in armored tergi suddenly appear around her: the small army of fanatics that I’d been hoping for. As Melia predicted, Sakira’s best friend, Alette, is here as well, her long, black hair a sleek curtain, her tawny brown shoulders gleaming in the sun. She wears a pink, armored jole and carries a curved sword she definitely didn’t know how to use in the Crossing. They’ve been training like we have. 

	I almost cheer.

	Sakira steps back, one hand still on Jet’s arm. “Hello, Mestrah.”
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	“Sakira!” I say, and I’m in the kind of mood where I would have hugged her, too, if she did not immediately step back when I stepped forward. Which is when I notice how strange it is that no one in her army is touching their foreheads or bowing to me.

	The assumption I made that she simply keeps her army hidden as a general precaution is rapidly fading.

	“You brought help,” I add uncertainly, pulling my arms around myself.

	Jet is too focused on his sister to notice any of this. “Now, you’ve outdone yourself. This is just what we need, and after that attack at the palace, it’ll be a relief traveling with someone we know we can trust.”

	“Yes, it will,” Sakira says. But something else crawls beneath her words that reminds me of Kasta. “I can’t wait to catch up on everything I’ve missed. She’s wearing forsvine, right?”

	I pull my cloak sleeve over my cuff. “Yes?”

	“And Kasta is . . . at the palace?”

	I’m starting to get more than a bad feeling about this. “Yes . . .”

	“Perfect.” She turns to Jet. “Our boats are a little way up the river. If you’ll just follow us, you can’t miss mine. It’s a custom model.”

	“Oh, thank you,” Jet says. “But we actually have special wards in place, I was going to invite you to ours.”

	“Does yours have a holding cell?”

	Jet glances at the army, his smile faltering. “Why would we need a holding cell?”

	“That’s where you put power-hungry pretenders who usurp our entire family.” Sakira’s blue gaze flashes to me. Alette steps beside her, tossing a throwing knife in one hand, and the soldiers open their clenched fists, their palms filling with crackling spheres of lightning and fire. “At least, I don’t remember you saying she ever offered your throne back after she stopped Kasta?”

	And my hope that Sakira would be the answer to my problems abruptly dies. But worse is the truth in her words. Returning Jet’s crown was something I very much could have done. Something I’d even planned on doing at one point, until I didn’t.

	“Hold on.” Marcus lifts his bow, and Sakira’s soldiers ready their magic in response. “What do you mean by this?”

	The princess raises two fingers for her soldiers to wait. “I realize it’s probably hard for the rest of you to see, but that’s the terrible thing about Influence, isn’t it? You never know when you’re under it, because she literally has the power to make you forgive and forget. You could get away with anything with power like that. You could get away with murder.”

	That darkness flashes in her eyes again. She can’t know what I nearly did to Kasta—she can’t—but I’m suddenly paranoid she does.

	“I would never use it like that,” I say through my teeth.

	“Wouldn’t you?” She slowly draws her sword. “It must just be coincidence, then, that the very day after my father threatened to take your crown, he wound up dead.”

	And the understanding of where this is coming from hits me in a punch. “Wait. The Mestrah’s death was not my fault.” I don’t know why I glance at Jet. “That was from his magic, he used too much of it interrogating the assassins! And I didn’t usurp Kasta, I stopped him so he wouldn’t blow up this war.”

	Her laugh is sharp. “Yes, you’ve always had all kinds of ideas about what makes a good ruler, haven’t you?” Ice frosts her blade as she starts forward. Alette and the others follow, more and more of them flashing into view. Now there are forty soldiers. Fifty. “I think you finally cracked and found the taste of power very sweet. I don’t even blame you. But even Jet agreed, after your little confession yesterday, that it’s time to do something about it.” 

	I look in disbelief to Jet. “What?”

	He quickly shakes his head. “You’re twisting my words a bit, sister.” A glance at me. “I did admit I was a little worried, but not to this level.”

	Melia shifts at my side. Marcus draws closer, his crossbow ready. But their eyes are on Jet, and I realize I’m not actually sure if they’d listen to me over him. Which is also wrong. 

	When did I stop trusting them? 

	Jet hastily continues. “Sakira, I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but let’s talk about this. We’re already strapped on time, we need to get to Greka.”

	“No,” Sakira growls. “What we need is someone to answer for Father’s death. She could have stopped the Wyri earlier. She stopped Kasta, she could have stopped them. So now I’m going to do it.” 

	“You’re just upset—”

	“Actually, I’m thinking clearer than I ever have.” She nods to Alette, who motions for other soldiers to surround us. “See, I already have a deal with the Wyri queen. It turns out she’s very willing to negotiate with a true royal. And she’s made me a very simple offer: we bring Zahru in to sign surrender terms, and she’ll place me—or both of us, if you want—in as her rulers in Orkena. No battles, just peace.”  

	Marcus lowers his crossbow in surprise. Melia covers her mouth, and a chill streaks through my blood. 

	No wonder the princess responded so eagerly to Hen’s request.

	“You’re the Wyri traitor?” I say.

	Jet finally grabs the hilt of his sword. “You made a deal with the enemy? But you can’t think that would work, we’ve been offering peace for weeks!”

	Sakira sneers. “At the word of a manipulative, vengeful commoner who’s drunk on power she was never meant to have?”

	“Hey,” I snap. “I have not manipulated—” The Amian king I twisted to Orkena’s cause; Jet’s eyes going dull and vacant. Kasta bowing to me in the armory. “. . . That many people,” I choke out.

	Sakira ignores me. “I’m doing this for you, too, brother. I know how much you care for her. I know you’re worried what the Wyri will do. But trust me. This is what I’m best at. We can make peace, and we can even save Zahru in the process. In more ways than one.”

	I don’t like the sound of this at all or the way Jet’s hand drops from his sword. I reach for my cuff. 

	Jet catches my wrist, covering it. “Wait,” he pleads.

	I jerk back in disbelief. “Jet?”

	“I’m sorry.” His grip tightens. “I just—don’t use that on her.”

	Sakira smiles.

	“She’s going to drag me to the Wyri like a trophy,” I say, because maybe we’re not hearing the same plan. “Their queen has made it very clear that she wants us to bleed.”

	“Aera,” Marcus says, addressing Jet. “I think we need to consider that this plan is plain yogurt.”

	“Plain yogurt?” Jet says.

	“Unstable, tasteless, and messy,” Marcus confirms.

	Melia has already drawn the pouch of blight powder from her hip. “Seconded. Also, I will not be breaking my sacred advisor’s oath or my friendship with Zahru to follow some misguided savior downriver.” She pats the pouch. “This first pinch of powder is yours, if needed.”

	Jet flinches but doesn’t release me. “All right.” The air shifts as he puts up his Soundbending bubble. “All right. But let’s think about what we can reasonably do. We’re outnumbered, and none of you are going to attack my sister. If we agree to go along now, we can think up a better plan. I can make Sakira see reason. She’s clearly feeling lost, she’s hurting from our father’s death, but ultimately I know she’ll do what’s right . . .” He looks between the three of us, and his eyes narrow. “Wait. Where’s Hen?”

	And all I can do is smile. I hadn’t noticed Hen missing yet either, but she’s not up to any good if she managed to sneak away unnoticed.

	From the dawning dread on Jet’s face, I’d say he’s realizing that, too.

	“Oh, no,” he says.

	An explosion rocks the ground. A column of sand surges behind Sakira, splattering us with mud, rippling back through her army. Orange sand swirls around their invisible bodies as they cry out, sixty or seventy of them in total, before they disappear again under the effects of their Mirage spells. Sakira is just getting her bearings, turning to shout at her soldiers, when another explosion thunders through the center of the group. 

	The army scatters.

	“Up there!” Alette grabs Sakira’s arm.

	Hen stands on the flat roof of the abandoned spell shop like the god of chaos himself, her bare arms glowing with spells, her eyes and hands filled with white fire. Her dark hair floats around her face in serpentine strands. I have no idea how many spells she’s used or if it’s even safe, but I’ve never been happier to see her terrorizing people.

	She raises a hand to throw another fiery ball.

	Sakira whirls on her invisible soldiers. “You, get her down! You, help me with the Mestrah.” Another explosion rocks the back of the group. She turns to Alette. “And you get to safety and get the boats ready.”

	Alette squeezes her shoulder. “Be careful.”

	“I will.” 

	Alette departs, and a handful of soldiers with her. When the princess turns back to us, her eyes are hard. “Jet . . .”

	“Sakira,” Jet pleads, backing away, pulling me. 

	A Firespinner and two Waterweavers converge on Melia and Marcus, balls of flame and ice in their fingers. Marcus draws two swords that had looked like part of his armor until he touched them, and suddenly the soldiers don’t look as brave as he raises the jagged weapons in his considerably large arms. Melia has a handful of powder ready. Another pair of soldiers tries to join Sakira, but Jade cuts them off with a snarl. 

	“Hand her over,” Sakira says.

	Jet slowly draws his sword. “I don’t know . . .”

	“You don’t know?” I snap.

	“Oh, you siren.” Sakira’s gaze flashes to me. “Are you still controlling him somehow?”

	I yank my captive wrist. “Don’t you think I’d make him let go if I was?”

	“True manipulation runs deeper than that.” She strikes for me, but Jet rams his sword between us, the steel shrieking.

	“Sakira,” he says again.

	She shoves away. “Are you sleeping together?” 

	I don’t know why this gets under my skin, but I grit my teeth. “As if I’d need to. Once I get this off, I’ll show you what I can do.”

	“Ladies,” Jet says, exasperated.

	Sakira strikes again. Jet blocks. I try to twist free, and Jet somehow keeps both me captive and Sakira away, adjusting the grip on his sword as he pulls me behind him, every movement smooth and firm. 

	“Let me go!” I say. 

	“You literally just threatened her,” he says, and to his sister: “And you—”

	“I just wondered if that was her style.” Sunlight glances from Sakira’s red eyeliner as she circles us. “I heard she brought Kasta to his knees in more ways than one.”

	This comment is way too close for comfort, and I lunge for Jet’s sword, but he ducks to block me and counters another three slices from Sakira, all while keeping a maddeningly unbreakable grip on my wrist. And I know he’s literally the best swordsman in Orkena, but this is getting ridiculous.

	“You know,” I say, prying at Jet’s fingers. “When I asked what happened to the girl who would do anything to protect her country, this is not what I meant!”

	Sakira smirks, her eyes on her brother. “Your pep talk was invigorating. That’s when I realized it was actually you who cost me my win, not to mention I promised I’d make your life a living nightmare if you told anyone I was alive. Which you did as quickly as possible. But it was my father’s murder that was the last straw.”

	“His death wasn’t murder—”

	“Sakira, please,” Jet says, countering another blow. “Think this through. Of course the Wyri will promise you anything right now, until you get down there”—He blocks another blow—“and then it’s very likely they’ll kill you both and advance on us with your heads on spears. They hate us.” He turns me around just as I try to twist again from his grip. “Why would they make an exception for you?”

	Sakira scoffs, twirling her sword in frustration. “When are you going to figure out, brother, that I’m the one everyone makes an exception for?”

	An explosion close to Sakira makes all of us duck. Another of Hen’s spells. Melia sprints by me under a splatter of sand, tugging hard on Jet’s arm, and I have no choice but to follow as he hauls me with him. We dodge a pile of inert soldiers. White light flashes from Marcus’s sword as he adds one more body to the heap, then he and Jade sprint to join us.

	“Sleep enchantment,” Marcus explains, because I’m gaping over my shoulder in horror. He taps a glowing red stone on one of his sword’s hilts. “Last thing we need right now is to be killing our own.”

	“Jet!” Sakira yells, but Hen tosses a fireball in her path, and she curses as she dives away.

	We streak down an alley. Hen remains above, leaping the short distance between rooftops like a gazelle, occasionally turning to throw another white ball. Her eyes have gone back to brown, her hair no longer floats. Her spells are running out.

	Which is fine. We’re almost there.

	Then Melia slides to a stop, and the rest of us nearly run into her. 

	“The boat,” she says.

	Our beautiful luxury vessel—custom designed for this mission—smolders on the shore in a pile of ash. 
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	MAYBE I’m getting too used to worst-case scenarios, because I don’t even miss a beat.

	“Sakira said her ships were to the north,” I say, and we’re off, around a bend, through towering red reeds, until Sakira’s small fleet comes into view. Her personal ship is easy to spot amongst a collection of smaller, aging merchant vessels. Black iron railings frame a polished redwood hull in looping gods’ symbols, the prow tapered like the nose of an oil lamp. Pillows and silver trays of food glimmer beneath a long scarlet canopy.

	Alette is already on board, helping the crew prepare the ship to leave.

	And Sakira’s accusations make magic the last thing I want to use right now, but Melia’s right: I’m usually under control. And it’s not even a question when it comes to choosing between a twist of Influence or my friends’ safety.

	Jet catches the look on my face. “Oh, no. Maybe I should just stay here and let Sakira kill me now.”

	“After what she did to ours and what she wants to do to me?” My laugh is ice. “We’re taking her ship. I’m just going to make the crew leave. Marcus can tackle me if I start doing more than that. Can you please let me go now?”

	But though I say that last request gently, his jaw twitches like I’m asking much more.

	Hen pops up beside us. “I have sleeping potions, too. Z won’t be going dark on my watch.”

	For the record, this is not comforting, but Jet finally releases me, and I try to ignore the relief that spills through me as I rip the forsvine cuff off and drop it into Hen’s hand. Power pours into my blood. Even being able to hear the shy calls of safe? safe? by the loons on the shore nearly brings tears to my eyes.

	On board the ship, Alette turns and sees us.

	I raise my hands. “I’m only going change a couple of them. You all might have to fight the others—”

	“Go,” shouts Alette. “Go, go!”

	. . . And she and the other soldiers bolt down the gangplank, across the mud, and out of sight through the palms. 

	I watch the place they disappeared, stunned. “I didn’t even do anything yet.”

	Marcus grins. “You think they want to face you, oh villainous one, with the reputation Sakira has given you? Come on, before the princess makes Jet choose again.”

	Hen hands me my cuff, and my stomach lurches as its frigid bite sinks into my bones. The quiet chatter of the loons vanishes, and I start after them with a huff. 

	“I am not the villain,” I grumble. “I started this thing as a human sacrifice, I get a pass.”

	Hen hooks her arm through mine. “Justifying your questionable decisions with your tragic past. Maybe this is just how you get your start.”

	“Stop it.”

	She beams, like it makes no difference to her either way. “You’ll keep me on as second-in-command, right? When you take over the entire world? I’m a very useful person to have around. You just saw how useful.”

	“Hen, I’m not going to take over the world—”

	“I’m going to need a yes or no answer to that first question. Otherwise I’ll need to start making other arrangements.”

	I sigh. This is one of those times when I can’t tell if she’s joking, which likely means she isn’t. 

	“Yes,” I say. “Yes, I would keep you on as second-in-command.”
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	One of the first things we realize as we set out on Sakira’s boat is just how much we’ve lost. Things like all our extra clothes and sandals and Jade’s provisions, though we find plenty of fresh cod and perch in Sakira’s ice chest. But worst of all, we’ve lost our communication scrolls.

	Except, of course, for the one I have hidden.

	I hate everything right now.

	Marcus claps my shoulder as he comes under the boat’s central canopy. “I’m sorry, Mestrah. I should have at least kept my cousin’s scroll on me. The last I heard from her, the Grekan queen still wasn’t sure. I was planning to update them on how things went with Sakira. The princess’s support would have gone very far.”

	“It’s all right,” I say, though I don’t follow him into the luxurious seating area where the rest of my advisors sit amongst tasseled pillows. Sakira’s boat isn’t quite as large as the one we lost, but it’s just as lavish, with gilded rugs and swords and lilies carved into the deck and twice the amount of food. I wish I could enjoy any of it knowing that we’re now racing to the northern fleet not to make good time, but to escape the princess chasing us.

	Jet is doing a very good job of avoiding my eye.

	I lean my head against the canopy post. “I should have kept the General’s on me, too. I just didn’t even think . . .”

	Melia tsks. “And you should not have had to. Sakira is not a threat we should be dealing with now or ever.” Jet winces, and Melia touches his arm. “This is not your fault, aera. You could not have known, either, and I’m sure it was the Wyri who put those ideas in her head. Especially the ones about Zahru.”

	They both glance at me, but Jet instantly looks away again, and I don’t think I imagine the worried set of Melia’s mouth when she meets his eye. Sakira twisted everything she knows about me and made it sound devious. I want to believe my advisors wouldn’t give her words a second thought, except there’s a harrowing string of truth pulling it all together: I have changed. And done things I never thought I would. And even though they clearly believe I’m not at the level Sakira accused me of, what if they start worrying that I’m headed there? And considering what I’m still hiding from them—

	“I need some air,” I say, pushing off the post. 

	“All right,” Marcus says.

	No one follows or asks if I want company this time. Not even Hen. They let me go, and I tell myself it’s because they know I need space and not because I can already hear them whispering behind my back.

	I step into the hot sun and pull up the hood of my golden cooling cloak as I approach the captain’s area at the stern of the ship. The spells that power the boat glow white against a polished altar made just for the purpose. I slump behind it, out of sight of my advisors, where I can face the river and breathe. The shoreline widens and shrinks. Clusters of ruby reeds glitter against sapphire water, the boats we pass growing smaller and disappearing around bends. No sign yet, mercifully, of Sakira’s merchant boats. Only the desert burns in the background, deep orange plateaus shimmering with steam.

	And then I curse under my breath and pull Kasta’s listening scroll from its hiding place.

	I will tell my friends about this. But I’m also hoping I might be able to convince Kasta, at the end of this conversation, to pass the scroll on to my father. After the chaos of the day, none of my advisors will even blink if I claim to have suddenly remembered I’d tucked my father’s scroll away for safekeeping.

	The same words mark the parchment as before: Don’t be stubborn. 

	I slide the small, white-feathered quill from its center and slash the text so it disappears. 

	And feel my pride actually dying with each stroke of ink.

	Marcus’s contact for Greka can’t get us the meeting we need, I write. Will you write to their queen?

	The ink sinks in. A hot breeze tugs the edge of my cooling cloak. I loathe every second that ticks by for how much closer it brings him to seeing this. To the smirk I know he’ll be wearing, and how insufferable he’ll be about it.

	He must have the scroll open on his desk, waiting for this, because it’s barely a minute before new words surface.

	I’m sorry, are you saying you need my help?

	I hate him. Yes.

	I don’t see those words on there. Try again.

	Oh yes, he’s going to be insufferable. I press the quill hard into the paper. I need your help. 

	Once more. You’ve been avoiding me for weeks, Zahru.

	I need— I scowl and cross it out. I’ve written it plenty, will you please?

	A pause. A pause long enough that I fret he won’t do anything until I comply, but finally new ink appears.

	Yes.

	Thank you, I write, breathing out. Except now I need to convince him to give this scroll to my father. Which will likely involve the use of another need, except before I can begin the process of a second humiliation, new words bleed through.

	Has Sakira contacted you?

	I almost laugh, until I remember he shouldn’t even know she’s alive.

	Maybe, I write. How do you know about her?

	Don’t meet her in private. She might be our traitor. It would be very easy for her to have convinced one of her prior fanatics to kidnap you.

	I also hate when he jumps to paranoid conclusions that are completely accurate.

	And everyone knows about her, he continues, because she’s currently parading around Zandria on the back of that fire mare she stole from our father, spouting some nonsense about you praying for her return, and the gods listening, and that it’s she you’ve been waiting for to end the war. It’s on every message board in Orkena.

	My blood boils. She would. Because now if I come out and call her a traitor it looks like I’m twisting the truth. Like I’m afraid to do what needs to be done.

	Indeed. Not to mention her many supporters will be doubly passionate over her seemingly divine return. You’ll want to be very careful in how you handle this. 

	I know. I press a hand through my hair. Do you think it would be enough if we—

	I jerk the quill away, then rapidly cross out the words that haven’t sunk in yet. I can’t erase what I’ve written, but I can make it unreadable when it appears on his end.

	I almost just asked his advice. 

	How did we suddenly get here, having a normal conversation? 

	Wait, he writes. You’re not arguing with me at all.

	It seems unwise to respond to this, even if I’m not sure what he’s getting at.

	Anyway, I continue. Thanks for the warning, can you pass this scroll on to my father? I lost his.

	She already attacked you, didn’t she? Are you safe?

	My throat tightens. Not only for how easily he just put this together, but for how fast and heavy the letters appear, as if he’s worried.

	I remind myself he also just made me beg for his help with Greka.

	We’re still on route, I write, as if that’s what he’s asking.

	But separated from your belongings. You could also have written the General to make these requests. 

	I was getting to that when I saw you’d written, I quickly lie. Foolish of me to think asking you would be faster—

	You don’t have any other scrolls, do you?

	I grind my teeth. This is also the last thing I need right now, but before I can think of a way out of this, new words appear, slick and amused.

	You keep mine on you?

	I press a little too hard on my response. Don’t read into it. Yes, fine, your sister burned my ship, and I just happened to have your scroll on me at the time. That’s it. Two nights ago doesn’t change that even after all your promises last moon about us being partners, you were still hiding something major from me.

	His letters come slow, then certain. So that’s what you’re still upset about. Not so much that I designed the knives, but that I was hiding them from you?

	I do not like the direction this is headed, and I choose to ignore it. Give this to my father. That’s an order.

	I can practically feel him smiling. If only your magic reached this far.

	KASTA—

	No, this is how this is going to work: you’re going to stop treating me like a resource, and I’m going to be able to actually help you. You’ve just lost your ties to the palace, your strategy for our allies is dubious at best, and you have a new enemy who is very close with your advisors. You need me whether you like it or not. So you’re going to write to the General, on this scroll, that you’re restoring my status. I’m going to fly out and meet you as king, and we’re going to win back these allies, easily and together, just as we did before. And in turn I promise to consult you on all my forthcoming strategies.

	I gape at the page in disbelief. Yes, this is definitely the moment he’s been waiting for, when he can casually demand I restore him as Mestrah in return for critical assistance. This is the same boy who wanted to make sure I was safe a minute ago, and I decide this is how it happens, this is how I officially lose my mind.

	Excuse me? I write. Did you forget I can still reveal you as a Shifter whenever I want?

	We both know you’re not going to unless I move without your permission. But you’ll give it, because you’re going to remember how powerful we are together, and especially of what you once said to me about the importance of taking advisement. And of not twisting the gods’ will to our own.

	My blood burns. Brazen of him to bring up the gods when he’s the reason I was dragged into the Crossing in the first place. They still let me stop you. You’d better write that letter—

	I’ll be waiting.

	And that’s it. That’s how I end up on the wrong side of my own blackmail. I clench the scroll, marveling that it doesn’t burst into flame for how hard I’m glaring at it. This is going to be my life now, I realize. Kasta’s going to keep reaching for power, and I’m going to keep finding ways to deny him, except I can’t seem to actually lock him away or stop kissing him, which means one day I’m going to accidentally restore him as king, and then he’s going to trick me into enacting revenge on Wyrim and every other kingdom that abandoned us and then probably into a war with the gods, so that in the end we’ll not only have destroyed the world but also the afterlife—and I’m possibly getting carried away here except I feel like I’m not too far off.

	Oh, he’s going to answer for this. When I admit to my advisors that I have his scroll. 

	Except that was a much longer conversation than I was planning to have, and I shove the scroll into my tunic, bracing myself to turn and see Hen’s unamused face. But she’s not there.

	She’s wavering on her feet beneath the canopy, paler than I’ve ever seen.

	“Hen?” I shove to my feet.

	Her smile is weak. “Just need . . . a minute,” she says, before she stumbles to the side railing and throws up.
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	“HEN!” I cry, darting to her side.

	Melia joins us in an instant. “Does she get seasick?”

	“No.” I lift Hen’s hair back, baffled. “I don’t know if I’ve ever seen her sick.”

	Melia touches soft fingers to Hen’s bare shoulder. “Hmm. I think it’s spell rebound. I’ll need a tonic, but of course all of mine were on the other ship. Hopefully Sakira has a Healer’s cache. Bring her belowdecks, when she’s able?”

	“Of course.”

	“I’m fine,” Hen says, looking rather green as she straightens. “Just give me—”

	She retches again, and I rub her back, casting a worried glance toward the open lounge. Marcus must have gone belowdecks already, but Jet’s on his way, settling on Hen’s other side.

	“How many of those spells did you use?” he asks.

	Hen gags. “Like probably a thousand.”

	“That sounds like an extreme exaggeration,” Jet scolds. “But even ten at once can cause this.” His eyes widen. “Which you should know. Your mother is a Potionmaker, why in the gods’ names would you—” 

	“Shh, shh,” Hen says, tipping her head back against mine. “It was worth it.”

	Jet’s brown eyes slide to me. And something steadies in his gaze.

	“Right.” But his voice is soft, and when he steps back, he opens his arm. “Do you want help getting her belowdecks?”

	“Nope, I’m good.” Hen stumbles against me.

	“Yes, please help me,” I say, barely pivoting Hen in time so she’s sick over the rail again and not on our feet.

	But even supported by Jet and me, every step Hen takes across the deck makes her wince. Her skin is clammy, and she shivers in a way that I don’t like at all.

	“There are still stairs, Hen,” I say.

	“I could take on an army right now,” Hen gasps.

	“All right,” Jet says. “This is ridiculous. Even Dominators need help sometimes, and they’re practically immortal. Just—here. Don’t poison me.”

	He scoops her into his arms in one careful motion, and Hen does indeed give him a look like she might poison him, followed by a grimace, and then she leans into his shoulder like she’s laying her head on a spike. But I squeeze her hand, which is far too cold, and lead the way down a narrow set of gold-tipped stairs into an equally narrow hallway. White fire billows smokelessly in lily-shaped sconces. The first door opens to a washroom. The second to a closet that’s probably supposed to be filled with emergency supplies but is currently stacked with jars of wine, and the third finally leads into a cabin where a circular window illuminates a slim bed layered in pink satin. A marble vanity glows in its light, face powders and scrolls crowding its surface. 

	“Oh, good,” Hen says drowsily. “I was hoping I’d get Alette’s room.” 

	Jet adjusts his hold on her. “We’ve taken two steps in and your eyes are still closed. How can you possibly know whose room this is?”

	“Perfume in the air: lavender and vanilla. Windchime on the door that reminds her of the palace gardens. And it just has a lovely feel.”

	I pull back the satin sheets, and Jet scoffs.

	“And she was telling me yesterday that she worries she doesn’t do enough for the team.” He sets her carefully on the bed. “You know our adversaries down to how their rooms feel. You don’t need spells to be dangerous or useful, Hen. Don’t you ever tell me that again.”

	Hen, who had been wiggling to get away from him, goes still. “So it’s all right for me to sneak around in nobles’ rooms? It’s useful?”

	“No, I . . .” Jet quickly pulls back. “That is not the point here—Zahru, you talk some sense into her—”

	I sink onto the edge of the bed, snickering. “You’re doing more than enough,” I assure her, pulling the sheets up. “Is that what all this was about?”

	“Traitor,” she grumbles at Jet. 

	“All right,” Melia says, striding in with a wooden tray cluttered with clay jars. “I found a few things to ease your symptoms, Hen, but unfortunately there’s nothing else I can do with my magic. Give me a cut or a bruise any day, but I cannot replace raw power when it has been gutted like this.” She sets the tray on the vanity, scooting Alette’s face powders aside. “You’ll be good as new soon enough. But you’ll have to do so the old-fashioned way: with rest.”

	A muscle twitches in Jet’s jaw, and as Melia pulls the cork from the tallest jar, I’m reminded that this scene is all too familiar for him. This is how his father died, after all. Not that Hen is immediately in the same danger unless she abuses spells often, but Jet had to watch his father get weaker like this year after year, his magic steadily draining his strength. All while Healers otherwise have the power to reattach limbs and cure plagues. I know Jet still feels conflicted about the gods’ existence because of it. That his father could dedicate his life to serving them, to doing right by the gods and using the power they’d given him, only to die by it before even seeing his thirty-ninth summer. 

	Except when I glance over, it’s me he’s looking at.

	“Feel better, Hen,” he mutters, avoiding my eye on his way out. 

	I watch him leave. So does Hen, though she looks more puzzled than anything, which is not an expression I’m used to seeing on her. Or maybe this is just what she looks like when she’s nauseous.

	“Mez ah,” Melia says, which I think is Amian for poor dear. She brushes Hen’s hair aside and sets a cloth over her pale forehead that glows with a Warming spell. “This is about the worst I’ve seen it. Then again, I have never seen anyone try more than six spells at once.”

	“You were terrifying out there,” I tell Hen, because it’s true, and also I know that’s what she likes to hear. “But yes, definitely let us help next time.”

	Hen grunts. “Maybe.”

	“Is there anything else I can get you? Tea? Sakira probably has books . . .”

	But Hen only winces and pulls the covers higher, and helplessness stirs my gut. I can’t stand seeing her like this. As queen there should be no solution out of my reach, no one and nothing I can’t fetch to help her . . . and then, like a stone sinking in my gut, I realize there’s a very easy way I could get her mind off of the pain. One I’m already regretting even as the idea forms.

	But it would work. What I have in mind would definitely work, and if I’m honest, it’s past time for me to tell Hen about this. There used to be nothing I couldn’t confide in her, especially regarding romantic partners. Which this absolutely isn’t. Which means it will be very easy to talk about, and I decide this is how I’ll reassure myself that it’s nothing, too.

	This is going to be so awkward. 

	But if it makes Hen smile, it will be worth it.

	I fuss with the golden edge of my cape. “What if, um, I tell you what’s going on with me and Kasta?”

	It’s like watching someone come back from death. Hen’s eyes widen and she sits up a little and I swear tiny fireworks spark behind her eyes in anticipation.

	“Yes,” she says, very loudly. 

	Melia takes a knife to a knot of ginger. “Oh, good. I would like to hear this as well.”

	“All right, but look,” I say, though I can’t quite regret doing this when I see the delight on Hen’s face. “I’m warning you both now that this is not what you think, and you’re going to be disappointed when you hear what it really is. Also, I’m only telling you if Hen promises to get better.”

	“Oh yes.” Hen props herself on one elbow. “I feel better already.”

	Melia presses her back down. “You can feel better lying down. And here.”

	She hands Hen a sliver of fresh ginger. Hen’s so focused on me that she pops it into her mouth without even looking to verify that it’s food.

	I reach tentatively inside my tunic for Kasta’s scroll. “Good. Fine. So, first, I’m going to admit that I have his scroll. Which I only brought for emergencies, I have not written to him otherwise . . .” Except I can’t find the scroll. I swear I hid it on this side, and I look down the neck of my tunic, but there’s nothing there. Rie, I hope it didn’t fall out and roll overboard when I was running to help Hen—

	“Is it this one?” Hen chirps.

	She’s holding a familiar roll of white parchment.

	I snatch Kasta’s scroll back in disbelief. “How did you—” I blanch. “Did you pick this off of me while you were throwing up over the railing?”

	“It was right there,” Hen says.

	“Gods, Hen—”

	“So he is coming to help, then?” Melia says, stirring together a paste.

	“I . . .” I’m not sure how to answer this, especially as Melia is already assuming I both wrote to Kasta and that he agreed to assist. “No, he kind of wants his crown back in order to help us. Which I said no to. Quickly.”

	Hen purses her lips. “Bold of him. But then, I suppose when you’re bedding someone, you feel comfortable making these kinds of demands.”

	I laugh, as if this suggestion is not flushing me with heat. “Oh, no, no, no. If you knew the conversation we just had—”

	“Is she so off?” Melia lowers her stirring stick.

	“Yes,” I snap, shoving the scroll into my belt. “Stop it. You know there’s no bedding happening, and nothing has changed since you two asked why he kissed me during the sparring match last moon.”

	“Except Hen tells me you have kissed him again,” Melia says.

	“I didn’t—” But Hen’s eyes are watering from the pain, and gods help me if I keep lying to her. “—mean to, it just kind of happened.”

	“I told you,” Hen whispers to Melia. 

	“I know,” Melia whispers back.

	I shoot them a glare. “And also like I told you before, it’s just our gods’ marks drawing us together. Because trust me, I’m still very mad at him for the knives, and he clearly has no problem saying no to me often and at critical moments. And it was just this perfect storm of . . .” I drop my hands. “I don’t even know. I was exhausted, he’d just saved me from abduction, he was freaking out about the gods being against him, and I didn’t want to use Influence to calm him down because I’d just learned that might hurt him, and then I just . . .”

	Hen sighs in absolute contentment, though Melia abruptly lowers the jar. “You kissed him?”

	Oh, gods. “Very quickly and with instant regret.”

	“And how far did it go this time?”

	“What?”

	“The world saw how you were kissing him in that arena. That was not the kiss of people who stop at kissing.”

	My stomach dives. “Oh, no, it wasn’t anything like that!” And I really did not need another reminder of how terribly good kissing him feels. “It was just a peck, really. Like you’d give to any friend . . . or casual nemesis . . .”

	“Because you realize you are Mestrah now.” Melia pulls a small stool next to the bed. “And that your romantic entanglements can result in blackmail or royal heirs? If we need to find a remedy for this, we should get someone working on a counter charm sooner than later.”

	“Right,” I say, relieved she believes the marks really could be behind it. “Good point. I’ll get the Scholars on it right away.”

	She presses her thumb moodily through the gray paste. “This would all be much easier if you’d just send him away.”

	“No, I—”

	It’s out of my mouth too fast, and Melia pauses in streaking the paste across Hen’s temple. Hen blinks her eyes open like I’ve said tomorrow is her birthday.

	I think I’m sweating more than she is. “I mean, he’s still way more valuable to us here. Gods know what he’ll do if I exile him, probably charm his way into one of our ex-allies’ courts and join Wyrim.”

	“I can see that happening.” Hen’s eyes close dreamily. “Is this a Sleeping balm?”

	Melia wipes her thumb on her Healer’s cloth. “Yes. It will help you reach a much more restorative sleep.” She glances at me through thick lashes. “And you should have a plan, then, for what you’ll do once you’re carrying Kasta’s heir. Since you are so set on ignoring me.”

	I almost die. “Oh my gods, I am not going to sleep with him!”

	“You would not usually frame people either, but these are the kinds of things pressure can drive you to. Besides, if this is truly the gods pulling you together, I’m not sure you have a choice.”

	A hollow opens in my gut. In truth, I have no idea if gods’ marks can draw people together, it just seemed like the far safer explanation for why I can’t get Kasta out of my head. But the reminder of Melia’s unshakeable faith—that everything has worked out as it’s supposed to, that my life will continue to bend to the gods’ will—strikes a far deeper warning. Maybe I’m only delaying the inevitable when it comes to Influence.

	Maybe I’m only delaying the inevitable when it comes to Kasta. 

	“It’s not going to get that far.” I pull my hand from the tiny circles of Numet that line my tunic. “I’m aware of it now, plus I’m wearing forsvine, which might help, so now I’ll just have two things to watch out for. Besides, I have amazing self-control. This one time, travelers left an entire satchel of dark chocolate in our stable, and I didn’t even eat”—I clear my throat—“more than a couple tiny bites of it before taking it back to them. So, see? Totally controlled. Hen, tell her how much self-control I have.”

	Hen just breathes, completely asleep.

	Melia sets the paste jar back on the tray. “Fine. But I am just petty enough to hold this against you for the rest of your life if you don’t listen to me, and I am not babysitting.”

	I push up from the bed, wiping my palms on my legs. “Fair enough.”

	I’ve almost made it to the door, internally celebrating that I’ve survived confessing to yet another secret, when I hear Melia turn.

	“Mestrah?”

	My fingers tighten on the crescent moon handle. Sunlight from the bedroom’s round window frames Melia’s soft jawline; adds a shimmer of gold to her skin.

	“You would tell us if this was more, yes?” she says. “Do I need to remind you of the lengths Kasta would go to win this war? Or how ruthless he can be when it comes to something he wants?”

	By which she means his crown, of course, and I have to wrestle back another stressed smile. Because of course I know this. I just got very strong confirmation of it, except all I’m realizing as I look at her is that, yes, Kasta usually is ruthless in getting what he wants, except he could have done so much worse to get back his throne. He could have held the knowledge of my magic against me until I yielded. He could have let me be kidnapped. He could have supported the Runemaster’s story, and yes, that came with the risk of civil war, but also a sure way back to power.

	I can still feel that terrible pull between us after I kissed him. The tempting truth in his words when he reminded me how formidable we are together.

	Are you ready to admit you were wrong yet?

	I smile. “Of course I would tell you. Seriously, you have nothing to worry about.” 
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	I SPEND the rest of the day pretending I’m not headed for an existential crisis, alternating between checking in on Hen and sitting in the pillow lounge with Marcus, as he’s the only one of my friends now who has not actually or nearly betrayed me or interrogated me about topics whose existence I would like to ignore. I grin as he tells me about his upcoming wedding plans with Tomás, his fiancé, and the live cranes they will have, and of course all the delectable and fantastic desserts he’s assured me I’ll sample in full. His warm, deep voice is just enough to chase the whispers from my head. Both the dangerous ones that keep drifting to Kasta, and especially the one noting that as soon as I came topside, Jet went back downstairs.

	The sun sets. Melia and Marcus make lentil soup for dinner. Jet stays belowdecks, and torches glitter like fireflies in the towns we’re passing until we enter a stretch of empty desert and stars so vast it makes me feel like a speck of sand.

	Alone at the front of the ship, soup warming my stomach, I pull my traveling cloak tighter against the night air. Kasta’s no-longer-hidden scroll taps my elbow. I’m ignoring that I still need to figure out a way to get his help as much as I’m ignoring that I’ve now told all of my friends except Jet about that scroll, because something far worse keeps eating at me.

	Like how differently today could have gone. Like how Hen would not be in that sickbed if I’d just changed Sakira’s mind. 

	Or Jet’s.

	My forsvine cuff burns gold in the torchlight.

	“Wumph,” Jade snorts, pressing her soft head into my hand. I shove the eerie thoughts away and drop to a knee, smiling at the way her cat eyes close when I scrub her spotted head. Except, of course, I can’t hear her beyond a happy pant. Which I do not care about, because I need this cuff, because I’m already having enough questionable thoughts with it on and Numet knows what I’d do with it off.

	“You did good today, too,” I say. “You were very brave.”

	The leopard yawns and stretches and immediately trots away to greet Jet, who has nearly reached us.

	Speaking of things I wish had gone differently today.

	“Oh,” I say, rising. “Look who’s finally coming over. Option number two of three for ‘royal heirs who are going to drive me over the edge.’”

	Jet gives me a pained smile. He’s changed since the fight with Sakira into a fresh blue tunic, silver plating the pleats of his kilt, a new pattern of crescent moons shaved into the sides of his black hair. A full chest plate protects his torso. With the Wyri and their forsvine, he can’t wear the traditionally sparse Orkenian armor, which would cover only one shoulder and part of the chest and rely on Protection spells for the rest. Still, one such spell glows white on his forearm, the looping lines of Cybil’s shield.

	He carries two crystal cups of tuska, a palace delicacy of chocolate mousse and prickly pear fruit cut to into tiny roses. He switches these to one hand to pet Jade, who rubs his leg in a shameless display of flattery. 

	“Back there with Sakira,” he starts. “I—”

	“Made a foolish mistake and have come to grovel for my forgiveness?”

	His hand pauses on Jade’s head. “Honestly, if that will help, I’ll do it.”

	I face the rail. “I’m not really in the mood to talk about this right now. Try again tomorrow before the next ambush.” 

	Silence. I don’t know if I’m hoping more that he’ll leave or that he’ll stay. I loathe this awkwardness between us, but I don’t know if I’m ready yet for what we’ll undoubtedly unearth. 

	His sandals scuff the deck. 

	He doesn’t go.

	“At least let me say I’m sorry.” He offers me one of the cups. Warm eyes plead above it, the slightest tremble in his fingers.

	This boy who once risked everything for me.

	I sigh. “I seem to recall you still owe me quite a few ‘sorrys’ from the last time you chose one of your unhinged siblings over me and condemned me to a week-long trek across the desert.” But of course I snatch the tuska.

	He breathes out in relief. “I know. It’s really becoming a very strange problem, but I’d hoped . . . I mean, you have to understand this one at least a little, right? If that were Hen, and you were in my place?”

	I take up the spoon. “Of course I understand why you picked her. That’s not what I’m upset about.”

	“Then what is it?”

	I turn over a little rose in the mousse. Here is the door I’m terrified of opening, but I think it’s time. “You don’t trust me anymore.”

	“That’s not true—”

	“You thought I’d hurt her.”

	Crickets chirp. Jet has yet to touch his spoon, but I finally give in, scooping one of the flowers and a dollop of mousse into my mouth. The bitter chocolate offsets the sweet fruit to perfection, and for a moment I forget the tightness in my chest.

	“I’m just . . . not sure,” Jet says. “We don’t understand what’s going on with your magic yet. I’d rather be careful than sorry.”

	“But everyone else trusts me with it! And we know from me practicing all moon that most of the time I’m fine. I even tried right after the war meeting when I was super stressed, and I couldn’t make it happen again.”

	He straightens. “That’s what you were doing above the public garden?”

	Oh, Rie. “Obviously not, that would be completely inappropriate.” I take another giant bite of mousse, praying he leaves it there. “The poin if, I wouf be carefuf.”

	His eyes narrow. It occurs to me that I am possibly not a good liar without Influence. 

	Neither of us points out that he has not trusted me since long before that night.

	He rests a forearm on the rail. “All right, then let’s get it all out there and move forward with a clean slate. You’ve told me everything important that you’ve done up to this point, magic or no, right?”

	I pause with another bite centimeters from my lips. There are two things I could tell him here: that I used Influence on him while he was with his dying father so he wouldn’t stop me from framing Kasta, or that Influence almost pushed me to kill Kasta but that I instead decided to rip an actual piece of Kasta’s personality out of his brain. I do not see either of these making Jet any more comfortable with this situation.

	Jet points at me with his spoon. “You see? Do you see why I have trust issues?”

	I slump moodily against the rail. “All right, fine, but that still has nothing to do with your sister! There are a couple of—small things that you don’t know about, and I’ll happily tell you about them as soon as you explain why you won’t touch me anymore unless I’m wearing forsvine.”

	He gapes. “Maybe you could start with explaining why you can’t stop kissing my brother?”

	I almost drop the dessert. “How do you know about that?”

	“I didn’t want to! But you left the door open in Hen’s sickroom, and there are certain words that stand out. And if you’re wondering, yes, I know you have his scroll, too.”

	“Then you also should have heard me explaining, just like before, that it’s our gods’ marks pulling us together. It’s nothing. As evidenced by him not helping us even now.”

	He gives me a look. “Except you keep seeing him in private, even knowing that. You already know my doubts that the gods have any real hand in our lives, so let me put this another way: if the marks are from the gods and not simply a biological reaction to the magic in that knife, then Kasta’s mark can’t possibly be active right now, because when he took on the Shifter’s curse, he not only lost Influence, he became the most gods-despised creature in our world. Thus there’s no way any kind of divine pull is happening, because at this point he’s literally the opposite of what any Orkenian king is meant to be.”

	For a moment I can only gawk at his audacity to think this through. He knows I made up the part about the gods’ marks. From how loud we’re talking, half of the desert probably knows as well, except when I glance in a panic toward Melia and Marcus, they’re still chatting away beneath the canopy, only glancing over when they notice me looking. Jet is keeping our voices mercifully contained. But if I don’t know why I can’t stay away from Kasta, I’m certainly not going to try and explain it to Jet, and I scramble for the easiest way out of this.

	“Yeah? Well—Hen really pulled through for us today, didn’t she? It’s nice to see you two becoming such great friends.”

	“What?” He laughs, but as I’d counted on, can’t quite let this go. “‘Great friends?’ Are you talking about the girl who almost set me on fire today?”

	“That was unfortunate, but don’t the best partnerships always start off a little questionably?”

	“No. No they don’t, that’s not anyone’s philosophy, and all that’s happened is that I now have someone else to keep track of. That girl is a menace, she’s reckless and meddlesome and has no sense of personal boundaries, and you’re changing the subject.”

	“Because I don’t know!” I drop the tuska onto the flat rail. “I don’t know. All I know is that I care about you, and honestly today hurt, but you’re still here, and that matters, and I still want you here, just . . .”

	He says nothing, but I can feel the words he’d finish that with in the air: Just not in the way you did before. But that’s not right, either. We’re meant for this, aren’t we? He gave up his dream of traveling for me, he came back for the crown for me, and I risked my life for him, and he’s continued to support me even at the loss of that crown and it should be him haunting my dreams, him I can’t stop thinking about, him who makes my blood heat when I think of us kissing. 

	It should be.

	It should be.

	“I don’t know,” I say.

	“All right,” he says, quietly. But even my cuff can’t block out the way his mouth twitches, the pain that flickers behind his eyes. “Let’s just focus on what we need to do then, yes? And I promise I won’t press you for anything else. I know you have enough to deal with right now.”

	But finally—finally—he reaches for me and slides his hand over mine, and there’s still that same comfort there, that warmth I feared we’d permanently lost, and I’m so relieved I pull him closer and bury my head into his shoulder. His arms come around my back. His head tilts against mine, and slowly we relax, slowly I feel us come back a little, my pulse steadying, the air not so thick.

	Maybe this isn’t gone. Maybe I’m just stressed, and everything will make sense again as soon as I’m not.

	And then the boat lurches to the side. 

	I grab the rail. “That was just an ironic but very normal section of river turbulence, right?”

	But the river is empty. There are no towns on shore, no boats that would make the Guidance spells shift our course.

	“I’m going to fervently hope you’re right—” He grips my arm. “No, watch out!”

	He yanks me behind him as wood explodes around us. I cling to his armor as the boat groans and lists, sharp splinters raining over us, a black harpoon jutting through the deck where I just stood. A chain connects it to something I can’t see in the water. It must be an anchor, because our momentum hauls the boat around it instead of upstream. 

	I almost laugh. “Tell me I’m dreaming. We can’t actually be under attack again?”

	“Then I hope we’re both asleep,” he says. “Marcus! Melia?”

	“Jade,” I call, and my sweet pet sprints to my side.

	Marcus already has his crossbow drawn. “Melia’s gone to get Hen. What do you hear, because I don’t see anyone?”

	“Something humming.” Jet gently guides my hand off of him so he can use his magic again. “Oddly I don’t hear any people—”

	Another CRACK, and the boat shudders as something else hits it at the back. Marcus ushers me ahead, crossbow high, and we make our way quickly under the canopy, Jade glued to my leg, the ship’s Protection wards humming uselessly against whatever hit us. Broken chalices and overturned trays bleed juice and pomegranate seeds all over the pillows. Jet stays at my side, flames shifting up his sword, but all that waits for us at the back is another harpoon. In seconds our speed draws us tight against both chains, and I grip the rail as the boat lurches to a stop.

	Jet curses. “Sakira must have set a trap for us in case we got away. There’s something flashing on the steering column.”

	Marcus kneels before the block of wood. “She definitely did. She would have sailed down this way to meet us this morning, and she could easily have stopped to hide something in the river just in case. This is also the first stretch of open desert without witnesses. That’s a Proximity spell, cleverly painted in clear ink, and the trigger for those harpoons.”

	“I suppose that means these are Wyri technology?” Jet raises his sword over the harpoon, sighing when its enchanted flames snuff out. “Yes. Yes, that’s exactly what it means. We’ll have to abandon ship.”

	I look forlornly at the moonlit bank. At the kilometers of barren desert that I am definitely not looking forward to trekking again. “You know there are probably seventeen more traps on shore, since Sakira knows we have to get off here?” 

	Marcus lowers his looking glass. “That’s confirmed. The alternative is waiting for her to catch up. What do you want to do?”

	I turn to the nearest harpoon. “We don’t have anything that can dissolve the chains?”

	Jet rescues the pile of Hen’s leftover spells from beneath a spilled tray. “Likely not without ruining the ship, too. Looks like she has a couple of Unmaking spells in here, but there’s no way we can apply them to forsvine.”

	“Odd they don’t use more of it.” Marcus kneels beside the harpoon. “It must be hard to make or maybe expensive. A pure chain of forsvine like this would otherwise take out all magic from here to shore, I’d think.”

	I tap my cuff, remembering the shackle Kasta made to contain me in the armory. After I used too much magic against it, it had basically peeled apart. 

	I can’t believe that’s the reason I know this. “It’s also really soft. If they used it in pure form, it would be like wet clay.”

	Footsteps sound belowdecks. Melia emerges from the stairs with Hen in tow, a dagger in her hand, and the spare crossbow in Hen’s. Hen doesn’t look completely back to her old self yet, but thankfully she looks more tired than sick, her cheeks a much healthier shade of beige and some of the mischief back in her eyes.

	“Is everyone all right?” Melia asks, looking first to us, then to the empty ship. “Are we not under attack?”

	Marcus holsters his crossbow. “Not yet, anyway. Sakira set a trap for us, and now we’re deciding whether to risk going to shore or if we can get the boat free. Smart of her to use machines, since Zahru could easily get us away from people.”

	“Maybe,” I say, shooting a glare at Jet, though I don’t think he heard me. He’s watching Jade, who’s watching the chain, hackles raised. Her crouch low and tail flicking, as she’s been trained to do before an attack.

	Jet puts a hand out. “Can the rest of you hear that?”

	“Hear what?” Melia says. 

	Jet enhances the sound with his magic, and a noise like rain against a canopy fills the boat.

	“That’s odd,” Marcus says. “There’s not a cloud in the sky. That’s from the river?”

	“The chains,” Jet says.

	Unease slips through my stomach as we edge toward Jade. The sound grows, no longer needing the help of Jet’s magic to be audible, and Marcus stops us a few paces away from the front rail.

	Jade slinks forward, and Marcus after her, crossbow high.

	And then Marcus promptly scoops my pet up in one arm and lurches away. “Get back!”

	My first thought, as something black and shining spills over the top of the harpoon, is that the chain is liquifying. Morphing, melting, overwhelmed by the magic in our ship. 

	As more of it surges over the harpoon, glistening eyes separating from scurrying legs that clatter in that horrible raindrop noise, I realize we’re not nearly that lucky.

	I grab Melia’s arm. “Oh my gods, are those night widows?”

	She grips me back just as hard. “Of course they are. I hate spiders even more than being wet.”

	All of us bolt for the center of the ship. The black spiders surge up both chains like liquid shadow, twice as large as any real night widows I’ve ever seen, their bodies as big as thumbs but unmistakable in their hourglass shape. A bite from one is poisonous. More than one could easily be fatal. I’m still trying to figure out how this is even possible, how they survived the water and are congregating like this, when Jet shrieks well above his usual vocal range and blasts back a stream of them with a burst of flame from his sword. 

	Legs and tiny gears go flying. 

	They’re mechanical.

	“Zahru!” Marcus says, struggling to hold a flailing Jade. 

	I don’t hesitate this time. I rip my forsvine cuff off and shove it into Melia’s hands.

	“Jade, stop!” I call, relishing the fresh flow of magic in my veins. Jade goes still at once, looking as relieved to hear me as I feel. “You can’t touch the spiders. We don’t know what they’ll do. Stay with me when he puts you down, all right?”

	Stay, she confirms. Zar keep talk?

	I don’t have time to answer. The spiders are closing in, leaving only a small avenue between us and the closest railing.

	“So,” I say. “Not to panic anyone, but do we jump into the river where there might be more of them, or just let them eat us here?”

	“They’re not going to eat us.” Jet makes two more sweeps with his sword. The blade’s blue fire cuts through dozens of spiders at a time, but more pour up in their place. “This is Sakira we’re talking about, remember? They’re probably carrying sleep tonics.”

	I get ahold of Jade’s collar. “I am getting her back so bad for this.”

	Marcus’s double swords slice through a swell of glittering eyes and round bodies. “Zahru, what have we said about you and getting revenge?” 

	I sigh. “That I should probably not.”

	Melia leans closer. “I will help you,” she whispers.

	“Please don’t encourage her,” Jet says.

	Hen bounces next to me. “I have an idea.”

	“No more spells,” I snap.

	“Oh.” She frowns. “But we could blow up the chains.”

	Under any other circumstance, I might have reminded her that explosives are not the answer to everything. But she’s right. We can’t enchant the chains, as Jet and I were considering earlier, but we can affect the wood around them. And the ship is high enough out of the water that if we threw the Firework spells close to the edge, if we could keep the damage to the top of the deck . . .

	Jet whirls, firing four more arcs of flame. Five spiders make it through. Marcus crushes two under his heel; Hen demolishes one with the butt of her crossbow. Melia jumps on another, screaming, and the last nearly makes it to my toes before I smash it with a tray.

	Oil and a pearly white liquid—the color for sleeping potion—oozes from its shell.

	Beyond it, over the back of the ship, new torches glint around a bend in the river. 

	Sakira and her fleet have nearly caught us.

	“Let’s blow the harpoons up,” I say at the same time as everyone else.

	Hen finds the Firework spells in the stack. Melia applies one to Marcus’s arm while Hen puts the other on mine, the ink glowing purple as she dissolves the rice paper backing with a wet cloth. Magic tingles down my wrist, my veins humming with the spell’s power, until a white ball of fire crackles above my palm. Marcus nods that he’s ready. Jet clears a path for us to the boat’s steering block so Marcus can apply another Speed spell, the boat bucking hard as it tries to surge free. Then back we all go to the center of the ship.

	Marcus gestures to the fireballs in each of our hands. “We have to hit both harpoons at the same time. Otherwise our momentum will send us in a circle.”

	“Right,” I say. 

	“One,” Marcus says. “Two—”

	“Wait.” Jet looks over his shoulder at me. “Have you ever thrown a spell before?”

	But I don’t have time to answer logical questions. Marcus yells “Three!” and heaves his fireball toward the prow of our ship, and I utter a prayer and throw mine to the back, crouching over Jade to protect her as explosions rock the boat. Splinters and spider parts rain down on us. Our ship leaps forward. Jet uses his sword to destroy the last of the widows, Melia mutters an Amian curse, and I slip to the back railing, to the side of the jagged new hole.

	Where Sakira’s boats are still gaining. 

	I glance behind me at the spells Hen’s holding, at the look she’s giving me, and before she can put the first one on her arm I turn and reach. A symphony of emotion answers me: anxiousness, excitement, determination, fear. Ribbons of black spark between my fingers. I remind myself to be careful. Sakira could be any of those people, I don’t want to do anything that might hurt her. I must think of her like Hen. 

	I won’t knock them out. We just need the boats to stop, to lose time. 

	Down, down through the tangled threads of emotion I go, searching for the one I want. I’m tempted to stop at their fear, which is the easiest to amplify and takes the longest to wear off, but that also feels like the kind of thing tyrants brag about around campfires—I went right for their fear!—so I move on to their determination, and pull. They’ve been chasing us too long. They can’t do it anymore. They need sleep, they need to eat, and they really don’t want to challenge the group of us right now, especially me, at full strength.

	The boats slow. 

	Magic heats through my veins like wine.

	But though I brace myself for that switch, for some devilish, otherworldly whisper to push me into doing worse . . . all I feel, as Sakira’s ships bob to a stop, is a quiet hollow where worry used to be.

	Marcus whistles as he joins my side. “Wow. They were coming like a storm, and then—oh.” He grins in comprehension. “That was you. Very impressive.”

	I tighten my grip on the rail.

	Melia taps my arm with the forsvine cuff. “Doing all right, Mestrah?”

	“Yes,” I say, snatching the cuff before I change my mind. The sweet aftertaste of magic vanishes from my tongue, and I ignore the urge to throw the cuff as the metal’s nauseating bite takes its place. I think Jet asks me something, too, but I don’t hear what. The wind is in my ears. Water hisses beneath the jagged new holes in the deck. Everything here a physical reminder of how shameless Sakira has been in her attacks, of how bold the Wyri are getting, of the resistance I’m so tired of shouldering alone.

	Sakira wouldn’t dare attack us this openly if Kasta were here.

	Greka would not be a problem with him here either.

	I would not be my friends’ only protection.

	I tell myself that’s all this is. A logical decision based purely on circumstances changing, and not that I was wrong, or that another part of me has felt on edge without Kasta for reasons I refuse to think about. I could still do this without him, I just don’t want to. 

	But he will not be getting his crown back for it. He’s taught me to be far too clever for that.

	Sakira’s ships disappear around the bend.

	I yank the listening scroll from my belt.
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	“WE should reach Numeta by morning,” Marcus says, cheerily, when I return to what remains of the pillow lounge. All four of my friends are armed with serving trays that they’re using to scoot piles of spiders off the deck. Jade chases any pieces that go astray. “We can stop off for a new ship, grab a few more practical supplies. Mestrah, do you think Kasta would at least write ahead to the dockmaster? That way we can make the transition as fast as possible.”

	“Yes,” I say, brightly. “Yes, he’s going to help us with whatever we like.”

	Jet makes a face. “Really? I think he’ll be pretty set on his crown . . .”

	“No, that’s going to end tonight.” 

	I can feel that wrong smile on my face again. I snap the scroll open with one hand, and Melia pauses in scooping a pile of ash over the rail. “Should we mention the other problem we just discovered?” she whispers.

	“I wouldn’t right now,” Hen warns.

	“I call firsts on not telling her later,” Marcus mutters.

	“Seconds,” Hen says, as Melia says, “Thirds.”

	Jet groans. “Oh, come on—”

	I flop onto a pile of blue cushions, ignoring the mechanical spider guts that stain my tunic with oil. “Don’t you worry about whatever other problem we have. Lay it on me; Kasta will fix it, too. Any other requests while I’m at it?”

	But I think I say this in the kind of tone that’s just missing the before I evolve into an otherworldly form and tear down the stars, because they’re silent while I pull the top of a ruined end table into my lap.

	“You know,” Jet says, “we can hold off on any new requests till the morning.”

	The same words mark the scroll as before: I’ll be waiting.

	I cross them out so they disappear, ready to fight. Good news, I write. We just survived ambush number two from your betrayal-happy family. There are two giant holes in our boat that may or may not slow us down enough for Sakira to catch up, but don’t worry about it, I know it’s useless to ask you to write ahead for a new one. I just thought you should know.

	It’s a moment before he responds. Those are not the right words if you want my help.

	I don’t recall writing that I wanted your help. In fact, I’m here to assure you that I don’t. Certainly this would all be much easier with your assistance, I’ll agree on that, but it’s not worth the trade for your crown. We’ll figure out some other way to get the meeting we need, probably. Or we’ll just show up and hope they don’t see it as an act of war.

	I swear I hear him sigh. Zahru—

	In the meantime, don’t expect another scroll from me. I’m going to be busy strategizing how to win these allies again, and gods know what that will take. I’m thinking it’ll be especially effective to promise you to the Grekan queen in marriage. That will certainly win us Greka, you remember how much she liked you at our debut party? Then I just need to figure out what the other two want. I think I’ll let them set the terms and say yes to everything.

	“Oh, savage,” Hen says at my shoulder. I’m fairly certain all of my advisors are watching me now, but I don’t care. Let them see me at my finest.

	Kasta’s response is slower—and sly. I know what you’re doing. It’s not going to work.

	A thrill slices through me. And I told you I don’t need you. I just wish I had a dress, or really anything that would help me look presentable. But oh well, I’m not really going in with a plan anyway . . .

	You’re bluffing. You won’t dare try this without me.

	Then I guess you have nothing to worry about, I finish, before ripping the scroll in half and marching triumphantly to the railing. I toss the halves over, the pieces fluttering down in the moonlight, settling on the surface like geese as they dip and twirl into our wake. If Kasta tries to write back, his words will no longer sink in. He’ll know immediately that I’ve destroyed the scroll.

	I picture him throwing his own across the room and smile.

	Yes, I think I’m cracking.

	“And to think,” Hen says, tsking. “You could have just brought him.”

	I muffle a hysteric laugh.

	“Half a pound of gold says he sets the Mestrahs’ rooms on fire while we’re gone,” Marcus mutters.

	Melia clasps his arm to seal it. “I’ll take that bet. But it’s double if he’s here by lunch.”
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	In retrospect, destroying my last lifeline to the palace was possibly a bit dramatic. 

	But I had a point to make, and I doubt Kasta would have helped with much else anyway until I did what he wanted. We’re also only a few days away from the northern fleet, which will have another scroll to the General. I can only pray she knows my wishes well enough to handle everything in the meantime. And that we can secure a new boat in the upcoming town of Numeta on our own. Until then I have more important things to focus on, like surviving long enough to get to Numeta. 

	Which brings me to the other problem my advisors had mentioned last night, and that Jet very delicately expounded on this morning. It’s fine, we quickly thought of a solution for it, too, though this did result in my making yet another questionable decision that I now need to defend.

	“Being petty is not on the same level as getting revenge,” I tell Melia, as we disembark from the boat in the first rays of Numet’s light. Jade pads at my side, Hen and Jet and Marcus in front of us, the latter two glancing worriedly over their shoulders. Because most of Orkena won’t recognize my friends except by name, only Jet and I wear full cooling cloaks and sand masks, the gray hoods pulled over our hair, leaving our eyes and foreheads bare. I am not thinking about whose fault it is that we have to leave the boat behind well in advance of Numeta or how confidently I threw that Firework spell last night. And especially not of the look on Marcus’s face when he realized the hole I blew not only reached the keel but was taking on water faster than he even believed possible.

	Now I’m just hoping Sakira is far enough behind that the thick reeds on this side of the bank will camouflage the worst of the damage. Because after she rounds that bend in the river, it’s not a matter of if she notices the boat but when. I used her wine stash to set it on fire.

	“I am just pointing out,” Melia says, trying very hard to ignore the inferno behind us. “That you have gone quite far with revenge before, and we simply want to be cautious. Yesterday it was petty threats, today it is setting things on fire, tomorrow maybe you are saying you need just a few more countries to rule . . .”

	I throw up my hands. “Why do people keep saying I’m going to take over the world? Can you imagine having to deal with forty other people like Kasta or Sakira coming at me for their thrones? Absolutely not. Also, Marcus agreed we had to burn the ship.”

	Marcus coughs. “Please don’t bring me into this.”

	“You know Sakira’s Earthmovers would have fixed it if we’d left it.” I adjust the heavy satchel slung over my shoulder. Each of us packed as much food, spells, and spare clothing from the crew bedrooms as we could carry, though we should only have to heft them the half day’s walk it is to Numeta. “Marcus said that was one of the fastest ships he’s ever driven. We can’t afford her fixing it and chasing us down.”

	Melia huffs. “You did not have to smile when you remembered the wine.”

	I do not have a good response for this, except to wrestle back another smile and consider that I really have lost it. Though it feels like more than a fair trade considering everything Sakira has now put me through.

	“Well,” Jet says. “This is feeling a little closer to old times than is comfortable, but at least we’re well-prepared this round, yes?”

	He grins at me over his shoulder, and though he’s been much more relaxed since our hug, it only reminds me that our fading awkwardness is taking something else with it. There’s a new wall where a window used to be, a quiet as tender as a wound. It feels like he decided something last night. And he’s walking with Marcus.

	Marcus glances toward the river. “Much better prepared indeed. And thankfully our destination is just a few kilometers north, not across an entire desert. Though I’d recommend changing tactics here, Mestrah. I know I said before that we should meet with the dockmaster, but we’ve lost our time buffer. Once Sakira finds the remains of that ship, she’ll ride ahead to Numeta, anticipating we’ll need the help. We can’t risk her getting to them first and setting up another ambush.”

	Hen rubs her hands together, fully recovered after a night of sleep and petty arson. “They’ll never be expecting us to steal one.”

	Marcus looks down. “That’s probably something we should discuss.”

	“Oh, really?” She shrugs. “I thought it was just a given.”

	Jet shifts his pack. “What do they honestly teach you in Atera that both of you immediately think ‘theft’ and ‘fire’ when handling problems?”

	“To be fair,” I say, “I was way more stable before I met your family.”

	Hen nods. “She really was. It was hard to get her out to do anything fun, and now look! Here we are threatening princesses and brainwashing strangers!”

	“I am not brainwashing people! It’s Influence. It’s magic, it wears off. Sometimes. Stop it, it’s not the same.”

	“Again,” Jet says, though he’s looking at Hen. “I am concerned with your use of the word ‘fun.’”

	Hen waves him off. “Oh, soft prince, I know. You have so many concerns, I’ve lost count.”

	“‘Soft prince?’” Jet says, though his tone is not entirely opposed.

	I check that my cuff is still latched. “She calls Kasta the stabby one. Be glad that’s all yours is.”

	“How else am I supposed to tell you apart?” Hen says.

	Jet stares at her for a moment. “By our names—”

	“Anyway,” I say. “Since Sakira is definitely going to reach the Numeta boat makers before us, what do we think about bartering with a local family for a ship? There are ranches outside the town limits, right?”

	“Yes,” Marcus says. “That’s a good idea.”

	Melia checks the cork of her waterskin. “I agree.”

	“Boring,” says Hen.

	Jet scoffs. “Not everything has to be chaos and extortion. You can have plenty of fun doing legal things and without bedding your cousin’s fiancée.”

	Hen smiles at him. “That’s what boring people say.”

	“Hen,” I chide, because I think she’s forgetting her mission again.

	She throws up her hands. “I can’t help it, he just leaves these doors wide open.”

	“Boring?” Jet is not having this. “Boring? Less than two moons ago I ventured across a deadly wasteland whilst being kidnapped, poisoned, stabbed, exposed to the elements, and nearly killed all to save your best friend, I’ve won over two hundred professional sword matches, I’m a prince, I live in a palace, I was almost Mestrah, what else do you want from me?”

	“Hmm,” Hen says, eyeing me. Her next words come out carefully. “You’re right. That’s all exceptionally impressive.”

	Jet’s eyes narrow. “You’re patronizing me.”

	“Well, it’s also depressing. Don’t you do anything for fun?”

	Jet adjusts one of his wrist cuffs. “Now you’re starting to sound like Sakira. There will be time for fun again when we’re no longer at the threshold of a war.”

	I do not trust the glint in Hen’s eye when she looks back at me. It’s an I-just-figured-out-what-he-needs glint, and I’m already cutting my fingers across my throat in a no. Hen’s idea of fun, as just established, often comes with legal ramifications. I don’t know what she’d possibly do whilst on a mission to Greka, but I do not want to find out.

	“Mestrah.” Marcus waves us over. “They’re rounding the bend.”

	We duck down into a thick stand of bushes, Jade gnawing playfully on my hand as I tug her green collar to join us. With the vegetation clustering this part of the river, all we can see of the water is what laps close to us on shore, the rest hidden behind a forest of red stalks and fan-like white flowers. Jet goes still, his magic reaching across the water, bringing us the distant sound of wood cutting through the ripples.

	“Four boats,” he whispers. “They’re continuing up the river. No, wait. One is slowing to check the wreck.”

	We crouch lower, my hand soft on Jade’s side so she knows to be quiet, too. Jet raises his palm, and a different voice sounds above it. 

	“Oh, she will be replacing every one of these,” Sakira says, followed by the sound of pottery breaking. I cover another guilty smile. “Two of those were a century old!”

	“Should we follow?” A higher, lilting voice: Alette’s. 

	Our footsteps are still fresh in the sand.

	“No,” Sakira says. “We know where they’re going, and they can’t get there without a boat. We’ll make sure they get the perfect one.”

	The hum of a Speed spell, and Jet drops his hand.

	“Maybe we should just steal one,” I whisper.
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	Four hours pass like years. 

	Numet’s lantern boils overhead, and while our cooling cloaks stave off most of the heat, we’re also walking in sand away from the river, winding through plateaus so we won’t be seen from the water, and the effort of that alone would have me sweating even if it was night. I had hoped, when we started off in the chilly morning air, that maybe the harvest season had come earlier here to northern Orkena and it wouldn’t reach the broiling temperatures it does farther south. I can now confirm those were the foolish dreams of a much more hydrated person. The day quickly grows hot, the clouds stay over the horizon. Our path remains a never-ending stretch of dead brown bushes and dead grass and grumpy rattlesnakes who zip from our path with annoyed flicks of their tails.

	Jade lies down two kilometers in, panting, and Marcus lifts her up around his massive shoulders.

	I have not, it turns out, missed trekking through the desert.

	We stop in the shade of a plateau for lunch. Marcus points out that he no longer owes Melia double for her bet, and I try to ignore the pressure building in my ribs that it’s been a reasonable amount of time now for Kasta to find us. I was counting on his fear of me messing up to be the winning move in this latest argument, but maybe he’s decided that’s exactly how he’ll win. He’ll let me fail and fail until he really is my only way out, until I’m begging for his help.

	By the time we reach the first ranch house outside of Numeta, a tall two-story estate with white-sand sides and oxen grazing in a lush pasture, I fear that this entire thing is going to backfire. I threatened to marry Kasta off, but for all the lines I’ve crossed, I suddenly know that I can’t do that without his consent. I’ve already changed the course of his future. It would be exceptionally cruel to redefine it completely. Not to mention that I get this weird, slimy feeling when I think of him married. But without him to back my story, there’s a high chance that marriage will be one of the only ways out of this, except it won’t be him, it will be me, securing Greka’s loyalty by offering my hand to one of the queen’s sons.

	Jet rests an arm on the stacked stone fence enclosing the property. “Well, they do have a private dock and a boathouse.”

	“Greka’s crown heir is Princess Iris, right?” I blurt. “And the oldest prince is engaged to Marcus’s cousin. And the third son is twelve?”

	This last sentence I barely choke out. I am not even thinking about the fourth and fifth sons, who I think are ten and eight.

	“Yes,” Marcus says, slowly. But he’s unaware that I’m spiraling into a new meltdown, and he turns back to Jet. “This is as good a place to start as any. But we should go in assuming Sakira’s people have already been here and demanded to be alerted if Zahru shows up. Melia and I could go in alone at first, gauge the situation, see if they’ll sell us their boat?”

	I think he goes on about what story they’ll give to the family, but all I can think about is standing on a wedding altar next to a child while my family and friends shift uncomfortably in their seats. Obviously nothing romantic would be expected of such a marriage until my husband reached his sixteenth summer, but the idea of having to half raise him is bizarre. 

	“Mestrah,” Melia says. “What do you think?”

	I tighten my grip on my satchel. “I think if I have to marry a pimply stranger, that’s going to be the last straw.”

	Jet blinks. “What are you talking about?”

	“Taking over the world,” Hen whispers.

	“We mean about only Marcus and me going in,” Melia says, with a chiding look at Hen. “It’s still risky. Sakira could have given them our description, but the rest of you could wait in hiding. And if something happens . . .”

	I shove all awkward wedding scenes out of my mind. “No, I don’t like that. I’ll just use Influence.”

	“But—” Jet starts.

	“It’ll be so much easier and safer.” I’m already moving toward the house, toying with the edge of the cuff. “I can make them believe any story we want and not ask questions. I can make them lie to Sakira if she comes asking.”

	Melia slowly follows. “Are you sure? You just used a good deal of magic last night. Marcus and I could start, you could step in only if needed.”

	“Bad things can happen in a second,” I say, thinking of the abductor on the palace wall. I clip the cuff to Jade’s collar, welcoming the warmth of fresh magic in my blood. “No. I’m not risking it. Or any of you.”

	Melia is quiet a moment. “All right.”

	We head for the house, or at least I do, because I make it ten steps before noticing my footsteps are the only noise. When I turn, my friends are chatting right behind me—with Jet silencing every word.

	The sound bubble pops as Jet nearly runs into me.

	“Ah,” he says. “Sorry, just a few last details we don’t want to worry you with.”

	Guilt flickers across their faces, and my suspicions from before—that they’re believing Sakira, that they’re starting to look for things to support her theory—rear anew in my mind. But maybe it’s time to accept that my friends don’t quite trust me anymore. Maybe this is how it has to be between a queen and her advisors, and if I’m going to protect them, I have to stop caring whether they approve.

	It doesn’t make it hurt any less, to feel how we’re breaking.

	“Right,” I say.

	They keep up a quiet chatter after that, noting the distance of the next house, the size of the private dock. The walk to the front gate is long. Any other time I would have just hopped the fence and traipsed through the field as the stories have taught me is the proper approach for mysterious royals, but since we’re trying to appear as average travelers, we take the sandy road around. Neatly spaced Cyprus trees provide a merciful shade. Brown oxen judge us as we pass. And by that I don’t mean they just have grumpy faces, but that I can finally hear their unamused thoughts in my head.

	Odd ones, a heifer thinks, her tail flicking a fly.

	Lazy ones, thinks a bull with a snort at Jade, who is still enjoying a ride on Marcus’s shoulders.

	The leopard hisses. Quiet, food.

	“Do not start anything,” I mutter.

	We make it to the front of the estate, where a sizeable yard leads down to a beach scattered with palm trees and the river. Ropes tether a pristine olivewood ship to a polished wooden dock, the boat slightly smaller than Sakira’s had been but well-kept and meant for speed. It’s perfect.

	Maybe a little too perfect.

	But this time I’m ready for whatever Sakira has planned, and I gesture for my friends to stay back. With my cloak and half-mask on, I want to try this first without revealing even a hint at our identities. I’m a lone soldier. I need a boat. I’ll return it. No, don’t come out into the heat, I can handle the ship alone.

	My nerves sharpen as I step under the shade of a bright blue canopy. The door is already open. I’m as ready to take on Sakira herself as twenty mercenaries.

	And entirely not ready when Kasta steps into the threshold, the most glorious, irritated scowl on his face.

	“I hope you’re pleased,” he says.
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	FOR a moment, I forget that we’re on someone else’s property. I forget that it is very quiet and that blood splatters one of his cheeks, and that my advisors are nearby, and that hours ago Kasta was enjoying full freedom away from me, knowing he had me at the end of a rope.

	I can only see him.

	“You came,” I say.

	As soon as the words are out, I regret them. They’re far too soft, too revealing, and even Kasta doesn’t seem to know what to do with them, the hardness in his face faltering.

	He shifts against the doorframe. “You threatened to marry me off to a woman twice my age.”

	“Oh, right,” I say, shaking myself. But he didn’t have to come this fast. He could have held out for a few more days, he must have left right after I wrote to him. But his eyes are narrowing like he’s realizing the marriage thing was an empty threat, and I rush to save it. “And just remember I still could, if you ever pull something like that on me again.”

	Jet has his sword drawn. “Where are the homeowners?”

	“Out.” Kasta shoves into the house. “You can yell at me later. Sakira’s on her way, and we should grab more supplies. I couldn’t carry much in flight.”

	Hen nudges my ribs. “That was blood on his face.”

	“I know,” I say. “I just really didn’t want to ask.”

	Melia tuts as we start forward. “Is the problem that you have no sense for red flags? Is this not ringing every warning bell for you, that he is already waiting here?”

	I try to answer this with as much grace as I can muster. “Melia, my problem is not that I don’t see the red flags. It’s just that there have been so many, they no longer faze me.”

	“That looks like a body in there,” Marcus says, which is a red flag even I can’t ignore.

	“Kasta,” I groan. I can already feel my friends planning another intervention for me to lock him away. “Let’s see what we’re dealing with.”

	It is a body in the house. It’s actually several bodies, strewn between the unbothered legs of bronze tables with eagle’s talons for feet and decorative blue rugs, the large living area awkwardly tidy, as if these people simply fainted. No evidence of blood or a fight except for one overturned chair that Kasta yanks upright as he passes. Delicate chalices of sparkling juice rest in the horns of an antelope sculpture, and across the way, beneath an enormous painting of the palace at high sun, Kasta helps himself to a selection of potions in a glass cabinet. The door of which actually does have some blood on it. Probably from being used to knock out the man slumped beneath it whose nose trickles red.

	I close my eyes, determined to salvage this. “Yes. As you can see, they are indeed out.”

	“Kasta,” Jet starts.

	“These are not the owners,” Kasta says, and I don’t miss that he slips a clear vial into his black tunic before making a more obvious show of placing three others into a leather pouch. “These are nine of Sakira’s fanatics, who assumed correctly that you would brazenly choose the first available house up the river and sent the owners into town with a great amount of gold. More of her soldiers were waiting on the family’s boat. As soon as you stepped on, they had a pair of forsvine shackles for Zahru, as well as a number of other unpleasant surprises.” He closes the cabinet and starts for the kitchen. “I promise you this is far kinder than whatever Zahru would have done to them.”

	“Hey,” I say.

	“Poison.” Melia takes two fingers off the neck of the closest one. “Of course. But they are alive.”

	“How did you do this?” Marcus says, with the uncomfortable mix of awe and horror that follows much of what Kasta does.

	“A rattlesnake pelt and fast reflexes.” Kasta grimaces at a pile of prickly pear fruits before sighing at a loaf of bread. Which reminds me that while he could eat anything in here, no food will actually nourish him except one of the bodies on the floor, and I can only hope he packed something from the palace to tide him over. “I Shifted to a nonlethal species since Zahru thinks keeping our enemies alive is the superior strategy. And I’m going to enjoy reminding you all of that when they chase us down again.”

	I might have taken this as an insult, except I’m too impressed that he left them alive to care. Which is possibly another thing Melia would call a red flag.

	Jet still has his sword drawn. “This doesn’t pardon trying to coerce your way back into a crown. You know the terms of your service.”

	“Don’t worry.” Kasta packs a string of dried meat into a satchel. “I’m sure Zahru has plenty of ideas for how I’ll pay for it.” 

	His gaze flashes to me, reminding me that I have yet to see him lately without touching or kissing him, and I slowly wish to die as all my friends turn in my direction. 

	But I’m not about to let Kasta think he’s onto anything, and I hold his eye. “You will answer for it.”

	Jet finally sheaths his sword. “Good. But I hear boats coming. We probably have five minutes.”

	We stay focused after that. Our packs are already stuffed with supplies from Sakira’s ship, but we find spare grain sacks in the pantry and fill them with dried fruit, meat, and rice, food that can last weeks without using up precious Cooling spells. Marcus leaves abundant compensation for the trouble, grumbling that he wishes he could leave a note of apology as well, but we’re out of time. We sprint to the new boat just as four distant vessels round a curve in the river. I whistle for Jade, and Melia unhooks the ropes tethering the boat. We shove off just as Sakira’s ships get within shouting distance. 

	But the new problem, of course, is that Sakira has come from the north—the direction we need to go. Marcus shifts into full speed, but Sakira’s boats move, two aiming to go behind us, the other two moving so we’ll hit them if we don’t slow. Sakira grins at me from the prow of one of those ships, her red skirt snapping. I’m getting ready to reach for my magic, and Jet is giving me a pleading look, when Kasta steps to my side. 

	Sakira’s smile vanishes.

	“Abort,” she yells. “Pull up!”

	Their boats groan, tilting sideways with the effort of changing course, and we grip the rail as our own ship lists hard left. Water slams over the deck. We barely make it through the narrow chasm without crashing, Sakira scowling as we pass, and I meet her glare with my own. She knows Kasta is a Shifter since I asked for her help stopping him last moon, just as she knows he won’t hesitate to defy her, unlike Jet. And a Shifter can cut through entire crews in minutes.

	Our ship steadies, the river ahead open.

	Kasta pulls an eagle pelt from his belt.

	“Where do you think you’re going?” I say.

	“To make sure they don’t follow.” 

	Jet grabs his arm. “Don’t you dare.”

	Kasta yanks free. “Don’t touch me. Sakira lost the right to your protection the second she threatened Zahru.” 

	“That doesn’t mean you get to hurt her.” Jet’s sword is out again, flames hissing along its curved edge. “Try it. Shift, and I’ll have you down in two seconds.”

	Kasta smiles. “Not if Zahru stops you.”

	I’m in a new nightmare. “Oh my gods, you two—”

	“I’ll catch up when I’m done.” Kasta positions the eagle pelt on his head.

	Jet raises his sword. “No, you won’t—”

	“Stop it!” My Influence flexes as I find Kasta’s vengeance and Jet’s rage and pull them as tight as strings. Both princes freeze. But keeping hold of Kasta is difficult. I only have to give a thought to keep Jet immobile, but Kasta’s half-animal magic fights me. He knows I’m in his head, and he slowly, slowly begins to change against my will.

	If he goes into animal form, I’m not sure I can control him at all.

	“If you both don’t stop,” I say, trembling as I push back on Kasta. “I’m going to change your minds so you like each other and write daily poems about your brotherly love.”

	Kasta keeps pushing, and I let go of Jet to focus. I just got Kasta here, he’s not going to leave again. He’s not going to shatter the delicate new bridge I’ve made with Jet. And gods help me, I will move him limb by limb if I have to.

	“Are you done?” I ask.

	Something in my tone, or maybe what he sees on my face, makes Kasta relent. I let go with a grimace, a new ache spiking in my head.

	That’s as far as I feel safe pushing.

	Kasta lowers the eagle pelt. I can’t help but feel he’s noting how far he can push as well.

	“If she hurts Zahru,” he says, his voice calm as he turns to Jet. “I will kill you.”

	He heads for the stairs belowdecks.

	Jet laughs in disbelief. “That’s rich, coming from the guy who once literally sacrificed her!” He shoots me a glare and storms for the opposite side of the boat.

	And that’s how we start for Greka.
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	THINGS are only slightly awkward the rest of the day. But not for good reasons, as in the brothers apologizing or making any progress toward not killing each other, but because Kasta stays in his cabin, and the rest of us stay topside. No one mentions me taking complete control of people or how easily I did it. 

	I clip my forsvine cuff on and off. Marcus pays Melia her side of the bet. Jet sits quietly with me for a little while, encouraged, I think, by more proof that I can be careful with this magic. But then I make a joke about Grekan food that makes him smile, and that old, familiar comfort unfurls between us for all of three seconds before he glances at my cuff and excuses himself. 

	Hen, observant hawk that she is, drifts to his side.

	I sadly stroke Jade’s head. Whatever progress Jet and I were making toward normal was not, I don’t think, helped by Kasta showing up and threatening to kill him. But at this point I’ve done all I can. Jet just needs time, and possibly a nap and a vacation. But definitely time.

	And then Jet laughs—a real, surprised sound—and I turn to see Hen looking puzzled, undoubtedly because she just made some threat against Kasta or Wyrim that was not a joke, but clearly Jet doesn’t know that. And he says something else, and she shrugs and winks at me like she has everything handled, and Jet settles comfortably beside her at the rail, apparently forgetting she’s the one he wanted rescue from not too long ago.

	I haven’t seen him smile like that in weeks.

	I return her grin.

	“They’re still back half a kilometer,” Marcus says, sheathing his bronze telescope as he drops onto the bench next to me. All of us still wear our cooling cloaks since this ship doesn’t have a canopy, just seats along the deck. “But I think we’re good for awhile. Sakira won’t dare attack us while we’re moving past these northern cities. There are too many witnesses. And there won’t be another good stretch of open water until after we meet the northern fleet. She’s going to need a whole new strategy.” He nudges my arm. “Though I’ll admit, the new strategy we have waiting belowdecks isn’t too bad, either.”

	Melia turns a page of her leather book. “So long as he remembers who he’s working for. Are we even sure he is still down there?” 

	This is a very good question. No one answers, so I get up to check. Jade pads after me, but I stop her, slipping my forsvine cuff off just long enough to talk to her. “You should probably stay here.”

	Zar, she whines. Come?

	I hesitate. She is going to have to meet Kasta sooner or later, especially if I’m going to expect her to fight at his side and not against him.

	I puff a wavy curl out of my eyes. “Why not? He’s already in a great mood.”

	I clip the forsvine cuff to her collar and head for the stairs. Belowdecks, I find Kasta’s door open and that he is inside, crammed up against the narrow desk on the far wall, his back to me, quill scratching away. Though he’s clearly ignoring me, because there’s no way he hasn’t heard Jade snarling all the way from the top of the stairs or me arguing with her that he is fine, he’s a good Shifter—which I almost get out without choking—and he is not going to turn her into a throw rug.

	She presses hard into my leg, growling. 

	Hyra, she thinks—the animal word for Shifter. No like.

	Kasta doesn’t turn to face me but says, “What you requested is in your room.”

	I’m not sure how to answer this, because I don’t remember asking for anything. Still, my curiosity mixed with wanting Jade to calm down sends me down the hall, and I slide open the door to the primary suite. There are only four cabins total belowdecks, but the bed in the primary is so large that Hen and Melia and I can easily fit in it, leaving the private rooms to the boys.

	Yellow torches flare on as I enter the bedroom. They throw shadows over the triangular space, ghostly reflections overlaying the room’s narrow windows. I let go of Jade, set the cuff on the otherwise empty bookshelf, and approach the massive bed.

	A long parcel wrapped in leather waits atop the beige sheets.

	Jade hisses at it before slinking under the desk, but I draw the package close, untying the twine at its middle. Scratches mar a makeshift handle. Kasta must have carried this in eagle form.

	I unroll the white fabric inside—and laugh in surprise. It’s the jole I hinted about wanting in my letter: a stunning, champagne-gold gown with white trim and a lace back patterned with scorpions. An interlocking crown with bronze pieces and rubies depicting Numet’s swirling suns rolls out of a sleeve. As does a matching necklace. Arm cuffs. Earrings. The last piece is a white cape designed to drape beneath the dress’s low back, and when I unfurl it, two scrolls drop onto the bed. I snatch them up, skimming a long list of the General’s questions, and cover a cry when I open the second.

	It’s my father’s.

	Something between disbelief and panic grips my throat. An entire page of Fara’s concerned script greets me, the light smell of hay and his warm cedar cologne drifting from the parchment. After noting how often I visit them, Kasta has only ever made one comment about my family, and it was that we relied on each other too much. Certainly this isn’t something he understands, considering his own tumultuous relationship with his father.

	Kasta could only carry limited weight as an eagle. He could have brought a weapon, more food for himself. He brought all this instead.

	That ache is back in my chest, and I fight it down with everything I have. 

	“Yes, I came,” Kasta says. “You sounded desperate.”

	Jade growls as I turn around to see Kasta in the entry to my room. I grip the precious scroll, trying to figure out why I feel so distressed that he would do this.

	We fight. We argue. We take things way too far. But this . . .

	“I’m not desperate,” I say. “And I never agreed to give anything back. This doesn’t mean—”

	“I know.”

	There’s an annoyed edge to his voice that makes this feel much safer, except there’s still something missing. A sharpness gone dull between us. The same dangerous shift I felt after I kissed him, pulling at me like marionette strings.

	My throat tightens. “This makes it really hard to yell at you.”

	He leans against the doorframe, smiling. “I know.”

	“That’s why you came? That’s why you brought this?”

	I don’t know if I’m more afraid that he’ll say no or yes. Kasta considers this, his kohl-lined eyes dropping to Jade. That smile fading. 

	“You’re calmer after you speak to him,” he says, ignoring my first question. “I need you focused for Greka.”

	As if we’re still partners. I should correct him.

	Because of course he notices when I don’t.

	“Am I forgiven?”

	I shakily lower the scroll. Maybe he just knows this will destroy me much more effectively than any threat. “I let you get away with way too much.”

	“I could say the same.”

	“You get one pass, and that’s it. And to be clear this is not a pass on hiding the war knives.”

	He pushes off the doorframe. “Yes, but I pay for that one every day.” 

	“As you should, after plotting to take over another civilization—”

	“Without you, I know—” 

	“That is not what I mean!”

	“Sure,” he says, in a maddeningly dismissive tone. “Either way, I’m here now. And we truly do need to discuss Greka.”

	But Jade jumps in front of me when he tries to enter the room, snarling, ears flat against her skull. Kasta stops, his expression caught between the desire to growl back at her and to appeal to me, and I’m suddenly thankful I brought her.

	“We are not plotting any Grekan takeovers,” I say, because with him this is something that needs to be clarified. “And Jade’s right, that’s close enough. We’re not going to be people who go into each other’s rooms anymore. We are going to be people who hold to appropriate distances, and you can talk to me from there.”

	He snickers as he rests back against the frame. “Hen’s catching on to us, then?”

	Heat slices through my veins. “There is nothing to catch on to. Zero catching happening. And even if there was anything, which there definitely isn’t, I would cut it off immediately and out of professional necessity, because you’re a very bad influence on me.”

	“Did you call me here to help you with Greka or not?”

	I groan and sit on the bed, pressing my fingers over my face. “Yes,” I say into my hands.

	“Melia says you plan to wear forsvine.” 

	I hesitate. “Yes.”

	He’s quiet, and I lower my hands to see the most tempting, knife-edged smile in his mouth.

	Gods, he’s the worst.

	“I have to,” I say, crossing my arms. “I told my advisors I would, and there’s no way our allies will let me close to them otherwise. Plus I really do want to win them over fairly this time. We can’t afford another rumor like with the Runemaster. So stop giving me that look and help me figure out what we’re going to say, because magic isn’t an option.”

	He sighs, lip curling as he reaches into a pocket of his black tunic. “I should be asking a far steeper price for this.”

	A silver cuff flashes in his palm. 

	I’m on my feet in an instant. “What is that?”

	“As usual, your saving grace.” He spins it on a finger. “It’s fake forsvine. It has just enough of the metal to pass any tests our allies would make of it, but not nearly enough to dampen your Influence. I’ve been stuck on solutions for controlling your magic, so I tinkered with this in the meantime. I thought it might come in useful.”

	And I shouldn’t. I really, really shouldn’t, but I’m already moving, touching two fingers to Jade’s shoulders to tell her to stay, stopping before Kasta at a closeness that is arguably no longer appropriate. His eyes spark. The cuff looks plainer than the one I usually wear, a liquid silver and stamped with a single balancing scale for Sabil, the god of magic.

	“I promised them,” I say, pointlessly.

	“Who, the Grekans?”

	“Yes. And my advisors.” Jet, specifically.

	“So don’t use it for that. But at least give yourself a way to avoid another situation like with Sakira.”

	This is such a strange thing for him to say, especially so casually, that it makes me hesitate more than if he’d just told me to use Influence on everyone and be done with it. But there are no shadows in his eyes, only a patient, searching curiosity the longer I wait, as well as my own growing realization that this is who he is without that thirst for magic. And that this change in him is doing things to me that are getting harder to ignore.

	“You’re hoping I’ll get desperate and use magic anyway,” I say, fishing for the truth. 

	“I wouldn’t oppose it. If it was what you wanted.”

	“You want me to fall.”

	I don’t know why I say this. He has no power anymore that I don’t give him, but I think we’re past the point where I can fool him into thinking he has no effect on me. Like my fingers are not twitching for this cuff. Or for the reassurance that things could go exactly as I need them to in Greka.

	Maybe I just want him to laugh. To tell me I’m too pure for that and only Influence could ever push me that far.

	“You know it’s not that simple,” he says.

	Which is not a no.

	But this is our safety I’m risking, if I don’t take this. This is survival.

	I slowly reach for the cuff.

	He snatches it back. “I want your word. We move forward together. No more locking me out, and you think about my status.” 

	Here is the dragon, opening his dungeon. Here are the shackles.

	I shiver. “Fine. I’ll think about it.”

	He hands it over. The new cuff is frigid in my palm, but only on the surface. It doesn’t bite into my bones like the real one. I turn it carefully, looking for secret runes, for any indication that this is more than what he says. But my power comes when I call for it and fades when I let go, and nothing else sneaks in.

	“Zahru,” he mutters.

	I don’t look up. “Hm?” 

	“Remind me.” His voice is thoughtful. “What is it, that you said you took from me?” 

	I grip the cuff and turn away. “Nothing we need to revisit. Just trust me when I say you’re much better off without it.”

	The barest edge of a scoff. 

	When I turn back around, he’s gone.
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	I SHOULD tell my friends about the new cuff.

	This is what I repeat to myself in the washroom mirror that night while Hen and Melia chat on the giant bed and Jade gnaws on my hairbrush. It should be easy. They’re the ones, after all, who assured me that I have control of this magic, that I don’t need a cuff at all. I don’t need to be thinking of how they were whispering behind my back earlier today. Of course they would want to make a backup plan for me in case things go wrong, that’s their job. And the fake cuff is for everyone’s safety, besides. They’re going to understand.

	I can tell my friends anything.

	They are my friends.

	“Mestrah?” Melia calls. “Everything all right?”

	I grip the wash basin. “Yes, be right out!”

	My eyes look muddled in the reflection, a darker shade of their usual amber. My skin a sallower shade of beige. Soon, I decide. I’ll tell them soon, it doesn’t have to be tonight when I feel anxious about it. 

	I join my friends with a smile.

	And then, for reasons that have everything to do with being in the comfort of a ship that does not have holes or poisonous spiders in it, and nothing at all to do with Kasta being one room over, I sleep the best that I have in a week.
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	In the morning, I wake up dangerous. So refreshed and invincible do I feel after a full night of rest that I have the General’s newest concerns answered within an hour, and then I get the brilliant idea that if we’re going to work in Greka as a team, it’s more than just Kasta and me who need to get past certain issues, and I call everyone up on deck. 

	I’m certain that whatever weirdness I felt last night was just exhaustion. I’ve also decided to wait until we’re in Greka to tell them about the new cuff, after it’s far too late to argue about it. 

	“We’re going to be as close as family after this,” I tell them, as five sets of doubtful eyes stare drowsily back at me. “But not like a royal family. Since they’re currently fighting and threatening each other. Like a regular one.”

	“Someone’s in a good mood,” Melia mutters, her green eyes narrowing at Kasta, who greets this observation with a horrible smirk.

	“I even made you breakfast!” I say, gesturing to the bronze trays balanced on a side bench. 

	I’ve cleared all the other benches away so we can sit together, six yellow and red pillows arranged in a perfect circle. My friends follow me to the sunlit center of the boat, and I lift the lid off the first tray to reveal an impressive stack of glistening honey rolls. A porcelain bowl of raspberries and curls of white chocolate wait under the second and round circles of summer sausage and white cheese beneath the third, the pieces arranged in the shape of a cat face. For Rachella, the goddess of love, naturally. 

	Marcus squints toward the horizon. It’s just past sunrise. “How long have you been awake?”

	I beckon them in. “An hour, maybe two. I don’t know. Come in, get some food, maybe some wine.” 

	Melia lifts one of the cheeses. “These look like hearts.”

	“Yes,” I say through my teeth. “Because we’re all going to come out of this meeting as best friends.”

	They all know better than to say anything to this. I take a seat facing the front of the ship, and Hen plops down at my side, having brought the entire tray of honey rolls with her. Jet sits beside her, Melia and Marcus at his other side, and Kasta chooses my other side, his bare knee far too close to mine. I try to beckon Jade over, but she bares her teeth at me, glowers at Kasta, and drops her head moodily on Jet’s leg, her tail thumping a pillow. 

	Jet gives his brother the same glare, which only prompts Kasta to adjust the collar of his black tunic, where his gods’ mark stands out on his chest. 

	Marcus and Melia exchange a look. Jade growls, and Hen devours a roll. 

	I grab a chalice of watered-down wine. “Great. So we’ll get started.” I glance at Kasta. “You can still eat this, right?”

	“If I want to feel like I’m eating dirt,” is the helpful, team-bonding response I get.

	“These are very good, Z.” Hen licks honey from her fingers, her eyes on Kasta. “Almost as good as the list I made today of all the ways you can paralyze someone without killing them.”

	I push my wine away. “All right. You know what I was thinking? How about, instead of trading threats, we start by going around and saying one thing we like about each other.”

	Even Marcus glowers at me for this one, but I’m feeling particularly untouchable this morning, and I glare right back.

	“In case you’ve forgotten”—I grab a chocolate curl—“I am now Mestrah, and that was not a suggestion. We need each other right now, and we can’t be fighting in the Grekan court. So start thinking positive and remember there was actually a time when all of you got along? Except for you, Hen, but you still need to do this.”

	Hen just smiles and picks up another roll.

	“Kasta,” I say. “You go first.”

	“I’d rather die.”

	I choke on my chocolate. “That’s not something we can joke about anymore, and again, this is not a suggestion. You’re the one who wants to be included more, you’re the one everyone needs to hear from.”

	If I didn’t have my forsvine cuff on—my real one, for now—I imagine Kasta might be letting me know with his thoughts just what he thinks of this. But he knows as well as I do that no matter our strategy, we can’t be fighting in the court, and so he drags his glare away from me and looks to Marcus like I’m digging a blade into his ribs.

	Cranes call from the river. Water laps against the boat, and I start to worry that making peace between these two sides of my life is beyond impossible.

	“Marcus,” he finally says, leaning closer to me. “We never trained together, but I remember you would stay late to help soldiers who were struggling. Even when their captain told them to resign because they didn’t have the skill. I admire that you saw more in them anyway.”

	Marcus catches Jet’s eye. I think a thousand seconds pass before Marcus nods. “I remember you watching a few of those sessions. I’ll admit I thought it was only to improve your own skill. I’m glad to know it was more.”

	Some of the tightness eases in my chest, and I smile in appreciation at Marcus. They’re trying. For me.

	“Melia.” Kasta’s tone softens. “You are unequivocally the strongest Healer Orkena possesses. Very few can Heal as skillfully as you can or are even willing to do so, knowing the additional days it will cost of their life. I admire your loyalty to what you believe. And especially to fixing my worst mistake.”

	Melia’s eyes are guarded, but she also nods. “It is my honor to serve as I was born to.”

	It maybe says much about the past few weeks that I’m almost in tears after two sentences of people being nice to one another.

	“This is going great!” I clasp my hands, beaming at Kasta.

	Jet scoffs. “Yes, it does seem to be going unbelievably well, doesn’t it?”

	“Jet,” Melia warns.

	Jet grumbles into a bite of summer sausage, and this is the point where I start praying. 

	But instead of Kasta continuing on in order to Jet, he skips to Hen. “I don’t know you well, Hen. But your willingness to threaten me with torture to protect the people you care for has my full appreciation.”

	I drop my face into my hands. “That is absolutely not the right sentiment—” 

	“Oh.” Hen touches her heart. “Z, you never told me we were so alike.”

	I pull at the ends of my hair. “You are so not alike, do not encourage him, Kasta can you please just say one nice thing about your brother and then we’ll take a break?”

	“Fine,” Kasta says, but I don’t like the shadow that crosses his eyes as they slide to Jet. “Jet. I like that you’re always watching out for yourself and framing it as concern for others. You’re a brilliant manipulator, and you continue to ensure I’ll never have the throne you once swore you’d cross oceans to secure for me.”

	I groan. “Kasta—”

	Jet’s chalice rings as he slams it down. “And I like your ability to hold on to a fruitless grudge up until the actual grave. It’s truly impressive, how you can be so resilient to forgiving others when so much has been forgiven of you.”

	“I have forgiven where it’s due,” Kasta says. “Not where it’s demanded. Tell me, are you truly so forgiving yourself? Or just waiting for the moment Zahru missteps so you can strike?”

	Jet shoves to his feet, disturbing Jade, who hisses at Kasta. Melia follows, a careful hand on Jet’s chest. My stomach twists in realizing I want to know this answer just as much: whether this was the final straw for Jet, my ascension to the throne, the loss of the future he thought was meant for him—for us, even—until Kasta returned with his gods’ mark.

	“I have accepted my place in this,” Jet snaps. “Now it’s time to accept yours. And gods alive, you’ve had a thousand chances. Accept that you are not meant for that throne.” 

	He sounds so like their late father that I wonder if that’s what stuns Kasta into silence. Or maybe Kasta cares so little of what his brother thinks that it doesn’t even sink in. I tighten my grip on my cuff, ready to remove it. 

	When Jet notices, his shoulders sink.

	“Sorry, Zahru.” He lets go of his sword hilt. “I’m just not ready for this.”

	He heads for the back of the boat. Melia follows, her voice low, her hand on his arm. Jade snorts at me and goes after them. Kasta takes a handful of berries, relaxing as if that was nothing, but I recognize the irritated twitch in his fingers, the way he shifts ever closer to me. So he’s not completely immune to what his brother said. 

	“Must you keep him?” he grumbles.

	“Funny,” I say. “The rest of them said the same about you.”

	Hen picks up the last honey roll. “That went surprisingly well.”

	I laugh. “Do you mean the part where Kasta casually accused Jet of treason or when Jet looked like he was going to throw Kasta off the deck?”

	She licks her fingers. “I mean the part where they were both very mad at each other but did not resort to actual violence.”

	I sadly study the running antelope on the side of my chalice. “We are so doomed for Greka.”
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	I don’t make Kasta eat with us again. 

	One day of travel passes, then another. Sakira never comes back into sight, which is more than suspicious and very likely means she’s thought up another strategy. But at this point all I can hope is that she waits to execute it until we’re done in Greka. Which is a strange thought to have. Apparently I’ve reached the level of ruling now where I know it’s pointless to hope that people will just not attack me, and instead hope that they’ll attack me in a courteous order. Such is my life now. At least we’ll reach the northern barracks soon and kidnapping attempts will no longer be feasible with my soldiers on high alert. And that’s really all the time I have to think about it.

	I spend the rest of my hours on the requests the General sends, many of which I pull in my advisors to answer. The war remains at a stalemate. The Wyri have broken through one magnetic barrier and they’re caught in the next. My Earthmovers have created one last stone wall south of the palace that will buy us a few extra days, but that’s all the magic we dare to use. Creating walls and barriers drains soldiers for weeks, and now we need that magic to protect the capital.

	And then there’s Kasta. Who rarely leaves his cabin, and gets increasingly snappy each time I use one of those opportunities to ask him something, even though he also seems glad that I am. But his lamps burn at all hours. Late at night when I’m walking off nightmares. At early dawn when Hen and I get up to watch the sunrise. His research into giving me back control doesn’t seem to be going well, and the feverish pace of it starts to worry me. I suggest he take a night off, and he snaps that he would if he were not dealing with the world’s most maddening queen. 

	I let him be.

	The morning of the fourth day, just as we’re nearing the northern barracks, I step into a cool fall sunrise to find Hen and Jet at the prow, shoulders almost touching, looking at the water. And then Hen’s arm pulls back and she throws something that bursts open below in sparks of green and yellow so high that I can see them even from where I’m standing.

	She lets out a delighted laugh that she immediately covers with both hands.

	Jet turns, a glint of triumph in his eyes.

	“See?” He points. “You’re having fun, and this is not even remotely illegal.”

	She sighs. “Fine, soft prince, you win. Exploding lilies are just as exciting as spiking your enemy’s tea.”

	“I’m sorry, did I hear ‘boring’ again?”

	“Exciting,” she says through her teeth. “Unlike your personal life.”

	But she can’t hide her smile, and Jet nudges her shoulder, and then they settle against each other for a moment before both of them go very still. 

	“Anyway, that’s how you create fun with a handful of rocks and no risk of a prison sentence.” Jet jerks away, the blue tails of his tunic spinning, and he finally sees me. “Zahru!”

	Guilt flashes over his face, and for some reason it’s now that I remember that he wanted, ages ago, to take me out beneath the stars to do this exact thing in the palace gardens. I’d declined because I had a speech to write, and we never got back around to it. But I push the strange pinch in my chest aside. I’m the one who’s been busy, who could have told him if I still wanted to do this, but I didn’t, and this is just Hen and Jet having fun, as Hen knows he needs.

	“Hi.” The wind tousles my hair, and I brush it out of my face. “It’s good to see you two doing something that isn’t stressing.”

	Hen beams. “Do you want to blow up some plants? It’s very satisfying.”

	“We’re not blowing anything up,” Jet says, with an exasperated glance. “We’re triggering the lilies’ natural defense mechanisms. No plants have been harmed in the process of proving Hen wrong.”

	“Thanks,” I say. “But I just came up to see if Kasta’s here. He’s not answering his door, and I have a question about defense charms.”

	“Oh.” Hen turns one of her bracelets. “He’s not going to answer his door for awhile.”

	Both Jet and I turn to her with the full alarm this statement warrants. 

	“Why would you say that?” I ask.

	“Please tell me that comment about spiking your enemy’s tea was not inspired by real-life events,” Jet says.

	Hen’s eyes widen. “Oh, you are getting very good at guessing. But no, Kasta doesn’t like tea. It was juice.”

	“Hen!” I say.

	“I know, I really should have thought of this earlier. But there I was, awake at three marks, and his torches were still burning, and when I went in to threaten him about ever hurting Jet, he looked so tired and pathetic that I asked how long it had been since he slept, and he couldn’t remember. So I poured him some juice.”

	I have no idea how to process this. “You threatened and then drugged the morally questionable Shifter you’re supposed to be building trust with?”

	She nods. “I’ve found that when working with new people, it’s best to be honest about who you are up front. Also, I’m pretty sure he knew it was drugged.”

	I blink. “What?”

	“He made a comment that when his mind gets like that, he can’t sleep even when he wants to. And he wished he could.”

	“Yes,” I say slowly. “That’s definitely the same thing as asking to be drugged. How long is he going to be out?”

	She shrugs. “It was a pretty strong potion. I was worried a normal one wouldn’t work.”

	“Which means what?”

	“A day?”

	I throw up my hands. “Hen, we are an hour from arriving at the northern fleet—”

	But there’s nothing else to say or do about it. So we arrive. And there is nothing quite like being invited by some of Orkena’s most well-respected commanders to stay aboard their flagship—a sleek, world-class warcraft made of Sapphirous wood that strikes a rainbow sheen in the sun—and having to explain that we can’t, that one of my advisors drugged another one, and we’re not about to make a public spectacle of moving him in such a state. This is greeted with appropriate looks of concern, and I’m sure spins off several new rumors for how this might have happened. But they make it work. 

	New protection wards are added to our boat, as well as two Wraithguard who will switch out at intervals to protect us. We head for Greka surrounded by the towering comfort of six warships. The captains meet with me to go over security procedures, and Kasta sleeps, and I chide myself for every time my mind wanders as the officers talk, knowing that with my fake cuff, half of these security measures don’t matter.

	The captains warn me that Greka is a lost cause. That giving so much weight to one Runemaster’s unproven story is just an excuse for them to back out of a war they think we’ll lose, and that none of our allies will pledge their loyalty again unless we can beat Wyrim. 

	They assume we’ll be meeting Wyrim’s army alone. 

	But that won’t be a problem, they say, exchanging smug looks, their eyes on my gods’ mark. Will it? 
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	Kasta finally wakes late that same night. Not that I see him, I just hear his door slide as Melia, Hen, and I play crystals in our room on the giant bed. Weight creaks over the floorboards as he moves into the washroom, then to his room again. 

	Back to work, I imagine.

	Melia harrumphs.

	“What?” I say, realizing I’m still watching the door.

	“I never thought I’d say this, but I am worried about him. He did this before his eleventh birthday, too. Locked himself away for weeks, barely came out. Rumors were spreading all over the palace that he was ill. Of course, I was only ten then, and none of us could ever have guessed that he was desperately trying to invent something to make his magic surface. But this feels like that again. Like he will kill himself trying to figure your magic out.”

	I push up from the bed, my nerves buzzing. “I’ll check on him.”

	“Be back quickly.” Melia places a card in the middle of the pile and takes all my remaining crystals. “Do not make us check on you.”

	She gives me a pointed look, and I fight the heat climbing my neck as I head for the door. 

	But she needn’t have worried. My first knock on Kasta’s door goes unanswered. The response to my second is: “You can talk to me from there.”

	Apparently he’s fine. And just as exasperating as ever. 

	The door is locked when I try it. “Can I at least open the door?”

	“No. I’m working.”

	“We reach Greka tomorrow. We still need to discuss details—”

	“I’ll have a strategy for you in the morning.”

	In the dismissive, distracted tone of someone done with this conversation. And for some inexplicable reason, that he doesn’t want to see me after I’ve been waiting all day for him to wake up makes me especially irritated.

	“Fine,” I snap at the closed wood. “Do what you want, but get some more sleep and when tomorrow comes, try not to look like I’ve been working you into the floor?”

	He does not grace me with a reply.

	I lose many games of crystals after that.
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	In the morning, I step up into fresh, crisp fall air, and the fantasy wonderland that is southern Greka.

	The hills look like they’re on fire. Broad, leafy trees arch over pale grasses, most taller than the warships’ top decks, the chilly breeze flashing through leaves of butter yellow, jeweled orange, garnet red. The harvest season never looks like this in Orkena. The desert changes from summer’s shades of brown and dead to fall’s even bleaker shades of brown and dead, and then eventually to the crushed, lifeless sand of the slumber season where the nights grow frigid but the days remain mild. The winter will be much colder here. The trees will drop their leaves to fortify themselves against the hills’ snowfalls, and the people will cut and burn their branches for heat. The wooden houses bear sloped roofs and stone chimneys, and I can’t help but feel some of my old adventurous self wake at the promise of new things, of getting lost in a new world.

	Marcus takes a deep breath. Greka smells like cedar and cloves and apples. 

	“Now this is a proper harvest.” He beams at his homeland. “Those trees will stay like that for the entire moon. And there will be apple festivals and spiced drinks and all the fruit pies you can eat.”

	I sigh in contentment. “Bless your people and their pies.”

	Jet joins us at the railing, a true smile in place. Despite his confrontation with Kasta, he’s seemed lighter these past days, and I realize it’s been a while since I’ve seen him looking anxious. 

	“I’ve always wanted to be here during the harvest,” he says. “We’ll have to come again when things aren’t so pressing. I could spend weeks in these hills.”

	I return his grin. “I’ve heard seeing a white deer brings you luck.”

	“I’ve heard there are flowers that can make you drunk.”

	Marcus’s laugh booms around the boat. “And the more Dreamflowers you’ve eaten, the more deer you’ll claim to have seen. I lived here seven summers before Orkena recruited me, and I’ve never seen a white deer.”

	“Yes,” I say. “And look where you ended up. On the losing side of a war with a queen who just learned what politics are and a team who can barely eat breakfast together without death threats.”

	He snickers. “Well. Maybe we should spend some time in the woods before we go.”

	Jet touches one of my bracelets. “You look lovely, by the way. Was this one of Sakira’s?”

	I look down. “Oh, thank you.” I would say the dress’s long-sleeved design is meant to blend in with the current Grekan style, except it dips low in the front to show off my gods’ mark, and the champagne sides of its long skirt slit up my hips in the Orkenian fashion. It’s meant to show me off as much as anything. Especially the back, which is entirely lace: a repeating pattern of scorpions to honor Oka, the god of judgment. 

	“And no,” I add. “Kasta brought this one. After I threatened him. You look wonderful, too.”

	And he does. The northern barracks didn’t have formalwear on hand, but they did have ceremonial military suits, and they’ve outfitted Jet in a tunic of deep blue, decorative armor covering just one of his shoulders, his tergus kilt plated in silver. The top cuts off beneath the lower edge of his chest, leaving his impressive stomach bare. Which I’ve even caught Melia glancing at over her tea. 

	Jet’s eyes hitch on Hen as she passes. Both she and Melia are in custom gowns that Hen made, one emerald and one lilac, each infused with real water so the colors swirl with their movements. Marcus is also in a considerably better mood since one of the captains handed him a fresh gray tunic and a silver-leaved crown for his hair.

	Jet glances at a lace scorpion that crawls my shoulder. “Hen could have made you something too, you know.”

	“It’s just a dress, Jet.”

	“Yes, but to him . . .” He forces a smile. “Yes. Of course it is. We’re a team today, all right? You’re going to do wonderfully, and anything you need from me, from us, we’re here.” He taps his knuckles against the rail. “Just—please make good choices. No threats today, no sneaking off your cuff?”

	“Jet!” I laugh a little too loudly. “I only make good choices now. And it’s been at least four days since I threatened Sakira. Also don’t worry about the cuff, it doesn’t work anyway, so it’ll definitely be staying on.”

	His fingers freeze in adjusting his leafy crown. “I’m sorry, what?”

	I push off the rail. “Kasta and I talked about it and decided that for safety purposes, I should have emergency access to my magic. But I promise, I’m not going to use it otherwise, and you all can keep an eye out if it seems like I’m getting more emotional than usual. Hen can bring a real backup cuff.” I grab a fresh mug of tea from near Melia. “It’s just a precaution.”

	A glance so quick between Marcus and Melia that I almost miss it. 

	But Melia smiles. “Of course, Mestrah. It’s . . . good to see you feeling confident in yourself again.” 

	After which follows a long pause while they take in my dress, my crown. Hen is practically bursting with something she’s not saying, and Jet is fervently shaking his head at her.

	“Right,” I say. “Well. I better go check on Kasta, seeing as the capital is right there and I told him to be up here an hour ago—”

	I head for the stairs belowdecks without looking back. Reminding myself this is what I have to do, that I’m still going to try to secure Greka’s allegiance the right way first and that there’s nothing unusual about wanting to protect us. Of course my friends are going to be hesitant when I spring something like that on them. There were plenty of things I didn’t understand, either, until I became Mestrah.

	It doesn’t mean I’m yielding to Kasta. It doesn’t mean it’s wrong.

	I knock on Kasta’s door. “Are you ready? We’re almost at the dock.”

	The door slides open. I was not actually expecting him to answer, therefore I am entirely unready when he both does so and is also naked.

	This is an exaggeration, he is only half-naked, and it’s possibly because I haven’t seen him shirtless in awhile that makes the difference so jarring. He’s also in white again, which feels personal on a level above the obvious challenge to my position. He wants me to notice. He wants me to remember how he looked in a Mestrah’s kilt, this one white with a bronze belt formed of interlocking scorpions—so we match—and a gossamer train the color of blood. Bronze rattlesnakes twist around his toned biceps. Flimsy strips of red and white silk cross his olive-toned chest in an “X,” holding in place a hollow bronze sun that frames his gods’ mark.

	I cannot react to this. I definitely cannot keep staring at his defined stomach, or remember how it felt when he pulled my hand down it in the arena. Or impose this image of him into that dratted dream that I keep having.

	I snap my eyes to his face. “It can not have taken this entire hour to put that one thing on!”

	Blue eyes flash between fresh lines of kohl. “I was busy. Does this not meet your specifications of not looking half-dead?”

	He steps back so I can see better, as if I have not already thoroughly taken him in, as if I am not painfully aware that he looks like a god. I’m not so easily seduced, and I’m definitely not imagining what it would be like to kiss him like that.

	“It’s . . . white,” I say, clutching the doorframe.

	“Yes.” He turns to the mirror at the far end of the room, snapping a bronze cuff around his wrist. “You want to sell the story to these allies that I’m happily serving as your advisor without the pressures of ruling. But I was marked by the gods. I am firstborn to my father, and this is the color they’ll be expecting me to wear, with no objection from you, because you still see us as equals. We will admit to being ex-lovers to explain what happened in the arena. But after the death of my father, I found myself lost and drawn to the gods, looking for answers in the spiritual, and have taken a vow of celibacy for a year to find my place.” 

	I laugh. “A vow of celibacy.”

	“That means no courting, as well.” He lifts the other wristband. “No intimate closeness”—he snaps the band into place—“of any kind.”

	“You realize you’re going to have to keep this charade up outside of the Grekan court. For a year.”

	“Yes.”

	“No one touching you. For a year.”

	He’s still facing away, but I don’t miss the brief, wicked tug of his lips in the mirror. “You sound irritated. Don’t you think this plan will work?”

	This feels very much like a question meant to get me to admit something else, and my nails dig into the doorframe.

	“Your advisors will like it.” He slips a dagger-shaped ring on his finger. “We’ll be expected to keep our distance to support the lie, which also explains why you avoided me in the weeks after your ascension, out of respect for my need of space. It even addresses why it took so long for this news to become public, because celibate vows are meant to be private, though clearly we realized the importance of making my particular case known. Unless you’d prefer I think of something else?”

	He turns, knowing how the shadows cut over his body. Knowing how, for someone who has vowed celibacy, every piece of his outfit has been selected to tempt the opposite. I tell myself I’m relieved. This is the perfect way to drown out every persistent, dangerous thought of him, because now the fate of the country relies on us staying apart.

	I force a smile. “It’s perfect.”

	Some of the amusement fades from his face. But he grabs his rattlesnake crown, and I get the distinct impression, as he sets it over his hair, that we’ve started a new kind of war.

	“So be it,” he says.

	 

	[image: Icon

Description automatically generated]

	 

	My advisors, as Kasta predicted, are more than thrilled with this new plan.

	“I am proud of you both,” Melia says, as Earthmovers ready the plank for us to disembark. “This is a brilliant plan to get the conversations going again with these countries. Kasta, especially, I am impressed with.” She lowers her voice so only I can hear. “And of course, this will save you from any weak moments with your gods’ marks now that you can use this excuse to only see him publicly. I applaud you for taking this seriously. But how did you ever get him to agree? An entire year?”

	Jet is less charmed. “You’re going to testify against yourself?” he says to Kasta. “Chisel our claims in stone that you have no desire to rule, with no recourse?”

	Kasta steps around him. “You’re the one who said I’m not meant for it. Is it such a stretch to believe that, after my thousand chances, I’m finally yielding to fate?”

	The consensus soon becomes that this was my idea, and possibly that I threatened again to reveal Kasta as a Shifter if he didn’t agree, though no one will actually say that. But I can already sense the pieces moving in Kasta’s new game. I was far too snappy about the duration of this charade, and he’s still catching me looking at him much too often. I tell myself I don’t care. All of this is fine, because it doesn’t matter, because I can’t miss something I don’t want anyway.

	Two of the Wraithguard and a handful of my best soldiers gather to escort us in on foot. Kasta and I walk at the front to support the story that we’re happily cooperating, with Jet and Marcus like bodyguards behind us and Hen and Melia at the rear. I kiss Jade’s head and tell her she has to stay this time and leave her with one of the captains on the flagship. 

	And then, for the first time in a long while, I take a moment to forget the war and the stress of what I’m about to do and lose myself in where I am.

	Grekan soldiers await us on shore in their finest: golden sets of full armor over long-sleeved scarlet tunics, golden spears in their hands, smooth helmets that come to a point over their faces like a songbird’s. Red feathers plume from the top of their helmets to their waists. Red capes lead us over alabaster roads, the bricks cracked from use and veined with moss. Greka doesn’t have Earthmovers to keep the roads as flawless as we do or any magic outside of the few spells they buy from us. A handful of Enchanters like Marcus are born in their society every decade or so with the unique power to imbue magic into armor and weaponry. But those magicians often relocate to Orkena, and stay there, for the superior access to magic. 

	Still, everything here is stunning in its imperfection. 

	An enormous wooden arch of twisting branches frames the entry to the shops. I spy a chipmunk carved into a knot and a fox twining around a trunk before we step into a vast outdoor market, where I barely feel the chilly breeze as I take in crocuses and daffodils carved into cedar posts and wooden canopies where glass hummingbirds hang on threads. Thick, fur-lined cloaks stack one table, lifelike carvings of moose and rabbits another. One displays little paper butterflies with dried flowers for spots, and I stray toward it. 

	Don’t, Kasta thinks. The queen is our priority, and she will notice if you stop for trinkets over her company.

	I startle, not used to his voice in my head, and almost answer before I remember the Grekans think I can’t use magic and that I’ll also appear to be talking to myself. I flash a smile at the butterfly merchant, redirect my steps, and curse the royals and their games as we pass a stand of fresh apple pies. It makes no sense to me why the queen would clear the streets like this, fill it with her finest merchants, then be upset if we actually stopped at any of them, but then I’m still thinking like a reasonable person and that’s never a wise thing to do in the courts.

	But I’m stopping for those pies on our way out.

	I see you wore my cuff, Kasta thinks, smiling. 

	The worst part about this is that I can’t even say anything cheeky in reply.

	And the dress. If you’re not careful, I’m going to think you’ve forgiven me.

	I shoot him a glare that promises I have not forgiven him. That it’s going to take a lot more than a dress to forgive him, and that he is walking a very fine line.

	He snickers. How much is it killing you to not be able to snap at me right now?

	“I hope you’re cold,” I say, which seems like a safe and perfectly normal observation to make out of the blue.

	He adjusts his crown, still smirking. You’re going to do fine today.

	Someday I’m going to ask if he does this on purpose, or if tormenting me just comes naturally to him. How can he still not have apologized for hiding the knives, but he’s here, in another kingdom, testifying against himself, telling me I’m going to do fine?

	Jet taps my shoulder from behind. “Feeling all right?”

	His voice is still light, and I slow gratefully to walk with him. 

	“I’m nervous,” I admit. “Queen Ester was the nicest royal we met at our debut party, but I was also letting Kasta do all the talking, so she probably remembers me as the girl who yelled that Kasta and I weren’t engaged. But she seemed to like us, so I’m hoping that between the two of us, we can work something out again.”

	It’s Kasta’s turn to give me the do you torment me on purpose? look.

	“Good,” Jet says. “Just remember that you have us, as well.”

	Hen pops up between us. “And that blackmail is always an option.”

	“Hen,” Jet and I say in unison.

	She drums her fingers conspiratorially. “I’m sure I can find something on the queen in the royal wing.”

	Jet directs a meaningful look at me. “You should really not break into the royal wing.”

	I clear my throat and try to sound responsible. “Hen, we are doing this the correct way . . .” Jet nods that I’m doing fine, and I keep going. “Which means—please don’t get caught.”

	“No,” Jet groans. “It means do not do it—”

	But we don’t get to hear all the logical reasons why that would be a bad idea, because from the stone wall surrounding the palace come deep bugling sounds, and its considerable metal gate begins to rise. 

	The travelers always refer to the Grekan palace as a castle. I don’t think I really knew what that meant until now, having grown up with only the Orkenian palace for reference, a place made of carved, gleaming alabaster meant to awe as much as protect. This building is made of teeth. It looks much more like a fortress than a place of luxury, with hard, gray stone sides, spiraling turrets with slots for archers, and an inner wall lined with guards. Without Protection wards or magicians to defend the castle, it sits on the highest place on the hill, towering above the trees, where the soldiers can easily see the docks and threats advancing through the forest. Narrow black-and-purple banners depicting Greka’s coat of arms—a wolf and an ash tree—fly from the highest turrets. I’m very sure the travelers said the Grekan soldiers ride wild wolves into battle, but then I also know how prone stories are to exaggeration. And so I’m completely unsurprised when the queen emerges on a beautiful but completely average gray stallion.

	The Grekans escorting us halt, but my soldiers and Wraithguard don’t follow suit until I do. Queen Ester stops her horse a few paces away. She’s dressed the same as she was the last time I saw her, in a military tunic of deep purple, a steel chest plate protecting her sturdy frame. Graying auburn hair encircles her head in a braid, stuck through with silver-dipped twigs. Gold dust brushes her temples, warming her golden-brown complexion.

	She casts a polite smile at Kasta before her hazel eyes shift, much cooler, to me.

	The guards surrounding us turn and lower their spears.

	“Mestrah,” the queen says, her accent clipping our Orkenian vowels short. “Please accept my apologies for our rough welcome. But I was made a much better offer for your capture.”
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	MY guards draw their swords. My Wraiths draw blight powder and smoke bombs, newer weapons made necessary by forsvine, and I reach for Influence, but the reaction of my guards has already told me enough. They would be wielding fire and ice right now if they could.

	The Grekan guards are wearing forsvine, which is why they’ve closed in.

	My magic doesn’t respond. 

	And my hope that I’ll ever be able to do something peacefully in this war cracks in half. 

	“I don’t understand,” I say. “We came to you in peace. Kasta is here, Greka and Orkena have been allies for centuries—” 

	“And I hope that can continue for centuries more.” The queen’s stallion tosses his head, and she takes up the reins. “But in these uncertain times, I must also think of what is safest for my kingdom. And that is what this other offer provides. I’m afraid this is no longer about stopping Orkena or Wyrim, Mestrah. This is about stopping you, before the world becomes your willing puppet.”

	My stomach drops. “But every ancient Mestrah had Influence, and that never happened! I have no desire to rule Greka or anywhere outside Orkena. We just want to stop Wyrim from slaughtering us. I’ve done nothing to indicate otherwise—”

	“That is not what I hear.” The queen’s stallion steadies. “I hear you tried to use your power on your own long-lost princess. That one of your own had to stop you?”

	“What? How would you—” Curse Sakira. Of course there would be Wyri spies within her fanatics, and of course they’d spread rumors that Sakira isn’t even considering the consequences of. “The princess attacked me first.” 

	Which I indeed say with the hopes the queen sees the parallel here, and this is possibly what Jet would consider a threat. But I think he’ll forgive me.

	“Ferta sa,” the queen says to the guards. 

	“Bring them in,” Marcus translates.

	My Wraiths look to me. Jet steps closer, sword drawn. I could tell them to fight. My two Wraiths alone can handle half this group even without magic, but there are undoubtedly more guards waiting within the castle walls and in the market, and in the ships that escorted us here. We wouldn’t get far. And the thought of those spears finding any of my friends terrifies me on an entirely new level.

	I should have used my magic right away. I should have used it the second the Grekan guards came to greet us. If I had, we would be walking away right now without an issue.

	I won’t be so naive in the future. 

	“I’ll go.” I step away from Jet. “But leave my advisors out of this.”

	“Mestrah,” Melia snaps.

	“And let them mount a rescue?” The queen tsks. “I think not. You all come without a fight.” 

	The guards step closer.

	Jet flexes his grip on his sword. “You can’t think this will be so easy. Our fleet is here. Many will die in your attempt to do this.”

	The queen turns her stallion. “No, they won’t. That is also part of the deal. I only need to keep your capture secret for a few hours, then your escorts will arrive to take you downriver. I’ve been assured there will be no trouble with the Orkenian fleet.”

	Realization slices through me. This is far more than rumors spinning out of hand. Kasta and I turn to Jet—everyone turns to Jet—and Jet slowly lowers his sword. 

	“Ah,” he says weakly. “I suppose that explains why Sakira stopped following us.”

	Melia lowers her voice. “We might be able to overcome her later . . .”

	Marcus nods and whispers, “That’s what I’m hoping.”

	“Move along.” The queen nudges her stallion forward. “I have very busy day ahead.”

	“Mimenos,” Kasta says, using the formal address for a Grekan queen. “Do you remember what you asked my father for after our debut party?”

	The queen stops her horse. “I do.”

	“Would it be more enticing than whatever my sister has promised you?”

	It’s as bizarre to see Kasta offering up a peaceful solution as it is to see the queen hesitate. She has Sakira’s deal in hand. The safety of her people assured. There can’t possibly be anything Kasta can promise that Sakira can’t, but the queen’s gaze flits down his body, and her eyes narrow, and after an agonizing pause, her brow relaxes.

	“It would be negligent of me to not at least hear you out.” She looks to her guards. “Fevanes se, tha benes tiles. You will all go with my guards. Prince Kasta, you will walk with me. I would like to hear your side of the story either way.” 

	I step forward. “With respect, I should accompany you as well. Kasta has no power to make choices for Orkena.”

	“No?” The queen’s hard eyes cut to me. “But he would be king if not by his own decision, yes? Any agreements we come to will naturally require your approval, Mestrah. But surely we may have a moment to discuss without outside pressure?”

	Which is maybe a polite way of saying she definitely doesn’t trust me. But everyone turns my way, and I wish the guards weren’t so close so Kasta could tell me in his thoughts what he’s doing. I want to trust him so badly with this. I want to think that when I let him go, he’ll discuss only what we talked about and not secretly put into play something else that the queen never mentions to me. 

	But I don’t have a choice. I can’t deny the queen when we’re putting up the very front she just mentioned, and I make myself smile.

	“No,” I say, eyeing Kasta. “Of course I don’t object.”

	Kasta steps out of the circle without a glance back.

	The guards take our weapons and lock the forsvine shackles they’d been wearing over our wrists instead. They don’t even look twice at my fake cuff before removing it, trusting nothing. Hen loses seven potions she’d been hiding gods know where, Jet and Marcus lose every dagger and hidden knife, and Melia her blight powder, and another guard marvels that Kasta was carrying no weapons at all. As if that makes him less dangerous. 

	And then we are off to the castle.
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	We walk beneath columns of stone and stag skulls.

	Ornate rugs cushion our sandals. Greka’s primary colors of purple and black and gold swirl into everything we pass: tall vases filled with red twigs, an enormous painting of the castle at twilight, the uniforms of the castle guard. There are no gentry in the castle. Only guards and servants and the queen’s family live here, eyes following us as we go. Marcus mutters something in Grekan to our lead guard but gets no response. 

	And then we are moving up a cold, spiraling set of stairs. Into a windowless stone hall. Down to a thick, wooden door that conjures up every terrible story I’ve ever heard of dungeons with their damp floors and streaks of inexplicable blood . . . until a warm square of sunshine pours into the corridor, and we step into a well-decorated sitting room. Paintings of the Grekan countryside line smooth plaster walls, and a neat arrangement of couches surrounds a table set with tiny sandwiches. Tiny sandwiches and crystal chalices of purple tea. A mural of Greka’s two primary gods dancing amongst clouds covers the recessed ceiling. I almost don’t notice the golden bars on the windows.

	My soldiers move to look out of them, and I take in the tiny pine trees decorating the food table.

	“Hold on,” I say, when the door closes again. Four of the Grekan guards remain within, one in each corner. “This is Grekan prison? Is their strategy just that you never want to leave?” 

	Marcus claps the back of a sleigh-like couch. “Their strategy is to have you forget that they imprisoned you in the first place, in case they decide not to horribly betray you. Always a smile behind the knife, with you royals.”

	I don’t even argue with this comparison.

	“This is really nice.” Hen flops onto a velvet cushion. “Look, they have salmon!”

	“Please don’t eat that,” Jet says.

	Hen already has four tiny sandwiches in her palm. “Oh, don’t worry. I’ve done this before, they never poison you on the first day.”

	Jet rolls his eyes. “That was in Orkena. And that was not a prison, that was your cousin’s wedding that you didn’t want to be at.”

	“Same thing.”

	“It is not—”

	“There were golden bars there, too.”

	Jet laughs. “Those were candlesticks that represent eternity!”

	“Which is the time that I was there. Here, this one looks boring enough for you.”

	Hen points to a sandwich that’s only two small wedges of bread and a soft white cheese, but Jet’s eyes narrow, and he snatches one of her salmon bites instead. And pops the entire thing into his mouth.

	“Are you seeing this?” Melia mutters, tapping my arm.

	“Seeing what?” I say.

	Jet’s face looks pained, and Hen grins. And finally, Jet presses a hand over his eyes.

	“Gods, these are good,” he groans.

	“That’s another point for me,” Hen says.

	“That’s your first point, ever. Your idea to sneak through the royal wing definitely lost you any others you might have had.”

	They continue arguing like we’re not here, eating sandwiches, sitting next to each other with their knees turned in like it’s the most natural thing in the world. 

	“I forgot you are just as hopeless.” Melia stretches around me to grab a chalice. “Never mind.”

	She drops into a carved chair nearby, and I look to Marcus, but he shrugs. I watch Hen and Jet instead, trying to figure out what Melia means, when I think I start to see it. Hen, ignoring a brand-new room full of secrets. Jet, charming and cheeky and making the world disappear around them as he argues about their point tallies. It’s like seeing him and me at the Crossing banquet all over again, the first spark of something new.

	But that’s ridiculous. Hen would never have bothered with Jet if I hadn’t asked her to, and she drives him up the wall, besides. Clearly this strange twinge in my chest is just jealousy, in remembering there was a time not too long ago when Jet looked this way at me. Which is also silly. Hen would tell me if anything was going on, and I really need to get my head right.

	“Huh,” Marcus says, halfway into one of the salmon bites. “These really are good. Clearly my cousin didn’t make them.”

	I sink next to Melia. I have far more concerning things to focus on right now, anyway, like what Kasta is telling the queen. And what promises he might be making that he neglected to tell me about. That Greka wanted something they didn’t get from the Mestrah seems like critical information to have shared with me, but then I also have to remember that Kasta didn’t know we’d be separated, and that maybe it’s not even something he wanted to bring up unless absolutely necessary. I have to approve whatever he proposes, anyway. This is fine. I can trust him with this. 

	Why do I still feel like I can’t trust him with this?

	I drop my head into my hands. “I should have seen this coming.”

	“Don’t.” Melia crosses a leg, moodily shoving her lilac jole over her knee. “Do not ever blame yourself when you have tried to reach out in kindness. Apos’ blood, we had this meeting. When I get a moment with Sakira, I swear . . .”

	She cuts her hand across her neck, which I think is an Amian gesture for Sakira receiving the lecture of her life. Or sudden death, but I’m thinking it’s more likely the first one.

	“Easy.” Marcus rubs Melia’s shoulders, careful not to catch her braids. “We’ve had enough stress this week. Sakira still made some kind of peaceful deal with them, even if it’s at our clear expense. But we’ll get to her. This will work out, you’ll see.”

	Melia sighs. “If only it were so easy.”

	I toy with the shackle around my wrist. It could be easy. 

	It could be very easy.

	“I’m going to check our view,” I say, pushing up from the couch fast enough that one of the guards lifts his crossbow. I wait, hands raised, until he lowers it, and walk much more slowly toward the windows. This section of the castle overlooks a glimmering pond, its edges lined neatly with stone, a single path through the middle leading to a columned, circular island made completely of marble. A couple sits on a bench overlooking the water, a girl with light beige skin in a flowing red gown and a black-haired boy dressed in white. The girl tosses little chunks of bread at tiny blue and white ducks. 

	No, not a couple. Definitely, definitely not a couple, because the boy is Kasta, and behind him is the queen. 

	I’ve heard the crown princess is very beautiful. The elegance of this girl’s gown and the golden diadem atop her long, brown ringlets seems to confirm that this is her—Princess Iris. Strange that her mother brought her in for this meeting, but I’ve heard the queen plans to retire soon, so she must be involving Iris more in critical decisions.

	I lean against the recessed frame. “Maybe we just need to throw a party for Sakira,” I say over my shoulder. “Tell her we’ll go along with her, but first we need to celebrate her return, then get her drunk and admitting this isn’t what she truly wants . . .”

	Outside, the princess laughs and nudges Kasta’s arm. Like they’re old friends. Doubtful, really, since Kasta hasn’t let himself get close to anyone for years. And even what he and I have now I’m not sure I’d call close. But maybe the two of them have been civil at political gatherings.

	Melia joins me. “Now your strategy is to get your enemies drunk?”

	“Look, Melia, it’s a surprisingly effective tactic. That’s basically how I survived the Crossing—”

	The princess’s hand is on Kasta’s leg. No, not technically on it. She’s admiring the blood-red train on his kilt, the fabric as thin as a spider web, and she has to be closer to see it, so of course that means the back of her hand has to touch his knee. Completely normal. It is a fantastic outfit, even if I’ll never admit it to him.

	Melia scoffs. “I should have known. That is why he chose to wear that.”

	Something dark flickers in my ribs. And not only because I assumed he wore that for me. “What . . . do you mean, that’s why? That’s just traditional attire.”

	“All right, I know you two have your issues, but do not tell me you have gone blind to this as well. Kasta does not often use it, but he knows how people look at him. And it never hurts to be able to flirt your way into better terms. Especially with Iris, who the queen will do anything for.”

	The princess’s leg now touches his, the satin of her gown against his kilt. Kasta will move away soon. He has to, he’s not the kind of person who lets strangers sidle up to him.

	Melia grunts, like she’s impressed. “They don’t look half bad together, if I’m honest.”

	My nails dig into my arms. “Really? I think they look terrible together. Her hair is way too . . . long, and he’s clearly too tall for her.”

	“Too tall? They are maybe eighteen centimeters apart. That’s what you look like beside him.”

	“Not to mention that dress is a tacky red—”

	The princess reaches for Kasta’s hollow chest piece. She hesitates a moment, asks him something, and he nods.

	Her finger traces the gods’ mark on his chest.

	And that darkness in me snarls.

	“Yes,” Melia says. “I think we will be out of here by lunch.”

	“What’s this?” Jet asks, the heat of him warming my side. “Oh. I wondered if we’d see the princess today. Last time I saw her, she was sixteen and I was twelve . . . gods, I was in love with her. Kasta had just turned fourteen, and she was quickly bored with both of us. Clearly four years has changed that.”

	I am not going to react to this. This is fine, it’s a negotiation tactic, and I do not need to be thinking about how devilishly the princess is smiling or how long she’s letting her touch linger.

	But if Kasta thinks he can kiss me in public like he did, put my hands on him and then come here and flirt just as shamelessly with her, like I’m no different—

	“Yes, great,” I say, trying to keep my voice light. “He’s finally being nice to someone for once.”

	Jet rests a hand on the sill. “More than that. You know, they don’t look half bad together.”

	“They’re completely awkward!” I yell, calmly shoving away from the window and not at all seething as I flop onto the cushion next to Hen.

	“What’s wrong with her?” Jet murmurs.

	“I . . . we will talk later,” Melia says.

	Hen lays her head on my shoulder. “Do you have something that you maybe want to share with the group?”

	I let out a pained laugh. “No, I’m just stressed about getting out of prison.”

	Hen just shakes her head and hands me a wedge of cheese. “Here. I’ve found cheese is the best medicine for denial.”

	“They’re coming inside,” Jet says.

	I ignore Hen’s comment but graciously accept the cheese, begging this choking darkness to leave. Kasta is acting. He’s doing what he needs to save Orkena, which is why I brought him, and I am going to behave like a normal person when they return, not to mention I do not care, because I am getting over this, I’m focused on the war.

	Melia and Jet discuss how they might still reach Sakira. Marcus and Hen trade espionage tactics, because of course they do. And I eat tiny cheese wedges, trying not to tick off the minutes in my head or how it seems like it’s taking way longer than it should for them to come back.

	When the doors finally open, I stand so fast that all four of the guards raise their crossbows. 

	“Mestrah,” the queen says. Kasta and the princess wait behind her, the princess’s eyes on him, his on me. “Please join us.” 

	I move forward as if I haven’t been stress-eating cheese. Kasta studies the room, his gaze lingering on the windows, noting our view.

	And he smiles.

	He’s lucky we’re in public.

	The queen opens her hand to the princess. “Allow me the pleasure of introducing my daughter, Iris. She has been my partner in many major decisions since she was sixteen, so she understands the pressures of being young in the court. From what Prince Kasta has said of you, I think this is a partnership that will turn into a true friendship, in time.”

	These are promising words. That’s all I’m focusing on as I incline my head to the princess, and she bows politely with her fist over her heart, and I am not thinking at all of how my magic flickers when our eyes meet again, as if the darkness inside of me is stronger than even the forsvine I’m wearing. I’m definitely not checking the position of her crown and her red lipstick to ensure both are still perfectly in place or relieved to note that they are.

	“I look forward to it,” I say, a knife behind a smile.

	The doors close behind us. Eight guards join us in the hall—only two went when it was just Kasta—and the queen slows for me to join her, which only makes it that much more awkward with Kasta and the princess following. Down the vaulted hallway we go, over painted floors, beneath fluted columns, past statues of their two primary gods and their countless, mischievous star children, who I think are responsible for all natural disasters and illnesses within Greka. I could ask to be sure, if I wasn’t continually glancing over my shoulder, taking in the princess’s broad shoulders, her clever eyes, the way she watches Kasta as if he’s the only one in the room.

	The queen leads us down a new hallway with grand, rectangular windows, beyond which the tree-laden hills of Greka stretch like a fiery tapestry.

	“I apologize again for my greeting at the gate,” she says. “I am sure you understand, in times of war, how careful we must be to protect our own.”

	“Yes,” I agree. “I knocked out an entire room of people once for the same reason.”

	I cannot explain why I say this. Knocking out the assassins at our debut party is not something I’m proud of, even if I can’t regret it either, and threats are not the first tools I should be reaching for after a potential ally has started talking about peace. But there it is, it’s already out, and because we’re in the court, the queen just nods like she understands.

	“Prince Kasta reminded me of the power you hold. He even believes there will be a time when forsvine cannot restrain you at all.” A sly look my way. What did Kasta promise that changed her mind so much? “He knows a great deal about the science behind it, yes? It is impressive to hear him talk of it. I did not realize there is still so much we do not know about magic, but then it has been hard to get ahold of any quality magicians. You do not often allow your elite to live away from the palace.”

	Which is how, as was explained in my history lessons, Orkena has held such command over magic for so long. Not only to ensure that we always have the strongest magicians, but so the descendants of those who leave can’t go on to work against us. Not that our elite would ever object to the rule. Magical and non-magical unions nearly always result in magicless children, and the old families especially won’t stand for that.

	“Historically, no,” I say carefully.

	She smiles. “Indeed.”

	We move through a doorway as wide as a carriage and into a meeting room the size of a barn. Tiny planks of smooth oak form a mosaic of a floor, and an enormous circle of natural wood tops a table beneath a rectangular window, sunlight sparkling along crystal veins in its polished surface. The queen sits in a golden throne before it, and only one other chair waits across from her. Servants slide trays onto the table filled with roasted rabbit and steaming white soup and what has to be slices of Marcus’s favorite tiro pie.

	“Iris, Kasta,” the queen says. “We will not bore you with the contractual details of the agreement. Iris, perhaps you could take the prince on a tour in the meantime? It’s been so long since his last visit.”

	“It would be my delight,” the princess says.

	I do not personally like this suggestion, and from the look on Kasta’s face when he realizes I’ll be alone with the queen, he doesn’t like this either. But there’s no reason either of us can give to decline, so Kasta just gives me a meaningful look to not undo the careful work he’s done, and I glare at Iris’s too-perfect dress and reluctantly take my seat as they retreat to the hall.

	“I would like this to be more of a celebratory lunch.” The queen takes up a chalice filled with a pearly white liquor. “So I am going to get right to the point. Prince Kasta was most generous in revisiting the request I made of his late father last moon, gods bless the king’s soul, to send thirty of your best magicians into our service for a year. I recognize the radical exception to your laws this is, but I also realized, after speaking with Kasta, that a year would hardly be adequate for our needs. But Iris and I talked, and we believe there is a perfect solution that not only solves this issue, but also ensures a long and prosperous alliance between us. Prince Kasta does not even know about this yet, but seeing them together, I can’t imagine he’d object.” She smiles and raises her glass. “I propose a marriage between Iris and Kasta. Let us call each other family. And I will send my entire fleet back with you today.”
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	I ALMOST knock over my chalice. The queen is smiling like this will be the most brilliant agreement in history, and I need to be thinking of how she just promised me her lifelong allegiance and her entire fleet—her entire fleet, today, following me home—except the room is darkening at the edges, and I’m really hoping I misheard what she wants in return.

	This is a very cruel way for the gods to get back at me for threatening to marry Kasta off.

	“Um . . .” I steady my cup. “I’m sorry. Did you just say ‘marriage?’”

	“Oh yes.” She drinks, apparently deciding I’ll soon agree. “Now, I know what you are thinking. You still need him as a strategist for this war. But I promise we will not get in the way of that. We will arrange the wedding for tomorrow, something fast and simple, and postpone a true ceremony until a more stable time. Iris will go with you and the fleet. You’ll have both of them as resources for the foreseeable future, though within the year, we’ll need to discuss when they can settle here so Iris can rule in my retirement.”

	Kasta. Married. To Iris. It occurs to me that whatever story Kasta told them about why he abdicated, he neglected to mention his supposed vow of celibacy or the queen wouldn’t suggest such a fast wedding and the princess wouldn’t have touched him. That little story was just to get under my skin. To get me to confess I wanted more than just his trust. I highly doubt he meant the result to be this. It’s Orkena he wants, not just any crown, but I suddenly fear that in thinking I won’t ever yield to him, he indeed won’t object.

	And then all I can think of is that dratted Nadessan Fortune bird telling me I wouldn’t stop Kasta from becoming king. And how I’ll have to watch them together. How Iris will kiss him on that altar and how tentative they’ll be at first, getting to know each other as we sail back to Greka, sitting closer and closer at dinner. Until something finally shifts. And then her hand will be on his leg, in his hair, pulling him into bed—

	“No,” I say. “No, I’m sorry. You can have anyone else.”

	The queen stirs her soup. “With respect, we are not interested in anyone else. It is his skill set we need, and his lineage.” She sets the spoon down. “You are young. I know this feels like a great loss after you have so carefully selected your advisors. But you have moons yet to choose a replacement, and you are always welcome to visit and consult him even after they settle here. That is the very weave of our alliance.”

	My blood heats. “I realize that. But for the same reasons, I have to decline. He’s an irreplaceable resource. There has to be something else you want.”

	She rests her chin on folded hands. Her kindness gone again, just like that. “Let me put it this way. My daughter wants him. You are at the end of a rope. I ask to be polite, to foster a new friendship, but this is not really a question. Iris will have him, whether you are the one to give him to us or not.” She takes another drink. “Be smart about this, Mestrah. Take the offer with a smile. Do not make me write to your other potential allies that the Runemaster’s story is true.”

	And something in me cracks. That she would dare blackmail me, that she would be so callous when I am offering her anything, anything else in return, that she thinks she can just take whatever she wants from me because I’m young, because I’m desperate, because I have no power to do anything about it, reminds me far too much of when I was told over and over again as a Whisperer that I was nothing. That I’m made to serve. 

	And a flicker of the emotions in the room reaches me. The servants’ amusement, the queen’s irritation. The guards’ increasing nerves. An echo of what I felt in the armory, when my magic started burning through Kasta’s forsvine shackle. 

	I slowly stand. “Choose something else. I won’t ask again.”

	The queen laughs, swirling her chalice. “I do admire your boldness. For a child new to this world, you will survive it well. But this is what it is to rule. Some days you are sacrificing what you love for the greater good. Others you are taking what you want at knifepoint—”

	I grab hold of her growing irritation and push.

	It’s easier than last time. The metal heats on my arm, red-hot, searing, and I rip it free, sighing as its prickling cold vanishes from my veins. The guards cry out as I drop it to the floor. The queen gapes, but no one moves, because I’m already in the guards’ heads, taking hold of those threads of fear.

	“That,” I say quietly, pressing their worries smooth. “Is exactly what I’m doing.”
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	Minutes later, I stride into the hallway, unguarded and alone. Trembling against the memory of the queen gaping around at her calm, unmoving guards, magic still burning through me, spreading through my thoughts like cracking glass. I don’t know if I’m still in control. I don’t know if I lost it in there. No one came even close to dying, and no one turned that eerie shade of blank like in the war room, but I still feel wrong all the same. I told my friends I’d only use Influence if I feared for our safety. I told my father I would win our allies fairly. 

	And I just slammed the door on this alliance, possibly for a very long time, for Kasta.

	My hands shake. I grasp them and beg my mind to stop thinking. First I need to get Kasta, then the rest of my advisors, then we need to go. 

	It’s easy enough to ask the servants where the princess went even without knowing Grekan, as Iris’s name is enough to get me headed the right way. The guards barely look at me. They assume, if I’m out here on my own, that it’s by the queen’s grace. How terribly true that is. Between arched windows and around busts of gods I go, until a guard points me toward the weapons’ room at the end of the hall. I round the doorway so fast I almost careen into a full suit of armor, stopping short when I spy Kasta and the princess at the far end. She’s pointing out a coat of arms on the wall, and they’re not touching, but all I need to imagine is her twining her hand in his and then I’m back on the warpath.

	I have to do this. It’s just a little magic, and if I couldn’t win Greka’s support back, I can at least make sure what I did today doesn’t doom us.

	Princess Iris sees me first. “Ah, Mestrah! It is good news, then? Can we tell him?”

	I almost feel bad for her. She honestly doesn’t deserve any of this. She thinks she’s been flirting with someone not under the insecure control of a borderline tyrant, and doubtless she thought this would go smoothly. 

	“Of course!” I embrace her as new family would, where it’s easier for my magic to run deep. “I know how stressed you were about marrying a stranger,” I mutter into her ear. “I got you out of it. You should be able to take your time with a huge decision like that, not have to bend to a match your mother thought up in an hour.”

	She pulls back, and for a moment, I worry she’s so set on Kasta that even my magic won’t work. Then her jaw drops. “How did you know? Oh, we really are going to be good friends. I have been telling my mother for years that I want to court, even for a political match. My father and she went through a terrible separating . . .”

	I squeeze her shoulders. “Great! She wants to see you, by the way, and maybe don’t tell her we talked? She’s still very suspicious of my magic, which I completely understand.”

	“Of course.” She winks at me. “Thank you. I will not forget this when the crown is mine.”

	“Perfect,” I choke out, because I am the actual worst. I return her smile and watch her go, ignoring the sear of Kasta’s gaze. But I couldn’t leave her still wanting him. I’d truly thought about how I could do this without magic, like telling the queen Kasta was already promised to someone else or that we were secretly engaged, but the queen would have just told me to break off the first, and the second is trouble on about a thousand new levels. This way the princess has already moved on, and I didn’t take anything from her that she didn’t want an hour ago. 

	This is fine. I’m protecting my friends, I’m protecting Orkena. This is fine.

	The princess disappears into the hall.

	Kasta steps into my vision. “Why do I have a feeling I’m not going to like anything you’re about to tell me?”

	“We actually need to leave, too.”

	“Zahru—”

	I stride for the exit. “Look, everything’s under control. But bad news: I didn’t actually reach an agreement with the queen. She’s not going to come after us anymore, but she’s definitely not going to help us, and also, we have about eight minutes before Sakira gets here.”

	“What?” He grabs my arm. “I had them eating out of my hand, how did you possibly mess this up?”

	“How did I—?” I pull out of his grip, laughing. “Like you don’t know exactly why you wore that. How everyone looks at you like they’d like to rip your clothes off—”

	His brow rises. “Rip them off?”

	My blood shifts as I realize I could have used a much calmer phrase, such as, admire you like a piece of art, and not something that seems to insinuate what I’d like to do. “What do you think they wanted, after you neglected to mention your ‘celibate vow’? After you let her touch you?”

	“They want magicians,” he says, the humor dropping from his face. “It’s a steep price, but you’ve left me no other options. And I switched tactics once I noted Iris’s interest, because I knew if she thought I returned her feelings, that could only sweeten the terms. All you had to do was say yes!”

	My laugh is pained, but I’ve already worked this out. Obviously the reason I’m about to give him is what I was subconsciously thinking when the queen threatened me, and I don’t need to keep obsessing over how I would have given her land, magicians, charms, magic, whatever she wanted. But not this.

	“They wanted you,” I say, as if I’m telling him they wanted to live in our palace or take every single one of our ships. An obvious no, for no emotional reason whatsoever. “Princess Iris wanted to marry you.”

	A thousand unsaid things flicker across his face. He’s watching me like a hunter, searching my eyes. “And you said no.”

	“Of course I did. In no world will I ever allow you to rule another kingdom so you can go on to overthrow me.”

	His smile is slow. “Interesting. A few days ago, that was exactly the way you planned to stop me.”

	I raise two fingers to this point. “That . . . I . . . obviously that was just a threat to get you to come.”

	“They would consider nothing else?” 

	“No.”

	His mouth twitches. “You broke your cuff.”

	I don’t like the calculating look in his eye, and I turn for the hall. “I did what I had to.”

	“You were upset. You’re still upset.”

	“We have seven minutes.”

	“I didn’t like it, you know.”

	I turn, exasperated. “Didn’t like what?”

	But he’s already to me, his knuckles sparking against my chest as he lifts the crystal charm of the necklace he gave me. And tugs me closer.

	“Her touching me.” His lips are centimeters from mine. “I didn’t like it.”

	He drops the charm and keeps walking.

	I let out the breath clenched behind my teeth as quietly as possible, cursing the gooseflesh spreading down my body. A normal response to this is probably to scoff. Or insist I wasn’t worried about losing him for those reasons at all. Or maybe do anything that is not still standing here. “Um, wait—”

	He’s already to the main hall. I hurry to catch up, looking over my shoulder for guards, but so far the queen is keeping her end of the bargain to let us go peacefully. I form the start of several responses to what just happened, one of which really needs to be that I wasn’t jealous. Except I’m also relieved he doesn’t return Iris’s feelings, while incensed that he thinks he can just do that, while baffled he even thought to reassure me about it, and also terrified that I think the reason I’m most upset is because he didn’t kiss me. I don’t see voicing any of these things improving my situation, and so we just walk. Apparently this is the new stage we’re at now, of whatever this is. We fight, we kiss at random, we break alliances for each other, and we don’t even need to talk about it after because that’s just what we do.

	Gods, that sounds a lot like courting.

	Oh my gods, are we courting?

	“It’s going to be tricky getting out with everyone wearing forsvine,” Kasta says, as I slip into the week’s fifth meltdown. “But you should be enough. We won’t have much time. You’ll need to knock the guards out.”

	“I . . . no, I don’t like knocking them out.” I shake my head. I’ll worry about this later, after we’re hopefully not Sakira’s prisoners. “I’ll just make them leave.”

	Kasta is quiet for a few steps. “Why didn’t you just Influence the queen to give us ships? Why are we still running?”

	We pass potted aspen trees and painted vases displayed on pedestals. Round the last corner toward the guests’ prison.

	This is the question that will haunt me long after we leave. 

	“I wanted to,” I confess. “I couldn’t. It felt like stealing.”

	“We’re at war.”

	“Yes, because your grandmother used magic to steal food that wasn’t hers and killed hundreds in the process. These Grekan soldiers would die for us, too. And then I would be no different.”

	More silence. “But you did something.”

	I laugh. “Yes. I melted my cuff so they’d know forsvine won’t save them, and so they’d know I could’ve changed their minds to whatever I wanted. I kept the guards calm so they wouldn’t attack me. Then I warned the queen that we’ll leave peacefully, but if she ever strikes a deal with your sister again, or moves against us in any way, I will make her into a puppet.”

	He slows, his smile widening. “You said what?”

	“Look, I’m just talking like you cutthroat royals do. I wouldn’t actually do it. Do not look at me like that, we’re trying to be better people, remember?”

	“I’m impressed.” He’s walking very close to me. “Of course, I’d be more impressed if you had any kind of escape plan.”

	“You don’t care that I didn’t force them to give us a second army?”

	We stop a few meters from the guards posted outside the guests’ prison. Who, with a thought, I send walking in the other direction.

	A flash of his desire heats my skin, and he nods to the soldiers. “We don’t need a second army if you use your magic as you’re supposed to. I think you’ll come around.”

	His eyes drop to my mouth, and he heads for the doors. 

	Yes, this is going in exactly the wrong direction that I knew it would.

	My advisors are both relieved and concerned to see us alone. I send the guards inside to the far side of the room and get them started on an argument about the proper preparation of tiro, giving thanks to Marcus for the inspiration. Once the guards are out of earshot, I explain to my friends that we’re free to go, but that no, I did not get Greka’s support, and there are only a few glances this time before my advisors realize that if that’s the case, there’s no way I used magic to free us. And I didn’t, not in the way they’re worried about. It seems unnecessary to tell them about Iris at all.

	“You know,” Kasta mutters as we emerge onto the castle’s manicured lawn. “You could fix all of this by going back and making Iris fall for Jet. We could leave him here.”

	“Absolutely not. Your brother is a very valuable part of my team, and I happen to like having on my side. When he’s on my side. Kind of like someone else I’m way too lenient with that I could still leave here.”

	He snickers; he knows now that I wouldn’t. Curse the queen and her daughter’s good taste.

	Hen pops up beside me, her arms full of swords and Marcus’s crossbow. “I got our things back.” She hands me my fake forsvine cuff and the dagger I’ve been keeping on my thigh since I was named a royal heir.

	“When did you even leave to get these?” Jet says, which is also my question.

	Kasta accepts his sword with the slightest frown. “I thought you were also going to grab the keys for the cuffs.”

	Hen sighs. “I couldn’t find them. But I can pick the locks when we get back to the ship.”

	And my concern for having introduced them increases. Especially with the realization that if I really think about it, Hen is basically just a happier version of Kasta. She gives Marcus his crossbow, Melia gets her Healer’s pouch and a dagger, and Jet his fire sword and a smile. My Wraiths and guards get their weapons back, too, and then we’re emerging around the castle’s tall outer wall when something whizzes past my shoulder and sinks into the short grass. 

	I’ve seen enough of these in the army’s packs to know a sleeping dart when I see it. 

	Soldiers fill the balcony behind us, armed with blowguns.

	The queen storms out into the sun. “What did you do to my daughter?”

	My advisors turn automatically to Kasta, and a new kind of dread crushes my ribs. I suppose it was far too much to hope that the princess insisting she hadn’t talked to me would be enough. 

	“We have an understanding,” I say, like this is not about to get so bad for me. “Let us go in peace.”

	“We had an understanding as long as you didn’t change anything. She is telling me she wants to court now? That I put the idea of a blind marriage into her head?”

	And my advisors turn slowly to me.

	I clear my throat. “Honestly she sounds very reasonable—”

	“You are not leaving until you fix her!”

	“We should go,” I say, sprinting for the gate.

	“Fertin yah!” the queen yells at the guards.

	“What is happening?” cries Marcus.

	“Zahru!” Jet is at my side in an instant, everyone else following as darts hiss around us like rain. “What is she talking about? You said they wanted magicians we couldn’t afford?”

	“That . . . is still true.” I leap another dart. “And I’d be happy to talk about it at seriously any other time.”

	Jet’s voice is strained. “Why do I feel like an accomplice to a crime right now?”

	Kasta comes up on my other side. “And this is why we should have knocked out the guards. Now the queen knows you’re too soft to make her into a puppet and she’ll take Sakira’s deal!”

	“Oh gods,” Jet whimpers. “I am an accomplice.”

	“Oh, I’m sorry,” I snap at Kasta. “Maybe if you’d been doing something more useful than whispering sweet nothings into the princess’s ear, they might have taken me more seriously!”

	“So now this is my fault?” Kasta says.

	“It’s always your fault! Literally all of this is your fault!”

	He snatches a dart coming for my arm—out of the air—and shakes it at me. “This is not my fault. If you’d let me be crowned like you were supposed to—”

	“Enough!” Melia says. “Where is Hen?”

	My stomach sinks. Gods, if she’s been shot or taken . . .

	“Thank Numet,” I whisper, as Hen appears behind a nearby pine tree. Armed, naturally, with a blowgun. “Hen. You need to tell someone when you’re going to—”

	Jet zips past me and pulls her into a hug. “Rie, you can’t just do that. Every time you or Zahru disappear I have half a heart attack—”

	And then he seems to realize what he’s doing, and that many darts are headed our way.

	Hen is looking at him very strangely now.

	“Anyway.” Jet quickly lets go. “No one else leave unannounced, we should go.”

	And so we do. Melia’s giving me another pointed look, but I’m just relieved that Jet is finally folding Hen into our inner group. And then I stop thinking of anything at all, because a soldier is closing the gate. I raise a hand, and she stops in place, squinting at the lever she was reaching for as if baffled that it exists. We burst outside, and I make the soldier yank the lever to drop it. The solid metal door slams closed just as I lurch to a stop, grabbing Kasta for balance.

	Sakira looks down at us from Ashra’s back, the blood-red mare’s mane and tail steaming black in the sunlight. 

	“Mestrah.” Sakira smiles. “You look like you’re in a hurry.”
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	GREKAN soldiers shout behind us. The gate slowly cranks back up. Sakira’s army blocks the road to the docks in a forest of Orkena’s orange-and-white banners, each of which begins to lower as her people trade them for handfuls of lightning and ice.

	It no longer fazes me that my situation has taken an even worse turn.

	Kasta scowls. “Does anyone else remember when I wanted to get rid of this problem days ago?”

	But maybe I think really well under pressure, or maybe I think very poorly. Time will tell on this one, because I’m already running forward with my arms open.

	“Thank Numet you’re here,” I say honestly, grabbing Ashra’s reins to keep the mare from startling. Sakira balks, raising a hand to stop her followers from attacking. 

	“Take me,” I say. “Put me in shackles, tell the queen you have this handled. I’ll go without a fight.”

	“What are you doing?” she snaps, her short hair flaring as she drops to the ground.

	I offer her my wrists. “Greka is your problem now.”

	The gate is halfway open and still climbing. My advisors edge toward me, watching Sakira’s soldiers, who watch me. 

	Alette draws her throwing knives. “Orders?” 

	But Sakira just tugs me closer. “What did you do?” She pulls a silver forsvine cuff from the mare’s saddlebag and latches it to my wrist, its terrible coldness prickling through me. This one is thin and elegant and clearly meant to look like nothing more than a bracelet, but it feels heavy in a way that I’m not used to. Another gift from the Wyri that I suspect contains twice the forsvine, made to capture me. “Why are you running if you’re just going with me anyway?”

	I’ll have to test if I can melt it later. I step toward Ashra. “You know, that’s a great question, and here’s where I confess that the queen probably isn’t going to let you take me anymore until I undo something I did, which I’m not going to. So if you want any chance of having me to yourself, we need to go now.”

	I think it’s dawning on Sakira that inexplicable and outrageous kinds of trouble follow me everywhere, and that she has just become the least of it. Welcome to my life, Sakira, you were the one who wanted in. 

	Sakira presses a long breath through her nose but raises a hand toward the gate. The Grekans about to burst through it slide to a stop at the sight of her army.

	“Hail, Greka,” she says to their shocked silence. “We’ll take it from here. I’ll get my people to fix whatever it is you need at once.”

	The Grekan queen shoves through her soldiers, reaching for the crossbow on her back. “You’ll take nothing. Do you think I ever trusted you, a girl seeking only her own fortune? Both of you are a menace. Both of you are going to Wyrim as gifts, as soon as she fixes what she did to Iris!”

	The queen fires her crossbow—and one of Sakira’s Airweavers barely stops the arrow centimeters from Sakira’s left eye.

	Sakira takes in a sharp breath.

	“This is where we should leave,” I say, as Sakira’s soldiers release torrents of flame and wind and the Grekans raise shields and swords. My friends push their way over, Jet defending Melia and Hen, Marcus wielding his enchanted blades.

	Sakira plucks the stopped arrow out of the air. “She would have killed me.”

	“Yes.” I dodge a pillar of rock that an Earthmover sends at the Grekans. “Just like Jet was telling you. The Wyri don’t care if we’re dead!”

	“That’s not true. I’m different.” She sounds half in a trance. “Wyrim said I’m valuable. That they’d protect me. We connected, the Wyri queen called me a friend—”

	“Sakira!” Alette yells.

	Kasta is almost upon us. Sakira draws her blade just in time to block a blow from his sword, but the force of it still sends her sprawling into the sand. 

	“I should have finished you the first time,” he growls, stalking forward.

	“Kasta!” I say, jumping between them. He immediately lowers the blade. “Absolutely not. We talked about this, and she’s your sister.”

	“She’s in the middle of kidnapping you. Move.”

	“If you hurt her, her followers will turn on us, too. And then Orkenians will die, and you and Jet will have a battle to the death, and I will never forgive you for that. Can we please just focus on getting out of here?”

	Sakira pushes to her feet, snickering. “You really do have him leashed.”

	Kasta flexes his grip. “I promise I won’t kill her.”

	“Promise you won’t do anything,” I say. “This is ridiculous. You are family, you should be helping each other! Gods, can you imagine how far away we’d be right now if you siblings would just work together?”

	“Zahru!” Jet cries, leaping in front of me just as a spear shatters against his hand, the soundwave he created to break it shrieking through my ears. 

	Kasta and Sakira wince, too.

	Jet turns to us in disbelief. “Tell me we are not working on grudges right now. Were you going to stop that from impaling her?”

	This he directs at Kasta, who grits his teeth. 

	“Kill each other later,” Jet snaps. “Get Zahru to safety now!”

	Kasta angles his sword at the Grekans. “I’ll take her to the ships.”

	Sakira shakes her head. “I have Ashra, I’m her fastest way out. I’ll take her.”

	“Like Apos you will—”

	“You two keep arguing.” I take Ashra’s reins from a very distraught Alette. “I’m leaving.”

	Kasta starts after me. “You’re terrible with a sword. I’m coming with you.”

	“I’m not terrible.”

	But he’s barely taken a step when Ashra, whose survival instincts are telling her to definitely not trust a Shifter who could wear her pelt to change forms, screams and rears. Curse Sakira for this new cuff. I could otherwise assure Ashra she’s fine, though I still don’t think she’d let Kasta ride her.

	“Gods alive.” Jet shoulders past them both. “I’ll take her.”

	But Ashra snorts at him as well, her ears flattened to her skull.

	Sakira smirks. “She’s very loyal. Looks like I’ll have to go.”

	Kasta scowls. “If there is one scratch on her when I reach the boats . . .”

	“Don’t worry. Now I know I have to get rid of you before I get rid of her.”

	“Sakira,” Jet says.

	“Fine.” Sakira rolls her eyes as she settles into the saddle. “We can talk when this is all over. Keep Alette safe?”

	Jet nods, and Sakira reaches down for me, and it’s a harrowing reminder of the Crossing as I pull myself up behind her, the elongated saddle pressing us close. The flames trailing Ashra’s blood-red coat vanish as I settle in, the forsvine from my cuff disabling her Firespinning powers, too.

	“Be careful,” I tell Jet, before looking to Kasta. “Behave.”

	“Hah!” Sakira shouts.

	Ashra lurches toward the docks. Sakira’s soldiers part, then turn to follow us, flame and ice and wind flaring behind us. A few bold civilians who’d come to watch Sakira’s procession flee into the alleys. We streak past sparse shops and cowering merchants, hooves clipping against stone. Past the apple pie merchant. Past a trio of guards who’d been patrolling the streets and into the docks, where the Grekan soldiers posted near the ships clench their spears.

	“Mestrah,” a soldier barks, making Ashra rear when he steps in front of us with his spear. “I see fire and hear shouting. What is going on up there?”

	Sakira points her sword at him. “Your people attacked first. We’re leaving. Move aside or we’ll burn your entire fleet.”

	“I think not,” the man says, but it sounds like a question. Three others join his side, but my fleet is already stirring to life behind them. Orkenian soldiers line the decks with fire and metal in their hands, my few elite Wraiths darting out of sight. I don’t even have to give an order. In a blink, a burst of air slams the Grekan soldiers aside, sending them rolling into an abandoned fisher’s kiosk. They don’t need any more convincing. They scramble up in a mess of sliding fish, drop their spears, and run.

	I never do see the Wraith who did it. 

	Sakira urges Ashra on.

	We streak past the shining Orkenian flagship to another warship that’s nearly as grand, one Sakira must have picked up at the northern barracks to arrive here with her soldiers. White wood forms its gleaming sides, the surface so seamless that it looks like porcelain. Its ends rise out of the water like curled snakes. More Grekan soldiers scatter out of our way as fireballs rain down on them from Sakira’s own guards. Up a modified plank we go with slats wide enough for Ashra to climb, where two of Sakira’s people grab the reins. I slide off at once, and the princess follows.

	From here we can see the top of the hill, where Sakira’s soldiers run toward us, toward the docks, still firing jets of lightning and wind behind them. Though it must be precautionary, I don’t see any pursuers. The queen’s soldiers won’t dare follow without Sakira’s people shackled in forsvine. I search anxiously for my friends, praying they aren’t the ones Sakira’s people are firing at, but soon I spy Marcus’s blond curls in the middle of the pack, and the rest of my friends at his side. Hen runs close to Jet, and some of the worry in my stomach untwists.

	But getting them here is only half the battle. The Grekan fleet still waits at a peaceful distance in the surrounding water, and I imagine they’ll be mobilizing on new orders very soon.

	“Prepare for launch!” Sakira yells. 

	The woman standing behind the captain’s wheel nods, activating the spells that power the boat with a touch of her hand. Other soldiers work to raise anchors. 

	Sakira nods to the ship next to us. “Tell the rest of the fleet to get ready, too. We need to leave as soon as the last sandal hits the deck.”

	I lean across the opposite rail, where a captain awaits my orders. “Get us out of here! But keep it to warning shots. I don’t want any casualties.”

	“Yes, Mestrah,” he calls back, tipping his fingertips to his forehead.

	“So.” Sakira twines her arm through mine. “It turns out that maybe I was a little hasty in blaming you for everything, and maybe I was also wrong about the Wyri queen. But now that we know it was all one big misunderstanding, we can move forward as friends again, right?”

	I give her a look. “Do you mean ‘friends again’ as in the friendship we had when you told me you wouldn’t help take down Kasta, or that time you held me hostage as a human sacrifice?”

	“As in the one we’ll have now that I’ve rescued you from an enemy queen.” She grins. “I’m a valuable asset, Zahru. These people will follow me anywhere, and you don’t actually have proof that I did anything wrong, so there’s really no reason we can’t both forgive and forget.”

	This is a very quick pivot from the girl who painted me as a manipulative assassin, though I imagine being nearly assassinated herself was a compelling reason to switch. If not also a warning for how quickly her loyalty could switch again. 

	“Do you really think I killed your father?” I ask.

	“You’re changing the subject.”

	“Because you know that was the Wyri, too. The assassins who tried to kill me at our debut party wouldn’t give up information on the queen. The Mestrah had to press very hard to Read their minds, and it killed him.”

	Her arm tightens in mine. “I don’t want to talk about my fara. I want to talk about . . . Kasta.” Her smile sharpens. “You have a controlling collar for him, right? Please tell me I can borrow it for a day. We’re going to be very good friends if you let me borrow him for a day.”

	I sigh. This is going to be a very long explanation. “I don’t have a collar for him.”

	“Right. Like I’m going to believe the boy who sacrificed you for that crown is now happily following you around after you took it from him. I know you can’t control him with Influence. Our father never could Read the minds of Shifters.” She lifts the crystal swirling sun of the necklace Kasta gave me. “Is this it?”

	“Look, the answer is very complicated, but the short version is: I have no collar because I’m blackmailing him, and I can control him with Influence, it just takes a lot of concentration and he knows what I’m doing the entire time. And yes he’s happily helping me, because the alternative is being revealed as a Shifter.”

	Blue eyes narrow at me between lines of gold. “No one outside your circle knows what he is yet?”

	I don’t like the thoughtfulness in her tone. “No, which is important for securing his very valuable help in this war, which you’ll want to preserve, too, since this whole betray-me-to-the-Wyri thing didn’t work. I’ll forgive you for treason if you want, just leave him out of this.”

	I realize my mistake a beat too late. 

	“You almost sound protective.” Sakira runs her thumb over my necklace charm, her smile coy. “You know, this looks familiar. I think it’s one of my mother’s. But you’re sparing him for his help, right?”

	An explosion saves me from answering. Mercifully it’s coming from the south river, which is nowhere near the direction from which Jet and Hen and everyone are coming. Sakira and I sprint to the other side of the deck, where we can view our fleet’s exit route and the first of our seven ships moving down it. Except Grekan warships are turning to block the way, twenty of them lengthwise across the river’s wide mouth, forcing our Orkenian ships to stop. Cannons on the Grekan side flash and pop, though my Airweavers deftly redirect their shots into the water. All except for one shot, which has hit the ship closest to the blockade, flames coursing up its side. My soldiers rush around it, but though the Firespinners raise their hands, they can’t suffocate the flames. 

	They’re forsvine cannonballs.

	Apparently Wyrim sent our formal ally far more than just a bid for support.

	One of my Wraiths lands heavily beside us, the sharp tails of his red-and-white tunic pooling as he kneels.

	“Mestrah.” His golden eyes are urgent within the strip of his mask. “They’ve created a blockade. We’re firing back, but they’re well-armored, and if any more of those cannonballs get through—”

	Another explosion sounds from the same ship, meters from the first. My soldiers panic on deck, trying to get enough distance on the metal. A few more lucky shots and we’ll lose the ship entirely. And my soldiers won’t be able to use magic to get to safety.

	“We need you,” the Wraith says.

	But I see myself in the armory again with Kasta and in the castle just now, something feral and monstrous snaking through my veins. And I can’t. “Just back the ships out of range.”

	“Mestrah,” he says patiently. “There’s nowhere else to go. They have the north river blocked, too, and more ships are on the way behind them.”

	“But there have to be other options.” I realize it sounds like I’m afraid to be in harm’s way, like I don’t want to help, and I ignore Sakira’s narrowing eyes. “They’re too far. Even if I stood on our closest ship, my Influence can’t cross that distance.”

	“I can fly you closer, and safely,” he says. “We’ve already confirmed their soldiers aren’t wearing forsvine. It’s just the cannonballs.”

	I’m starting to get annoyed with this man’s endless supply of practical answers. Or maybe just that I’m his answer to everything. But I’m out of excuses, and I don’t know why I look to Sakira for help, because she just sighs.

	“Don’t die,” she says, in a way that does not convince me at all that she means it. She pulls out her scribing brush, and in a flick, marks the cuff with a swirl and a dot of gold ink. It pops off into her hand. 

	“Mestrah?” the Wraith asks. 

	Fresh magic sparks through my blood, and the world sharpens like I could grasp the very weave of it. Even if I don’t risk this, we’ll still have to fight. And then people will certainly die. In part because of a choice I made.

	I grip the Wraith’s armor. “I’m ready.”
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	THE Airweaver pushes off the deck with me in his arms, and the ship shrinks. This high up, the boats look like toys, the cannons like trails of Fire powder lighting and going out, the return shots from my fleet like shooting stars. Sakira’s followers reach her ship, charging up the gangplank in pairs, my friends somewhere in the fray.

	I promise myself I’ll use the least amount of Influence possible. I’ve done fine ever since knowing it could be a problem, anyway, and whatever surge of power I just felt in negotiating with the Grekan queen, I still recognized it was happening. I restrained myself. I can do that here. I’ll just get the Grekans to open the blockade and stop firing, and if I start to feel angry or panicked, I’ll have the Wraith pull me back.

	I can do this. I was chosen to do this.

	My Wraith circles us over the fight, waiting for orders.

	“Take me near that one.” I point at the ship firing on our burning one.

	The Wraith dives. So does my stomach. Cold harvest air pierces my jole, and the Grekans shout and point, scrambling for their crossbows. But we’re moving too fast. Emotions flit past me like birds: shock, fear, anger, determination, none strong enough for me to grip. Arrows sing through the air. My Wraith dodges easily, but it makes concentration impossible.

	“I can’t,” I gasp the third time we dive. “I need—” Numet, curse it all. “I need to be down there.”

	“Yes, Mestrah,” the Wraith says.

	The next dive takes us to the Grekan captain’s wheel, the farthest place from the cannons and their forsvine, where we land, hard. My Wraith is up in an instant, blasting swords and crossbows out of the hands of the soldiers standing there. I have them in the next moment, pressing calm through the connections sparking between us, assuring them it’s fine that we’re here. 

	My gut twists as I set my hands on the captain’s armored shoulders. “We don’t want a fight. Move the ship so we can go in peace.”

	His eyes go hollow. My Influence spreads to the other soldiers as I look around at those nearest, and they nod, acting on my command.

	“Rowers, oars out!” yells the captain. “Let them through!”

	The oarsmen stationed beneath the deck can’t see me, they don’t know the ship has been hijacked, and their oars kiss the water without hesitation. But other soldiers on deck go still. They’re not under my spell, and they know what I’ve done.

	“We want peace,” I assure them, reaching for as many as I can. But my range is frustratingly short when I’m not angry or desperate, and I can only reach a third of them.

	It’ll have to be enough. If I walk farther in, the forsvine cannonballs will disable my magic completely.

	“Next ship,” I tell my Wraith, grabbing onto him.

	Back up we shoot. Confusion mills on the deck below, the affected soldiers obeying their captain, the others resisting, shaking their comrades to try and wake them up. But I’ve reached enough of the group that I’m confident the affected soldiers will resist. They’ll insist I didn’t use magic, that they want peace as well.

	I breathe out as we fly near the second ship. This is good. We should all want peace, this is good.

	When we land, the new captain dives at me with a dagger. 

	My Wraith blasts the weapon from his hand, but the man still barrels into me, his weight suffocating as he smashes me against the deck. 

	“Wait,” I say. “We’re not here to hurt you!”

	Pain bursts through my cheek as his metal knuckles crack against my face, once, twice—and my Wraith tears him off, slamming him against the wheel. He’s so well armored, he barely stumbles. His sword meets my Wraith’s. My vision swims. My Influence slips and surges, hot blood dripping down my jaw, down my neck, something primal coursing through me as I push unsteadily to my feet.

	My Wraith turns to blast more soldiers charging for us and gets an arrow beneath the arm. I feel him die before he even hits the deck.

	The captain lunges at me.

	I told him I wouldn’t hurt them. We tried to leave without a fight.

	We wanted peace, we came in trust, and the queen greeted me with spears and ultimatums—

	I grip the captain’s anger like a whip and throw it back at him. He drops to the deck, unconscious, and before the closest soldiers can even turn, I find their determination and snap it. They bolt away in fear. The rest of the crew’s emotions jump into my palms. They curl like eager pets around my hands, slender black ribbons of anxiousness and fear, and I imagine hooking each one into me like a tether. The soldiers sway like marionettes, dropping to their knees, waiting for the next command. I can reach the entire deck. 

	The ache in my cheek pulses. My heart bleeds for my dead Wraith. It’s not just the people on this boat who I can feel now. It’s the next boat over, too, where the crew is fighting themselves, half of them trying to turn the boat, the other trying to preserve the blockade. They calm as I extend my Influence farther. The Grekan boat I’m on turns, and the Orkenian fleet pushes through the hole it makes.

	I can feel the people on the ship on the other side now, too. And another past it. My reach is hundreds of meters.

	Power sings through my veins.

	The unaffected Grekan ships move, sails opening to head our fleet off. There are so many, but I feel with certainty now that I can handle them. That I can do even more than that. Which is not at all how I wanted this to go, but a Wraith died for this, and Kasta’s words still work at me: that we need this extra help, that this is what it takes to survive. I can’t risk the queen sending these same ships down on us from the north. But if they come with us, if the Wyri see them at our side . . .

	The ships under my Influence move, firing warning shots at their fellow Grekans.

	“Zahru!”

	Jet’s voice. Sakira’s ship is drawing closer, my advisors lining the prow. It’s too far to shout, but Jet’s Soundbending makes each word clear.

	“That’s enough!” His voice swirls around my ears. “We’ve gotten out, let them go!”

	“I can’t,” I say, knowing he’ll hear it. “Not yet. I’ll explain when I can.”

	“You haven’t hurt anyone yet, and this can still end peacefully. But you’ve lost control. Pull back.”

	“I’m all right,” I say, realizing I mean it. That reckless burn I felt before is gone. Now there’s only calm, a balance between what I’m capable of and what I need to do. “I think knowing about it made all the difference. I don’t want to hurt anyone, I just want their help. We need their help.”

	“I—” He’s quiet a moment, glancing at the others. And then his grip flexes on the rail. He looks at the ships, to me.

	“We’ve lost a Wraith already.” My voice cracks. “Let me save the others. I can do this.”

	He opens his mouth, and finally his shoulders relax. “All right.” His voice is strangely dull. But he puts out a hand when Sakira comes forward with a rope to tether the ships.

	I could burst with gratefulness as all my friends stop beside him, uncertain, maybe, but willing to trust me. 

	All except for one.

	Zahru. Kasta’s voice cracks through my head like a fissure. You let this fleet go right now.

	I shudder, pressing back on him, but he’s like a thorn in a current. With my magic spread this thin, I can’t concentrate enough to smooth out a Shifter’s worries, too.

	“I’m fine,” I shout. “I’m still under control.”

	You’ve taken over four ships and you’re Influencing your friends. You’re not under control.

	“That’s not Influence, they trust me,” I snap. “Unlike someone who continues not to.” 

	I can probably get another ship. I stretch, reaching for the next one—

	Don’t make me come over there.

	I finally look over. Sakira’s ship has slowed beside mine, Melia with her arm linked in Hen’s, Sakira and Marcus taking in the ships. Jet watches me with a new resolve. Kasta is the only one who still focuses on me, undoubtedly paranoid that I won’t do this right, that he’s the only one who should be directing armies. 

	If I’m going to prove myself, I have to get away from him.

	To my side, the captain groans.

	“Take us out,” I tell a soldier. “Quickly, please.”

	He disappears belowdecks to tell the rowers. Kasta clenches the rail when he sees what I’m doing, and in moments, grabs Hen and pulls her out of sight. But I can’t worry about him anymore. I need to focus, I need to make sure I do stay in control. I turn my attention back to the ships. It gets easier the more I stretch. I reach another Grekan ship, the one firing on our flagship. The cannons stop. The captain goes quiet again, and the soldiers I’ve hijacked stumble.

	Something crashes onto the deck.

	Someone.

	My concentration falters. I lose the new Grekan ship; it starts firing on the flagship again. Thirty paces away from me, Kasta rises to his feet like a sandstorm, his blue eyes sharp and inhuman. My soldiers barely react. Those who aren’t chatting together stand at the back rail, yelling at their comrades on the unaffected ships to go back to shore.

	I can’t believe Kasta jumped that distance.

	“Pull back.” He starts forward. “You’ve lost control.”

	I reach again for the ship firing at ours. “You’re over-worrying. I’m fine. I’m just getting us out of this.”

	His fingers twitch near his belt. “You’re a breath away from making the Grekan fleet turn on itself. Getting us out was enough.”

	I succeed with the boat firing on our flagship, making it safe again. I imagine easing my fingers over the new ship like it’s a model, turning it away. It slowly obeys. 

	Kasta’s wrong. I’m being careful, no one is turning on anyone today.

	Kasta pauses to watch the ship move, and even from here, I can feel how badly he wants this.

	“You don’t have to pretend with me.” I nod to Sakira’s ship, now losing ground on us. “They can’t hear you from here. I can do this. We can have the Grekan fleet. Orkena comes first.”

	He grits his teeth. “And that’s exactly what I wanted to hear from you half an hour ago. But do you know what you told me? You said this was stealing. Which means this isn’t you. Which means I get blamed if I let you get away with it, so now I have to come over here and stop you when I really don’t want to, so do not even test me right now.”

	Annoyance flares through my blood. “I’m telling you I’ve changed my mind. How are we still arguing when I’m saying that we agree?”

	“Your eyes have gone all black. Pull back.” 

	A delicious kind of defiance shivers through me. “No.”

	“Pull back.” A sleeping stinger glints between his fingers. “Or I will make you.”

	He’s climbing the stairs to the captain’s stand. There’s more to me keeping these ships now than just what Orkena needs, and I back away. He’s being paranoid about my magic again, like he’s always paranoid about everything: worrying over something he can’t control, not trusting anything that isn’t his idea. Not trusting me, as usual, no matter how much we go through.

	If I can’t have his trust, I can at least prove him wrong.

	He lunges. I take hold of his determination and stop him, whirling down the stairs to the main deck, but my Influence over the fleet shatters. I move to the rail, reaching for the ships again as a shadow flashes at the corner of my eye. I yelp as Kasta grabs for me, sleeping stinger in hand, and I panic and stop him, making him drop the stinger into the water. 

	I back farther down the deck.

	The soldiers blink as my Influence fades, rubbing their heads. My magic will leave them with amicable feelings toward me, but physically controlling them requires concentration. And warm feelings alone aren’t going to get me the ships I need.  

	Kasta presses harder against my hold. “You can’t control both me and them. Choose.”

	I keep retreating, reaching for only a couple of soldiers this time, but as soon as I get command of them, Kasta moves. The ships are still turning, the Grekan vessels moving out. No one is fighting, and the Orkenian ships are in the clear now, but I’m losing the other fleet. They’re heading north, back to the docks. Soon they’ll go farther than I can reach.

	And here is Kasta, standing in the way of peace. Again.

	My magic surges and ebbs. A headache starts at the back of my mind, and vaguely I’m aware that something is off, that I should not want this so badly. The rest of me fumes that even when I try to do things Kasta’s way, he still finds something wrong with it.

	I let go of him. He exhales in what might be relief until all ten of the soldiers between us raise their swords.

	Kasta slowly reaches for his blade. “This is new.”

	“Don’t hurt them,” I say. “Just stay there.”

	I turn for the ships. Relief quivers through me as my hold not only remains on the soldiers, but spreads. I can stop Kasta and have my fleet at the same time. He’ll understand when I’m done. This is what we both want.

	“Fine,” Kasta says. “Get at least twenty of the ships, then. And see if you can grab some from the north side, too.”

	My headache flares. “What?”

	“Five ships is definitely not enough. Did you even think this through?”

	I grit my teeth, my hold faltering. “I’m working on it. If I didn’t have to concentrate so hard on stopping you, the one person I thought I could count on to support me here, I could get at least three more.”

	He snickers. “You’re going to have a very bad headache later. And you’re going to have to admit I was right, again. It’s going to be a rough night for you.”

	I lose another ship. “Will you stop talking for just five minutes?”

	“No. You’re ignoring me, and I hate it. And I doubt your puppet soldiers here have the same skill with a sword as I do, considering their master.”

	I lose the last of the ships, but my hold over the soldiers strengthens. I won’t be able to get anything done with Kasta here. Maybe they can force him overboard, move him somewhere I can’t see.

	And my sword skills are just fine.

	“You haven’t fought me since I’ve been training with Jet,” I say, as the soldiers get into position. “He’s a much better teacher than you.”

	He raises his sword to my ten. “Oh, I’m certain you’ll learn a lot from this. You have five seconds before I get you on your back again.”

	My blood jerks. “You wish. You won’t be touching me.”

	A smile. “Three seconds.”

	Something hits the deck behind me. I whirl just in time to see Sakira’s boat surging right next to us, and then Hen’s hugging me, and I definitely lose my hold on the Grekans, and then something stings my back. My vision blurs. My muscles slacken, and Hen eases me down, down onto my back, brushing my hair out of my eyes like I am the most precious, dangerous little thing she knows.

	Jet, Melia, and Marcus appear above her, looking far more perplexed.

	“Hen?” I say, betrayed.

	“Shh,” she says. “You’re going to sleep soon.”

	“I don’t want to. I need twenty ships . . .”

	Melia looks at someone walking over. “She will snap out of this, yes?”

	Kasta kneels beside me, sheathing his sword in a very obvious, agitating way. “After some rest, likely.” His fingers brush my jaw, turning my face. Smirking, because of course I just told him he wouldn’t be touching me. “Her eyes are back to normal, at least. We need to get to the palace so I can have a Runemaster finish the charms that might stop this.” 

	“Apos,” Marcus says. “Is this entire ship unconscious?”

	“Zahru.” Kasta’s thumb is light as it traces the cut on my cheek. The world darkens, and I startle when he taps my ear, keeping me awake. “Which one did this to you?”

	“Mm?” I open my eyes, trying to remember if I’m still mad at him. “The captain.”

	He pulls away. My body grows heavier. I rest my head against Hen’s knee, not realizing until now how tense I was, how my muscles cry for sleep.

	“Kasta,” Jet says. “Kasta, don’t you dare—”

	And I fade away.
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	TIME passes in clouds.

	A cabin bunk. Melia’s drawn brows. Kasta watching from the door. My dreams are a foggy mess of people crying for help, of my friends calling my name, of me trying in vain to find them. All of my dreams end in a quiet room, where those harrowing murals of ancient Mestrahs cover all four walls, each ruler towering over broken worlds with black for eyes. Except this time, all of their faces are mine.

	“It’s not just her magic, is it?” Hen says, sadly. I can’t tell if I’m dreaming. The lines of her face swim. Someone sits next to her, just as blurry.

	“I don’t know.” It’s Jet. He softly takes her hand. “But I know that as long as she has us, we can always bring her back.”

	Hen rests her head on his shoulder. “I’m glad she has you, Jet.” 

	The world blurs again. Melia checks my pulse. Marcus reads in a chair beside me.

	And then I am in the lounge portion of Sakira’s ship amongst a hundred peacock-hued pillows, nursing a mug of steaming chocolate and a growing mountain of regret. Technically I’ve only been out for a day and a half, but it feels like much longer. My advisors sit in a semi-circle before me in the enclosed cabin, enchanted swords mounted between the room’s many windows, their hilts glowing with runestones. Even Sakira is here.

	Four of the Grekan forsvine shackles clink on my wrists.

	Rie, my head hurts. 

	“All right, Zahru.” Hen smooths her green jole across her legs. “Would you like to start off by telling us why we’re having this intervention today?”

	I blink down in shame at my mug. I’m lucky that Greka was so confused about what happened, with a quarter of their southern fleet insisting it was barbaric to attack us when we weren’t engaging and the queen going mad over some claim that I made her daughter averse to marriage, that official reports are that the queen attacked me out of paranoia, and I tried to retreat peacefully, but was struck down and had to be rescued, and then someone unearthed that the queen had lured me there with the intention of selling both Sakira and me to Wyrim, and now the people of Greka are calling for her resignation and Iris’s rise. 

	“I tried to take over a small kingdom,” I say.

	“Very good,” Hen says. “And taking a kingdom over by force is bad because . . .?”

	I scoff. “It wasn’t technically force—” But Jet gives me a slow, disapproving shake of his head, and I clear my throat. “Because controlling people is wrong, and I’m trying to prove that magic is not a weapon.”

	Melia harrumphs. “She has been herself this morning so far. Which I would say is a relief, until I remember this entire thing started well before the fight with the fleet. Would you like to explain, Mestrah, why I was running from the Grekan castle with sleeping darts skimming my calves?”

	My head throbs. I finally glance at Kasta, who watches me while he takes a drink from a crystal chalice of something that I’m very sure is human blood. He’s back in clothes again, at least. White tunic, red belt, bronze rattlesnakes twisting around his biceps. As he often wore as crown prince.

	I squirm. “Not really.”

	“Melia.” Jet puts a gentle hand on her arm. “Let’s remember what we discussed. She was certainly very patient with three of us here during the Crossing.”

	Sakira rolls her eyes, and Kasta glances at me again.

	Melia smooths one of her slender brows. “Nurturing and supportive. Yes, I am sorry.” She sits straighter. “Mestrah. You know we are your friends, and we are here for whatever you need. And we do trust you.” She’s doing a great job of not glancing at the shackles. “But we are a little worried that the stress of everything has you pulling away. We cannot help you if we don’t know the full extent of what’s going on. Is it possible you left out a rather critical detail as to what happened between you and the Grekan queen?”

	My nerves prickle. I feel inexplicably cornered, like she’s asking for much more than just this answer, like she’s looking for a place to stick a knife. But that makes no sense. This is Melia, I can trust her with anything. These are my friends.

	Not one of them has offered to remove the cuffs.

	I consider telling them that the princess wanted to marry Jet. But I imagine the Grekan queen is enraged enough to tell everyone exactly what happened, whether or not they believe her, and if Hen doesn’t already know what the queen wanted, I’m certain someone in her gossip circle soon will.

	It takes everything I have to force the words up. “Princess Iris wanted to marry Kasta.”

	“Ooh,” Hen says, looking at Melia in a heavy, conspiratorial way that makes me want to melt through the deck.

	“Which obviously we can’t afford,” I add quickly, “because he’s the only one who knows what’s going on with my magic and also the only one who can stop me when things go wrong. Having their allegiance is nothing if I go on to slaughter the Wyri anyway.”

	Marcus turns an arrow ring on his finger. “And they were set on that? They wanted him immediately?”

	Sakira stretches against a mountain of pillows. “Please tell me you all aren’t this blind. I’ve only been back for five minutes, and I already know they want to bed each other.”

	I choke on a sip of chocolate. “That is not what’s going on, and is there a reason she’s here and not in her own intervention?”

	“Oh, she’s next,” Hen says. “We thought we’d be efficient and do both together.”

	“I already talked to Jet,” Sakira protests.

	Hen addresses Sakira in her same serene voice. “Please repeat for the group what conclusion you came to.”

	This is what I’ve been reduced to. Interventions with Sakira.

	Sakira sighs, pulling her scribing brush from her thigh. “That I realized I’ve just been taking out all my frustration on you, Zahru. Because you told me to come back, and I ignored you, and then my father died, and I wasn’t there. And I wanted to blame you for that, just as much as I wanted to blame you that it wasn’t me or Jet ruling. But that was wrong, and not your fault.” Jet rolls his fingers that she should go on, and she scowls. “And I’m sorry about that. Especially since in reality, this is all his fault.”

	Her glare cuts to Kasta, and Jet groans. “That is not what we talked about—”

	Kasta sneers. “If you were meant to rule, you’d be the one bearing this mark.”

	“You cheated,” Sakira growls. “You skipped a checkpoint to stop me, otherwise I would have been the first to the caves.”

	“And you were so sure that you’d won that I could hear you celebrating half a kilometer away, which made it very easy to surprise you. And then you were out of ink to stop me when I got close. A single Forsaken shouldn’t be able to take out a team and a potential queen.”

	“You’re my brother! I wasn’t going to kill you, and I wouldn’t have left you there!”

	“No?” He slams down his empty chalice. “You had already left me. Years before. Now you’re going to tell me that if you thought I had the slightest chance of beating you, you wouldn’t have left me again in a heartbeat?”

	Silence. Silence long enough to remind me that Sakira used to take her father’s indifference toward her out on Kasta, and sometimes cruelly. Not that it justifies him leaving her there, but maybe now that they can see how deeply they’ve hurt each other, things can change again.

	Which is another thing I never would have thought Kasta capable of before.

	“Maybe,” Hen says lightly, “this is why neither of you are ruling now.”

	“What we actually talked about,” Jet says, with a look at Sakira. “Is that Sakira does want to help, in whatever capacity she can, as that’s the best way to honor our father. She was the one who took off our forsvine shackles on the boat, even Kasta’s, so we could help you. Even if there was a very dubious moment when both of them were agreeing to just let you take the fleet and handle the fallout later. But the rest of us convinced them to see things for the long term, and so here we are.” A small smile. “Just like you hoped.”

	I pause in lifting the mug and look at them sitting together on the other side of the pillows. Some of them still with issues to work out, yes, but otherwise finally united as a team. 

	United to stop me.

	I set down my cup. “Yes. Perfect. I just need a minute, still not feeling great.”

	The cabin door slides open as I step into the hot afternoon and a blinding slice of sun. Sakira’s soldiers nod as I pass, as if they weren’t just brandishing fireballs at me a day ago, but no sooner have I rushed down into the cool darkness of belowdecks, pausing to rest my head against the wall and just breathe, that the stairs creak behind me.

	Shackles clank on my wrists as I turn.

	Kasta takes the last two stairs slowly. His dark hair shadowing his brow, his white tunic sliding over his gods’ mark. Knowing far more about what I think of him now than I ever wanted.

	There’s a question in his eyes.

	“You were right.” I start off again, adamantly ignoring that question. “Is that what you wanted to hear? I lost control again, I should have listened—”

	“I brought spells to unlock your shackles.”

	I stop, my chest aching. “What?”

	“We only had them on to ensure you were well once you woke. Don’t you want them off?”

	He offers me a small stack of rice papers, but I don’t take them. 

	“Do the others know you’re giving me these?” I ask.

	The twitch of a smile. Which makes it all worse.

	Agony tears through my ribs. “How can you?”

	His smile vanishes. “Orkena still needs you—”

	I shake my head. That’s not what I mean. “How can you still trust me? I almost hurt you again. I had you at sword point. I would have gone through you.”

	“No, you wouldn’t have. You’ve had two chances to do it and taken neither. Even with the gods pushing you, you won’t hurt me.”

	I laugh. “Yes, I’m sure that’s what all the ancient Mestrahs’ advisors said, back before they were murdered.”

	His own laugh of disbelief. “Are you actually angry at me for supporting you?”

	“Yes!” I snap. Which sounds ridiculous now that I’ve said it, but it’s out and there’s no going back. “Because this makes no sense! You were just on the very wrong end of my Influence, again. You know what I’m capable of—”

	I stop there, remembering what he said on the ship. That he would have let me take the fleet, if he thought it was what I wanted. Except even that pulls at me, that my advisors are sticking to what they believe is right, but that he’ll honor what I want, whether it’s right or not.

	Apos, I need to go. 

	I shove off the wall. “I’m not taking those spells.”

	A sigh. “I should have said the shackles were my idea. You’d be out of them in a blink.”

	“Yes, I would.” I bristle when I hear him follow. “Because that’s what enemies do. They disagree, and they fight, and they don’t forgive each other because if they do then the other one will take over the world, and I realize the irony in this specific instance but that was an accident, and also, I don’t want the spells because I’m not risking even the smallest chance I’ll hurt you again, so just give it up!”

	That last one should have stayed in my head. Most of that should have stayed in my head, but this is what happens when I’m stressed, when I’m confused, and then I’m stopping when I should be opening my door, praying I didn’t say that last sentence aloud. Except when I turn, he’s stopped too, a very rare look of surprise on his face.

	“That’s why you don’t want them?” he says. 

	“I-I’m a queen.” My hand tightens on the lily-shaped handle behind me. “It’s my job to protect.”

	He draws nearer. Like he knows exactly what I’m not saying.

	“Is that all?” he whispers.

	“I have a meeting.”

	He glances at my lips, and time stills. “I’m close. On a way to control this. A week. Maybe two.”

	Words press my tongue. That I’m grateful. That I don’t regret what I did to keep him . . . that I would do it again. Each one feels like a weapon he could turn around and raise to my throat.

	“Good,” I mutter. Except I don’t open the door.

	And he doesn’t leave.

	“Zahru, there’s something I—”

	“Mestrah!” comes a call from the stairs. I breathe out in a little too much relief as one of the captains descends in haste, and Kasta mercifully steps away.

	“Urgent news from the General.” He thrusts a scroll at me. “Apologies for my interruption. She said she’s been unable to reach you.”

	“Oh.” I glance guiltily at the scroll on my belt. “Right. Thank you, we’ll get to this right away.”

	He crosses an arm over his chest, giving us the briefest look before he departs. I unfurl the parchment, my pulse jumping with every second of silence. With the heat of Kasta’s gaze that I am adamantly not returning. With everything we’re not saying, curling as tight and dangerous as a trap. 

	And then the message on the scroll shoves everything from my head.

	Kasta steps closer in true alarm. “Bad news?”

	I push the scroll into his hands. “Wyrim got through the last barrier wall. They’ll be at the palace in five days.”

	 


[image: A picture containing text

Description automatically generated]

	XXI

	 

	 

	 

	Many hours and many more meetings later, I sit on the bed in the royal suite, reading about war. The shackles remain locked on my wrists.

	My commanders were not discouraged in the least by what I did in Greka. Even after I confessed what truly happened, they celebrated; they said they see the goddess of war in my eyes. That is the kind of magic, they insist, that made Orkena the power it is today. It’s nothing to be afraid of. It’s the mark of the highest approval of the gods. Just like all the ancient Mestrahs before me who used this power to deliver justice where it was due, violence when it was deserved.

	It was only with the stern reminder that Orkena will not be reverting to the conquering tendencies of our ancestors that I got them to agree that Influence can’t be our primary strategy. There was much grumbling about this, especially when a captain pointed out that it will take us four days to return to the palace as it is, leaving absolutely no time to appeal to Amian or Nadessa. But after one soldier asked why I couldn’t just “torture a few platoons and call it a day,” the look I gave him inspired the others to put together a battle plan with my power as a backup.

	Then they started talking about possible casualties and which groups would move up when others fell.

	I turn the next page in my book. This one is about a commander who successfully surrounded a group of his enemies and killed every last one of them to win the war.

	I drop my hand to Jade’s head, thinking of the Speaker, of them telling me before I ever had Influence that my kindness was the type of power that stayed with someone for a lifetime.

	I think of the Wyri ignoring every appeal I’ve made to meet. Of the abductor in the palace. Of the Grekan queen, assuming the rumors of me wanting peace meant I would bend to whatever she desired. How many Orkenian lives could I save if I would just give in to my commanders, to Kasta, to the darkness pulsing at the back of my mind?

	I slide free the piece of parchment I’ve been hiding from the middle of the book. 

	The sharp, inky edges of Kasta’s war knife design glisten back at me. A way for our soldiers to protect themselves. To protect Orkena. An army that grows stronger with each kill, with Kasta and me at the head of it all, Kasta with his swords and poisons, my eyes burning black.

	I think of my gentle father, looking out over what I’ve done.

	But at least, my wicked mind whispers, he would be alive.

	I shove the design back into the book and throw it across the room. 
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	The days flit past like dragonflies. More meetings on battle strategies and evacuation routes. Kasta locked away again in his room. My advisors glance at my shackled wrists each time we meet, asking if I want them off, smiling when I say no. I don’t bother writing to the Wyri queen or our ex-allies.

	On the fourth day, the capital city of Juvel shines on the horizon. And then we’re at the palace. At the docks. Delivering Jade to my rooms, and then I stand alone on the palace wall as the stars emerge, watching the horizon.

	Watching the shadows of Wyrim’s ships steadily darken the river, torches flashing between the plateaus like sparks.
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	“Zahru,” my father says. “Wouldn’t that be a nice thing to look forward to?”

	I pull my gaze away from the towering windows in the Mestrah’s suite. Fara, Hen, Mora, and I sit in the enormous, vaulted area reserved for dining, at the tip of a ridiculously long table that can seat thirty. A panoramic carving of the desert stretches across the table’s surface. Slices of bread, asparagus, and lemon cod wait on my plate, and a little pot of yellow cheese steams beside a chalice of cider. But though we all went into this dinner agreeing we wouldn’t talk about the war or the Wyri arriving tomorrow, I can’t stop looking at the capital. At every shadow made by the moon. At the Light potions glittering between balconies and over streets, groups of Orkena’s elite walking beneath them with baskets of food, with drinks, with children. Everyone completely at ease despite the army marching to our walls.

	This is how much they trust me.

	And why shouldn’t they? Orkena has never fallen. 

	“Sorry.” I force my attention back to my family. “What would be a nice thing?”

	Hen dips a slice of bread into her cheese. “The olds are trying to set you up with a commander.”

	I drop my cod. “What?”

	“We are not the olds.” Mora gives her daughter a stern look over her chalice. “And he’s not just any commander. He’s the son of an old friend of your mother’s.”

	“Very smart.” Fara layers asparagus atop his bread. “Very kind.”

	Mora beams. “He’s a Waterweaver.”

	“Invited to the palace by the General herself when he was eight.”

	“He has six sisters, he can sing—”

	“Solid sense of duty.” My father nods. “And one of his sisters is married to a Nadessan duchess, so you’d have ties to the Nadessan court, as well.”

	I put up my hands. Trivial as this may be, I do appreciate them trying to lighten the mood, though I don’t think they understand how unhelpful this particular subject is. “Oh, no. Courting has really never gone well for me.”

	“I told them they’re wasting their time,” Hen says, taking a bite of bread.

	“Pish posh,” Mora says. “This could be as casual or serious as you like. We know he likes you.”

	I freeze in sneaking Jade some of my cod. “You talked to him?”

	Hen waves her hand. “She and Fara have already planned your wedding.”

	“What?” I cry.

	Fara spoons rice onto his plate. “Mora mentioned some things, as she does. Obviously you are very far away from that.” His shoulders fall. “We’ve set nothing up, and of course if you’re not interested, that’ll be the end of it. I was just thinking, your mother was such a rock for me, and I’m not sure we can be that for you anymore. And clearly you are . . . feeling a bit lost in that regard.”

	I carefully move a few stalks of asparagus onto my bread. “Feeling . . . lost?”

	“They’re still freaked about you making out with the stabby prince in public,” Hen says.

	I think I die. 

	“We just think, maybe it’s time to get serious,” my father says quickly. “And we’d hoped that maybe Jet might be that for you, but the two of you seem to be at odds, and we just . . .” He sighs. “The commander and I had a great conversation about next season’s sword tournaments. And I started seeing this future for you, for us, and especially with all these royal family portraits on the wall, I guess it’s just wonderful to imagine more people being at this table again.”

	After we lost the seat where my mother should be. My mother’s best friend, Hen’s mother, has been as close to a true mora all my life as I could ever ask for, though my father and she have never been romantically involved. My heart pinches at the simple want in my father’s voice. At the delight even mentioning a conversation about enchanted swords brings, except no one says anything else, and in the silence I know all of us are thinking about tomorrow. About the risk of one of these seats emptying again.

	And I know I’m not supposed to bring the war up, but I can’t help it.

	“I’d like you three to leave tonight.” I drop my napkin beside my plate. “After this. You can go to one of the northern cities, I’ll call you back as soon as it’s safe.”

	Hen laughs. Mora goes on eating like I’ve said nothing, and my father takes a drink.

	“You know none of us are going to,” he says.

	“I’m not really asking.”

	Mora cuts into her asparagus. “Then you’ll have to drag us out screaming, and that won’t be very good for soldier morale the day before a battle. We’re your family, we’re going to be here.”

	I groan. “Mora—”

	“Now you’re wasting your time.” Hen pinches salt over her soup. “Do you really think there’s any carriage, locked or not, that we couldn’t get back out of?”

	I have the brief, terrible thought that I could make them. I could get the Unlocking spells from Kasta, take off these shackles, and Influence them so they go without question. They would never even think to be upset about it.

	They would never give my magic another thought again.

	I grip my napkin. “I don’t know what’s going to happen tomorrow.”

	“Don’t you worry about us.” Mora toasts me with her chalice. “Hen and I were born for this. If the fight makes it to the palace, trust me when I say those Wyri are going to be sorry.”

	“Though we know it likely won’t get this far,” Fara adds. “The army’s been training, you’ve been working so hard, and I know it’s terrifying. The only way I’m getting through this is knowing you are the top priority for keeping safe. We know you’re worried for us, too. We’ll stay here, out of the way, so you don’t even have to think about it. And if things take a turn for the worst, you can come with us elsewhere.”

	Because of course, like normal people, they assume their safety is what I’m most worried about. And it would be, definitely, if I thought it were at any risk.

	If I wasn’t more afraid of them seeing what I’ll do to ensure that remains true.

	And again I get the strange feeling like I should be telling them more. When did it become like this, where I can’t even tell my own father my worst fears?

	“I have a good team,” I say, my voice hollow. “The city won’t fall.”

	Mora reaches to pat my arm. “That’s our hopeful girl. Now, I don’t think I told you about the muscles on this fine commander—”

	A heavy knock and a burst of conversation sound from the main room. Jade sprints through the pearl-flecked archway to see who it is, and all of us stand, my pulse ticking higher. It can mean nothing good that people are letting themselves into my rooms unannounced. Only my friends would ever do that now that I’m Mestrah, which means this is likely the General, and something has changed with the war.

	But when I round the archway, ready to call Jade off, it’s to a much more welcome face.

	“Zahru,” Jet says, grinning. “The queen wants to meet!”
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	I reread the Wyri queen’s letter at least six times on our way to the foyer. I wait for someone to wake me, for the note to vanish, for any clue in the queen’s words that this is all a lie.

	And of course I remember how she already betrayed Sakira. I know that, except she has never written to me, not once, not even to threaten me, and it seems pointless to do so now if she just intends to attack tomorrow. And things have changed. Though my power is not publicly credited as the reason we escaped Greka, the queen has to consider any rumors surrounding it and assume the worst ones could be true. Even a ruler bent on bloodshed can’t want a war that might cost her just as many of her own people.

	Mestrah, it says, the letters short and dark. I heard about Greka and that you have caught my spy. Perhaps terms can be reached. 

	I will wait at the southern wall until sunrise.

	It will be the only time I do.

	— Andira

	It’s horrible to think that my loss of control in Greka might be the very thing that turns this war. But I remind myself that I didn’t hurt anyone and if that’s the worst thing I do in trying to survive this, I’ll be able to forgive myself.

	Chaos greets me in the palace foyer. 

	The General has wasted no time in mobilizing our strongest. Soldiers mill throughout the enormous room in bronze armor and studded tergi, crowding the bases of towering gods’ statues, their leopard helmets brushing the leafy fingers of potted olive trees and the edges of orange-and-white banners. The General herself stands at Numet’s feet with a shining lioness helmet beneath her arm, calling out orders to everyone who draws near. Marcus and Melia wave to us beneath a portrait of gleaming Orkenian warships in a storm, circled by a few other soldiers I recognize as Marcus’s friends. 

	Melia hugs me when I draw close. “You clever girl. Your stubbornness is finally paying off!”

	“Thanks?” I say, but a hug from her feels so good that I’ll take the jab at my stubbornness. “This is really happening? We’re going to talk like civil people?”

	Marcus nods. “The queen’s convey separated from the main army an hour ago. The rest of the army is staying back.”

	Jet reaches down for Jade, who crowds our legs amidst the noise. “We still need to be careful. It’s monumental to have this opportunity, but it doesn’t guarantee we’ll reach an agreement or that the queen won’t attack. The Wraithguard and our best soldiers will be ready to defend us at a pin’s drop, but you need to trust my mother. If she calls this off for any reason, even if you think things are going well, we must listen.”

	I feel almost drunk with hope, but I know how critical this is. “Yes. Of course.”

	Hen twines her arm into mine. “You’re going to do amazing. Don’t forget to lead off with a great smile and a strong, irrefutable threat.”

	Jet adjusts his grip on Jade. “We talked about this. Just be yourself, Zahru, and you’ll do fine.”

	“I have people who can clear your name if you have to make puppets out of them,” Hen continues.

	“Hen,” Jet starts.

	“Just don’t die.” 

	Except her eyes are on Jet, not on me, her voice strangely thick. I’m certain she’s about to say more, or that he will, for the way he’s looking at her. And then the odd moment passes, and Jet clears his throat, and Hen studies her nails, and Melia pinches her fingers between her eyes.

	“We’re in the best hands.” Jet claps my shoulder. “As you know.”

	Hen has gone completely still. “Yes.”

	And she vanishes into the crowd.

	Jet pulls his hand back just as I give him the strange look all of this warrants. 

	“Salvation has arrived!” sings a smug, familiar voice from the base of the royal stairs. And then I don’t have time to ask whether Hen has pulled Jet into another of her schemes, because cheers thunder against the columns as Sakira saunters toward us in full armor, scribing brush raised, her wicked eyes set on me. But I’m in a great mood, and not even Sakira’s showboating can dampen it.

	“You look fantastic, Zahru.” Her eyes track down my white war dress, the bronze armor over my chest, the plates on my arms. “You look like you could take out an entire army right now.”

	I roll my eyes. “Literally the entire point of this is for that not to happen. And I thought you were at a party?”

	Sakira winks. “I was. Then I heard you were going after my new nemesis.” She twirls her brush and shoves it into the holster at her thigh. “I can’t wait to meet the queen.”

	“I don’t think I want you going anymore—”

	“Zahru.”

	I don’t think Kasta yells, but I hear him as clear as a horn through the noise. I turn to see soldiers parting for him with deep bows and muttered dōmmels, the title for a crown heir. His gods’ mark is on full display beneath a white, armored tunic. The only thing missing from the soldiers’ greetings is the lack of their fingers to their foreheads.

	They didn’t bow for Sakira or Jet. And they haven’t used that title for Kasta since his abdication.

	I have a feeling the rumors about why we fell out with Greka have thoroughly circulated. 

	His blue eyes glint. “I have them.” 

	The charms to control my magic. My blood quickens as he opens his palm to reveal two polished raven skulls, the white bone yielding to sharp black beaks, each strung on a long twist of white leather. He’s purposefully avoided using a falcon, the symbol of the goddess of war, in these tools made to defy her. Tiny runes and gods’ symbols cover the delicate surfaces, the lines filled with gold, but the bones look shinier than normal, coated in resin.

	They are beautiful and savage all in one.

	“These are runes?” Not that my personal experience with runes extends much past Melia and her Healers’ amulets, but these look exceptional. 

	“Those look like engagement bracelets,” Jet says.

	“They do,” Kasta agrees.

	“What?” I say.

	Kasta’s still looking at his brother. “Be useful and get those shackles off of her.”

	Jet’s fingers tighten on Jade’s collar; she’s snarling and snapping at Kasta. “Is controlling her magic all that those do?”

	“Are you asking me to marry you?” I say, far louder than I should, even in a crowded room.

	The soldiers near us get very quiet.

	Kasta shoots a curious look my way that makes it hard to tell if he’s mocking me. “Would you even consider saying yes?” 

	“I—” I suddenly feel like this is a test, and that the first thing out of my mouth really should have been a gods no. “You can’t just—we’re not even—no, obviously not!”

	“Noted,” he says, which still feels like I gave him an answer I didn’t mean to. He turns back to Jet. “They do what they need to. Marcus also approved them, if you’re worried.”

	Sakira pulls her brush free with a twirl. “I’ll get the shackles off.”

	Jet grumbles under his breath and guides Jade away. “All of you are going to put me in an early tomb.”

	And then it’s just the three of us. Me and Orkena’s two most questionable royals, who are far too comfortable around me, as if I just fit in.

	I lean back against the marble feet of Oka, the god of judgment, and give Sakira my right arm. She draws the first of the unlocking spells across both shackles. 

	“I’ll forgive you,” she says over her shoulder, “if she destroys the Wyri.”

	“I don’t want your forgiveness.” Kasta tightens one of the wide leather strips wrapping his hand. “But I can promise you that this is the farthest Andira will get.”

	Sakira shares a glance with him that I do not trust at all.

	I give Sakira my other wrist. “All right, I’m in full support of this new bonding, but can we maybe make it more ‘hey, we lost our father and realized there are more important things in life’ and less ‘let’s make the world pay together?’”

	“Take what you can get.” Sakira smiles as the shackles pop off into her hand. “I’ll be getting Ashra ready. Let me know if you want me to . . . surprise them at all.”

	A nudge to my arm, and she’s gone.

	Leaving me with Kasta and what everyone assumes are engagement bracelets.

	He steps in front of me, and every group chatting near us turns to watch. I should probably be making it clear that this is not what it looks like in either words or with an unamused glare, but Kasta gestures for my hand, and a guilty thrill sparks through me. This claims him as much as it does me.

	I shiver as his fingers slide around my wrist and remind myself this is just another part of our game, that I cannot get lost in it.

	“How are you feeling?” He slips the ring on the end of the raven beak over my middle finger. The base of the skull rests at the back of my wrist, a perfect fit.

	Gods, this is the finest jewelry I’ve ever seen in my life.

	“Anxious,” I admit. His thumb brushes my skin. Black pearls and bronze beads surround the leather tie closest to the skull, warm to the touch. “I want this to be real. I want it to be the end.”

	“You know it’s an ambush.” 

	He crisscrosses the long, white strings up my forearm, stepping closer, his head bent near mine.

	“You assume everything is an ambush,” I say, ignoring my quickening pulse. “She’s already tried and failed to do that multiple times. She can’t think this would go any differently, especially with me expecting it.”

	“She only failed before because she was using the wrong tactic.” He ties the ends of the bracelet above my elbow, glancing at me. “She had to learn you. Now she knows where to strike”—he slips the second ring over my other middle finger—“and what you won’t be able to resist.”

	I get the eerie feeling he’s not just talking about the queen, and I close my hand. “I’m not defenseless.” My voice carries its own warning. “She’d be foolish to cross me again, knowing my reputation.”

	A knife of a smile. “Doubtless.” His fingers skim my inner elbow. “But she’s hoping she’ll get lucky. Your heart makes you careless.”

	“My heart is what got me here.”

	“And if she strikes at it?”

	Heat curls through me as he shifts closer, the bronze plates of his armor scraping mine. “I don’t know.”

	His fingers pause on the string. Yearning sparks where they touch my skin, and I clench my teeth against the pull of it. After spending so much time in forsvine, Influence is coming alive in me like the feeling into numb limbs, every emotion brighter and sharper.

	But my lack of committing to a nobler answer like I’ll die before I fight her! has already told him what he needs to know.

	“You finally understand, then,” he says.

	It feels dangerous to confirm that I’m starting to see his point on many things, and I nod to the arm he’s working on.

	“So the charms that are very much not engagement bracelets . . .?” I prompt.

	“They should be enough.” He finishes tying the second string above my elbow. “The Runemasters modeled these off of a skull charm that the priests use to focus their dreams of the future. There are two to handle the superior strength of your magic. You lose control when your magic surges, and these are designed to absorb that surge and expel the excess into the air, leaving you with a steady stream of power. But that also means you can’t break forsvine anymore, because that surge is what allows you to do it. You’ll have to take them off for that.”

	He backs away, turning my palms, checking the positions of the black pearls on the leather. His gaze focused, attentive, until I can imagine him poring over formulas and scrolls these past days in the same way, the stress of it painted into the darker circles under his eyes. I heard him say to Marcus, two days ago, that he feared he wouldn’t figure it out in time. That he wasn’t sure he ever could, and he needed Marcus’s help. I don’t think I was supposed to hear that conversation. Marcus certainly said nothing to me after.

	Kasta could have left it be. He could have said it was impossible and made me go to this meeting with the queen with no way to control my Influence, and hoped for something like Greka again.

	My fingers twitch under his touch. “You worked tirelessly on these.”

	“We had a deadline.”

	I slide my hand around his jaw and kiss his cheek. “Thank you.”

	His eyes sharpen. He takes in how close we are, how close my mouth is to his, and circles his fingers around the bracelet whose design I haven’t protested at all. 

	He turns his lips into my palm, and fire snakes up my arm. “Min elska.”

	My queen. 

	An intimate address only a Mestrah would use . . . for their wife.
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	BUT I have no time to worry if I am now accidentally engaged or what new strings Kasta has tied so stealthily around my limbs that I can no longer feel their pull. Hen interrupts us to give Kasta a pouch of scorpion stingers even though he already has one, and to comment loudly that winning one battle does not mean winning the war. I don’t think she’s talking about the Wyri. She then gives Melia and Marcus a hug and Jet an awkward “good luck,” informs Sakira that she has ways to make people disappear if anything happens to me, and takes her leave. As she is not a soldier, she won’t be joining us, though I’m not naive enough to think she won’t be out there somewhere.

	And then we are stepping through the enormous, open front doors. Down the many stairs. Into the streets and beneath the strings of silvery light potions, where the Orkenian elite cheer on flat roofs and behind iron balconies, children showering the paving stones with orange lilies and pink lotus petals. Down to the perimeter wall we go, the solid alabaster molded seamlessly shut around all of Juvel. Earthmovers wait atop it to create an opening, but I don’t give them the signal yet.

	Jade pushes a wet nose into my hand, her bronze armor gleaming. 

	Zar, she thinks. Fight?

	Hearing her again is a comfort I didn’t know I’d missed, and I stroke her cheek.

	“I hope not,” I mutter. “But be ready.”

	“Doing all right?” Jet asks behind me. “You know what you’re going to say?” 

	“I think I’ve been chanting it in my sleep,” I admit. And I probably have. For weeks I’ve acted out how this meeting would go, though I still can’t believe I’m getting the chance to do it. This is the closest I’ve felt to my old self in ages. To hoping again. To believing I was right all along in stubbornly chasing peace and proving to the world that there’s just as much power in mercy.

	“Good.” But for the confidence in Jet’s voice, a flash of his nerves heats my skin. “Just remember, it’s all right if this doesn’t go perfectly. Sometimes words take time, as you’ve seen with me and my siblings. It’s not a failure if she declines. It may just mean she comes around tomorrow. Or next week.”

	“I know,” I say kindly, though it’s hard not to believe this is all I needed. Andira has to agree there are better ways to do this. More bloodshed can’t fix what’s broken between our kingdoms, and she’ll have to acknowledge that even after my display in Greka, I didn’t hurt anyone. I didn’t retaliate against their queen. And I’m still willing to talk to her, even after she’s tried multiple times to kill me.

	She’ll have to admit that I am not the monster she’s determined to make me.

	Kasta sighs from my other side. “This is not going to go well.”

	“I have to try,” I say, which earns me a strangely pitying look, but he says nothing else.

	I raise my hand to the Earthmovers.

	The soldiers atop the wall press their palms against the alabaster, and a split cracks from beneath their hands all the way down to the road. The earth rumbles and groans, and an archway opens between the two sides, first revealing a slice of black, star-shattered sky, and then the wild, shadowed plateaus of the desert, and finally the smooth paving stones of the road. Orange grains of sand billow in at our feet, slinking across our armored boots.

	Along the horizon stands Wyrim’s army, as dark as a burn scar.

	The night is too deep to make out more than pinpoint campfires and the silhouette of tents, but my Wraiths said there are tens of thousands. Their strange metal boats choke the shoreline along the southern river, shining like pieces of broken glass. Much closer still, just outside the range of a crossbow, rises a tall, elaborate black tent, its narrow sides fluttering in the night breeze, its top tapered like a crown. Dark sand claws its base, slowly staining its sides. 

	Wyri soldiers line either side of the closed entry. My Wraiths said there were fifty total, so we matched their number, with more of my guards to stay hidden inside the city in case things go wrong. The General said fifty was a promising number. It’s just enough to protect the queen without being a true threat.

	I take a breath in, and we start forward. Two of the Wraithguard move in front of me, crossbows in hand, and Jet and Kasta protect my sides, followed by Marcus and Melia. Sakira follows on the back of her fire mare, as does the General with her cane, as protected by soldiers as I am. The rest of my select army shuffles after in a noisy display, swords and crossbows clanking against full armor they’re hardly used to wearing. Amplifying runes circle their necks so they can use their magic at greater distances, though those will only work if they can stay far enough away from forsvine in the first place. Which we definitely won’t be able to do for this meeting, seeing as the Wyri have set out a number of obvious forsvine cannonballs in the sand. We expected this. No leader would risk me coming out to change their mind before we’ve even started.

	We cross the first line of cannonballs, and Jade’s soft voice vanishes from my head.

	She growls.

	“Company, halt,” says the General.

	We do. As the General instructed, I’ll stay here behind the protection of my Wraiths until the queen comes to meet us.

	The sand whispers in the low breeze. Gods’ charms clink around the clothed elbows of my soldiers, but no sound comes from the Wyri at all. They stand motionless in their full armor, silver plates layering their arms and legs in sharp points like the scales of the sea monsters in their legends. Spiked helmets cover their faces, leaving only a slit for eyes. And at the center of their chest plates, as large as a fist, gleams a royal crest of sharp, crashing waves. A symbol of both the beauty and brutality of their island kingdom, shining the liquid silver of forsvine.

	Kasta leans into my shoulder. “I don’t like this. She should have come to greet us by now.”

	Jet adjusts his gauntlet. “You don’t like anything. Give them a moment, Zahru has worked herself into the ground for this.”

	Kasta opens his mouth, but just as I’m expecting him to snap at his brother, he exhales. I keep my eyes on the tent. Maybe the queen is organizing a few last things. Maybe she’s just as nervous. Or maybe she wants to make us wait, because she’s rude and cruel but ultimately knows this is what must be done.

	“One more minute,” the General says from behind me. “Then we go if she has not come.”

	Jet must see the look on my face, because he slides his glove into mine. “Gods, I want this for you,” he whispers. 

	I squeeze his hand in return. But the moments tick by, and the Wyri don’t move. I don’t understand what they’re waiting for. I don’t understand why Andira would call me out here if she never intended to—

	“There,” Jet says, hope like a light in his voice. “Look!”

	The tent flap wavers, and I hold my breath, trying to imagine what this woman who has caused us so much pain will look like. If she’ll be as petite and rigid as they say, with a crown formed of coral and a sword the color of blood.

	But it is not hands that part the sand-coated fabric.

	It’s the shining black mouth of a cannon. 

	I have time to grip Jet’s arm before it explodes, all of us ducking as the cannonball screams over our heads, mercifully too high to cut through us, before it slams in a silvery shattered mess next to the opening in our wall.

	The Earthmovers startle and try to close the stone. But the cannonball was forsvine, and their magic won’t work. By the time they sprint far enough away for their magic to return, they’re too far to be able to affect the wall.

	We’ve just opened our gates to them.

	I’ve just opened our gates, chasing this foolish, childish belief that there could be peace.

	“No,” I whisper.

	“Company!” yells the General. “Guard the arch, get the Mestrah inside! Form a new wall out of range!” 

	The Wyri slam their swords against circular shields and roar as they charge forward. The sound echoes behind them like the gates of the Afterlife opening. Every one of the thousands waiting in camp rises like a tide, though it will take them longer to reach us. We sprint for the arch, Melia checking over her shoulder to ensure I’m close, Jade at my heels.

	An explosion of sand separates us from the main group. I yelp as hot, jagged shrapnel cuts into my skin, and Jade whines and circles my legs. The cannon clicks again, turning. The General shouts, and my soldiers reverse direction as the Wyri close in. Kasta pulls me behind him. A soldier barrels down on us, and then Melia is at my side, Jet and Marcus leaping to help. She and I exchange the same uncertain look as we reach for swords we’ve only been training with for a moon. I may have bragged to Kasta about this earlier, but my sword skills are not just fine, and I have no confidence I’ll get in more than a lucky strike against soldiers who have trained for this their whole lives.

	“Under the neck, in the hip,” Melia says, repeating our training. Those are the only vulnerable places in Wyri armor.

	I nod, my heartbeat pounding in my ears. It’s hard to hear the clash of metal and the cries of anger and know some of those could be my friends. I can’t watch the Wyri hurt Melia. I can’t watch the Wyri hurt any of them.

	Especially when I’m the reason we’re here.

	It’s not Influence pushing me when I think of what I could do to stop this. Of what I need to do to keep those I love safe. 

	Or maybe my magic has only ever acted on what it knows I truly want after all.

	I whistle between my fingers. “Sakira!”

	I’m not actually sure she’ll hear me or listen if she does, but Ashra whinnies in the night, and then a blaze of darkness and snapping teeth cuts through the group. Sakira arrives in a flash of bronze and moonlight. Ashra slides to a stop in front of me, and Sakira reaches down, but I shake my head.

	“Take Melia and come back for me,” I say. 

	Melia steps aside. “Absolutely not. You are Mestrah, you must go first.”

	“I’m giving you an order—”

	An explosion behind us makes all of us jump. I whirl to see the tent that was hiding the cannon burning in noxious shades of green and white, two Wyri shouting as they burst free of it. Marcus brings both of them down with arrows to their throats. 

	Then another soldier jumps out of the shadows and stabs Marcus in the ribs.

	“Marcus!” I cry.

	Melia pushes away from me. “I am going to help him. You go!”

	“But your Healers’ magic won’t work here.”

	“I have to try! And so help me, Mestrah, if you are one of the bodies I have to bring in later, I will send a thousand tarantulas with you into the Afterlife. Go in!”

	This is an alarming threat, if not quite enough to change my mind, but Melia’s already halfway to Marcus, and I touch two fingers to Jade’s shoulders.

	“Skytah,” I say, wishing I could give her more than the generic command for protect, but Jade knows what I want and bolts after Melia, leaping deftly onto the back of a soldier who aims a throwing knife at her. Jet has made his way to Marcus, too, and it’s a small blessing that they’re out past the heaviest fighting. One soldier crosses swords with Jet for only a moment before shoving away and sprinting toward our palace.

	I pull up behind Sakira.

	“Zahru,” Kasta says. Three bodies lie at his feet, a fourth still writhing nearby. He looks like the god of death in the circle he’s cleared, starlight glowing across his sword and down the white fabric draped beneath his belt that grows bloodier as it stretches to his boots. No new soldiers rush in to engage him.

	“I’ll fix it,” I say.

	He nods, and I squeeze Sakira’s armored stomach. The Wyri yell in alarm as Kasta starts for them. And then Ashra is off like a gale through a canyon. 

	We dart between groups of fighters. The closest are within ten meters of the wall now, and dozens of our bronze-armored soldiers—of Orkena’s finest fighters—lie in the sand. Lost because of Andira. Because of me. We reach a double-wide semicircle of archers blocking the open arch. They part to let us through, trying to pick off the Wyri behind us, but our arrows break against their armor.

	Sakira pulls Ashra to a stop just inside the wall. Our Earthmovers make slow but steady progress on a new section of wall thirty meters in, but they’re nowhere near sealing it off, and they’re having to form it from compressed sand, not stone, which takes twice as long. Soon it won’t just be that handful of Wyri coming in. It will be thousands.

	Our soldiers won’t finish in time.

	“I need to get higher,” I say, hopping off of Ashra.

	Sakira jumps down with me. “There’s a ladder.”

	We sprint for it, and I climb as I’ve never climbed before. The fight looks even worse from above. From here it’s much clearer that the Wyri are the superior fighters. Most of my initial group of soldiers lie unmoving in the sand, except, mercifully, for Jet, Melia, and Marcus, who the Wyri are currently ignoring since they’re the farthest from the wall. Kasta turns as a new group of our soldiers pours out of the city. The General has launched a full attack. But even I can tell these soldiers will only be a sacrificial barrier that we’ll keep reinforcing with bodies until the Earthmovers finish the wall. Which they won’t do in time.

	Orkena will not survive. My friends are still out there.

	The Wyri army surges forward like a typhoon.

	“Still thinking about mercy, your Holiness?” Sakira says.

	I reach miserably for the power I never wanted to use this way. But it’s time.

	My bracelets respond like fire to tinder. Power surges through me like a lightning strike, catching me off guard, making me gasp. This is what Influence feels like when I’m in control, but as relieved as I am to find that under the choking whirlwind of raw magic, I still feel as though I could stop, it’s also overwhelming. The emotions of everyone on the battlefield press against me on all sides, heavy, suffocating in sheer volume, anger and fear and rage but mostly hate, and for a moment I’m tempted to tear the bracelets off to make it stop. But then I realize these emotions aren’t hooking into me as they once would have. They’re shifting around me, pushing me off balance like fast water but no longer pulling me under. 

	Bless Kasta and his brilliance. I fight the push of each emotion, wrestling to stabilize them, until I start to understand. I need to yield some control to my magic for this to work. Influence needs my own frustration and anger to bind these other emotions to me, to know how I want to change them, because otherwise there’s nothing to anchor their emotions to. And so, as carefully as I dare, I begin to give in. I let myself feel the pain and rage simmering beneath the decision to defend my people; I let the Wyri’s anger become mine. Until I can take hold of each emotion like I have when doing this with far fewer people. Until the emotions twist like weapons around my hands, thickening ribbons of swirling darkness.

	This is what it feels like to be at peace with my power. To work with Influence instead of against. 

	When I open my eyes, I know my gaze is just as black as it was in Greka.

	I fire the Wyri’s emotions back at them in a torrent of shadow. First at the closest front, where my soldiers now outnumber the Wyri thanks to the General’s reinforcements, then at the closest section of charging army. It’s as instinctive as breathing. The more of them that there are, the more powerful I grow. This is what I was made for. The Wyri will not be getting into the city, and they will not take any more of us with them.

	The soldiers I’ve affected stagger and slow. 

	Then they turn their swords on their own army.

	My own soldiers whoop and cheer. Heat builds behind my eyes, not from joy. My Orkenian fighters race back through the archway into the city, safe from swords that will no longer swing at them, and as I watch Wyri kill Wyri, I think of the peace I’d begged their queen for. Of how long I insisted to my commanders that causing pain would only spread more of it. 

	I think of the girl I used to be, standing at the river, dreaming of other worlds. How purely I once believed that anything could be conquered with patience and mercy.

	Tears slip down my cheeks as the Wyri scream, the portion of the army not under my Influence breaking away from the afflicted, confused and not wanting to hurt their comrades. But it’s the afflicted’s own hate driving them now, not me. I may have sparked this fire, but they’re the ones continuing to make it burn. For there are far too many people for me to control as I did in Greka. All I can do is amplify their strongest emotion. And as long as I’m fueling that emotion like this, they’ll keep killing until they’ve immobilized everyone on the battlefield or are killed themselves.

	It will be their fault for hating us so blindly.

	It will be mine.

	“Zahru!” Jet yells. 

	I can barely hear him. The Wyri’s screams are in my ears, their horror a noose around my throat. 

	“I should have known.” Jet’s voice is clearer when it’s angry. “Kasta, the bracelets don’t work. You knew they wouldn’t work, now let go of me!”

	“They’re working fine,” Kasta snaps. “Don’t touch her, she wants this.”

	“She can’t. She’d never—”

	“She just saved all of our lives!”

	“And who will save her?” 

	More horrified shrieks as those under my Influence chase their comrades. They’re sprinting, leaping on the backs of their retreating friends.  

	Jet’s voice cracks. “Gods, Kasta, look at her. Is this what you truly want? Is this what you’ve been dreaming of?” 

	Swords clash against shields. Fathers fighting sons fighting sisters fighting brothers—

	“And I promise you,” Jet says, quieter. “If you thought it was horrible watching her die before, it will be nothing compared to losing her like this.” 

	The rest of the Wyri are retreating. The farther sections head for their camp, the closer ones baiting the affected soldiers, trying to lure them out of my range. They’ll have to go farther. Their hate is strong enough for me to keep ahold of it for kilometers—

	And then Jet’s arms encircle me. I startle, but I don’t lose my hold, and my Influence responds without my permission, pressing the Wyri’s excess fear and anger into him. The thickening emotions circle us like smoke, like a vortex, and Jet grits his teeth as he struggles to fight them and hold onto his true emotions.

	“Stop!” His arms tighten. “Please. The new wall is nearly closed. The Wyri have retreated. You can stop. Please, Zahru, I know you don’t want this. Stop.”

	His pain needles through me. More tears seep from my eyes. I try to lock him out of my head, I can’t think of this emotionally, I need to think of this rationally, I need to make a statement—but he holds on. 

	And I start to crack. Because no, I don’t want this. I don’t want to be the one behind this, but as I start to pull back my Influence, to allow the Wyri’s emotions to return to normal, I don’t have the heart to tell him that I’m only relenting because we’re safe. Because he’s safe. Because the wall is closing. 

	I let the last of my magic go with a breath, and Jet holds me, his body shaking against mine. I keep my eyes on the battlefield. On the Wyri soldiers waking up from my Influence. On their comrades shoving them to the ground, eyes wild, swords shaking. The once-affected soldiers raise their hands, a hundred of them or more, dropping their weapons and shields. Their fellow Wyri scream at them to kneel, to put their hands over their heads like prisoners.

	The battleground below is silent. 

	My chest is numb. “Send Healers to save whoever we can. And let them collect their dead.”
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	THE city greets me as if I’m a hero.

	Streamers of dyed parchment rain from balconies, palm leaves pave my way, cries of Mestrah! and Gudina! fill the air. Jet stays very close, and Kasta, too, on my other side, and I keep my eyes on the palace, imagining these cheers are for the soldiers, for the people who deserve them. Marcus tails us, blood still coating his armor, though Melia was mercifully able to heal him once they got out of range of the forsvine. But Melia isn’t here. She has other injured to attend to, though I’ll be sure she and the other Healers get an equally warm welcome when they’re able to return.

	I wonder if the people would greet me this way if they knew I was also the reason the Wyri are here. That I might have stopped that army kilometers away and weeks ago if I hadn’t been so set on peace. 

	The palace is already decorated for victory. Gold-and-white ribbons wrap the painted columns, and cactus blossoms drape every arching window, dancers spinning throughout the marble foyer with sparks of light in their fingertips. The palace elite line the entrance, glittering in their finest joles and tergi, crowns of leaves or bronze-dipped feathers in their hair. They bow low as we pass, they call Kasta dōmmel.

	“Just engaged,” a trio of girls say, their eyes on Kasta. “And right before a victorious battle, how romantic!”

	“Fights like Apos himself.” An older nobleman nudges his wife. “Think she finally convinced him he’s meant to rule?”

	A boy in green backs away as we draw near. “Rie have mercy. A thousand soldiers dead in a blink.”

	I’m no longer surprised that multiple untrue stories are already spinning off on their own, turning into the outrageous tales the travelers will stick in unsuspecting Whisperers’ ears that inspires those Whisperers to later sneak into banquets and become human sacrifices. But that last rumor makes my stomach turn. They might not have died in a blink, but the General confirmed there are indeed at least a hundred Wyri dead between the fight at the gate and what I pressed them to do. A hundred lives forever changed, a hundred more families broken.

	But what terrifies me more is that I don’t feel it like I once would have. I thought I would, when I finally had control. I thought I’d know what was right and wrong again. But I imagine those dead on our side instead. I imagine bringing Marcus back under a sheet, and I don’t regret anything.

	“There’s my favorite goddess.” Sakira cuts in front of Jet to sling an arm around me. Kasta cuts her a glare. “Guess what it’s time for?”

	I sigh. “I’m really not in the mood, Sakira.”

	“You’re not in the mood yet.”

	“How in the world are you already drunk?” 

	“Just tipsy.” She winks, swirling the full chalice in her hand. “I have wine people. You need wine people. I’ll get you good wine people.”

	The stairs to the royal wing are an impossible distance away. “I don’t want wine people. I think I just want to be alone for a while.” 

	“No. No.” She says the second word so sharply that I reel back. “Trust me, you don’t want to be alone right now. That’s when you start thinking about horrible things. That’s when you start becoming an unapproachable loner like Kasta.”

	Kasta pulls off one of his bloody gauntlets. “Some of us are busy actually fixing the world’s problems.”

	Sakira ignores him. “Come celebrate with me in the gardens. It’s good for morale, it’s good for you. Everyone loves a party.”

	I push the chalice she offers away. “I would, except there’s this war . . .”

	“Oh, the Wyri aren’t coming back tonight.” She raises her glass to a trio of young men calling her name. “Or any time soon. It might take them weeks to figure out how to get around you now, and you can worry about all that tomorrow.” She squeezes my shoulder. “Come on. You don’t have to drink, just come be with people.”

	And in odd things I would have sworn I’d never think to myself, I’m suddenly grateful Sakira is so persistent. She’s impulsive and rash and follows her heart sometimes to a fault, yes, and maybe she’s just happy with me for striking at the Wyri when she now considers the conflict to be personal. But I don’t think that’s all it is. Sakira is, apparently, either your sworn enemy or your closest friend, and she takes care of her friends. 

	And she’s right that only worse thoughts wait in my rooms. I can’t keep thinking about what I just did. I definitely can’t face my father yet, and for a night, it would feel so good to just forget about the war and magic and the numb, hollow feeling growing behind my heart.

	“Fine,” I say. “But I’m not drinking. If the Wyri do come back tonight, I’m not having one of your terrible parties be the ‘Reason for Death’ written on my tomb.”

	She grins. “Everyone wishes I could be the reason for their death.” She pushes her chalice into a random passerby’s hand and tugs me into the cheering crowd. “You think we caused trouble in the desert? Wait until you see me at full power.”
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	Which is how I transition from a merciless war machine to the judge for something Sakira affectionately calls “Death Spell Madness,” which involves a person picking a random, face-down paper spell from a stack and someone else putting it on them where no one else can see. Then that person tries to figure out what’s happening to them with the help of their team so they can draw the spell’s symbol before the other team does. Because, clearly, the only thing better than one person shrieking that their hair feels like it’s on fire is a second person crying that they can’t use their legs, all while eight people shout at them to paint a zigzag and three dots on a sheet of stretched leather. All of the spells are quick, supposedly harmless prank spells, of which I did not know there were so many. But honestly no one who goes up for a spell seems like they’re looking forward it. 

	“I just don’t understand,” I say, leaning closer to Sakira as a girl wails that she can’t see, “why anyone is doing this.”

	Sakira toasts my chalice of sparkling juice. “That’s because you’re sober.”

	We’re reclined on an ornate scarlet-and-gold rug with sapphire pillows cushioning our backs beneath one of the garden’s massive olive trees. Half the palace mills in the gardens, and though the soldiers don’t drink for the same reason I’m not, there are plenty of elite without such responsibilities, and the rest of them are so high on today’s victory they may as well be drunk anyway. 

	Sakira raises her glass, and a servant with a tray of chocolate-coated raspberries rushes over. “You never played anything like this with the street rats in Atera?”

	I cut her a glare. “I was one of those street rats, and no, the few spells we could afford were for useful things like warding the stable against sandstorms.”

	“So what did you do for fun?” 

	The servant offers me the tray of raspberries first, and I start to take a couple, but honestly it has been a night, and I just take the entire tray. “We played cards and crystals. Or swam in the river.” I pop a raspberry into my mouth. “My ex was a Firespinner from the upper district, so he had parties once in a while. But it was mostly just his friends showing off their powers and lighting things on fire.”

	“‘Swam in the river?’ That’s what you remember as being exciting?”

	I shrug. “Well, it was always night. And no one wore clothes, and you had to avoid the crocodiles.”

	Sakira laughs, like the addition of nudity and possible death was the bare minimum. “When this war is over, you have got to send some real entertainment to the small towns.”

	“I’ll put you in charge of that.”

	She angles familiar blue eyes at me and then my bracelets. “You really are too forgiving.”

	In front of us, the team on the left cheers as the person who wears the spell vomits into a bed of calla lilies.

	I take a sip of juice. “Only at the wrong times.”

	Her smile fades. “You know they deserved more than what you did today.”

	I don’t answer. 

	“You’re becoming an excellent queen. Just keep listening to my brother.” She pats my knee and rises, a little unsteadily, to her feet.

	“You mean Jet, right?”

	Sakira tosses her short hair over a pale shoulder, a guilty smile crossing her lips. “I love Jet, but he was never made for war. And if Kasta is good at anything, it’s revenge.” She reaches for me. “You want to play?”

	But I’m thinking about Kasta being good at revenge on more than just the queen, and also, someone behind her is screaming.

	“Never,” I say. “I will never want to play.”

	“Your loss.” She turns to the players, her voice rising. “All right, you cods. I’ve watched you all struggle long enough!”

	She raises her hands to cheers and whistles. Alette and another girl with long, silver hair zip over to wrap their arms around her and kiss her cheeks, and Sakira kisses the silver-haired girl back on the lips, and then there’s a lot more cheering as the princess dances off, twirling to the front where leather hides stretch in the fists of Aquila, the goddess of learning. A shirtless boy in a tergus finishes washing the last symbols off the hide, and Sakira grins as she plucks two spells from a slender marble table and hands the other to the silver-haired girl. Off the two of them go to have someone apply the spells, though they hardly look away from each other.

	I’ve seen Kasta look at me like that. 

	The silver-haired girl is doomed.

	“I’m really glad you stayed out,” Hen says—from where she’s lying right beside me.

	I nearly spill the tray. “We really need to talk about you sneaking up on people.”

	She frowns. “I wasn’t even trying that time.”

	Jet, also having appeared, nods to me. He’s changed from his bloodied armor into a blue tunic and a crown of silver ivy.

	“Doing all right, Zahru?” His tone is careful. But it’s a relief to see him here after what happened. Maybe he’s finally acknowledging that I’m going to have to do things like that as queen, even if we both hate it.

	“I’ve been better. Just glad it wasn’t worse. This ridiculous game is actually helping.”

	“Good.” He settles into the pillows on my other side. “I’m glad you decided to come, too.”

	At the front, the silver-haired girl shrieks as new hair starts sprouting all over her arms. Sakira laughs until she suddenly covers her mouth, gags, and then reveals a tongue twice as long and swollen as it should be.

	I really don’t get this game.

	And things are starting to feel awkward again, because Jet keeps glancing at my bracelets.

	“So.” I slide my arms beneath the serving tray. “It’s nice to see you two getting along lately.”

	Which is my sneaky way of praising Hen for doing so well on her mission, but both of them give me a look.

	“Do you want to tell her why we’re together again, Hen?” Jet says. “Or should I?”

	She rolls her eyes. “I was fine.”

	“She was sneaking toward the Wyri camp.”

	“Hen!” I yell.

	“I was only going to put scorpions in some of the tents!” she protests.

	I set down the tray. “Absolutely not. They’ll kill you, and then I really will do something that makes the world turn on us. Thank Numet Jet was thinking of you!”

	She snatches two of the raspberries. “I had it handled.”

	“I told her you wouldn’t be happy.” Jet accepts a chalice of wine from a servant. “I said her best way to help you right now is just to be here.”

	“That’s right. You listen to Jet,” I say, even as Hen wrinkles her nose. “We’ve been over this. You are formidable and amazing and very capable of helping in many ways, but sneaking into an enemy camp is not—” 

	I stop. Because here’s what I’m realizing is just as strange as the awkward pause they shared in the palace foyer: even after a distracting and troubling night, even with a girl whose absence is not normally alarming, Jet was looking out for Hen. And perhaps the most shocking of all, and another thing that ties Hen way too closely to Kasta, who also rarely takes advice: Hen listened to him and abandoned her plan.

	Jet takes a drink. “I am usually right, not that anyone ever appreciates it.”

	Hen huffs. “You’re lucky I realized I didn’t have enough scorpions.”

	“Wait,” I say. “You don’t even really listen to me. Or even Mora unless there’s a blood moon and a special alignment of stars.” 

	Hen’s brown eyes narrow. “I listen more than that.”

	Which is also an odd response from a girl who would typically bask in the glory of her ability to ignore inferior advice. And then that strange feeling starts in my chest again. Because now I’m also remembering the way Jet’s eyes trailed her dress in Greka. The way the world disappeared as they traded arguments over points and sandwiches. The awkward silence between them in the foyer, because Hen was truly terrified of losing him.

	Are you seeing this? Melia had asked.

	“Oh,” I say.

	“Oh, nothing,” Hen snaps.

	“What?” says Jet.

	But I can already see it in Hen’s face. “I mean, I guess it makes sense . . .”

	“Nope,” Hen says. “Nope, no, this is the denial of your own situation accumulating into lies, and also, do you know the kind of laundry that would stir up? You think I want to be as famous as you and Stabby? Because that’s bad for business.”

	Jet sets down his wine. “Would someone please tell me what we’re talking about?”

	“How Zahru has finally given in to the madness.” Hen pushes up from the pillows. “I’ll be back when you’re ready to be normal again. Don’t marry Kasta while I’m gone.”

	I groan. “We are not engaged!” 

	“I’m still working on how I feel about it.” She considers Sakira’s game, where cheers erupt as Sakira’s team wins. “On the one hand, he’s a scheming criminal mastermind. But on the other, he’s the stabby prince. Fara and I will have to discuss it.”

	And my pulse spikes. “Don’t you dare tell my father about this—”

	Jet frowns. “Isn’t one of those supposed to be a compliment?”

	“The first one was a compliment,” I say. “Hen—”

	But she’s off again already, and I am not going anywhere near that game, and all I can do is squirm and pray and wish I hadn’t eaten the last of the raspberries.

	Jet watches her go, the silence thickening between us. I can feel his confusion blooming alongside mine, little pinpricks on my skin.

	His fingers move softly to a cuff on his wrist. “Dare I ask what, exactly, I just missed?”

	I shift the tray aside. This is the topic we’ve been most successful at avoiding, and I’m not sure I’m ready for it now. But I don’t know how much longer this can go on, either.

	I laugh, like what I’m about to say is ridiculous. “Nothing, just . . . I was just teasing her about how you two seem very close, with her actually listening for a change, and you always making sure she’s safe.” I nudge him. “Funny, right?”

	“Ah.” He laughs, too, in that same awkward way. “Right. No, no, I can assure you she still thinks me a boring rule follower, and my feelings haven’t changed on her being a reckless deviant. Really, the only thing we can agree on is what we’d do for . . .” He goes suddenly still, watching Sakira apply a spell to Hen’s arm. And quickly shakes his head. “Anyway, even if we were to see past all that, which, clearly, we haven’t”—another laugh—“we couldn’t do that to you. And I couldn’t—we’ve been through so much, you and I, and we’re still . . . something, aren’t we?”

	But when his warm eyes meet mine, I see him coming to the same realization. We have been through so much. We’ve fought for and believed in each other and risked our lives together and I would go to the ends of the world for him, and he for me, and still, this is where we’ve stayed. 

	“Yes,” I say quietly. “Just like Melia and me. And you and Marcus.”

	Neither of us speaks for a moment. Maybe this is what I’ve truly been dreading all along: the confirmation that at some point, a door shut on something we can never get back, and neither of us is quite sure what that means. But he doesn’t look broken over it or surprised.

	And it doesn’t hurt as much as I thought it would.

	“Yes,” he agrees. 

	I feel the same uncertainty spark from him as is swirling through my veins. I’m not sure what we are if we’re not that. Something still feels wrong about this, but more for the realization that on the other side, Kasta and I have put each other through so much, and Kasta still makes my blood rush.

	I shove the thought away. This shift with Jet is enough to deal with without analyzing how steadily my feelings for him started fading the more I got to know Kasta. 

	In the game, Hen’s hair turns to snakes.

	Jet settles, much more comfortably, against my arm. “I forgot to tell you: Melia wants you to find her in the morning. She would’ve come tonight, but she’s understandably drained. And Marcus wanted to spend a quieter evening in with his fiancé.”

	My throat tightens as I remember how close we came to losing Marcus. “How many dead?”

	Jet hesitates. “It took some time to get the wounded out of range of the forsvine. We lost thirty.”

	Which is more than half of the soldiers who accompanied me to meet the queen. Thirty more of our own not returning to their families because of Wyrim. In addition to the hundred not going home on Wyrim’s side. 

	“I’m proud of you, though.” Jet raises his chalice to a passing soldier. “Even after everything that’s happened, you still tried for peace. It’s on the queen now for betraying you. The world is going to slowly catch on, and I wouldn’t be surprised if it were enough to win us back an ally or two down the line.”

	Down the line. After how many more have died?

	Hen scribbles a coiled snake on the leather, and her team cheers as they win.

	Jet’s gaze slides again to my bracelets. “We can get you new charms, by the way. Maybe something more traditional, like a necklace?”

	I look down at the glossy skulls. Black pearls and white leather. The easy way they fit on my arms, like gauntlets. 

	I can still feel the ghost of Kasta’s touch on my skin. “No. We know they work, and I don’t mind them.”

	He taps a finger against his chalice, but he can’t quite hide a pulse of his doubt.

	“There’s another way,” he says carefully. “We could propose offering some control of Orkena to Wyrim in exchange for a ceasefire. It would give us more time without costing lives.”

	I pause in adjusting one of the bracelet ties. “You mean, surrender?”

	“We wouldn’t have to call it that. Politics are all about getting around what you actually mean.”

	“But I have the power to stop them.” It’s out of my mouth before I can think better of it. “Without losing any of Orkena. Any agreement we come to will undoubtedly end with the queen replacing me in the capital. She’ll shackle all of us in forsvine.”

	“Not necessarily. We can put in our own terms and back out if her demands are too steep. But would some sacrifices not be worth it? Could it be any worse than you forcing an entire army to slaughter itself?”

	I laugh in disbelief. “It’s their hate driving them! If they weren’t attacking, if they didn’t hate us so much, my magic wouldn’t work like that. If they want to save themselves, they need to go home!”

	He sits up. “Are you listening to yourself? You, the girl who has always insisted on mercy? What happened to wanting to stop the killing? To stopping the world from seeing Orkena as abusers of power?”

	“They’re coming after us.” I can’t do this. I shove to my feet. “People died today because I wanted to do this peacefully. The gods didn’t give me this magic to hide behind these walls and surrender at the first threat. I will not be the reason Orkena falls.”

	He rises in turn and grabs my wrist, the air compressing as his sound bubble comes up. “You don’t have to prove anything. No one doubts that you are meant to lead, and they already trust you. If the terms are completely unreasonable, we can revisit a new strategy.”

	“I’m done negotiating.” Though my anger is at my dying hope, at being forced into doing something I so badly wanted to avoid. “Let me go, this conversation is over.”

	“Zahru—”

	“I am your queen,” I snap. “And I gave you an order.”

	“And I am your friend.” His eyes grow glossy. “And maybe I’m nothing to you anymore, but I know what you wanted for me as a king. I know what you wanted for Orkena. Don’t do this. Don’t go down this path.”

	My heart cracks. “I’m going down the path I must. To protect us—”

	“Has it ever been Influence driving you?” He lets go of me. “Or has this been you all along?”

	I go still. “What?”

	“You said it was your power taking over in the war room. In Greka. But you were supposedly in control today, and you looked no different. I can’t tell the difference, Zahru, between when you’re in control and not. Is that why you’re keeping Kasta close? Because you know he’ll defend you?”

	This is so unfair, I can only gape. “Jet—”

	“No, I can’t watch you fall like him.” He shakes his head, our bubble bursting as he strides away. “I’m sorry. I’m going to put in a request of leave tonight.”

	“Jet!”

	But he’s wiping his eyes, and he doesn’t look back. I watch the archway where he disappeared, disbelief burning through me. I can’t believe he would tell me the only acceptable strategy now is surrender. I can’t believe he would accuse me of falling, like I’m no different than Kasta was at his worst, like there’s nothing left of me at all.

	And I can’t believe he’s running, again, as soon as things get difficult.

	Hen calls my name, but I storm out of the gardens in a swirl of white and order my guards not to let anyone follow. My head pounds, the aftermath of what I did today catching up to me, that choking panic wrapping tighter around my ribs. Jet is being entirely unfair. Orkena is at the edge of a cliff, there’s an army we can’t hope to beat without me outside our walls, and he wants me to be someone I was before the war, someone dreamy and foolish. Someone who didn’t understand as much as I do now.

	But I can’t shake what he last said. 

	That he can’t tell the difference between when I’ve gone dark and when I’m me.

	The hallways pass in a blur. Fountains sing in marble bases, the palace’s gossamer curtains reaching for me as I move, whispers flitting past like arrows. The bright flash of soldier armor and ceremonial tunics pass me in groups, but I barely hear their calls of “Mestrah.” Up the wide, long stairs to the royal wing I go, through the massive double doors that my guards open for me, to the bookshelves bordering the east side of the room. 

	Jade bounds down from a claw-footed couch, her leopard tail high. 

	Zar, she thinks. Need me?

	My fingers brush her head as I walk past life-sized statues of the gods holding prized storybooks between their fingers. I pull three books from behind Cybil’s armored shoulders so I can reach the one I’ve hidden at the back. 

	The one I was reading on the ship. 

	I run my hand over the scarlet cover, assuring myself that this is different. Kasta hid these knives from me when we were supposed to be partners, and he intended to use them as a first response, not a last resort, and now is the right time to start thinking about drastic measures, when we’ve exhausted every other option. Jet is wrong. Surrendering will only make this infinitely worse for Orkena, and if he doesn’t want me to be the one hurting them, then fine, I have other ways, but we are not just rolling over for Wyrim. 

	I slide the knife plans from the book.

	I’ll go to the Metalsmiths tonight. They’ll help me complete this, and we’ll start production immediately. Even a few days of the Wyri hesitating will give us time to create working weapons. Then we’ll greet them with these the next time they charge, and soon it won’t matter how much forsvine they’re wearing, because we will be infinitely stronger. And then I will be the least of the Wyri’s problems. Sometimes sacrifices have to be made for the greater good—

	And it’s this, this exact line Kasta said to me in the Crossing, that makes me sink into a chair and look at this piece of paper I’ve been hiding from my friends.

	A shadow curls in the back of my mind, the quiver of its fear so, so familiar.

	Of course. No one can tell when I’ve gone dark or not, because something else is still working constantly at me, with or without Influence. How naive I was to think I could take something from Kasta, that I could change him so drastically, without having to pay something back.

	Without being changed myself.

	I ram the book back on the shelf.

	And whirl for the doors.

	 


[image: A picture containing text

Description automatically generated]

	XXIV

	 

	 

	 

	I AM not thinking to myself, as I stride through the military wing, of how I’d already made plenty of questionable decisions before I ever stole anything from Kasta’s head. I’m not thinking of how I lack any evidence that this theory could actually be right. It doesn’t matter. I won’t accept this darker half as me, I won’t, and the more I stress over it, the more I decide Kasta has known this was happening all along: that every clever look he’s given me is recognizing this old side of him, the way he can still work what he wants through me. Obviously that’s why he’s never asked for it back. I’ve done better than he ever could at driving this war toward an end that showcases Orkena’s raw power at any expense.

	By the time I reach his room, I feel like I’m made of fire.

	I shove open the door.

	Kasta sits at his desk, writing, an oil lamp gleaming over a collage of papers, and I’m momentarily distracted both by the strangeness of him still working after everything that’s happened and the hungry, eager way he looks at me. But I’m on a mission, and I storm forward accordingly.

	“Get up,” I snarl.

	It’s not a suggestion. It’s a command, and Kasta lurches out of his chair, a twist of amusement sliding over my skin . . . sharpening when his gaze drops to the bracelets I still haven’t taken off. I hate that even more. I’m the reason a hundred soldiers died today. He should fear me.

	I deserve to lose him, too.

	“What are you blaming me for this time?” he asks, almost bored.

	“This accursed piece of you,” I growl. “I’m giving it back. It’s ruining everything, like you always do.” I knock an end table out of the way. “You’re the one driving me to this. You’re the one who wanted this war and this magic, and gods it must have been satisfying today, watching me do exactly what you’ve dreamed of—”

	“You saved us—”

	“Stop it! Stop pretending that’s all it was. You know exactly what you’ve done to me, all I can ever think about is you, what you want, what you’d do, and I’m going to destroy you for good this time.” I shove him. “You’re going to be cursing my name, I hate you—”

	He pins my wrists behind my back and kisses me—hard. And something in me cracks. He can’t, he’s not allowed to forgive me for this, too, and I pull my wrists free, I will make him hate me—

	“I hate—” But I’m pulling him against me, kissing him harder, groaning when he deepens it. “I’m going to . . .” 

	He pulls my legs around his waist and shoves me upright on the desk, knocking his precious measuring tools and drawings to the floor. The fire in me has shifted. Changed direction as swiftly as hitting a north wind, and I don’t even try to fight it this time. Maybe this is what I came for all along. 

	“Go on,” he whispers, ripping my dress off my shoulders. The fabric tears to my waist. “Tell me what you’ll do to me.”

	I sink my fingers into his belt. “I’m going to ruin you,” I mutter, but the words are soft, empty, and he takes them hungrily from my lips. “Until you can’t—” Another kiss that makes me gasp; he flings the crown off of my head. “Until you can’t get me out of your head, either.”

	His belt falls to the floor. His tunic slides open, and my gut clenches as he drops it to the ground. He is far more beautiful than in even my wildest fantasies, the shadows cutting over his muscled torso, over his arms, over the scars on his ribs. His gods’ mark burns scarlet in the low light. A promise made between us long before we understood what it was.

	“Do your worst.” He presses me back against the table, climbing up with me, his palms sliding up my thighs, scrunching the dress around my waist. An inkpot bites into my shoulder, and I nudge it aside. “But I don’t think this is hate.”

	His weight settles over me. He doesn’t move for that, not yet, but he still rocks against me in wanting it, nothing between us but skin and touch and heat. 

	“Kasta,” I plead.

	“Aren’t you tired of fighting with me?” His lips are on my jaw. “Let’s try something else.”

	“Yes,” I whisper. “Gods, yes—”

	And then there is nothing between us at all.

	I gasp and grip the desk, pleasure crackling through me like lightning. He groans into my neck, pressing harder against me, again and again, and my blood is air and my gods’ mark screams and now I know I’m lost, I know there’s no coming back from this, and then I know nothing at all. Nothing but the rhythm of him against me. His mouth parting mine. This consuming heat, reforging everything that’s been between us with every kiss, every white-hot touch, burning through what I’ve been denying from the inside out.

	And in the end, I have to admit he’s right again.

	This is not hate. 
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	After, we lie in his bed, the silken white sheets to our waists, me on my back and him on his side, his fingertips tracing my cheek. I’ve never seen him like this. His gaze soft on me, painfully boyish, the light full in his eyes.

	Something in my face must change, because he smiles.

	“There you are,” he says.

	I want to cage this moment in glass. For even now, even half under his weight, I feel the doubt clawing back in. I feel myself slipping away from him like smoke, my thoughts drifting to the war, to the harrowing realization that as badly as I wanted to blame him for what’s breaking in me, I was the one who chose to take this piece of him in the first place.

	This is not Influence. This is not him. This is what I am now.

	“Help me,” I whisper.

	His fingers go still. He glances at his desk, at the absolute mess we made of it, ink spilled across the top, his normally neat stacks of parchment scattered all over the floor. 

	The boyish softness is gone when he looks back. “You hate this.”

	“Everyone hates war.”

	“Not everyone.” His gaze falls to my gods’ mark, and he pushes up. 

	“Wait.” I catch his arm. This gentleness is so new between us, so fragile, I’m afraid to lose it. “Just a little longer.”

	He slowly settles back, watching me the entire time. But now his eyes are searching, guarded.

	As quiet as the strike of flint, he asks, “Does this mean you’ve forgiven me?”

	And the moment fractures. That easily, like an arrow through glass, because this question, of course, is so many more layers than it seems. It’s not just forgiveness he’s asking for. It’s his crown. It’s the piece of him I took and so, so much more, and I remember Melia telling me he’ll do anything for his throne, Sakira saying he is very good at revenge; I think of him working on the knives behind my back. 

	I think of him toiling over the bracelets. Maybe so I would be able to use my power safely. Or maybe so I would have the confidence to strike at the Wyri in the exact way he’s always planned.

	And I start to drown. I am the fool who always falls in love first, who always trusts too much, who almost made a grave mistake today hoping it would be different. I can’t stand to be wrong again. I can’t do another heartbreak, especially with him.

	I push away. “I need to go.”

	“Zahru—”

	“I’m sorry. This was a mistake.”

	He catches my wrist. “Look at me when you tell me that.”

	I turn, flexing my hand, planning to repeat it just as easily. But he’s looking at me, and the words catch in my throat. I can’t lie to him, not about this.

	“Don’t,” I plead, tugging free. My jole is ruined, ripped and stained with ink, so I grab his tunic from the floor, not even caring how obvious this is going to be to everyone who sees me in the hall. 

	“This is what you took from me, isn’t it?” he says.

	I grab a scarlet belt. “This has nothing to do with that.”

	“You told me I’d never want magic again.” He sits up as I struggle to wrap the tunic closed. “And gods I was ready to welcome that, after everything. Until I woke the next day, just as hungry for it. Until I watched you in Greka. Until I saw you today, using the tools I created for you, making the Wyri scream.”

	My fingers go still. The familiar heat of his desire flushes my skin, and I shake my head. “No. I took it. I took your greatest fear.”

	“Yes.” He ties the sheet around his waist as he rises. “You did. Which had nothing to do with magic. Do you remember what my greatest fear was? I told you, once. In the desert.”

	Confusion shifts through me, cold as forsvine. I know what I took. He’s worried he’s losing me, so he’s trying a new tactic to make me think it’s this keeping us apart so I don’t leave. That has to be what this is. 

	Because I already know what he’s going to say.

	“Trust, Zahru. My greatest fear was trusting. And now it’s yours.”

	“No.” I back away. I don’t know why I’m retreating. In a snap I could make him stop, I could have him on his knees, insisting he’s wrong. “You’re just twisting words again. You’re confusing me on purpose. You want your throne, and I’m the only way to that now. Tell me I’m wrong.”

	He grits his teeth. “Yes, I want my throne. I have suffered and bled and nearly died for it. But do you really think you would stop me if that’s all this was? If you weren’t here to blackmail me—”

	“Then do it!” I snap. “Poison me. Make me disappear. Say the gods gave you an epiphany and I was meant to be sacrificed after all. But stop lying to me—”

	“Gods, Zahru, I’m in love with you!”

	I choke on my next words. He stops across from me, the confession seeming to startle him just as much, and my fingers tighten on the tunic. Something inside me is splintering. Breaking in a way that it will never be whole again, and just as quickly, something darker is shoving against it, until I can’t breathe.

	“What?” I whisper.

	He considers what he’s said, his brow relaxing. “I love you,” he says, the words easy and new and terrifying. “I think I have since you trusted me with your life in the caves. Since you saw for me a future I thought impossible, and especially after you stood at my side at the debut party and showed me how much more we could be. Even fighting with you is a thousand times preferred to when I was alone.” He scoffs, softly. “And this is definitely not how I wanted to tell you, but this is how we are, so. There it is. That’s why I’ve done everything I have.”

	He says it like it’s that simple. Like he has not just split my world in two. Like these are not words I’ve dreamed of having said to me ever since my ex broke my heart, of having someone want me so fiercely for everything I both am and am not, and how torturous it is to hear those words from him now, when they’re not real.

	Because I’m realizing he’s right. He’s always been right about magic, and it was silly of me to think him pretending to want me could be the worst thing that happened between us. Because now I understand. My advisors haven’t been whispering behind my back. The wedge I feel growing between my father and me is all in my head. My friends and family have been on my side this entire time, only I’ve been blinded by this. Just as he was before. 

	Which left him open to finally trust me. And everything he’s done since my coronation has been fueled by that: coming to me instead of making me yield, bringing my father’s scroll, grueling over the bracelets. This is a glimpse of a life we might have had. Of what we could have, if I keep this piece of him.

	But it’s not real. He didn’t choose to overcome this trust. I made him. 

	Oh, I’m such a fool.

	“Say anything,” he says.

	Heat builds behind my eyes. “You don’t realize what it’s done to you either, do you?”

	His gaze narrows. “You don’t believe me.”

	It’s not a question, and I move for the door. “We have to stop. I’m sorry, I didn’t know what I was doing.”

	“You think this made me want you?” He laughs, bitterly. “I have dragged myself through fire to not lose you like I did Maia. You think I’ve forgiven you for blackmailing me and for worse, because of trust?”

	I’m getting confused again. That terrible, wretched hope is clawing for the surface, and I shove it down. “You don’t know. You don’t remember.”

	“Then give it back, and I’ll prove it.”

	My pulse spikes. “No. Numet knows what that will change—”

	“Zahru.” He’s to me in an instant, slamming the door when I try to open it. “If losing me is what you’re so afraid of, let me assure you that if you cannot trust me to overcome this on my own, you will lose me anyway.”

	My heart cracks. I want to tell him that’s not it. I want to say this is only about justice, about ensuring he doesn’t do anything Orkena can’t recover from, but he’s already seen the change in my face, the panic, and he waits, knowing he’s right. That this has always been part of it, no matter how fervently I’ll deny it. That a piece of me wanted for us to be able to trust each other so badly, I accidentally changed him so he had to.

	That maybe what drove me to do this was never his lack of trust, but my own.

	My grip flexes on the handle behind me. With a thought, I could make him move. I could make him forget he cares about this at all.

	But I am tired of fighting with him.

	And there’s no way I can hold onto this now.

	I let out a shaky breath and reach for his temples. 

	He exhales like he was worried I wouldn’t and covers my hands with his. “It’s hurting you. But it is mine to bear. Let nothing of me ever hurt you again.”

	His eyes are silver-blue. I memorize every fleck in them, the way the torches flicker on his face, the open way he’s looking at me. I imagine it might be the last time I see it.

	I close my eyes.

	The connection is already open between us. Waiting, less like a bridge and more like an entire world that I can step into, every piece of him I know so well. Every fear, every hope. Every desire. The way we resist and fight, even as our broken edges only fit us closer. The way we flourish and triumph when we finally give in.

	And there, like a tear in the stars, is the place I ruined.

	I recall the memories I took from him. Those painful shards that built his mistrust, from his father’s disappointment, to his and Jet’s rivalry, to the moment he realized he’d never have magic and how the world would turn on him for it. I took these in anger before, but I try to return them carefully now, praying it won’t hurt him. His fingers clench on mine. He winces beneath my hands, and I pull back.

	“No,” he growls, pushing my fingers closer. “Keep going.”

	I shudder, but do. More memories, each of them worse than the last. More of Jet, of their father, of Sakira. Of me abandoning him in the Crossing tent. Each of them leaves me lighter as they go, a hundred splinters working free, and his breathing grows heavier. The stars in the world between us begin to flicker, the last of the memories coming faster now, merciless—and then the entire sky goes black, and the connection shatters.

	Kasta jerks away, gasping, though he still holds my wrists. I can hardly breathe. This is when he will hate me again. This is when he’ll look down and remember why he couldn’t trust me, that we are broken in ways we can’t fix, and he has no reason to appease me any longer. This is when he’ll agree that yes, we have always been a mistake.

	His eyes sharpen. They’re darker again, the shadows choking my reflection.

	“See?” I whisper, miserable. “It wasn’t real.”

	Pain is splintering through him, fresh and awful. I hate what it does to him so much. I wish there was any way to erase it without taking more, but the longer he looks at me, the more it fades, until the emotions between us are quiet again.

	His thumbs move softly on my knuckles. “But it could be. If we trust each other.”

	I look up in disbelief. “What?”

	“Can you ever trust me, like this?” 

	Whole, he means. With every fear I know he has, with every doubt. I wait for some newfound confidence to crash in now that I’ve given his mistrust back. I wait for the yes that’s tearing through my heart to reach my mouth. All I can think of is the Grekan queen turning on me. The Wyri ambushing us today and what it nearly cost us.

	How very deeply this will cut if I am wrong again.

	“I want to,” I sob, leaning my forehead on his chest. “I don’t know how anymore.”

	His arms come slowly around me. I wait for him to push me away. To tell me I deserve this for everything I’ve done or to whisper in my ear that he’s won, that I am right where he wants me.

	Instead his cheek rests against my head, and he sighs. “I know.”

	I don’t know how long we stand there. Until my breathing finally evens and I realize he’s not going to send me away. Until the ache in my chest goes numb. I’m afraid to hope returning that piece of him didn’t change anything. I won’t let myself. Not when I look up at him, not when I start to say goodbye and he kisses me instead, in a soft, coaxing, torturous way that dares me to tell him that this isn’t real.

	It doesn’t stop me from wanting. From threading my fingers into his hair and kissing him like I did on that desk, until he grunts and grips my tunic, and I tug off his sheet, and he pulls me back into bed.

	And this time, it is sweet. This time makes every other kiss we’ve had, every other touch feel fleeting and shallow, little sparks compared to a wildfire. This time we go slow, our hands everywhere, learning what makes the other shiver, memorizing each muscle and curve. My fingers soft behind his neck. His lips on my shoulder, down my stomach, in new places that make me gasp, until he finds one that makes me grip the sheets, one where I can no longer hold back the cries in my throat, and he kisses and kisses until I think I’ll go mad; until he unravels me completely. I let him erase the world, and then I pull him closer, every curve of us made to fit as he makes me his all over again. Until I know I’m hopeless. Until I get dangerously close to pretending these bracelets are real, to saying his name too much, to saying something else.

	I’m nearly asleep beside him, my body still humming, when he kisses my shoulder. 

	“Zahru.”

	“Mm?”

	“Do you believe me yet?”

	I laugh, softly. I know better than to answer questions like this while still in his arms, and I’m still terrified this will all vanish the second I give in. “No.”

	But I turn over, and his amusement flickers through me as I rest my cheek against his chest. Though that lighter emotion fades just as quickly into something hollow and sad. Or maybe I’m just too drowsy to read him.

	I drift off to the sound of his heart.

	And for the first time in weeks, I dream of nothing.
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	I WAKE to four heavy knocks on the door.

	The morning rays of Numet’s lantern glow behind the white curtains on Kasta’s windows, the outline of Oka’s scorpion tail scythe and Sabil’s balancing scales cut into the overlay so they pattern the marble floor. His desk is still a mess of spilled ink and scrolls. I smirk to imagine how irked he’ll be to see it like that, a harmless payback for him destroying one of my favorite gowns, until I realize there are clouds of black ink on my shoulder and down my back. And all over the sheets. And that someone is still knocking. 

	And that he’s going to be the one coming out of this with the last laugh.

	I whirl, intending to ask him where the Cleansing spells are and if he can get the door, but he’s not there.

	“Kasta?” I whisper, as loud as I dare. But no sound comes from the adjoining washroom. Only the muted calls of soldiers practicing in the arena outside.

	Oh, he is going to hear about this.

	And whoever is on the other side of that door will not be breathing a word of this to anyone, not until I can figure out what even just happened, and especially what I’m going to tell my advisors. If I ever tell them.

	“Kasta?” Melia’s voice sends a knife up my spine. “Did Zahru come to you last night?”

	I stifle a laugh, and a scream, into the sheets, and spring out of bed. The door isn’t latched—the golden bar rests uselessly alongside the frame—and I imagine if no one answers Melia will come in anyway, since all of us are still worried that Kasta wants to burn the world to the ground. I grab a folded tunic from the carved chest at the end of his bed, wrestle it on as best as I can for someone who is much shorter and slenderer than the person it’s made for, and grab his belt from the floor. I tie the sash in haste, tussle my hands through my wavy hair, and get to the door just as Melia knocks again.

	“I’m going in.” Hen’s voice. 

	Numet take me now.

	I crack the door just enough to peek out, and to hopefully hide that I am not in my own clothes. “Hi. What do you need? We’re actually in the middle of a war breakthrough, we should be done in half an hour.” Which seems like a reasonable amount of time, and also one in which I can get bathed and a servant down here with a new jole.

	Melia and Hen blink at me. I have never seen Melia’s eyebrows in such a high arch, though honestly I’m getting used to the skeptical brows from Hen. Neither girl is amused. Nor do they look surprised, and I try my best and most innocent smile.

	“I’ll come find you as soon as I can,” I say.

	Hen reaches for me. “Is that ink?”

	“What?” I look down at the ends of my hair, which lets her shove in past me. “Oh my gods, wait—”

	“Nice tunic,” Melia says.

	“I’m trying a new style,” I counter.

	Hen is already at the desk. “Marcus owes us. We were right.”

	Panic grips my throat. “All right, so I’m just going through his room behind his back, totally normal for us—”

	Melia presses a black bottle into my hand. “If that’s what you want to call this.”

	“What is this?”

	“Birth tonic.”

	I almost choke. “Why would I need this?” Except I’m closing my hand around it. I will definitely need to sneak a drink when they’re not looking, lest I want last night to result in any other consequences that will be much more difficult to lie about in a few months. “Hold on. You were already holding this before I opened the door.”

	“Don’t touch anything,” Hen warns.

	“I’m staying over here,” Melia says.

	I rush to tidy some of the scrolls. “Anyway, I didn’t find what I was looking for. I’m just going to fix all this before he comes back.” 

	Hen makes a face. “Don’t forget the sheets.”

	“Is that your dress over there?” Melia asks.

	“All right!” I yank the bottle out of my pocket. “Fine, I had a moment of weakness, it’s exactly what it looks like. Please don’t tell Fara.” I take a drink of the tonic, grimacing at the vinegar taste of it, and offer it back to Melia.

	“Nope.” She puts up a hand. “Just keep it, and we are never talking about it again.”

	I half laugh, half sob, and slide the bottle back into my pocket.

	Hen picks up a scroll that’s rolled far from the desk. “Stabby prince has got her good.”

	“I know.” Melia crosses her arms at the mess. “He will be in his crown by planting season at this rate.”

	My gut twists. Yes, I imagine his throne will be something Kasta wants to talk about very soon, and away from him, some of the spell of last night wears off. I don’t know which version of him I’ll find this morning. It seems reckless to assume that everything’s fine, especially since I’m just remembering that Kasta said what I did to him in the armory didn’t hit him until the next morning. And here we are. He isn’t here, and I’m putting my hope in words he said before he truly woke up.

	But I’m finding that, unlike before, it’s not that I don’t believe what he told me last night. I . . . trust that it was real. It’s just that I’m not sure I’m still what he wants most. 

	I right the overturned ink pot on his desk. “Look, it’s fine, it’s nothing. I’m not making any decisions like that until the war is more under control, anyway. I just . . . needed an escape last night, and I know we fight a lot, but he also understands what I’m going through, and I think he knows this doesn’t just fix everything or he’d already be asking for his crown, you know?” I layer two of the Cleansing spells on the desk and wet them, the spell flashing as the paper dissolves, the black ink curling and vanishing. “We just—I don’t know. I guess there’s something about seeing each other at our worst and still coming out together that I just can’t stay away from.”

	When I look up, Hen and Melia are gaping at me.

	I do not like how wide their eyes are. “What?”

	“Oh my gods,” Melia whispers.

	“You’re in love with him,” Hen says.

	“What?” My laugh is far too loud. “No! That’s not what I mean, I’m just explaining why this happened with no serious feelings involved whatsoever. Did Jet already put in his leave? I need to talk to him before he goes.”

	Hen sets fire to my crumpled jole on the floor. And by that I do not mean with her gaze, but with an actual Ash spell.

	“Jet is not going anywhere,” she says over the flames.

	Melia rounds the desk. “Do not think this conversation is over. You are on my list twice now, and we will be telling your fara if this continues. But, Jet.” She sighs, and now that many Cleansing spells have been used on the desk, she picks up a few scrolls to help me. “We all talked last night after your argument. I’m not sure surrender is the solution, but I don’t think making the Wyri destroy themselves is either. That’s actually what we were coming to find you for, to see what else we can brainstorm.”

	Hen wets another Cleansing spell over the ashes to make them vanish. “Oh, yes. A plan.”

	She says this in the suspicious way I’ve learned to mean that Hen has perhaps already done something, and Melia and I exchange an apprehensive look. But sometimes it’s best to just not acknowledge the nearby danger, like avoiding a tiger’s eye and hence its attack, and we slowly turn away.

	Melia stacks three scrolls. “We are thinking that there might be something in between. Something not as drastic as surrender but that utilizes your power in a peaceful way, enough to intimidate without killing. Like you did in Greka. Perhaps just by holding the soldiers still so they can’t harm anyone and have a few others escort you to the queen?”

	I slide a book back into place. “But I can only control a handful at a time like that. Even with the bracelets, the more I have to stop, the more it becomes just amplifying what they’re already feeling. Which brings us right back to yesterday’s problem.”

	“Hmm.” Melia taps her arm. “Then I wonder if there’s some way to get their army to feel at peace all at once, then they wouldn’t attack under your Influence.”

	I pick up another scroll, hoping for inspiration. The top one shows a diagram of Shifter magic in comparison to Influence, where Kasta notes how similar the surge of magic that makes me lose control is to the massive flux that happens when the Shifters’ curse passes from person to person. This is why the surge is so effective at breaking forsvine, he notes. Possibly to control these surges in Zahru without eliminating them? And then another, this a portrait of the Wyri queen with her upturned nose and a wicked, spiked black crown: Andira is a coward. She’ll send a million soldiers ahead of her before she ever risks her own life.

	“Zahru!”

	The shout is low and distant. I glance worriedly at Melia before hurrying to the door, where Marcus nearly runs me over barging in.

	“Oh, come on,” I whine. “Does anyone not know I’m here?”

	“It’s Jet,” he says. “He’s gone.”

	I deflate. “I know. He said he was putting in for leave.”

	“No, he’s been taken.” Marcus pushes a scroll at me. “By the Wyri. A messenger just delivered this to our wall by arrow.”

	Hen’s grip is painful on my arm. “No. He couldn’t be. We had all the details worked out.”

	“What?” I pull away. “This was your plan? For him to go out there?”

	“I wanted to go, too.” Tears pool in her eyes. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her cry, and it’s more alarming than even this note. “He convinced me to stay. We didn’t want you to go dark again, and he just wanted to prove that peace could work. He was only supposed to gather terms for a possible surrender. I gave him Mora’s worst potions to use on them if something went wrong.”

	Dread wraps my throat as I unroll the parchment. Curse my friends and their noble hearts. The words on the page are looping and harsh and all too familiar after yesterday’s note.

	Wicked, foolish child,

	I have your prince.

	If you ever want him back, you will announce to the world your formal surrender and open your walls. If not, you have my thanks. He’ll make a very nice test subject for a new version of forsvine we’re working on.

	I look forward to his screams brightening my halls.

	- A
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	I storm into the hallway, commanders and captains magnetizing to my sides.

	“Mestrah,” says a captain with a Grekan accent. “You know we can’t respond to this. Prince Jet knew the risk when he went to them. We cannot trade our kingdom for his life.”

	“Destroy them,” a bearded commander says. “Turn their army back on them and let’s be done with it. The prince will find his honor in being the catalyst for their downfall!”

	Another soldier crowds in. “Shall I assemble the army? We can be ready by high sun. The General is on her way.”

	“Your arm, Mestrah,” a handmaiden whispers, and I’m so caught off guard at the request that I give it.

	“No,” I say to the others, as the handmaiden draws a curling Grooming spell on my skin. “My advisors and I will handle this. You’re all dismissed.”

	The captain sputters, “But Mestrah—”

	“Gudina,” the commander says. “The priests have foreseen a great victory, but only if you use your magic as it’s meant!”

	“I said you’re dismissed!” And I don’t mean to make it into a command, but I’m stressed enough that my Influence makes it one, and the soldiers fall away at once. My arm prickles where the handmaiden’s spell sinks in. 

	Melia hurries into the space the commander left. “Do you want me to gather a few top officials?”

	I shake my head. “I’m not doing another meeting where everyone tells me to just annihilate everyone. We’re getting Sakira, because she can do Mirage spells, and then we’re figuring out how to get Jet out of there. Hen, find Kasta.”

	“On it,” she says.

	Marcus avoids a pedestal holding a rotating, flaming sword. “I can have a plan drawn up in an hour. But Mestrah, this is not going to be easy. We’d probably have the most success with just a couple of us going in. Ideally myself and Kasta—”

	“No. I’m half the reason Jet’s in this mess, and my power can help. I’m going.” 

	We round the corner into the royal wing, displays of enchanted crossbows giving way to lush golden curtains and columns sculpted in the likeness of our gods. A handmaiden tugs my new cape—she’s been tailoring Kasta’s tunic into a fitted Mestrah’s gown this entire time—while a second puts the finishing twists on the scorpion crown in my hair. The ink on my back is gone. My beige skin glows from gold dust. I don’t need a mirror to know I look totally transformed.

	“Thank you,” I tell them, as the handmaidens bow and take their leave.

	Zahru. Kasta’s voice in my head feels like a sword sliding into my hand. I turn to see him striding up in a fresh white tunic and his rattlesnake crown, Hen at his side. 

	“Let me see the note,” he says. 

	I hand it to him, as one does when they have very thoroughly slept with someone and are no longer sure if anything is all right. But he hardly looks at me. His blue eyes skim the queen’s words, lighting in the triumphant, clever way they do when he’s solved one of his formulas.

	“It’s as I thought.” He looks to Marcus. “I went out with a few of the Wraiths this morning to locate the queen’s tent. But the soldiers are only ever reporting to the head commander and to no other tents. I suspected a coward like her wouldn’t risk coming with the army, especially with Zahru’s reputation. This confirms it.”

	“You think she’s still in Wyrim?” I ask.

	“‘I look forward to his screams brightening my halls.’” Kasta points to the line. “She’s shipping him to the palace, where her labs are, where she is, while all her best soldiers are here. Meaning she’ll have a bare bones guard.”

	I could kiss him, which I will absolutely not do in current company. “We can get Jet out. It’ll be easy to get past a few guards with my magic, and the queen’s expecting me to stay here and protect the city.”

	And then a new idea hits me. One I can already see forming in the corners of his smile, because as excited as he is to have figured this out, I know it’s not Jet’s safety he’s thinking of. They’re no longer the cutthroat rivals they used to be, but that’s not why he went out this morning. That’s not why he’s looking at me like he did last night.

	“Finally.” Melia throws up her hands. “And it only took four interventions to bring us to this rational spot!” 

	“We can kidnap the queen,” I say, not looking away from Kasta.

	“Oh, no,” Melia says.

	“Oh, yes!” Hen squeals.

	Kasta smiles. “We can kidnap the queen.”
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	TWO hours later, a Wraith slides the door of our sand carriage closed, and the driver outside cracks his whip. Four chestnut horses lunge forward. Earthmovers close the small tunnel they made in the eastern wall behind us.

	And that fast, we are headed for Wyrim.

	Orange sand sprays the glass bottom of the vessel. Obviously a boat would have been the preferred method of travel, but with the Wyri blocking the south river and convoys prowling the water beyond, it’s far too risky to attempt sneaking one through. This was our next fastest option. One of Sakira’s Mirage spells still glows on the door, the ink just having faded on each of the horses’ flanks, making us invisible to anyone outside three meters of us. Skids take the place of wheels, making the sand easier to traverse. 

	Jet’s boat will make the trip in three days, and us in six, and I can only pray they take time to settle him in. That maybe the queen even offers him a deal like she did with Sakira and gives him a chance to think on it before they do anything worse. It’s wishful thinking, I know. But it’s all I have to comfort myself with. I’m not happy Hen and Jet did this without consulting me, but imagining him suffering for it makes it hard to breathe.

	And the reminder of what happens to people who pursue peace grates as steadily on me as the whistle of wind through the glass windows.

	Fara’s listening scroll digs into my hip. Hen sits on one side of me and Marcus the other, with Kasta, Melia, and Sakira crammed onto the pillow-covered bench across from us. On the floor, Jade nestles against Marcus’s leg, as far from Kasta as she can get, growling any time the prince moves. I wish I could have stopped to say goodbye to my father, but the risk of me leaving is already high when I’m the only thing currently delaying another attack. We need to do this as quickly and stealthily as possible. The Wyri should waste at least a few days trying to figure out how to get around me, but outside of that, we don’t know what will happen. 

	But for the chance to end this outright, it’s worth the risk.

	Hen hands all of us little scrolls. “Here are your instructions for the kidnap-rescue. Don’t lose them. The back is a map.”

	Asking Hen to plan this kidnapping was like watching someone transcend into priesthood. She was already on the vengeance path, and when I said those words to her, stars lit in her eyes and her skin seemed to clear and if we’d been outside I imagine the clouds would’ve opened up and she would have glowed like a goddess in the full realization of her potential.

	She’s still glowing.

	“This is impressively thorough,” Marcus says, as his parchment unfurls to a multi-step outline with diagrams. 

	Melia rolls hers down her leg. “She has people.”

	“I can’t read this much right now,” Sakira says, pinching her fingers between her eyes.

	I frown at my instructions. “‘Sniff Jet out?’ ‘Bite many ankles?’ Please tell me this is code for something?”

	“Oh,” Hen says. “No, that one’s for Jade.”

	“Oh, right.” I shuffle the parchment to a second—and much smaller—sheet. “Wait. All this one says is ‘make good choices.’”

	Hen nods. “Yes, sacred Mestrah, because you only need to worry about turning guards away. Marcus and the stabby prince will lead, since they’re the most experienced and violent. Then Sakira, who will keep Mirage spells on us, then me and you and Melia. We focus on getting to Jet first. Jade will help us with that. And if he isn’t . . .” Her smile falters. “If he isn’t doing well, Melia can heal him. Then all of us go with you to Mortal Enemy’s chambers, where you get rid of the guards and we grab the world’s most horrible person and go.”

	“Hold on,” I say. “You’re not going anywhere. The entire point of this is that you’re the planner. You stay outside and well out of harm’s way.”

	She glares up at me, her scroll crumpling in her fist. “Try to keep me out of this one, Z. Just try.”

	I glance between her and Kasta, who is not paying us any attention in the least, and shift closer to Marcus. “I’ll make sure Jade stays with you, Hen.”

	“What’s this?” Melia turns her map around. “I don’t remember this cell block on the original floor plans of the palace?”

	“Oh,” Hen says. “Because it wasn’t.”

	Sakira, who’s slumped against the window and paler than usual, scoffs. “You’re welcome.”

	Melia tuts and rolls the scroll. “If you are wanting a thank you for knowing this information because that is the cell block you were supposed to take Zahru to, you are going to be waiting a very long time.”

	“I think you’re on the list,” I say.

	“She is definitely on the list,” Melia says. “All of you are on the list at this point, I have given up on rationality with anyone.”

	“Hey,” Marcus says. “What did I do?”

	A sigh. “You’re never on the list, Marcus. You know this.”

	The carriage hits a rock, and Sakira groans. “Can it be a quiet list? No one on it is allowed to talk for six days?”

	I pocket my tiny paper. “This is why we don’t drink so much when there’s an enemy army outside the walls, Sakira.”

	“Just leave me to die.”

	“Kasta?” I say, because I don’t think he’s looked away from the desert once since the trip started. His thumb taps his unopened scroll. “You’re really quiet. Do you think this plan will work?”

	Shadowed eyes flit to me, then my bracelets, then the desert again. “I will ensure that it does.”

	Which is both an eerie answer and also hard to argue with. But I’m supposed to be trusting him now, so I don’t press it. Melia gets Sakira to drink water to flush the wine out. Marcus discusses kidnapping strategies with Hen, who answers just as cheerfully as usual, except that she can’t seem to stop twirling her quill or darting glances out the window. I idly pet Jade’s head when the leopard finally shifts closer, telling myself I made the right choice with Kasta.

	Hyra, Jade snorts. Sad?

	I look up in disbelief. I’ve always known animals to have a greater capacity for sensing emotion than even I do, but that doesn’t make sense with Kasta. He is fire and metal, vengeance and anger. He’s eager for this trip; he’s quiet because he’s plotting this moment he’s wanted for so long. Except I remember what I felt from him last night as we fell asleep, and I wonder if she’s right that Kasta is feeling down.

	When the carriages stop for the night and the servants start setting up our tents, I pull him aside. “Hey. We’re fine, right? Obviously there are still things to talk about, but for this trip?”

	“Yes.” He rips the leather strap of his armguard to loosen it.

	It seems he’s moved past that strange sadness, so I take another guess. “Have you eaten lately? Because if that’s it, I packed a few things for you that I feel really awkward about having in my satchel.” 

	“I ate yesterday,” he snaps, which is not something I ever wanted to think about, considering what else happened yesterday. Actually I’d like to never think about what he has to eat ever again.

	He yanks the first armguard off and starts on the second. 

	I shift closer. “And we’re still trying this new trust thing?”

	“You already told me that you still don’t trust me.”

	My laugh is nervous. “That’s why I said trying, but with a hopeful tone.” I flash a smile, but he’s still on the armguard. I’m certain he’s going to rip this one, too. “You do not seem all right, please talk to me.”

	“I’m fine.”

	“You just crushed the side of that plate a little bit—”

	“I said I’m fine!” 

	This anger is much more what I’m used to on too many levels, and my own irritation flares in response. He turns to leave, and I catch his wrist. 

	“Hey,” I say. “I’m happy to give you whatever space you need, but if this is going to work, we can’t be hiding things from each other anymore. This is it. I can’t do another secret. We’re more than done if you do.”

	His wrist twitches under my fingers. “Do you promise?”

	This is not the answer I was expecting, and I slowly let go. “Yes.”

	“Good.”

	Not that there’s any vengeance or triumph or even anger behind the word. I watch him toss the arm plates to a servant and disappear around one of the glass carriages, my heart twisting. It shouldn’t hurt. This is just confirmation that giving or taking something with Influence doesn’t sink in until the next day. I even suspected this might happen, that things would not be the same, and it’s better this way, to know what’s real. To know I was right to guard my heart. Kasta will never trust me like I need him to, and I need to accept that’s just the way it will always be.

	I snuggle in next to Hen later that night, turned with her cheek on my shoulder and my chin over her head like we used to so many times growing up. I tell myself I’m going to stop thinking about him. That I can stop wanting him. That it’s not already too late.

	I tell myself lie after lie until I finally fall asleep.
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	I wake the next morning focused and somewhat vengeful, which feels like the correct mood for a kidnap-rescue. I decide I won’t think anymore about Kasta and me until we’ve completed the mission. We’re both stressed enough as it is, and if he’s hiding something else, that will make my mind up anyway. He’s also in a mood as the servants pack the tents, snapping at one of the Wraiths when they offer him breakfast. I hand him the dried strips from my pack without a glance, and he takes them without a word, and then my mind is on Jet and what I’ll do once I have the queen.

	It’s time to start facing the harsh realities of what kinds of actions end wars. I can only pray Fara will understand in the end. 

	Stay hopeful, he writes in his letters. The gods could have chosen anyone to conquer, to kill. Remember why they chose you.

	The next note from the General confirms the Wyri are organizing another attack. They’ll launch it the same day we’ll reach Wyrim.
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	Four restless nights pass with my stomach in knots, and then we reach the beach.

	I’d always imagined the ocean would be beautiful. The travelers always spoke of sapphire water as vast as the desert, of emerald vegetation with flowers as bright as jewels, of ivory sand speckled with pink and orange crabs and the pearlescent shells they leave behind. But today the sky hangs low, gray clouds blurring the horizon, the fog as thick as it would be at the gates of the Afterlife. The ocean looks like a pallid, stretched skin with a thousand foaming mouths, its surface choppy and restless. Jade chases a single crab across the beach, and I’m tempted to tell her to stay away from the water.

	The surf hisses as we draw near, snapping at Jade’s feet.

	Demons, it seems to whisper. Go back. Go away.

	Somewhere in the fog lurk Wyrim’s five islands.

	Somewhere in Orkena, the Wyri army is waking.

	The Earthmovers work quickly to build a small landing boat, uprooting entire palm trees, smoothing the wood like clay until they have one seamless piece. Sakira marks the vessel and all our shoulders with Mirage, and we pile in, myself and my friends and four Wraiths, while the servants and other guards stay back with the carriages. An Airspinning Wraith propels us through the water. The beach disappears into the fog. Somewhere to the east lies the perimeter wall that once blockaded Wyrim from accessing our river, where their warships will still be moving in long lines. It’s the only time I’m grateful for the cold, wet chill in the air for how it will hide our wake.

	Wyrim’s main island emerges from the mist like a monster.

	Tall and savage and rocky, only the northern feet of the cliffs that surround the massive island are visible, the rest disappearing into gray. On a clear day, the palace would also gleam atop this northern edge, a vast fortress of silvery stone to match the island’s raw granite. Waves smash the cliffs like angry fists, shattering between jagged boulders, with no safe place to take the boat to shore. But that’s also why we chose this side. The Wyri have very few guards on this edge, since no wise warships would ever risk anchoring in these waters. But we don’t need to anchor, and we don’t need stairs or a beach. 

	Our Airweaver takes Kasta up first, then Marcus, then the rest of us, one by one.

	Hen bounces on her toes at the top, her eyes on the palace. She hasn’t made a single questionable remark or clever quip for days.

	Which only confirms the necessity of what I need to do next. I thumb my bracelet ties, bracing myself for my advisors’ reaction. But unlike before, I don’t feel like I need to hide this kind of thing from them anymore. They’ll agree or they won’t, but they need to know. And I can trust that they won’t abandon me or think less of me for it.

	As they check their swords and adjust their armor—imitation versions of the Wyri’s own, complete with spines at the shoulders and fake forsvine waves at the hearts—I start to unlace my bracelets.

	Melia pauses in tying her pouch of blight powder. “Mestrah?” 

	“Melia,” I say, as if nothing questionable is happening.

	“This was not part of the plan.”

	“Neither was them taking Jet or organizing another attack this quickly.” I finish unwrapping the first bracelet, except the knot Kasta made at my wrist is so tight, I’m not sure I can get it off, and I shoot him an unappreciative glare as I work on it. “I know what I need to do now. I’ve been fighting it, I’ve almost gotten us hurt way too many times, and I’m not risking that here. You heard the priests. They see us coming out victorious, but only if I use my power as I’m supposed to. I might need to break forsvine in there. I can’t with these on.”

	Kasta looks up when Melia starts forward. “Don’t worry, she can’t untie them.”

	My blood shifts. “Then I’ll cut them.”

	He catches my wrist when I grab my dagger. “Or you can remember why you wanted these in the first place and know this isn’t the right answer.”

	I pull back in disbelief. “You said you’d support me if I wanted it. And I’m telling you now, head clear, I want this.”

	“Yes, well. Maybe that’s not what I want anymore.”

	I grit my teeth. “Of course. And it is always only about what you want—”

	“All right,” Sakira says, adjusting her gauntlets. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but since I’ve had way too long to think about things this week and Jet is literally risking his life for this, I will. Do you remember what you said when you found me partying in the middle of the desert? After I told you I wasn’t going to help, and you said the real me would never have given up on what I believed in?”

	I let out a long breath. “Sakira—”

	“I know this is different. And believe me, I want to make the Wyri bleed just as much as you do. But that was also your point. The violence has to stop somewhere or it never will. You believed in that enough to give Kasta a knife at the Crossing altar, and it worked. He instantly regretted sacrificing you and has been desperately trying to make up for it since. And even if he hadn’t regretted it, you’d won Jet and his team over enough to survive the Crossing anyway. You can’t tell me you wish you’d stabbed Kasta instead.”

	I blanch. “Of course not!”

	“Then wake up, Zahru!” She shoves the dagger I’d grabbed back into the holster. “Because I didn’t suffer in that boring hell cage of a carriage for five days to watch you do what you could have done a moon ago. We’re kidnapping the queen, you’re going to work your annoying kindness brain games on her, and everyone’s going to be friends, and I’m going to throw an epic party when we get back and claim all of this was my idea. So let’s get going, because I’ve been sober with you fools for far too long.”

	She stalks into the fog, toward the palace, all of us staring after her.

	Marcus turns to Melia. “Did the recovering villains just convince Zahru not to make a bad choice?”

	Melia slowly shakes her head. “I am not sure what’s happening.”

	“I don’t think you’re annoying,” Hen tells me.

	My fingers twitch as Kasta reties the bracelet. 

	“Sakira’s actually mad at me.” But I think I’m smiling. Somehow, after everything, Sakira now believes in something I thought I’d lost—in pursuing peace—even if I’m not sure that’s still something I can believe in, too. But maybe I can try. Maybe, one last time, I can try. 

	My friends start into the fog, and I look up at Kasta as he pulls my gauntlets over the bracelets, hiding them.

	“What if it’s not enough?” My voice is quiet.

	His eyes are as hollow as when he answered, in the carriage, that this mission would succeed. “It will be.”
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	THE palace emerges from the mist like a ghost.

	Turrets with roofs spun like seashells reach high into the gloom. The silver stone of the walls looks dull and dead, a flat gray without the sun, camouflaging the armored guards who march the top of the perimeter wall. Beyond it, dropping down the gradual slope of the island, waits the capital city. All we can see of it in the gloom are a few thatched roofs. A grand gate opens to a white road that winds into its streets, and I imagine in the sun it might shine pearlescent, but right now it looks like bone.

	We slip to the back of the wall, invisible under Sakira’s spell. The Airweaver takes us silently over the guards’ heads and into a garden, all of us holding our breath as fog ripples around us, and especially when Jade hisses at a guard as she’s flown over the wall.

	The soldiers stiffen at the sound, but they aim their crossbows at the ocean.

	We wait, my hand on Jade’s collar, for what seems like a hundred days. Finally the guards lower their weapons.

	“Legala,” a man grumbles, which is the name of one of their legendary spirit dragons that supposedly causes fog and leads ships into rocks.

	“Don’t tell me you believe in that nonsense,” his nearest comrade says.

	“It’s not nonsense. My Gran saw Hana off the southern coast just last week.”

	“And did she turn to stone?”

	A pause. “No.”

	“Ah, see—”

	“But she’s had nightmares ever since.”

	“Probably from whatever medicine she’s on right now that has her hallucinating dragons!”

	The guards continue arguing, and I exhale as I kneel next to Jade. 

	“No more hissing,” I whisper. “We need to find Jet, and you need to be very quiet. These are bad people. They will hurt us if they hear us.” 

	Jet, she whines, but low enough to not be heard. Hyra? Help?

	I follow her gaze to Kasta. “Yes. He’s going to help. You can—” I almost say she can trust him. Except I’m also remembering he made me promise not to forgive him again a few days ago, and as much as I want to finish that sentence, my shoulders fall. “We’ll keep an eye on him. But he definitely won’t hurt you.” I scrub her head. “Find Jet?”

	Her ears perk, leopard eyes focusing on the garden path. Jet, she thinks.

	We start carefully over a trail cut from giant, polished chunks of shell, and between dull green bushes trimmed into the sleek bodies of dolphins. Past a harrowing sculpture of a grand warship in the clutches of a monstrous sea dragon, its serpentine body wrapping the bronze mast as it cracks the hull in half. Orkenian banners drape its broken sides. It does not look new, and I step closer to Melia.

	“Their spirits aren’t real,” I whisper. “Right?”

	“Supposedly they used to be,” she whispers back. “But especially in recent years, they’ve become more symbol than truth. The Wyri believe in their science now, and aside from the most superstitious, the spirits have fallen to legend.”

	Meaning this statue is either an artistic rendition of our recent conflict or even older than our grandparents’ generation when Orkena raided them. The reminder of how deeply that wrong cut them makes my stomach twist. We pause at a corner. Marcus touches Jade’s collar to stop her and has to reach out just as fast to stop Hen, who jumps when he does, like she hadn’t seen him. But luckily no one else wanders the gardens with it being this cold and gloomy. 

	The real test will be entering the palace. Our Mirage spells won’t hide us anymore in such close quarters, so we’ll be counting on our armor and spiked helmets to conceal all but our eyes. We just need to look like we belong there. And hope no one notices me asking our guard leopard where to go. 

	All of this will be fine, I assure myself. I will not lose my friends today. We’ll get to the queen before she can give the order to attack in Orkena. We’ll find Jet unharmed and at ease in his cell.

	There are no guards by the small wooden door that marks the servants’ entry to the palace. 

	Marcus pulls it open with confidence. If anyone sees us enter, we can’t look like we’re sneaking, and when he beckons, we follow.

	Distant voices echo from the arched ceilings; gold spills from round skylights into decorative nooks like the bars of a cage. Pastel flecks of shell glitter within the white stone walls, and pearls of all different colors form dotted pictures in a polished sand floor: green sea turtles with black rainbow shells, striped blue fish and red coral, pink crabs and white seabirds in flight. But lines dig into the lacquer set over them, as if maintaining them is far from a priority. Metal tables cluster the bases of sculpted gods with gills at their throats and webbing between their fingers. An artist has chipped away at one, changing its godly features into the queen’s. A kingdom in the process of replacing tradition with something new.

	The thought that Orkena’s raids might have torn away Andira’s faith in her gods makes me ill all over again.

	The voices fade as we stop. Jade circles a worn mural on the floor of a gilled goddess creating the moon, and I step closer to Hen. No one else is in the hall at all.

	A warning climbs the back of my neck.

	Jet, Jade thinks, padding down the rightmost hall.

	“I don’t like this,” I whisper to Hen. We start after Jade, walking in pairs as the Wyri patrols do. Kasta and Marcus at the front, then Melia and Sakira, then Hen and me. “Do you think they know we’re here?”

	“Hmm?” she says, not even looking over.

	I twine gloved fingers in hers. “We’ll find him. We’re not leaving without him.”

	Now she looks over. And scoffs. “I know that. Why are you telling me that? You should tell Melia and Marcus that, they’re just as worried.”

	I laugh, softly. “You know they’re not.”

	“I’m only worried because you’re worried. Normal, friendly amount of worry. Nonchalant worry, if you will.”

	“Hen—”

	“And anyway.” She squeezes my glove, hard. “It’s all going to be fine. And no, I don’t think they know we’re here, otherwise why wouldn’t they just stop us?”

	I squeeze her hand in reassurance, but she’s already fixated on what’s ahead again, peering around Melia’s side. I shift my focus as well, reaching with my magic. I have an idea of why the queen wouldn’t want her soldiers anywhere near me and my Influence, but it seems equally as strange to not monitor the halls and let intruders go wherever they please.

	The queen is paranoid and reclusive, Kasta says in my head. She allows few to live in the palace with her, and most of her guards are outside of our palace.

	Waiting for the order to attack. It still feels too easy.

	And even stranger that Kasta, who’s also paranoid about everything, doesn’t seem concerned.

	“Stay alert,” Marcus mumbles. His fingers twitch for his crossbow. Only he and Hen don’t wear gauntlets, as is customary for archers.

	But there’s nothing to stay alert to. Jade leads us past the golden doors of an empty banquet hall, through a large receiving room containing sparse, driftwood-framed couches and more half-removed sculptures, to a giant framed portrait of Andira at a dead end. The queen’s amber eyes are cold, her complexion as pale as sea foam and lined beneath short, gray hair. She does not smile, and a dagger rests over her gown, a wrapped dress of silver and white that goes over only one of her shoulders. I thought the Wyri typically dressed in bright island colors—the other rulers did in their portraits—but everything about Andira seems stripped and faded.

	Hen paces while Kasta slides his hand along the edge of a fireplace beneath the portrait.

	“If there are not already guards down there,” he says, “assume it’s because they have another way to know we’ve entered the cell. Either way, this needs to be fast.”

	He triggers a shell in the fireplace, and a door pops open in the white stone wall beside it.

	This is exactly where Sakira said my cell would be. The Wyri haven’t bothered to change where they’d keep Jet at all. Wouldn’t the queen know Sakira was working with me now, that we’d check here first?

	“Jade,” I whisper. Marcus starts through the door, crossbow up. “Are you sure this is where Jet is?”

	The leopard snorts. Yes. Jet.

	She trots after Marcus. Kasta follows with a glance at me, then Melia and Sakira, and then Hen shoos me forward with an urgency that I doubt has to do with our time limit. Down a spiraling set of stairs we go, the walls so narrow that Marcus and Kasta have to turn sideways to avoid scraping their shoulders. The air shifts from cool and humid to sticky and hot, and the silvery walls to chunks of raw, gray stone. Weak torches spray yellow light on the rocks. The stench of sulfur pushes into my throat. Marcus and Kasta descend the last steps with crossbow and sword ready and lower them just as quickly.

	I cover a cough as the room opens up. 

	There are no guards here, either. Again I get the impression that this room was once beautiful, that maybe it used to be one of the secret hot springs the travelers spoke of, where royals would bring their lovers or escape for a day to soak in the holy water of their gods. Steam wafts from damp walls, but there is no pool. Instead fresh dirt and chunks of stone sink under our boots, and where a pool might have been, a large square cage hums with the low, ominous tone of forsvine. 

	A figure slumps in the middle of it.

	“Two minutes,” Kasta says. 

	And suddenly Hen is shoving around me. “Jet!”

	Jet looks up, and the torches ripple over the purple of deep bruises on his face. I gasp and try to follow, my other friends surging in with similar alarm, but Kasta catches my arm, reminding me that a Mestrah always lets the team go first. I’m just starting to argue with him when Hen tears off her helmet, reaches through the bars, and pulls Jet’s mouth to hers.

	Which stops everyone in their tracks.

	Hen goes rigid, and slowly, slowly pulls back.

	“Sorry.” But she doesn’t look at us. “I think I’d like to go back to when you were boring again.”

	Jet lets out a soft, surprised breath. But whatever uncertainty he still had, I see it vanish the longer he looks at her. He glances at me, and though a flicker of sadness still twists through me for how we’ve changed, it also feels right. And now I finally know what this is. Jet and I will always love each other, as dear friends should.

	I smile and nod, and he reaches a hand to grip Hen’s. “I think I’d like being boring with you.”

	She breathes out in relief. “I’m going to drug them for hurting you.”

	“You’re ruining the moment,” Jet says.

	Melia kneels beside Hen, giving her helmet to Marcus. “Gods, Jet, your eye. Where else are you hurt?”

	Kasta’s grip hasn’t loosened on my elbow.

	“They’re fine.” I tug my captive arm. “No trap. Can I go now?”

	Something eerily like fear slices through the place he touches me. But though he opens his mouth to say something, he rethinks and lets go.

	I run forward and sink into the dirt next to Marcus. “Jet.”

	Jet looks over from where Melia dabs an ivory cloth to his cheek. I pull my gauntlets off so he can grab my hands.

	“Zahru.” His eyes tear up. “You came.”

	He looks terrible. Rusty stains streak his brown skin, the cut beneath his eye so swollen he can hardly see on that side. Mud and silt patch his torn tunic. 

	I grip him back, my heart twisting. “Of course I came. Gods, what did they do to you?”

	“I’m so sorry.” A tear spills down one cheek, though I think it’s from pain as much as emotion. “I’m so sorry I ever doubted you. My father had to make difficult choices, too, and I hated seeing him like that, but he protected us, like I know you must. And Hen and I only thought, if we could get any conversation started, even an unfair one, you wouldn’t have to . . .” 

	“It’s all right.” I take in his lovely, broken face, wincing at the bruises. “I know what you were trying to do. I wish it had worked. But right now we need to focus on getting you out of here.”

	“Almost there,” Hen says. She and Sakira fiddle with the chain latching the cage, the princess cursing. Her ink won’t work on forsvine bars.

	“They injected me with something.” Jet’s eyes shift, amber with fever, to Marcus. “Some kind of liquid forsvine. It’s not working yet, my magic keeps overpowering it, but they’ve been trying a new formula every day. They’re trying to cure our magic.” He turns back to me. “You can’t be here. They’ll never let you go. Numet knows what they’ll test on you—”

	“Faster, please,” Kasta says.

	“Little hard without a spell,” Sakira grumbles.

	“They’re not going to keep me,” I say. “And at this point Andira better just hope I don’t keep her.”

	“What?” Jet says.

	“Got it!” Hen heaves the chain off with a grin. “And you wanted to leave me on the boat.”

	Melia reaches for Jet. “All right, aera, come on. I can’t Heal you until you’re outside of this forsvine.”

	Jade growls. We all go still as a creak sounds at the top of the spiraling stairs followed by the murmur of voices. Marcus raises his crossbow and glances at Kasta, who slinks quietly toward the stairs before gesturing that we should line the front wall so any soldiers coming down can’t immediately see us. We make it two steps before an odd tap sounds, growing louder as it bounces down the stairs, and my stomach drops when I catch sight of the tiny metal bomb it belongs to. It looks like a ball, like a toy, but Jade doesn’t know what it is, she leaps for it—

	“Jade!” I scream.

	Kasta is there in an instant, snatching her out of the air, pulling her against the wall as the bomb flashes and explodes. A green, putrid cloud blasts into the space, a nauseating mix of rot and copper. I half sob, half choke as I stumble forward to hold my shaking pet. Marcus kicks the bomb and its constant stream of green to the back of the room.

	Sakira gags. “It tastes like someone vomited in my mouth.”

	“We’ll pass out if we stay in this,” Marcus says. “Everyone up, and be ready. We know they’re at the top.”

	Kasta heads up without waiting for me, and my thank you for him saving Jade catches in my throat. I find her collar instead, with a stern reminder that she’s not to go after anything else the Wyri throw, and follow Marcus while Hen and Melia support Jet behind me. Melia works to Heal him as they walk, and the limp in his step and the bruising on his face fade as we go. And then, too soon, we’re at the top.

	Kasta and Marcus are already out, Marcus firing, Kasta slicing, the rest of us stumbling into wonderful, clear fresh air. Jade darts beneath my feet, sending someone screaming before I even have a chance to focus. When I do, it’s to the sight of at least fifteen Wyri in the narrow hall, forsvine waves pulsing over their hearts. We’re in far too close quarters for me or anyone else to use magic. Jet comes around me, reunited with his fire sword thanks to Sakira, not that the enchantment will work here. He looks much better after Melia’s help, and I catch his arm before he can dive into the fray.

	“There’s sleeping venom on your sword,” I say. “You only need a scratch to knock them out.” 

	This earns me a true smile, and then he’s off to Sakira’s side, Hen and Melia and me staying out of the way. This was a last-minute change to our plan after Sakira went off on me. But it suddenly felt hypocritical to charge in and demand peace from the queen while leaving a trail of dead bodies throughout the palace, and even Kasta, for once, didn’t protest.

	I hope I don’t regret it.

	But for the moment, watching my team take the Wyri out like Apos’ demons, it starts to feel like this might actually work. Even without magic, my friends work together like fire and oil: Kasta covering Sakira when she’s late with a block, Jet helping him against a giant soldier with a spiked mace. Marcus takes out an archer in the back who’s focused on Jade, and Hen and Melia and I take care of an unfortunate soldier who slips past him thinking we’d make a good target, and finds himself blight-powdered by Melia, hit over the head with a chair by me, and ultimately sleep-poisoned by Hen. No one else gets through to us. Soon the Wyri only have ten standing, then five.

	It’s the first time I feel just as powerful with my friends as I’ve ever been with Influence.

	“The queen,” I call to Kasta. “How will we get to her now?”

	Somehow he hears me over the clang of blades. 

	“Stop,” he barks, but it’s a king’s command, and Marcus and Jet and Sakira pull back. The remaining Wyri retreat with their hands up, then sprint the other way in a clank of armor.

	“We follow,” Kasta says. “Let them think we’re letting them go and have Jade track them. They’ll report to Andira, wherever she is.”

	Sakira flicks blood off of her sword. “You know, you’re not half bad at this when you’re not being terrible.”

	He grits his teeth as he pulls a short dagger out of his shoulder. “I would say likewise, but you missed this one.”

	He tosses it aside, and Sakira rolls her eyes. “You’re still awful with compliments.”

	He grunts, not entirely in disagreement, and Melia steps forward with her Healing tonic. “Here, let me see.”

	“No.” Kasta is already moving away. “My body can take much more than this. We’ll tend it later.”

	“But the pain?”

	“Save your power,” he snaps, sheathing his sword. 

	Hen sidles over. “You two are fighting again, aren’t you?”

	“What?” I watch him go. “No, we . . . actually, I don’t know.”

	“He’s in a much better mood when you aren’t fighting.”

	Jet picks a dagger off of one of the unconscious guards. “Why are we talking about finding the queen?”

	“We’re going to kidnap her,” Hen says.

	“Oh.” Jet works his jaw, glancing again at my bracelets. I brace myself for his disagreement. For another warning, another lecture. Instead he nods. The pained, accepting look in his eyes is almost worse. “All right. Just let me know what you need from me.”

	I can’t even reassure him that I won’t hurt the queen. I don’t know anymore.

	“Hey,” Sakira calls. “Kasta’s halfway there already, let’s move!”

	We race to catch up to her. But Jade’s still sniffing around some of the fallen Wyri, hackles up, and I remember only after she trots to my side that Kasta said he was going to use her to track the queen. The feeling that something is wrong, that I’m about to find out what Kasta is hiding, thickens as I kneel next to her.

	“Jade. Where’s Kasta?”

	Hyra. She turns toward the lobby. 

	“Be ready,” I tell my friends.

	We move swiftly and quietly, Jet and Sakira with swords out, Hen and Marcus with their crossbows, and Melia her blight powder. And me praying with every breath in my body that I’m wrong.

	We round a corner. Enter the lobby with its stiff metal couches and dying plants to see Kasta surrounded by at least thirty Wyri soldiers, each tip of their deadly crossbows pointed at his heart. I barely have time to grab Jade’s collar before the march of boots echoes behind us and twenty more guards close in from hidden alcoves, the circle around Kasta opening, shifting, until all of us stand surrounded.

	And then there is the click of a pair of boots.

	The shine of a savage black crown with tips like harpoons.

	And the woman who has destroyed me, who has pushed me to nearly every limit I have, enters the circle.

	“That,” Andira says with a sneer, “will be quite enough.”
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	THE Wyri queen herself.

	Every letter I sweated over crafting to her, every plea and promise and offer of reparation we strategized long into the night, only to be ignored, only to be answered with cannons and severed heads, stews like tar in my stomach. I can smell the smoke again as it belched from the blackened remains of my hometown. Feel the hands of her assassin around my throat, the poison choking my lungs at the debut party. See my soldiers lying motionless in the sand outside our wall, lives pointlessly lost to her stubbornness. 

	And even though I know my magic can’t reach her, I still try. I imagine my anger like hands, reaching across the distance between us, ripping the forsvine core of her armor out. Of the queen dropping to her knees, apologizing to me again and again until she goes hoarse. 

	The bracelets heat on my knuckles, and I reach for my dagger to cut them. I know my friends don’t want me risking this, but that was when we were talking about a successful kidnapping attempt, when the queen was in our custody, and not with all of us in danger. I’ll just break their forsvine, and then my friends can bring me back.

	“Zahru, don’t!” Kasta’s to my side in an instant. My blood jerks, they’re going to shoot him—

	And then he clasps fresh, cold, metal shackles around my wrists, locking the bracelets in place. My magic lurches away. I look into the guarded blue of his eyes and almost laugh.

	“Kasta?” Marcus says in disbelief.

	Sakira raises her sword. “Oh, you snake.”

	The soldiers dive like falcons. Kasta pulls me with him, toward the queen, and the circle of crossbows closes behind us, locking my friends away from me. The Wyri snatch my advisors’ weapons with ease and force them to their knees. Soon they’re in similar chains, and it’s by Jet’s grace that Jade is spared from worse, as he pulls her to him, agreeing to shackle her collar to his wrist.

	This is why Kasta’s been so adamant about me keeping the bracelets on. This is why he’s been so irritated these past days, worrying if the new, fragile trust from our night together would withstand this. Worrying if he could outsmart me yet again, when he knows I’m expecting it. His betrayal is so familiar, I don’t even ask why. 

	I know why. I know what his priorities have always been.

	Gods, he’s brilliant. And I have fallen for it yet again.

	“This is the first thing you did, after—” I fight the ache climbing my throat. “Isn’t it?”

	After I gave his mistrust back. After I dropped again behind what he will always love more than me: protecting Orkena and himself.

	“You wanted a quick end to the war,” he says quietly. “You shall have it.”

	“You took Sakira’s deal?”

	“I did. With certain alterations and assurances.”

	I almost tell him I was going to reinstate him. That if this went well, I was going to put a crown on his head and my hand in his, because I’d finally seen what the gods meant us to be. But that sounds pathetic now, like I thought he’d ever forgive me. Like I thought this was ever about more than what’s best for Orkena.

	But I suppose that’s the point. I haven’t done for Orkena what I needed to. An army that’s close to curing our magic is outside our walls, and so he’s doing what he must to save our people. I don’t understand why he doesn’t want me going dark—I thought he wanted me to hurt them as much as possible—but it must be because if I did, I’d still be in his way. And if he stays on Andira’s good side, he’ll get his crown back in a way that I can’t stop. This is a way to yield what early victories to the Wyri he can, just as he did with me, so he can crush the queen later. 

	I can only hope he’ll make them suffer even half as much as I am right now.

	And I really can’t believe I ever thought he could be both the clever, ruthless strategist he is and also a boy who loves me.

	“So this . . .” I swallow. I will not cry. I will not show him that this has hurt me at all. “This is how it ends for us?”

	He looks away. “Sometimes it’s only in realizing what must be sacrificed that you can become what you’re meant to be.”

	That sounds far too much like he wishes my sacrifice had gone through in the Crossing. Like he wishes he’d decided long ago that he didn’t need me instead of trying to make it work, instead of reaching for me time and time again, trying to fix it, before realizing that by fate or bad luck, we were never meant to be.

	“Dress them,” the queen says, harpoon tines glinting as she looks to me. “And then let us have this discussion, girl, that you’ve been so insistent on.”

	She turns with her guards, and a new numbness settles over me as Kasta’s grip tightens on my arm. He leads me with ten other soldiers to a side room, reluctantly letting go when the soldiers order him to, when they put us behind different dressing screens. Kasta is left to change by himself under watch, but the female soldiers tend to me. Unlatching each gauntlet, each leather piece, until I wear nothing but the shackles and the bracelets. Then they lift a Mestrah’s gown. One so accurate and fine in detail that I know it’s real. Kasta must have snuck away one night while everyone slept with this in his eagle’s talons. My heart bleeds as they wrap layers of white and gold around me, finishing it with a gossamer cape, a bronze crown of Numet’s swirling suns. A prominent golden circle is open on my chest to show off my gods’ mark.

	I have a bad feeling that whatever discussion the queen is talking about, it’s going to be a public one.

	Kasta emerges from his side, dressed as the Mestrah he’ll be. No shirt, an elaborate tergus kilt, his gods’ mark shining red. A Mestrah’s mantle and blood-red cape tops his shoulders, the mantle formed of the twining bodies of rattlesnakes, a scorpion crown in his black hair. 

	For how badly I wanted to see this under other circumstances, it’s this that nearly breaks me. 

	I step to his side with a glare that he does not look away from.

	The soldiers march us forward. My friends appear with two guards each and their wrists bound, and another six soldiers form a barrier between them and us. Crossbows train on me as we walk, as if I’ll transform like one of their dragons, unbeatable and terrifying. What they must think of me now. A girl insistent on peace who turns their armies against them and breaks boldly into the palace to threaten the queen directly. Whose first instinct is to go dark as soon as she’s surrounded. I can’t even feel vindication or shame for it. Maybe this is for the best. Maybe I truly have become the villain, too volatile to leave free, so much that even Kasta, who originally wanted me destroying them, realized it was too much.

	Through a massive front entry we go, Wyrim’s gray-and-blue banners fluttering on the walls around a real, enormous warship poised atop shining bronze waves. Out onto a soft, sloping road of gray stone and back into the chilly mist, where it has started to rain. Cold drops of moisture slide down my bare shoulders and neck. They catch in Kasta’s hair like flecks of oil, and yet he still has the audacity to stay close to me, to hold my arm and watch the soldiers less like he’s escorting me to certain doom and more like he’s ready to pull me behind him. Maybe he’s already regretting it. I don’t care. I tell myself over and over, this is it, I can never care for him again.

	We move toward the city. Square, stone houses and drenched, wide-leafed bushes droop over fences along our path, turning into a burst of color and noise when we hit the market. People line the streets as they would for a festival. Tunics and skirts of bold reds and yellows and blues surround us, tops wrapped about one shoulder, tiny shells dangling from the folds. The queen raises her arms, her silver cape whipping in the wind, and the cheers rise to a roar. 

	And the numbness in me starts to crack. I see myself through their eyes, helpless and trapped and vile. I imagine what they could do to me, what they want to do, and I loathe myself for it, but I step closer to Kasta, shivering, biting down on the words springing to my tongue. I will not beg to be spared from this. I’ve faced death before. I’m not afraid of whatever they’ve planned for me now.

	“They will not touch you,” Kasta says, his voice sharp. “I have assured it. This will be over soon, and you will be free.”

	I scoff. “To be powerless and hated by everyone I couldn’t save, while you rule as Wyrim’s puppet. How gracious.”

	“You’re going to come to an understanding with the queen.” His eyes are on Andira’s back. We’ve slowed a little, and she’s ahead, taking in the cheers, not paying attention. He lowers his voice. “You will get one chance to do what you’ve always dreamed of. Do not waste it. And don’t sign what she gives you.”

	This is a very strange thing to say, and I search his eyes for what he means, wondering what else he has planned. But then the guards are closing in, and Kasta snaps that they’re not to touch me or he’ll break their arms, and then he’s pulling me toward a marble altar at the center of the square. The guards move in a wide circle around us, surrounding the raised market platform that on other days would be for plays. I suppose it’s only fitting that the wild story that has been the last year of my life will end on a stage.

	The soldiers bring my friends around the side of the circle, forcing each of them to their knees. Kasta latches the chain of my shackle to a lock on the altar. Then the queen turns at the base of a statue sculpted in her own likeness, and Kasta backs away under the guard of two other soldiers, and I’m left alone to face a woman who has dreamed of Orkena’s demise for four times longer than I’ve been alive.

	“Silence,” bellows a commander at the front, a man a decade younger than the queen with long, graying brown hair. “Your queen speaks.”

	The people instantly obey. The commander steps aside. The queen’s heels click on the stone, her smile twitching as she takes me in like a prize, her eyes shining with all the ways she’d like to make me suffer. For what Kasta’s grandmother did. For the way I’ve eluded her and how I humiliated her just last week. 

	“Today is a grand, long-awaited victory for our tired kingdom,” she says. “We knew Orkena’s arrogance would eventually be its downfall, and we were right. Behold their child-queen, the greatest weapon of their time, who terrorizes our people, who thought she could walk into my palace and take what she wants just like her wicked predecessors. Behold their child-queen, in our chains.”

	More cheers erupt from the crowd, and this time, rocks and daggers flash in raised fists. It’s now that I notice that what I thought were natural veins of red on the altar top are actually lines of blood encrusted into the stone, and I glance in new panic at my advisors, prone on their knees, lined up. Kasta said part of the queen’s agreement was not to touch me, but he said nothing about my friends. And while it’s clear I’m the first target, I’m not sure even the queen could call off this many people if they decide to take things into their own hands.

	I reach for my power again, desperate for even the smallest thread of emotion. But of course Kasta is familiar with my power’s every limits. I won’t be escaping him like I did in the armory again. 

	The queen considers her people with the same fondness she would a spoiled child. “I know you are hungry for more blood. They owe us so much more than one disgraced prince.” Her eyes dart to Jet, and I let out a strangled cry at the thought of him here, shackled, helpless, while the people throw their rocks. “But there is also wisdom in restraint. The world does not want another Orkena to terrorize and steal. It wants civilized leaders. It wants controlled leaders. And as the new world power, we will display both.” 

	She steps toward me, her amber eyes as cold as ever. “Tomorrow, I start our tour across every kingdom with the child-queen on display and Orkena’s true king at my side. Prince Kasta has wisely acknowledged that our science is the inevitable future and assured me his people will not resist his command. He’s also agreed to lend us his valuable knowledge of magic in fulfilling our final purpose: a cure to permanently remove magic from human veins and ensure all are born equal. And thus I have graciously agreed that with their surrender, any Orkenian who submits to the cure shall be welcomed as a full citizen of this new world and forgiven the sins of their predecessors.”

	I look to Kasta, that feeling of wrong burning again in the back of my head. This does sound like something he’d agree to, considering he was born as magicless as they, if I didn’t know how much he still loved magic. Not only on the basis of having it as the Shifter he is now, but the subject in general: how it works and how he can master and change it, just like he did through these bracelets. 

	“But don’t worry,” the queen says with a wicked smile, because the people are grumbling, unhappy. “I make no such assurances for whoever resists.”

	This last sentence is full of anger and memories I had no part in, and the people laugh and nudge one another, not putting away their weapons. Hungry eyes turn to me, the guards straightening as people push closer. The raids may have happened sixty years ago, and there are only a handful here who look old enough to remember them, but the rest are still missing parents and grandparents, uncles and aunts. Andira was ten when her uncle, who she was much closer to than her father, went to defend their island’s food stores and never came home.

	Of course, Kasta’s grandmother had also pleaded first for their help for her starving people and been callously denied.

	Gods, it never ends.

	“But,” Andira says, the promise of bloodshed cheering her, “first things first. I called you here for the downfall of Orkena, and so I shall deliver. Today you will see the most powerful girl in the world yield to us with a quill. You will see a girl who can turn armies brought to her knees by a simple clasp of metal. Let this bring us some solace, to know our merciless tormentors will soon lose what is dearest to them for having taken what was dearest to us.”

	This entire time she’s never once addressed me directly or referred to me by any proper title, and this last piece confirms what I already knew. During the Crossing, Sakira mentioned that sometimes the world saw us as other, as more than human, and that she was trying to change that through her wild parties so people saw us as friends. The queen may boast of wanting everyone to be born equal, but she’s already treating us as less. She’s already assuming my power is dearer to me than the people I’m trying to protect with it.

	And even though two guards are moving forward with a wide stretch of parchment between them, and the people are jeering, clustering the barrier of soldiers, and the queen is chatting low with the commander like this is a play she’s simply come to direct, I dare to jerk on the chains binding me.

	“Is this one of the first letters I sent you, then?” I say, as the guards place the parchment down with a blood-red quill. “Is that what I’m signing? The one that promised you any service from us you wanted: knowledge of our magic, new charms, new exports? Or did that not come with enough humiliation?”

	The queen doesn’t look at me. “Just sign it.”

	“My mistake. This must be the second, which was even more lenient. Or maybe the sixth, or is it the twentieth? I lost track of how many times I tried to reach you. Did you tell your people, the families of the soldiers who died at our gates, that I had come to make peace and you greeted me with a cannon?”

	Murmurs from the crowd. No, I don’t think she told them. 

	Andira’s face darkens. “You will not speak of our dead now or ever. Those platoons you took are the last you’ll ever have, and when I am through with you and this campaign, it is to their families I’ll give you.”

	This makes me pause. “The . . . platoons? No, our death count was a hundred, and spread between two different fronts, with just as many surrendering to your army. Which again, I wouldn’t have touched, except you had just blown our wall open and I had to prevent a full-on invasion. Who said you lost entire platoons?”

	But the queen’s face doesn’t change, and any small hope that this part could be a misunderstanding, that she’s blaming me for someone else’s lie, vanishes with the realization that she already knew.

	That she is the one supporting the lie.

	“Many in those platoons still live,” I say, louder, hoping that if any of the grieving families are here, this will start to change their minds. “And all of them would have, if she had not sent them as sacrifices in the attempt to invade!”

	“Your poison tongue won’t work here,” the queen snaps, gesturing sharply to my shackles. “As is tradition, those soldiers’ hearts were returned to their families and buried. Sign the document before I decide to put yours in with them.”

	The shock of this hits so deeply, I look to the crowd, finding in their angry eyes the truth of what she’s said.

	And a new, sickening realization comes over me. “Oh my gods.” I pull back on the chains as she stalks closer. “You had the rest killed?”

	She draws her sword. “Their blood is on your hands. My people will never believe otherwise.”

	“Of course.” My anger rises. “Because you need them to blindly follow you. You can’t have them thinking I didn’t want to do it or that I held back as soon as I could, so you created a new, fresh wound for them to want justice for, no matter what it costs.”

	“Lies—”

	“What did you tell them about Jet?” And I know I’m pushing it, but the people are stirring, whispering, and I doubt they believe me yet—I’m the enemy, after all—but I think even they’re realizing how strange it is for me to latch onto this, to not insist every one of those soldiers deserved to die. And if I can get them to doubt that . . . “Did you tell them he came in as an assassin, looking for you? Or did you tell them the truth: that he came even after you’d ambushed us to gather these exact terms so the bloodshed would stop, and you had him imprisoned and beaten? Did you already murder the guards we left unconscious?”

	“Enough!” She swings her blade down so hard between my shackles that it chips the stone. The tip came very, very close to my face, and I freeze, breathing hard, my blood racing.

	Her chest heaves. “You cannot save your tyrannical people from what’s coming with this pretense of remorse. We know what you are.” She lifts the sword, leveling it at my neck. “You will pay for my uncle’s life in pain, if not in blood—”

	“Your Highness,” Kasta says. “You need her whole.”

	Andira breathes out, the blade trembling, and finally seems to remember the crowd. Who look torn between wanting her to go through with it and all that I’ve just said.

	They’re lowering their stones.

	The queen turns, sliding a white curl of hair that’s come free back beneath her crown. “I apologize, loyal friends. As you can see, even being in their presence brings out the monster in others. How lovely it will be when all this is fixed and our dead avenged.” She turns back to me, a fresh burst of cold mist twisting over the dais. She smiles when I shiver. “You’ve delayed long enough. Your palace is surrounded, every royal heir belongs to me, and you have no true answer for forsvine. Sign your surrender.”

	I look down at the document, at the looping list of rules. Taxes on my people that we certainly can’t afford. The surrender of all portable magic, from charms to potions to spells. Submission to the cure once it’s available. The punishment for resistance ranges from beatings to slavery.

	I look at Kasta, who’s still watching me in that unreadable, guarded way.

	Don’t sign it, I hear him telling me.

	“I want to discuss terms,” I say.

	The queen strolls toward her statue. “You are in no position to discuss anything. You will yield your power one way or the other. I want no confusion in Orkena over who owns them.”

	“But these terms are barbaric,” I say. “Beatings, public whippings—”

	“As monsters deserve.” 

	“We’re trying to fix it! I want to work with you on this. Let us help you in ways that this can’t. Let’s find terms that bring us together instead of ripping us farther apart.”

	“Sure, you’ll promise anything now!” The queen’s cape snaps as she turns. “You’re cornered. You’re beaten. What would you have done in my palace if we had nothing to stop your magic?” Her eyes flash. “What would you do to me right now, if you could?”

	Darkness twists through the back of my mind, and I close my mouth. I would have brought her to her knees in the palace. I would change her mind in a heartbeat, if I could.

	Andira summons her commander. “The scroll. I believe it’s time to tell General Latis he’s clear to attack.”

	The city. Apos, I’d nearly forgotten about it, and my throat clenches as the commander draws out the scroll, at the thought of the siege starting, at more dying for Andira’s stubbornness. At my failure to do what I needed to long ago. I can only tell myself our soldiers are better equipped this time, with our wall intact. They would not want me signing this when they can fight.

	Andira, watching me, stops short of actually writing on the parchment. Ironic, that it’s our technology she’s using to contact them.

	“No,” she says, more to herself. “This isn’t the right motivation for you, is it? I forget I am not dealing with a hero.” She points her sword toward Hen. “I think your wants are more selfish than that.”

	Dread crushes my ribs, and I glance in panic at Kasta. “No, please, there must be some compromise—”

	“You have one minute to sign before I kill her. And one minute more for each of them.”

	“No—”

	“Your Highness,” Kasta says again. “This was not part of our agreement.”

	Andira’s smile goes wicked as two guards grab Kasta’s arms. “I know. But see, here’s the thing about that: you have no power that I don’t give you. I’ll agree to spare your girl-monster, as her blood will be invaluable for testing. But I will do whatever else is necessary to secure this victory.” Her cruel eyes shift back to me. “And I’ve got a feeling this will work.”

	She steps closer to Hen, and Kasta struggles in the guards’ grip. “You won’t touch them, or you’ll get nothing from me. And Orkena will fight tooth and claw to take as many of your people down with them as they can.”

	The queen sighs. “Are these advisors really so valuable? Surely there’s one you could spare. And if it takes more than that . . .”

	“None. I told you, we need live bodies for experimentation.”

	The queen is starting to reply when she hesitates. Because Kasta is looking at me again like he’s trying to tell me something.

	And her brow rises. “Oh, no. This isn’t about bodies for testing, is it?” She tsks. “No, or you wouldn’t care who we used. You’re sparing them for her.” Her laugh is short and terrible. “And here you nearly had me fooled with your tragic story about your stolen throne. But I believed the wrong set of rumors, didn’t I? This is exactly what the two of you are famous for. First being at each other’s throats, then being in each other’s beds, then bringing kingdoms to the ground. I should have remembered.”

	Kasta sighs. “I care nothing for her but the power she carries. I sacrificed her for the crown before, and I’m doing it again now. I’ll do it a thousand more times until I’m in my rightful place.”

	Wrong, wrong, says that warning in the back of my head. I know how deeply he regrets that moment, and he has to know that he didn’t need to trade anything at all for me to give back his throne. He must have a plan for us after this surrender, except he told me not to sign . . .

	“Would you?” Amusement warms Andira’s voice. She shifts her sword away from Hen and levels it at Kasta. “Or am I being double-crossed? Let’s see if she feels the same.”

	My blood chills as she steps closer to him. Kasta almost looks eager. Something is going his way, though I can’t imagine what, especially as the guards force him to his knees. They draw his arms back, and never has he looked so vulnerable, or so certain, as the queen touches the tip of the sword to his gods’ mark.

	“You’re wasting your time,” Kasta says. How is he so calm? “She won’t trade any of us for Orkena, least of all me.”

	The queen’s lips quirk. “You have five seconds to sign that document, child. And then I run him through.”

	My fingers twitch for the quill. I can only reason that Kasta knows she won’t do it and that this will somehow force her to negotiate. But that doesn’t make sense. If she considered him that irreplaceable, she wouldn’t bother. She’d just go after Hen.

	“Five,” Andira says.

	I glance at my advisors. They look equally as confused. Kasta didn’t tell any of them about this plan.

	“Four.”

	The guards hold him steady. Kasta doesn’t resist. The fire is in his eyes, he’s daring her to do it.

	“Three.”

	The parchment flutters, twitching under the stones holding its corners. The doom of Orkena. 

	Don’t sign it.

	“Two.”

	And then I remember another document. The one on his desk that talked about surges in magic . . . that the only thing more powerful than me losing control was the transfer of Shifter power from one person to another.

	Oh my gods.

	“One.”

	He is the sacrifice he was referring to. He wants her to kill him because that will break all the forsvine in the square, it will free my advisors, and it will free me to use my power to peacefully change the queen, who otherwise would never have let me this close to her—

	“Wait!” I grab the quill as she tenses to stab him. “Gods, wait.”

	I knock over the ink dipping it fast enough.

	And I sign my name.
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	THERE is a beat where the queen squints, unsure whether this is real. I don’t breathe. Her sword is still at Kasta’s chest. She doesn’t move it.

	Two guards snatch the parchment off the table. They bring it to the queen to verify, and her smile widens as she takes in my signature. I collapse over the table when she lowers the sword, exhaling, clenching my chains, thanking the gods. Kasta’s alive. She’ll spare him, he’s alive.

	She lifts the parchment to show her people. “Orkena is ours!” 

	The crowd erupts. The soldiers cheer. The people raise fists to the sky, they raise little sticks that spark with fire even in the mist; they throw handfuls of tiny red and yellow flowers and slap one another’s backs. The guards jostle their partners with smiles and congratulatory handshakes and spit at the feet of my friends.

	And Kasta stares at me in disbelief. As if this is the worst way I’ve betrayed him yet. I can practically hear him lecturing me for valuing something more than our kingdom, for being weak in the one moment he needed me to be strong. And maybe this is truly what villains do: sacrifice the world for one person, when it should be the other way around. But I can’t help it. My world will be destroyed anyway if he’s not in it. Because I can no longer deny the name of what’s surging through me, this relief, this ache, this want that goes deeper than anything I’ve ever felt. 

	And I do not regret signing that sheet.

	“Settle, settle.” The queen beams at the crowd. “We will certainly commence with the festival shortly. There’s just one loose end to tie up.”

	Her sword is still out. My relief flickers as she saunters past my friends, dragging it along the stone and stopping again beside Kasta. Who she has not yet ordered released.

	“You see,” she says, her voice light. “This won’t do at all. I’ll have to hope one of the other siblings is willing to be my Orkenian servant, because I don’t dare risk what he might do to save you later, if you would do that.”

	She pulls back the sword, and my blood freezes.

	“No,” I gasp. “Please, you have your victory, you have everything you want—”

	“Yes,” she says. “Now I do.”

	And she drives the blade into Kasta’s chest.
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	I don’t remember how I get out of the shackles. Only that it isn’t Shifter magic that does it. 

	One moment I’m screaming, and Kasta is hunched into the blade, and the queen is gritting her teeth—and the next, every emotion inside me is smashing through my ribs, and I’m breaking through the glass canopy, shards of it flying over the metal roofs. The city unfolds beneath me. Vaguely I’m aware that my true self still stands at the altar, the shackles melted from my wrists, my advisors shaking their freed hands before looking to my body, to my glowing black eyes. Before their gazes rise higher to me. To the accumulation of my pain and heartbreak and anger, a shadow goddess made to rend and destroy. The queen’s prior confidence is gone. She lets go of the sword, and Kasta drops onto his side. The guards gape up at me, and the people step back, eyes white and wide.

	Then they scream and bolt into the alleys.

	I have them in a heartbeat. Their panic and fear is so strong that it’s like scooping long threads from water, and all of them slow, and turn, their eyes glowing black. All but my friends and the queen. I let Andira watch. I let her scream and beg my body for mercy as every single one of her people turns on her, her guards raising their swords, the people their stones and daggers.

	“Zahru!” Jet cries. Or maybe it’s Hen. Or Melia or all of them. They try to come near me, but the same dark energy I’m made of circles my body as well. They can’t get within a meter. 

	I will tear this city in two. I will make them kill the queen and burn the surrender terms and then turn on each other until there’s nothing left, until I’ve avenged every pain they’ve caused us. No one will ever cross me again. No one will ever use my friends against me or take advantage of my patience. I am a weapon. I am a goddess, and I am made to conquer.

	The guards’ swords are at Andira’s chest, her loyal commander front and center.

	And then I understand. I couldn’t control so many before when it was their hate I was using.

	But I can, if I use my own.

	I draw their arms back as one.

	And then someone is singing. Hen, low and soft and urgent, a lullaby my mother used to sing before she passed that Hen sang to me after. I can see her brushing my hair out of my eyes. Soothing me when my ex broke my heart. I feel my father at my shoulder as we tend a malnourished kitten, the joy as each day she got stronger, until she was running to greet me. I hear myself tell him that I will never be ashamed of our magic, because of the good we can do with it.

	I see Kasta’s face change in the Crossing tent. Feel the way he kissed me, feel him start to hope again. Jet tells me I make him believe in the gods. Sakira yells at me for giving up, and Fara reminds me that the gods could have chosen anyone to conquer, to kill, and my heart is broken and I don’t want to listen and I want to scream at Hen to stop, that we are not children anymore, that being good is not enough—

	But if I do, the cycle will never end. This pain will only hurt so many others, who go on to hurt others, until there are too many wrongs to tally and nothing left to salvage. Until none of us remember there was a time that violence used to horrify us, that we never wanted to be the cause of it.

	I see that starry-eyed girl I used to be, running to meet the travelers in my father’s stable, crossing the desert with Jet’s hand in mine. Determined to change people with nothing but a smile and kindness and the stubborn belief that mercy could be as powerful as their blades.

	And gods, despite everything, I still want to be her. Because she is the one who won this crown. She is the one strong enough to get through this.

	And she is the rescuer Kasta fell in love with, so much that he would die to ensure that she could live on.

	I feel myself shrinking. My magic shifting from black to gold, my hold loosening on the people, on the guards, the city square rising back up around me. Until I’m myself again, small and foolish and heartbroken.

	“You have your victory,” I say quietly, as the guards stir, the queen still holding her heart. “I hope this finally brings you peace.”

	Kasta is on his back behind her. Melia, Hen, and Sakira kneel with him, and I move around the altar, toward the stunned queen. Marcus and Jet flank me with new swords and a crossbow, Jade growling at everyone who looks at us. No one moves to stop me. Only the queen stirs as we pass.

	“No,” she says. “No, you don’t get to come out of this as the hero. You are a monster, we all just saw it—”

	“Your Highness,” the commander says.

	“You can’t trust this!” She dives for his sword, but he pulls it out of reach. “They’ll hurt us again. Kill them! Kill them all before something worse happens!”

	And even with my chest wrenched in two, even as horrible as the queen has been, I realize that a part of me feels sorry for her. Her fear of us is so strong, her anger so rooted in revenge, there is truly nothing that can reach her anymore. Maybe that was almost me, as well. Maybe it should still be, to survive this. But I glance at the faces around us, faces of people who are willing to listen, who are maybe just as tired of this cycle as we are, and I know I’ve made the right choice.

	This is, after all, where my true power lies.

	“We’ve surrendered,” I tell them. “Your queen is unchanged, as are you. Orkena does not wish you any more pain, or to control you, or to force you into anything. We just want it to end.”

	And the people begin to whisper.

	“No,” Andira snarls. “She’s lying, she’s changed you!”

	“Then why wouldn’t she change you?” someone calls from the crowd.  

	“To torment me!” Andira’s voice is frantic, the commander must be holding her back. I don’t care. I’ve nearly reached Kasta. “Our people did not die so we could kiss their boots at the first sign of regret! I must ensure it never happens again.”

	“Is what she said true?” another guard asks. “Did you kill the rest of those platoons?”

	Silence, just long enough for the crowd to understand.

	“You’re under arrest,” says the commander. “Take her to the keep. I’ll summon her brother back. I have a feeling the reason for his recent exile was not at all what she claimed.”

	“No,” the queen snarls. “This is her doing! You fools, this is exactly what she wants. She’s in your heads . . .”

	I don’t hear the rest of what she says. I drop next to Melia with a strangled cry. Her blood-slicked hands frame the sword in Kasta’s chest. He’s still breathing, shallowly. Hen holds a cloth to put pressure on the wound, and Marcus is talking to him to keep him awake, though the soldier stands immediately to make space for me.

	“Kasta?” I take his hand. He squeezes it, though his grip is trembling. And he has the nerve to smile.

	“Do you believe me now?” he says.

	For a moment, I can only stare. “Tell me you did not come up with this gods-awful plan just to prove a point. Tell me, when you were thinking of ways you could convince me that you loved me, you did not skip past giving me chocolate or lilies or even just telling me these bracelets actually do mean something, and leap right to sacrificing yourself to an enemy queen?”

	He’s still smiling. “It worked. And those surrender terms will be void once Andira is forced to step down.”

	“You cod, I don’t care at all that it worked. You scared to me to death—”

	“I told you I’d never trade you for anything again. This was the only way to ensure the queen wouldn’t run. And that you wouldn’t need to go dark to break their forsvine.” This last sentence is edged, chiding, because of course I did anyway. Not that I’m sorry for it for a second. “I just wish I would have realized your power is even more unstable than I accounted for and that you’d go dark either way.” He grimaces, and Melia apologizes. “I would have had her stab someone else.” 

	Melia shoots him a glare. “Oh really? Would it have been me?”

	Kasta’s smile twitches. “I’m sure I could have gotten one of you to volunteer.”

	I sigh. “He’s bluffing, Melia. He also could have used another Shifter and didn’t.”

	He sucks a breath in through his teeth, and Melia curses. It’s odd that she hasn’t taken out the sword yet.

	“Melia,” I say.

	Kasta pulls on my hand, putting my focus back on him. “I’m sorry. That truly will be the last secret. But you had to believe I was against you again, so you would not sign. Which, by the way, you failed spectacularly at.”

	I laugh, painfully. “I don’t know how you can be so smart about so many things and so blind to this. I couldn’t sacrifice you when my magic was literally trying to force me to. Not in the armory, not in Greka. You really think I would have today?”

	“You promised to let me go.”

	“Kasta—”

	Melia jostles my shoulder, a slice of her nerves biting through me.

	“Melia, the sword is still in,” I say, because I’m fairly certain she’s noticed, but I can’t understand why she’s still pressing around it.

	“I am aware,” she says, but it’s with a sad patience that tightens my throat. “The queen must have dipped the blade in some of that liquid forsvine. She missed his heart, but the metal is in his blood. If he was healthy, his magic would likely melt it, but as he is . . .”

	A stone sinks in my stomach. “You can’t heal him?”

	“I . . . don’t know.”

	“All right.” I swallow, panic twisting around my ribs, and pull Kasta’s hand into both of mine. “Then we just need to focus. We can break forsvine together. We can get it out.”

	Kasta winces. “If that were true, it would have gone when you went dark.”

	I stare at him, the reality of what he’s saying so strange, so impossible after everything we’ve survived that I shake my head. “No, we can still try. I’ll try, if you’re tired. We can fix this.”

	And I focus, reaching for my own nerves, for the quiet resolve inside of him, trying to pull any of his emotions to me through the metal in his blood. But I feel, now, what Melia does. That hollow where there should be something to grasp, something to heal, as uncatchable as air.

	Like he’s already gone.

	I go still, and he slides a wavy curl of my hair behind my ear. “Not everything is meant to be fixed.”

	Anguish prickles up my throat. “Oh, no you don’t. You don’t get to leave me like this.”

	“More pressure,” Melia says.

	“I need to yell at you for so many more things,” I say, as he grits his teeth. “And you need to fix these bracelets, because I blew them right up, and then you need to help me set terms for the war we just stopped, because there’s nothing we can’t do together. Things are going to be perfect now.” I believe it with everything I have. If my magic can will others to do what I want, maybe it can will him to live. “We’re going to go back, and you’re going to be Mestrah, and we’re going to keep pulling each other up whenever we need it, because that’s how stories like this are supposed to end. Good things happen when you do good things. And we’re going to get along and be happy . . .”

	“I need this in writing.” But his voice is fading. “I’m going to bring it out every time you argue with me.”

	“That’s it.” I grab his hand when it slips from my cheek. “Stay awake and fight with me. Think of all the fights we haven’t had yet. Who’s going to suggest all the irrational, terrible ideas if you’re not there?”

	A flicker of a smile. His eyes are closing. “You’ll do that just fine on your own.”

	I let out half a laugh, half a cry, and stifle it. “Please don’t. Please stay with me.”

	Melia shifts. “I’m going to take the blade out. I’m going to try the tonic.”

	Hen looks across at her. “But that’s still magic . . .”

	“Nothing else is working.”

	“Kasta?” I shake his hand. He doesn’t react when the sword comes free, when far too much blood surges beneath Melia’s fingers. A sob builds in my chest. “Don’t you dare. Don’t you dare let those be the last words we say. I still have something to tell you, and I’m not going to unless you live.”

	He mumbles something, and I bend closer. 

	“What?” I say.

	I already know, he thinks. But even his voice in my head is weak.

	I can already feel a part of me dying. 

	“You can’t go,” I choke out, lying down beside him, stroking his cheek. “See, this awful fortune bird told me once that I wouldn’t stop you from becoming king, and those birds are always right, and you haven’t been king yet. So, you see? You can’t leave. You can’t die until you take your rightful place.”

	His eyes flutter open, focusing suddenly on me. His cheek under my palms. Me beside him. 

	The smallest smile. 

	Before his eyes roll back.

	“Melia,” I say.

	“The tonic’s in.” But her hands rest on his chest, no longer pressing down.

	“Melia!” I cry.

	“Will you take her?” Melia says.

	Jet’s soft hands find my shoulders. “Zahru.”

	“No—”

	I don’t remember how he gets me away. Firm pressure guides me back, pulling my hands from Kasta, the world blurred around us. And then there are only my sobs, and Kasta’s name in my mouth, and the Wyri backing away, and this sweet, sinking realization that I’m not afraid anymore, that I should have told him I loved him, and that it’s now far too late.

	What a sweet, miserable betrayal this was, for Kasta to give me everything I wanted, to be everything I needed, to make me love him, and then leave me here alone. 
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	THREE weeks later, I sit at the edge of the giant bed in the silence of the luxurious Mestrahs’ suite, those words still in my mouth.

	My fingers tracing Kasta’s sleeping face.

	In the end, it was the Wyri who saved him. A gentle old healer who had brought Melia a needle and thread to stitch the wound, ignoring Sakira’s look of horror as the old woman drew out a much bigger needle attached to a tube and asked if any of us were his kin. “I was your age,” she told me, as Sakira’s blood flowed to replace what Kasta had lost, “when I lost my fiancée to your raids.” And then she pressed a leather pouch of herbs and bright crushed flowers into my hand and told me how much to give Kasta to keep infection away.

	It’s her face I see now when I think of Wyrim.

	But Kasta has yet to wake from that day.

	“Come on,” I whisper, drawing my hand down his bare chest. “Come back to me.”

	The torches add a warm glow to his skin. He still feels hotter than he should, a side effect of the forsvine in his blood, but he’s been gaining color this week, and the wound near his heart looks much better since Melia removed his stitches this morning. Now the stab mark is nothing more than a thick red line, though from my many years working with fence punctures at the stable, I know it could be moons before it fully heals. I’ve had to assure the palace Healers over and over that the slow pace of it is normal. The elite are so used to being able to fix everything in an instant.

	But each day I come in to see him unmoved, my anxiety grows. I’ve wanted to try breaking the forsvine in his blood again, certain I was just too shaken to do it right in Wyrim. Except I also did something else after we returned that has the palace on edge about us being together, so his guards won’t let me. Even touching him like this is pushing it. The Healer on duty shifts, opening his mouth to warn me, and I yank my hand into my lap.

	“I’m going to do something reckless if you don’t wake up soon.” I twist my white jole in my fingers. “I’m thinking about trading our independence for weekly shipments of chocolate or maybe for another prince who can drive me up the wall all day since you’re not awake to. It’s boring, having everyone be pleasant and reasonable all the time.”

	But his chest only rises and falls. And yet I’m so grateful for even that.

	Maybe tomorrow, then. 

	“Keep an eye on him?” I say to Jade. My loyal leopard twitches her ears from where she lies across his ankles, and blinks in agreement. Apparently she’s decided to keep him after he saved her life in Wyrim and after she saw how distressed I was to almost lose him. She followed Kasta in here with the guards when we got back and has barely left since, which is lucky, because I’m allowed only a morning and evening visit, so she’s my reassurance the rest of the time.

	Kas, she thinks. She hasn’t called him hyra lately, either. Protect.

	A leopard protecting a Shifter. 

	It makes me smile.

	The guards watch me behind golden lion masks as I pass.

	“No change?” Melia calls, when I close the carved door behind me. My friends, Fara, and Mora sit around the elongated dining table I added to the main room, a newly commissioned piece of rainbow-tinted Sapphirous wood that runs nearly the entire length of the swimming pool beside it. Moonlight shimmers in from the wall of windows, the royal city—safe and whole and gleaming—sprawling out in the dark like sugar cubes. The last of the Wyri warships departed last week. Only the desert lies outside the wall now, quiet and vast, filling steadily with the caravans of evacuated families returning home. 

	After Fara made the comment about empty chairs at our table, I’ve ensured they’ll always be filled now.

	“No change,” I say quietly, dropping into one of the two bronze chairs at the head of the table. Fara, Mora, and Marcus and his new husband sit to my left, with Hen, Jet, and Melia on the other side. Sakira has a chair too, but like always, she’s late. The chair at my immediate right also sits open. 

	I pull over a bowl of steaming white soup and force a smile. “Pretty sure he’s doing it just to spite me at this point.”

	“Now, none of that,” Mora says. “Melia says his vitals are stable, and he’s healing. More likely he heard that I want a word with him when he wakes. If he’s going to be joining this table, he’s going to fully understand what’s expected of him.”

	I smile in appreciation at even this small reference to a future where Kasta is awake. I don’t know how I’d be getting through this without my family.

	Mora has also been saying something similar for days.

	“Not sure the Speech is going to work with Kasta,” I say, trying to pretend I see that future, too. “Pretty sure I’ve already put him through way more than anyone else could.”

	“What speech?” Jet asks.

	“You didn’t give Jet the Speech?” Hen and I say in shocked unison. This especially unfair, seeing as I already got the Speech from Kasta’s mother.

	Mora pushes a slice of seed-crusted bread through a dollop of whipped butter. “Jet is a perfect god sent from Paradise to save this world from us all.”

	“Oh my gods,” I groan, as Melia chokes on a bite of wild duck.

	“Perfect god,” Jet echoes, smugly lifting his chalice. I have a feeling he’s going to be referring back to this for eternity.

	Mora tuts. “Do you remember what you’ve put him through these last few moons? Or do I need to remind you of what you’re in trouble for right now with the High Priests?”

	“All right, all right!” I put down my chalice. “I get it, I’ve lowered the bar.”

	Fara reaches for a second serving of duck. I can practically hear the words in his head as he glances my way—that this newest situation is a prime example of why it’s better to forgive than hold a grudge—just as he did when Kasta had only been asleep for a few days, and the priests were certain he’d be conscious by the new moon. 

	Which was a week ago.

	I stir my uneaten soup.

	“Marcus,” my father says instead. “You were just saying how well negotiations went in Greka?”

	The commander straightens. “Oh, yes! In great part to the suggestions our wise team over here came up with.” He raises his chalice to Jet and me. “And to some even better cooking on my part. But so far Queen Iris is ignoring her mother’s claims about what happened during our last visit and is eager to move forward with us in a positive way. I’ve brought back an entire boatload of tiro and her signature on a new treaty.”

	“Perfect,” I say. “One down.” And three more to go. Finally, after decades, we’re revisiting the unfair terms Kasta’s grandmother cornered the other kingdoms into in order to survive the Ending Drought and starting forward as partners instead. “Hen, Jet, are you ready for Nadessa?”

	Jet helps himself to another roll. “Honestly the better question is whether Nadessa is ready for Hen.”

	My friend nods. “I know a lot of secrets about the Nadessan court. It’s not going to be a problem to get a signature.”

	I snicker. “Good luck, Jet. And Melia? How do you think Amian is feeling?”

	Melia sets down her spoon. “You know my country. I’m not sure you turning into a gigantic shadow version of yourself has put them any more at ease about magical people not being demons, but they also see how Wyrim has forgiven us, and that is something. The opening steps are there. I will gather how things are when I’m home next week.”

	I greet this with as much dignity as I can. “Great. If you could just mention to them that I’m really going to try to never, ever do that shadow thing again—”

	“Unless someone hurts someone you love,” Hen points out.

	“Or tries to court them,” Marcus adds. 

	Mora’s eyes turn thoughtful. “My ex-husband could really benefit from a visit from you.”

	Fara sighs. “Nari, we are not encouraging this—”

	My friends and family go on about the appropriate instances in which I might turn into a demon and terrorize people, with Marcus’s poor husband looking on as scandalized as ever. Bless the man for enduring so many of these dinners, I think he’s terrified of me. Still, I can’t help but smile at the group of them. At our full table, the old and new halves of my life, Marcus with his endless cheer, Fara and Mora with their endless support, Jet with his stubborn faith in what’s good and what’s right, Melia with her sense of justice, Hen with her fierce loyalty. Even Sakira has been amazing these past weeks, raising morale in the palace, making friends, shining with all she can be.

	And this, I think, this is my true victory.

	If only the last piece of our new circle was in place.

	The main doors of the suite slam open. Unannounced entries still make my pulse spike, but thankfully it’s just Sakira, arriving in her usual ridiculous fashion.

	“You’re welcome!” she sings, raising a long scroll above her head. “Having just solved all of the world’s problems, I will now accept generous gifts of tribute from each of you at tonight’s party.”

	“You got it?” I push out of my seat.

	“As if you thought I wouldn’t. I already have the archivists putting down my name and my many accomplishments with this war in the records.”

	She saunters down the tile, tiny golden lanterns clinking along her short skirt. Jet pushes up from his seat as well, pressing a kiss to the top of Hen’s head.

	“Be right back,” he says.

	Sakira meets the two of us halfway. “The export taxes are still higher than we want, and the reparations they’ve asked for are extensive. But Wyrim’s new king has agreed this is a treaty, not terms of surrender, and he’s eager for the barrier wall to come down to start up new trade. They’ve proposed an annual meeting to reassess.”

	I take one side of the scroll as she unfurls it. “It’s a start, at least. And Andira?”

	Sakira smirks. “The trial’s finished, and she’ll be locked away for life for crimes against her people. She seemed oddly sorry for it, after that display she put on.”

	“She confessed?” I say, hoping I sound surprised.

	“Weird, isn’t it? She didn’t really seem like the remorseful type, but apparently your annoying kindness thing works better than we thought.”

	I do not say anything to this. I will never say anything to this.

	“Hold up,” Jet says. “Aside from the rates on the taxes, which the king set, these are my terms. What part did you add?”

	Sakira points to the bottom of the page. “This one.”

	“That’s a page number.”

	“It counts, therefore all of it is my idea.” She pushes the scroll fully into our hands. “And I’m more than done with super boring things for the day. So if you don’t mind, I’m going to eat and then save the rest of the palace from an equally dull evening.”

	She sashays off, my family greeting her with smiles. Well, for the most part. I think I’m fully testing Fara’s patience between her and Kasta. But she fits in like she’s always been here. And I know there was a time when Sakira thought throwing parties was just a pastime, that she was even irritated with her father for saying that winning hearts was what she was best at, as if it somehow made her less. But I think she’s realized that connecting people is just as important as commanding armies, and this has indeed been her purpose all along. And it’s nothing to be ashamed of.

	“Thank you.” I turn to Jet. “I truly couldn’t have done this without you. Especially with Kasta . . .”

	The words catch in my throat, and Jet squeezes my shoulder. “Always. And I’m sorry that I ever thought my place was away from you. You truly are meant for this, and I promise that if things get difficult again in the future, I’ll be here.” 

	I slide my hand over his. That warmth pulsing under his touch. “We do belong together, don’t we? Maybe not how we first thought.” I glance at Hen. “But this is perfect all the same.”

	His smile is soft. “You know he’ll make it back to you, don’t you? Even if it’s just to spite the gods?”

	I laugh, even as my heart pinches. “He had better.”

	Scratches sound at the bedroom door. Soon it slides open, and Jade bounds out.

	Zar! she thinks, her thoughts light as sugar. Kas! Kas!

	My blood leaps. “He’s awake?”

	I’m to the door in an instant, nearly running into the Healer, who fumbles his jar of Healing tonic. “Mestrah—dōmmel,” he says, quickly correcting my title. “I’m not sure . . .”

	If he’s supposed to let me in, I imagine he’d say, if I wasn’t already ducking beneath his arm. Kasta sits up against the bed’s golden pillows, getting oriented, and it’s the most wonderful sight in the world to see him moving, even slowly, his sharp, beautiful eyes cutting to me. 

	“Kasta,” I cry, and I would have hugged him, if a warning blast of wind from one of the guards didn’t stop me in place. 

	“Stand down,” Kasta snaps, his gaze catching on the bracelets I’m still wearing, even though the raven skulls are scorched and cracked. “Did they just call you dōmmel?” 

	I force a smile. “They sure did, and I’d be really happy to explain what’s going on, but you’ve been out for three weeks, and I wasn’t sure you were ever waking up, so if you could just maybe send them out . . .”

	I glance at the guards, who helpfully add, “She’s currently on house arrest for treason.”

	“Please,” I say, dying.

	“You’re dismissed,” Kasta says.

	“But Mestrah.” The guard lowers a hand swirling with wind. “Are you sure you can trust her?”

	Kasta raises a brow at the title and turns slowly to me. But he doesn’t hesitate to say, “Yes.”

	The guards and the Healer bow deeply and go, though of course they leave the door open.

	I collapse onto Kasta’s chest. “Oh, I’ve missed you. The Wyri saved you, but we still can’t get the forsvine out, and we didn’t know if it had done something else to you, and it’s been a horrible time not knowing—”

	“Zahru.” He grits his teeth. “It’s not healed yet.”

	“Sorry! Sorry.” I pull back. He grimaces as I do, glowering at the scar on his chest. I sit on the side of the bed instead, my hip against his. “The war is over. There’s a new treaty between us and Wyrim, not a surrender, and the queen won’t be bothering us again. She was apparently feeling very guilty after everything she did to us, so she confessed her crimes and they put her away for a long time.”

	I try very hard to say this casually, but his eyes narrow. “She confessed?”

	“Yes, isn’t that just the perfect ending to all this?”

	His smile is slow. “You changed her.”

	“You can’t prove that.”

	“You are a perfect queen.”

	“That is not the right response to this. The right response is, ‘Zahru, we’re trying to be better, and if you truly did that, it was underhanded and wrong and you are never to do it again.’”

	His smile vanishes. “Wait. I’ve been out three weeks, and I’m not healed.” Realization darkens his face. “I can’t use magic?”

	My heart twists. After all he’s been through, after he would have traded his life for Orkena, this is the most unfair of all.

	“It turns out the latest version of their ‘cure’ worked,” I say. “Not that anyone outside a select circle knows that. But Melia thinks the metal is still unstable enough that we can undo it, and your power will come back, we just don’t know when.” I perk up. “But in better news, it’s now impossible for anyone to use magic against you, including me, not that they trust me when I say that, and the priests are happy because they believe it’s the gods’ way of curing your curse . . . and yes, everyone knows you’re a Shifter, and it’s fine, I already pardoned you.”

	He greets this with the appropriate degree of confusion. “Yet I’m the one they’re calling Mestrah?”

	My laugh is panicked. “Yes, isn’t that amazing? You must be starving, I’ll call up the chefs—”

	“Zahru.”

	He gives me a look, and I acknowledge that it is probably time to swallow my pride. Again. And confess, as indirectly as possible, that I was wrong about something.

	I clear my throat. “Right. So. You know what’s a big deal that I didn’t actually think would be a big deal since I was, you know, already Mestrah?” I twist my hair over my shoulder. “Confessing to the High Priests that I used my power to make you abdicate because I didn’t agree with your methods and wanted to do things all my way. So apparently when that happens, I go on a secret probation that the public doesn’t know about, and any emergency decisions that need to be made while you, the um, true Mestrah are unable to, have to be agreed on by a panel of neutral advisors, so that when you’re finally awake and ready, you can decide if you want to reinstate me as Mestrah too, or if you’d like to punish me to the full and terrifying extent of the law.”

	I do not like how smug he looks. “I’m Orkena’s sole ruler?”

	“Please don’t put me in a tiny room with locked windows.”

	“It’s so tempting.”

	I put on my best anxiety-hiding smile. “Which is why this is a great time to remember I also literally signed our kingdom over to save your life and nearly took over another one when they threatened to take you from me, so. There’s really no reason to put me away when I could continue to make so many bad choices in your favor.”

	I’m not sure that came out as I wanted it to, and I frown. He smirks, his hand finding my knee and slipping just under the fabric. “I’ll take it into consideration.” But his voice grows softer. “Tell me what you said I had to stay alive to hear.”

	Gooseflesh blooms up my leg, but the flutter of nerves in my throat is fleeting, falling away the longer I look at him. “That I would make a thousand more bad choices to keep you. That I think I’ve loved you ever since we started spinning your future in the Crossing tent, even when you were horrible, even when I was, because I always knew deep down what we could be.”

	His grip flexes on my knee. “You finally trust me, then? For all that I am?”

	“Yes.”

	His lips quirk at my fast answer. “You realize with the war settled, that once I reinstate you as Mestrah, the priests will be on us to marry. Quickly. They’ll bring in suitors from all over Orkena.”  

	There’s a familiar, tantalizing challenge in his voice, but any doubt I had before is gone. We may be far from the travelers’ romantic stories where the couples instantly fall in love and have hearts that beat in time and apologize profusely at even the slightest hint of an argument, and I know we’ll fight again—gods will we fight—but when we finally come together, this is the result. A war won with mercy, a villain who saves the hero. This is the perfect ending to our story. And as long as we’re together, there’s nothing we can’t do.

	This is what we’re made for.

	And I am not going to share him.

	“That would be a terrible idea,” I say, tracing his gods’ mark.

	“Oh?” His hand slips up my leg. “Are you so averse to marriage? I think you rather like being pinned down.”

	“Stop it. You know exactly what I mean.” I trail my fingers to his shoulder. “Plus I apparently have jealousy issues, so unless we want to cause another international conflict, we should probably save the priests from themselves here.” 

	“I do like to see you jealous.”

	I’m quiet a moment, during which I’m certain he’s just thinking up the right words to say what we’re dancing around, but maybe I need to be direct. “That was a hint to ask me something.”

	“I know.”

	I huff. “Are you really not going to?”

	“After everything?” His eyes spark. “No. I want to hear you say it.”

	So maybe he is feeling a little vengeful. But I don’t care. It’s this fire in him that both maddens and thrills me, that pulls me back to him time and time again, and I lean closer, careful to keep my weight off of his wound.

	And I yield him this victory. There will be so many more to win.

	“Min elsk,” I whisper, brushing his hair from his eyes. “Rule with me.”
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Epilogue

	—Jet—

	 

	BEFORE Kasta and I had our falling out, the thought of him getting married used to terrify me. We were very close, then. Or at least, I felt we were. He was still untouchable in his own way: two years older, quiet, brilliant, and practically a god already, for at that time I assumed—as everyone did—that he’d soon be named crown prince. But he always smiled when I came to visit, especially when I arrived at his door with dessert. He’d lose track of time, often, during his studies. But he’d take a break to eat with me, and sometimes we’d talk of when he’d be Mestrah, when he was solving Orkena’s problems, and I was right there at his side. Making sure he took breaks and softening conversations with foreign leaders, for even then he could be blunt and callous with his words. When I told my mother of this, she sighed.

	His consort will do all that, she said. You will be assigned elsewhere.

	And I would lose him. Like she had lost my father. Obviously our relationship as brothers was quite different from theirs, but for the longest time that’s what I’ve considered marriage to be: an ending.

	How cruel fate would be to us, that what Kasta and I had would end much earlier than that. 

	And yet I can’t help but feel, as the servants string deep pink and red cactus blossoms over the windows, and golden butterflies flit through the royal hallways, that this wedding is what will bring him back to me. 

	I straighten the advisor cuff on my bicep, checking the fit of my ceremonial armor. A pleated kilt, a blue tunic as light and cool as the water infused into it—thank you, Hen—and a grand silver collar set with sapphire-backed beetles and ruby lanterns. And I take a deep breath as I step into the inner gardens.

	It’s been a very long time since I’ve prayed, but I’m finding myself wanting the extra comfort this morning.

	“If you are there,” I mutter under my breath. “I could really use your help right now.”

	I pass the wedding dais setup in the central garden with its grand arch of twining olive branches and lotus flowers. Palm leaves whisper under my sandals as I walk the path from the spectator area, already lined with guards, to the white tent set up for the groom and his attendants. Per tradition, Kasta will be led down the aisle by ten priests in gods’ masks, representing the ten lesser gods who attend Numet. Though the priests shouldn’t be with him yet. I’ve timed this visit right between when the servants should have finished dressing him and before the priests arrive, which is usually reserved for prayer. But this is one thing he and I have long shared. I’m skeptical of the gods, and he—though I’m wondering if today this will change—has long believed them against him.

	He won’t be praying.

	I ring the bell hung outside the tent entrance.

	“Enter,” Kasta says.

	I tell myself this will be fine even if he turns me away, and push the white flap aside.

	Within, Kasta stands over a narrow, redwood desk, its polished surface clustered with glazed pots of burning incense and untouched prayer charms. His focus is on a piece of parchment that’s likely his vows. His wedding tunic stands out in stark contrast to the tent: black, the color of eternity. The only other color on it is the white gods’ symbols hemming each edge. Zahru’s elaborate gown will match his. A white leather belt wraps his waist, and the traditional crown of raised scorpion tails his head, and for a moment, it hurts to see him for how much he looks like our father.

	A smirk slides into his lips as I slow. “Can’t say I was expecting you. Come to congratulate me?”

	I know part of him is pleased to have won the heart of a girl I once wanted, but I fight the sliver of jealousy prickling through me. It’s only a remnant of years climbing over each other for our father’s favor. One I hope to vanquish soon, once and for all.

	“Actually, yes.” I grab the square bundle under my arm. “I thought I’d bring this by before everything starts. As a sort of . . . well, as family is supposed to.”

	He raises a brow like using that word is presumptuous, but I set the parcel down before I can change my mind. It’s obvious from the shape that it’s a book, which is probably the only reason he starts opening it.

	“I also wanted to apologize,” I say. “For what I said a few weeks ago about you not being meant for the throne.”

	A flicker of a smile, but his attention stays on the package, so I go on. 

	“It wasn’t fair of me, and you’re right: I promised long ago that I would do anything to support you, and I want you to know that I’m going to hold to that promise going forward.” 

	He’s reached the leather cover. It has no title, and it’s not until he opens it that his gaze snaps to me in true surprise.

	“They’re your notes.” I swallow the knot in my throat. “From your first laboratory. When we were children.”

	He lifts the first page in disbelief. “How do you have these?”

	“I took them, while you were busy burning the rest. I thought our father was making you do it, so I rescued as many as I dared. I thought you’d want them back.”

	He flips through page after page. Some are his diagrams alone. Some have my notes in the margins.

	“I would have tried to help you, you know,” I say, softer.

	A muscle twitches in his jaw. “Would you have? And when our father, who adored you, told you it was the gods’ will that I be exiled?”

	I have no answer for this. I don’t know. I want to tell him I would have fought to the corners of the ocean for him, but I was eight, and back then our father truly was a god to me.

	“I can’t undo what happened,” I confess. “All I can insist over and over is that I’m sorry it did. And that I will never do it again.”

	This makes him go still. I wonder if he ever said something similar to Zahru, after the Crossing.

	He glances at the engagement band on his wrist, a thick strap of braided gold and leather.

	I try a smile. “I’m not sure our design for Zapping dragonflies should be revisited. Might be a bit frowned upon at this point. But the work you did toward extending Healers’ lives is mostly there, and others you never finished.”

	“I remember the dragonflies.” His mouth pulls. “I think the priests would remember them more.”

	I can’t stop a grin of my own. “Remember when High Priest Kira thought they were evil spirits and tried to purge the entire garden?”

	“Remember the colorful new words we learned when I sent one down in the middle of it?”

	I laugh. “Father was so angry . . .”

	The shortest snicker, the flash of a clever look I haven’t seen in years. Though he must suddenly realize he’s smiling, because his face smooths, his expression guarded again as he snaps the book shut.

	“Next time bring me something that wasn’t already mine.” He pushes it aside. “You may go.”

	I grunt, knocking careful knuckles on the edge of the table. “You’re welcome.”

	But any hope I had that he might look up in disgruntled acknowledgement and thank me, thus confirming we’ve made any kind of progress today, vanishes as his attention returns to his vows. My heart sinks. Zahru keeps telling me to be patient. In her eloquent words, getting through to Kasta is like uprooting a cactus: it can be done, but it takes time and you run the risk of being stabbed. 

	But I have been chasing his forgiveness for years. I have begged for it and fought for it and given up on it. Maybe this is all I can hope for now. These little glimpses of the past, of the brothers we almost were. 

	I suppose it will have to be enough.

	“Jet,” he says, when I reach the tent exit. “You are coming with us on our kingdom tour, yes?”

	My pulse quickens. “I believe your exact words, when Zahru said she wanted her advisors coming, was ‘Fine, but not Jet.’”

	“I’ve changed my mind. Gods know what trouble my wife will get us into on this trip, and I certainly won’t be stopping her again from taking over any kingdoms. She’ll undoubtedly need your tempering.”

	Which is not exactly the I forgive you or the I’ll need your tempering that I’ve been wanting, but he glances up, and in it I see more than he may ever say. 

	It’s a start.

	“Mestrah.” I touch my fingertips to my forehead. 

	His hands go still on the vows. It’s the first time I’ve ever done it.

	I leave the tent with a smile.
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Epilogue II

	—Zahru—

	 

	WE have been married seven days, nine hours, and eleven minutes before I know we’re about to have our first fight.

	Really, it’s been building all week. And I’ve been proud of us, honestly, for the number of times we’ve truly yielded to each other, working out the terms for the kingdom tour we’re about to go on, negotiating who will go to what meetings and who will speak first. But Kasta also wanted alterations to the treaties we worked out while he was in his coma. Some that I’ve already yielded to, like refusing our allies’ request that I wear forsvine since I already proved I can be trusted. And some he agreed to drop. But there’s another that he very much wants that I’m still thinking about. 

	I was supposed to give the General an answer today.

	The door slams in the foyer.

	At least we made it a week?

	“Zahru,” Kasta snaps, his voice distant, since the foyer in the Mestrahs’ suite is, of course, giant beyond all reason. I’m lying against a mound of white pillows on our bed, out of sight. I would answer, except I don’t want to, and either way the torches reflecting against the dark windows of our room will clue him in to where I am.

	Jade lifts her head from my lap, ears flat. 

	What you do? she thinks.

	I lower my book. “Hey. You’re supposed to be on my side. Just because he shares his jerky strips with you—”

	You make right. She pushes up. Play game or feed.

	Apparently she’s noticed that Kasta gets grumpy if he hasn’t eaten well, since his broken magic means he’s on a diet that’s half human and half regular food, and thus he’s often snippy until we figure out which he needs. But the second one makes me choke. A “game” is what I tell her we’re playing when we’re, um, locking her out of the bedroom. I wonder if Kasta would be amused that she considers him just another pet to care for, and with such simple needs.

	The co-Mestrah of Orkena stops in the doorway, glaring. 

	I innocently continue reading. “How was your meeting?”

	Silence. The kind of silence where I know that glare is sharpening, static building in the air, a tantalizing prickle on my skin.

	“You and I talked about this,” he says, though he still pats Jade’s head as she leaves the room. “Exhaustively.”

	“Yes.”

	“We leave tomorrow. You told the General getting land from our allies was off the table?”

	I turn a page. “I didn’t say completely, I just said probably not. I told you I was still thinking about it.”

	“What part of probably not is still thinking?”

	I close the book and push out of bed. His eyes finally flicker down the thin white robe I’m wearing and the narrow slice of skin that reaches from my neck to my navel. I’ve decided our arguments are going to go differently from now on.

	“That’s the second time this week you’ve overruled me,” he growls, but I’m sliding my fingers into his hair, lifting the heavy crown from his head.

	“Don’t be mad,” I whisper, his gaze deliciously annoyed as I ease the crown off. “My past decisions have resulted in everything from becoming a human sacrifice to a queen. I just want to be sure I’ve considered every angle.” I unclasp one of the scorpion pins holding his cape. “I haven’t said no.”

	“They owe us. I agreed to make the treaties fairer, but there will be repercussions for what their abandonment cost us—”

	“Yes, I know, we can’t have them considering ever doing it again, subtle threats, knives behind smiles, and so forth.” The cape drops away, and I curl my fingers into his low collar. “Gods, you look good in this.”

	He grabs my wrists. “I want that land.”

	I smile. “I want you to shut the door.”

	A retort builds on his tongue. I can see it behind his teeth . . . and then something shifts in his eyes. And suddenly I don’t trust the clever curve of his mouth or the agreeable way he slides the door shut.

	“Don’t do it for Orkena, then.” He guides my arms around his neck. “Do it for me.”

	I laugh, nervously. “That’s not going to work, either.”

	“You know what I’d do for you.” His breath is hot on my neck. “What I’ve done. Do you think anything would stop me, if you wanted something?” 

	“Now, that’s completely unfair—”

	“I have yielded other things.” He kisses beneath my ear. Slides his hand up the opening in my robe. “Grant me this. You asked what I wanted for a wedding present.”

	I nearly choke. “Yes, by which I meant jewelry or a sword or a pet . . .” He’s slipping down the shoulder of my robe, backing me toward the bed. “You don’t want land,” I snap, as my back hits the mattress. He climbs over me; my gut tightens as his body presses against mine. “You want revenge,” I murmur, relishing the flare of hunger in his lips as he kisses my neck. “Have we not yet proven that forgiveness is far more satisfying?”

	I grab his wrist when he goes for my belt and give him a look. A look that says I’m truly asking, and he’s at risk of this being as far as this goes.

	He sighs, his gaze flicking to my other hand, to the white leather laces crossing my forearm. To the skulls of the new bracelets he made for me. There are things both of us will continue to struggle with: trust in others, trust in ourselves. But these are our promises to do better. And above all to trust each other, no matter what.

	“Fine,” he says, tugging the knot. “I’ll think of something else. For now.”

	I laugh and let go. “For always—”

	But he kisses me like he does, breaking that ache for him right open in my heart, in my gut, and I no longer care about getting the last word in. My robe is off in a second. His touch sparks down my stomach, setting me aflame, making me want him more and more with every devilish whisper, every insatiable kiss. I have never felt more invincible. I have never known more that this is exactly where I want to be. Burning, wanting, certain. Falling apart and coming back together all in one. 

	And when we finally lie still again, breathless, joy curling through me like a drug, he looks at me the same. Like I’m a sword. A shield. 

	And then his eyes catch on my gods’ mark. And the fading scar beneath it.

	“No,” I say, as the shadows start to take him. I touch the scar where he nearly died, then Numet’s swirling sun on my chest. “This one is yours.”

	Something in his face breaks. I’m not sure either of us has truly forgiven ourselves for what we put the other through, but that’s exactly why we work. He is my anchor, and I his, to remind ourselves of what fear cost us. To never be like that again.

	And he comes back, a little.

	“I regretted it right away, you know,” he says.

	His tone is soft, fragile. These sparks of vulnerability still rare even after a week as my husband. Not that I’d have it any other way.

	“What?”

	“In the caves.” He winces, stopping short of touching the scar. “That’s what I was telling you, after it happened. That I hadn’t wanted to. I hated that you’d made me choose, and even more that you’d made me promise not to take anyone else in your place. I was praying to the gods to make you a queen in the Afterlife.” His eyes shift to mine. “Which is also when I realized I’d just made the worst mistake of my life. So then I was telling you to hold on. I was going to have Melia heal you, and get my magic another way. But then Maia pulled me off . . .”

	I can’t say anything, at first. There’s the irony of his request to the gods, of course, and the immense relief that in finally knowing that even when we were the worst of enemies, he was going to spare me. But it’s also so much more.

	I almost laugh. “And you still don’t see it? How wrong you’ve been about the gods?”

	His brow pinches. He doesn’t understand, and I’m all too happy to be right about this.

	“You’d just realized that you wanted something more than magic.” I brush his hair from his eyes. “And maybe it took time, but the gods were there in Melia’s healing hands to save me, and in my heart that wanted good things for you, and in yours that wanted us, and I’ll bet that’s what earned you your gods’ mark. For the person the gods knew you truly were. For how much they’ve always loved you, both then and now.”

	The shadows vanish from his face. And I think he finally sees it. But disbelief pulls at his mouth, the light turning silver in his eyes. “No,” he says.

	I blink. “What?”

	“It’s you.” He touches my cheek. “This hope you have, this power to change people. It is not the gods or magic, Zahru.” He smiles. “It has always been you.”
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	Glossary

	 

	Adel: Esteemed One; formal address for a member of the nobility

	 

	Aera: Your Highness; formal address for a prince or princess

	 

	Dōmmel: Divine One; formal address for the crown heir

	 

	Fara: Papa; endearing term for father

	 

	Forsvine: A magic-neutralizing metal invented by the Wyri. Translates to “to vanish”

	 

	Gudina: Holy One; formal address for a god/goddess

	 

	Jole: An elaborate wrap dress favored by the nobility, often embellished with gemstones or decorative threading

	 

	Kar-a: My heart; term of endearment

	 

	Mestrah, The: The supreme religious and political ruler of Orkena, believed to be divine.

	 

	Mestrah: Your Majesty; formal address for the ruler

	 

	Min Elsk/Min Elska: My king/my queen; intimate address only a Mestrah may use for their spouse

	 

	Mora: Mama; endearing term for mother

	 

	Tergus: A formal kilt tied with a colorful sash

	 

	Trielle: Superior magicians capable of manipulating many types of magic through written spells
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