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FOR KAIA, MY LITTLE WARRIOR

YOU ARE THE REASON I RIDE INTO BATTLE.
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“… within me there is winter, ice, despair; I have night in my soul.”

—VICTOR HUGO, The Hunchback of Notre Dame


CHAPTER ONE
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DARKNESS WAITS LIKE A DEVIL OUTSIDE MY WINDOW—curling its shadowy fingertips beneath the shutters, drawing its inky claws across the latch, raising every hair on my body as temptation trickles down my spine.

Enebish, it whispers. Not with words that anyone else can hear; the ghostly plea lives inside my mind, inside my entire being, coursing through my veins like blood and filling my lungs with breath.

I grit my teeth and nestle deeper into my bedroll, one hand clenched around my prayer doll, the other fingering the small circular stone embedded at the base of my throat. The harder I press, the quicker its calming tingles flow into my bloodstream, filling me with warmth and steadiness and light.

The perfect antidote to darkness.

Tonight, I will not listen. Tonight, I am in control.

The night slams against my window in protest, lashing the glass like rain.

Enebishhhhh, it cries.

It feels like thousands of tiny fire ants are burrowing beneath my skin. I toss and turn and sweat for as long as I can stand it. Then I bolt upright and turn to the window.

Just a peek. One tiny glimpse and I’ll be satisfied. There’s no danger in simply looking at the darkness….

Lies! my conscience screams. A glimpse is never enough. Remember what you did. Remember why you’re imprisoned.

I squeeze my eyes shut and try to picture the rolling fields of Nariin drenched in vicious orange flames. I press my fists to my stomach, trying to evoke the shredding pain I felt when the monster inside me ripped through my bones and seized control of my Kalima power. But thanks to the glorious, gleaming moonstone in the center of my collarbone, there’s nothing. No monster. No memories. Just a swirling, amorphous darkness and a crushing weight upon my chest. Making the incident feel less real, less horrific.

Hardly dangerous, the night coaxes.

With a pathetic squeal, I kick out of my blankets like a fly escaping a spider’s web, and limp across my chamber to the window.

Even though I know what I’ll find, I gasp when I fling the shutters wide. Millions of ebony tendrils crash against the glass. To anyone else, the midnight sky would look empty and quiet. Peaceful, even. But to me, it looks like a tangled mass of coal-black snakes: frenzied and teeming and alive. Each ribbon of darkness is roughly the length of my forearm, and together they form the undulating tapestry of night.

I lift a finger to the frosted pane and trace a slow, looping spiral. The whorls mimic me, so close that I can feel their heat through the glass. Begging me to flatten my hand. To press my entire body against the window. Needing more, More, MORE.

I stagger back and stab my nails into my palms.

There. You’ve seen them. Now close the shutters, bury your head beneath your pillow, and pray to the skies for forgiveness.

But the night won’t let me go so easily. Not when it’s lured me this far.

Come, it beckons.

My throat tingles.

I won’t give in.

Sweat beads along my hairline.

I can’t. The moonstone severs my ability to wield the darkness.

Precisely, it hums. There’s no risk, no reason to resist….

My resolve snaps like a bowstring, and I snatch my crumpled cloak off the floor and steal into the dormitory hall.

The narrow corridor is twice as long as the throne room at the Sky Palace, and I limp past door after door with careful, measured strides. Unfortunately, no matter how softly I tread, the thump-slide of my injured leg echoes off the unforgiving tiles and high, frescoed ceiling. I tighten every muscle and will my body to cooperate. One wrong step will bring every monk at Ikh Zuree running. They all watch me like hungry, circling hawks. Eager to earn their salvation, and more important, the king’s favor and a seat on his Council of Elders, by “saving” sinners like me. Which isn’t done through selfless service and finding harmony with one’s family, one’s enemies, and one’s self, as the First Gods taught. No, followers of the New Order attain exaltation by reporting the mistakes of others. The more grievous the infraction, the closer they come to rapture. And I, the most notorious criminal in the empire, am imprisoned in the heart of their den. Constantly bombarded by hundreds of predatory eyes and salivating mouths.

Thankfully, the rushes I laid this morning help to muffle my uneven gait. The rushes aren’t technically my duty, but the old ones always smell of rat piss, so I’ve taken to changing them out of the goodness of my heart. Not because I plan on sneaking out.

At the end of the hall, I crack the door and slip like smoke into the moonlit courtyard. The night chitters in welcome, flocking to me like bees to budding globeflowers, delighted to have won our battle of wills again.

Now that I’ve submitted, the tendrils no longer growl like hungry panthers, but rub against my hands like sweet, purring kittens. I sigh and tilt my face skyward. The sensation is euphoric. More freeing than galloping across the grasslands with the wind in my hair. More satisfying than the whistle of an arrow flying straight and true toward the center of a target. Even better than the memory of Ghoa’s proud smile.

The thought of my sister makes my stomach lurch.

Ghoa wouldn’t be smiling if she could see me now. She risked her reputation and position as commander of the Kalima warriors to secure my sanctuary here. These midnight jaunts could jeopardize everything she’s worked for—and possibly her life. If I’m caught meddling with the darkness, the king could easily execute us both. And while I came to terms with my own execution long ago, I would rather die a thousand deaths than watch Ghoa swing beside me.

The horrifying image nearly sends me scuttling back to my room, but the night kisses my cheeks and buzzes in my ears, singing my worries away. In order to punish me, the king would have to visit Ikh Zuree to witness my disobedience, and since neither he nor Ghoa have set foot inside the monastery compound since my banishment, they never need to know I’ve allowed myself this tiny taste of freedom.

The chilly autumn breeze whispers through my cloak, and I draw the hood around my face as I hobble down the pebbled pathways. The monastery at Ikh Zuree is massive, with hundreds of bone-white prayer temples and dormitories encircling a towering jade assembly hall that stands in the center like an ever-watchful eye.

Tonight, the moon hangs heavy and full overhead, bathing the snow-dusted pathways in brushstrokes of light. Beautiful, yes, but it makes sneaking around far more difficult. My fingers twitch out of habit. Before my imprisonment, I could have gripped the threads of darkness spooling down my arms and swathed myself in shadow. I could have flounced across the complex as I pleased, invisible as a ghost. The only one able to see through the oppressive blackness. But now I’m forced to dart from temple to temple like a petty marketplace thief, my Kalima power nothing more than a fuzzy memory that passes swifter than the glacial breeze.

When at last I reach the mews at the northern edge of the compound, my convocation of eagles screeches in welcome. They flap their wings and blink down at me from their perches. Feathers litter the floor like gold-spun carpet, and the familiar sounds of nesting and preening make the tightness in my chest and shoulders vanish. At least the birds are always glad to see me.

The king keeps his hunting eagles at Ikh Zuree, and it’s my duty to feed and train them. In the kingdom of Ashkar, even prisoners must make themselves useful. Most dig trenches or haul heavy artillery to the war front, so I’m grateful to have a position I like so well. With the birds that never cower in my presence or call me ugly names that make me cry in my chamber late at night.

They are my only friends. Other than Serik.

I flit around, patting and scratching a few, until Orbai shrieks with impatience and scuttles back and forth on her perch. “You’re even more demanding than the night,” I mock-scold her. She always encourages my midnight rebellions because it means she gets a few extra hours of freedom—and she has developed a taste for bats. I offer her my arm. “Just because you’re my favorite, doesn’t mean you get to boss me around.”

Except it does. And she knows it.

We return to the waiting darkness, and Orbai shoots into the blackness like a comet. Her feathers glint like liquid amber and her massive wings send the ribbons of night swirling. I smile at the chaos. Wanting to follow. Needing to be up there too.

While she stalks the skies, I duck behind the smallest prayer temple and run my fingers along the mosaic wall until I find the bloodred eye of a serpent, which I accidentally wiggled loose when I scrubbed the temple last month. I jam my boot into the hole, hold my breath against the pain, and heave myself up. Between my ruined arm and wounded leg, it’s difficult to get a firm hold on the ledge, and while I hang there, grunting and wriggling like a marmot, Orbai dives past me. The tips of her feathers tickle my cheek.

What’s taking so long? she seems to say.

“Impatient eagle.” I shake my head at her. “Not all of us have wings.”

Eventually I swing my leg over the edge and roll onto the roof. The ceramic tiles are cold and wet through my cloak, but I hardly notice the chill. I’m too consumed by the towering ebony swells crashing over my body like waves.

The sky doesn’t care that I am wicked and ugly. The clouds never rain down judgment for my crimes, and the moon shines without flinching on my injured limbs and scarred face. The majority of Ashkar may despise me, but the heavens will always embrace me in arms of frost and wrap me in a blanket of starlight. In the eyes of the Lady of the Sky and Father Guzan, I am accepted.

Wanted.

The king can decree all he likes about the First Gods being dead, but I refuse to believe it. I cannot believe it. Not when I feel the Lady and Father thrumming in every wisp of blackness.

The hours fly like minutes, and too soon the first rays of pink kiss the horizon, cutting like a saber through the gray. Stay. Just a little while longer, I beg. But as the treacherous sun creeps higher, the spools of night slip through my fingers like tadpoles. Abandoning me, yet again. My lungs heave against my too-tight rib cage as I watch the darkness race frantically toward the east. Toward the shadow of the Ondor Mountains in the distance. The last place the light will touch.

I would give anything to leave the monastery so easily.

It has been two long years since the king banished me to this holy prison. “A sanctuary,” he said. “Be grateful,” he said. “It is more than you deserve.”

But what does a criminal like me truly deserve?

Sighing, I slump down hard on the tiles and stare out at the hazy landscape. I can see everything from up here: the outer wall of the monastery compound, white with twisting iron spires; the endless frost-tipped plains I used to gallop across in full armor, the grass rolling beneath me like a great green sea; and far, far in the distance, the capital city, Sagaan, where Serik and I dueled in the streets with sabers made of sticks, and lay beneath the larch trees, imagining what our Kalima powers might be, telling stories of how we’d ride into battle side by side.

That part, at least, came true. We’re together.

I don’t know if that makes it better or worse.

I sit there, fingers pressed against my eyelids, wishing I could turn back time, until the shuffle of slippered feet rips me from my desolation. In perfect harmony with the rising sun, the monks emerge from the dormitories in lines of two. Their crimson robes look like a gash against the silver-white snow, and they spread like a slow-moving stain toward the prayer temples.

Toward me.

Blazing skies! I always return to my chamber long before they can spot me up here, committing treason. If I’m caught, I’m certain my punishment will be worse than the twenty lashes and fifty serenity prayers I’m assigned each time I skip midday supplication.

They could alert Ghoa.

Or the king.

I scramble to my feet and duck behind one of the snarling stone gargoyles perched on the corner of the rooftop. The statues are meant to ward off evil spirits—that’s why they look so fearsome—and with the three jagged scars marring the left side of my face, marking me as an imperial traitor, I fit right in.

The king made the cuts himself, slashing his keris dagger alongside my nose, through my eyelid, and over my cheekbone. The wounds bled and festered for weeks—healers weren’t permitted to clean or dress the cuts—so I suppose I should be grateful I didn’t die of infection or lose my eye. Many criminals do.

I hold my breath as the abba shuffles into the prayer temple. A brass censer swings from his sunspotted fingers and he chants the Song of the Sky King in his dissonant voice. The other senior brethren follow him without a glance in my direction. As the highest-ranking monks at Ikh Zuree, with secured seats on the Council of Elders, they have no need to meticulously scan for infractions. The younger acolytes at the rear of the convoy, however, spot me immediately.

“You aren’t permitted to leave your chamber until after morning supplication, when it’s fully light!” One of them points up at me.

“Or desecrate our holy temples with your bloodstained hands!” another calls.

“Are you plotting to murder us as well, Enebish the Destroyer?”

That terrible name makes me flinch. I blow out a breath and scan the line of crimson robes for Serik’s freckled nose and devious smile. He’ll shut them up.

But he’s late for morning supplication. Like always.

“Of course she’s plotting our murder!” the first acolyte jeers. “And the Sky King will immediately promote me to Abba when he learns I stopped her rampage.”

“Only if you reach her first!”

A dozen of them rush toward the temple, leaping over one another like snarling jackals as they scale the mosaicked wall.

I stumble back with a yelp. Which is mortifying. The old Enebish—Enebish the Warrior—could have silenced these sniveling fools in seconds. But now my bad leg snarls in my cloak and I thump down hard on the tiles.

I whistle and Orbai dives at the monks with her talons bared. A few stragglers wail and lose their grip, but the majority surge across the roof like a swarm of frenzied bees. I barely have time to curl into a ball before their bruising hands paw my sides. Before their grasping fingers tangle in my hair.

“Stop!” I cry.

But that only makes them more zealous, more ravenous. “What are you going to do, Enebish the Destroyer?”

The monster inside me rears its head and flicks its pronged tail, exhaling a fiery breath up my throat. I squeeze the tiles so hard, one cracks beneath my fingertips, splintering like my feeble control. Before I realize what I’m doing, I fist a shard in my good hand and lash out blindly. I may not be able to wield the night, but that doesn’t mean I’m helpless.

My makeshift knife collides with something warm and soft, and a second later there’s a wail. The acolytes fall back. I barely nicked the blubbering monk’s forearm, but the way the others are hollering, you’d think I stabbed him through the heart. They attack as one: a ten-headed, twenty-armed beast. I swing the shard wildly and dodge to the left—dangerously close to the upturned ledge. But they anticipate my move.

What they don’t anticipate is the combined force of so many people lunging at once. Instead of pinning me to the rooftop, we plummet over the edge.

My arms pinwheel and the wind steals my scream. I close my eyes and brace for impact—thankfully, the temple is barely taller than two men—but before I hit the ground, someone calls my name. My eyes fly open just in time to see Serik leap forward. My stomach slams into his bony shoulder and while I wheeze, he curses. Words a monk shouldn’t even know, let alone shout.

“Have you lost your mind?” he groans as we collapse into the frosty grass. “Why would you attack them? You know they’re going to run straight to the abba.”

“I didn’t attack them. They attacked me. They’re still attacking me.” I point to the other acolytes, thumping down around us like the world’s largest, and loudest, hailstones.

“You’ll pay for this with your life!” the one I cut bellows.

Serik struggles to his feet and steps in front of me. “Leave her be.”

“Why would we listen to you?” The other acolytes sneer at the hundreds of thin white scars climbing Serik’s forearms. After six years at Ikh Zuree, there’s hardly an inch of him that hasn’t felt the sting of the abba’s whip. He’s nearly as scarred as I am.

“I said leave her be,” Serik snarls.

“Or what?”

I expect Serik to bunch back his crimson sleeves and start throwing punches like he does every time they corner me, but he squares his shoulders and says in a strange, official tone, “Or you’ll have to answer to Commander Ghoa. She just arrived from the war front and has requested I bring the prisoner.”

The acolytes halt and their eyes widen. This is not what they expected.

This is not what I expected.

A warbling sound halfway between a sob and a laugh bursts from my lips, and a spark of pure joy flares through me before fingertips of dread slowly close around my throat.

Ghoa has no reason to come now, after all this time.

Unless the abba somehow alerted her to my treason …

Unless she knows I’ve been meddling with the darkness …

My heartbeat throbs at my temples. Serik’s bluffing; it’s just a clever lie. I would have seen Ghoa arrive. I was on the rooftop all night.

And you were so consumed by the darkness that you wouldn’t have seen your own hand waving in front of your face.

I gape up at Serik, praying he’ll flash me a quick smile or wink. But he continues glaring at the other acolytes until they finally retreat toward the assembly hall, their lips curled into gloating sneers.

Then it’s just Serik and me, gulping back the chilly morning air. He exhales and scrubs his palm over his head, tugging at phantom locks of floppy brown hair. His hair was shaved to the scalp when he joined the brotherhood, like every acolyte at Ikh Zuree, and I’m still not used to it. Neither, apparently, is he. Though it does make his chin look stronger, the angles of his face sharper. Less like the boy I grew up with and more like a man.

“Thank you,” I say, panting. “That was a brilliant lie. Though they’ll find out soon enough and make you pay for it.”

There’s a long beat of silence before Serik looks down at me. His lips are pressed into a thin line and his cheeks are so pale, his light brown freckles look like peppercorns. “It wasn’t a lie.”

I scrabble to my feet and spin around, as if Ghoa might materialize behind us in the courtyard. “When did she arrive? And why?” I add in an anxious whisper.

“Just this morning. And I don’t know why. Do you?” He shoots me a meaningful look, then glances up at the temple rooftop. “What were you doing up there, En?”

“I just needed some air.” The thought of having to admit, even to Serik, how desperate I feel and how reckless I’ve become makes my cheeks burn. He’s no lover of rules, but even he would scold me. Or pity me. Or worse, think me a thankless wretch.

Serik crosses his arms and narrows his hazel eyes. They’re the same color as the grass poking through the frost, which is convenient, as I’d rather stare at the ground than answer his questions. He clears his throat loudly, but I keep my eyes fixed on the dirt. Finally he lets out a dramatic sigh and pats the cherry-sized lump on his forehead. “Do you think the abba will believe it’s from spending so much time with my head to the floor in prayer?”

I bark out a laugh. “Not a chance. You are the worst monk at Ikh Zuree.”

“That’s the finest compliment you’ve ever given me.”

“It wasn’t a compliment.”

“Exactly.” Serik grins—a rare, true smile he once shared with every gardener and chambermaid when we were carefree wards running wild on Ghoa’s parents’ estate. A smile I’ve only seen a handful of times at Ikh Zuree.

“She’s really here?” I knot my hands and look toward the assembly hall. Part of me wants to sprint across the compound and fling myself into her arms. I’ve dreamed of this moment every day for two years. Missed her every day for two years. But the other part of me is sweating and trembling and compulsively licking my lips. Blood thunders in my ears, beating a frantic refrain: She knows, she knows, she knows.

“She’s really here,” Serik affirms.

“And she summoned me?”

He nods once.

It feels like the ground is rolling beneath my feet. I reach out and steady myself on Serik’s shoulder. “Come with me?” I beg.

“I think I’d rather attend morning services.”

“You would not.”

“You’re right.” He tilts his head back with a groan. “Both prospects are equally horrendous.”

I consider swatting him but decide I’ve injured him enough for one day. “I’m the one who should be dreading this. You have no reason to—”

“Oh, I have plenty of reasons,” he interjects. “Ghoa’s going to be as fake and infuriating as always, pretending to be a doting mother hen so she can bend us to her will.”

I roll my eyes. “Ghoa has only ever tried to help us. And she’s your cousin. Practically your sister.”

Serik mumbles something about family and obligation and already having a skull-splitting headache, but he dusts off the black cloak with the golden sunbursts he always wears over his robes and then waves me toward the assembly hall. “Fine. But I won’t pretend to be happy to see her.”


CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]

THE TOWERING BLACK DOORS OF THE ASSEMBLY HALL SWING inward. Ready to swallow me.

I dig my nails into Serik’s forearm as we step into the gilt chamber. Flurries of snow blow in on our heels, snuffing the braziers and plunging the life-sized statue of the king into shadow. A senior monk, who’d been reading from a list of transgressions, drops his scroll with a shout. The rest of the acolytes shoot up from their supplication poses and gasp.

Serik and I freeze. It’s hardly the first time we’ve disrupted morning services. Serik has never felt the need for religion, old or new, and I would rather swallow a handful of slugs than whisper about the petty misdeeds of others to cold stone idols. But this is the first time we’ve disrupted a service while Ghoa is in attendance.

Normally, the monks squawk and threaten us with lashes until we press our palms together, mumble the prescribed prayer of penance (May the Sky King, in all his blessed glory, forgive my indiscretion), and join the service. But today they don’t make a sound. It’s so quiet, I can hear the drip, drip, drip of the icicles hanging from the windows.

Heart thundering, I scan the cluster of robes until I spot Ghoa’s high ponytail near the front. She rises with deliberate slowness, and I gape as if she’s a mirage come to life.

She is just as I remember, but entirely different.

Ghoa has always been beautiful, with thick chestnut hair and large brown eyes, but now she looks fearsome, too. Like a warrior queen in her gleaming leather armor and finely tooled boots. Her battle-ax and bow lean against the wall, but a curved saber still hangs from her hip.

As she turns, fissures of pain and elation tear through my chest. My lips feel as brittle as tree bark, my throat drier than the deserts of Verdenet.

She returned to the war front before I could thank her for convincing the king to spare my life. I never got to explain and apologize for what had happened at Nariin—though I still don’t have an explanation, and all the apologies in the world will never be enough. Does she hate me? Fear me like the rest of Ashkar? She must. She never visited and only responded to my first letter. And she’s so important now; she’s risen so high since my banishment: Commander of the Kalima warriors, the king’s most elite force. Blessed with the ability to fight, not only with sabers and daggers but with driving rain and howling wind. With blasts of bitter cold and blazing pillars of heat.

And, sometimes, even darkness.

It probably pains her to look at me. A shame to the Kalima. Stripped of my abilities.

Ghoa’s eyes flick to Serik, then back to me, traveling the length of the traitor’s mark on my face and down my right arm, which is bisected just above the elbow by a vicious purple scar. A similar scar slashes across my right thigh, the edge of which peeks out from beneath my penance robe like a wriggling earthworm.

Ghoa winces, and I fall back as if slapped.

See me, I silently beg. I’m still me beneath these scars. I’m still a girl beneath the monster. But the excruciating silence stretches, wheedling beneath my skin like nits.

I choke back a sob and shoot Serik a wild-eyed look. He stomps past me and positions himself between me and Ghoa, like a shield. “Hello, cousin. I know you warriors are a barbaric sort, but even you should know it’s impolite to stare.”

The monks bristle at his audacity and look to Ghoa, who scowls and flexes her fists. In an instant, the temperature in the hall plummets. Hoarfrost flashes down the marble columns and sweeps across the floor, painting everything glittering white.

“Go. Now.” Ghoa points toward the opulent staterooms at the rear of the temple and advances on us. Billows of frigid air trail her like smoke, and the ends of her ponytail tinkle, singed silver with cold. The monks scramble out of her path. Before I can blink, her hand closes around my good arm, making my robe feel woven from snowflakes rather than silk. She collars Serik and he wails as he slips across the icy tiles.

I had forgotten the sheer force of Ghoa’s power. Her abilities have always been remarkable, even among the Kalima. She is an Ice Herald. With a snap of her fingers, she can turn a summer’s day to winter. With a twitch of her nose, boiling water becomes ice. Her gift presented almost immediately—just days after her eleventh birthday—and though mine presented faster, that’s never stopped her from bragging endlessly when she’s had too many shots of vorkhi.

She has every reason to boast. I’ve seen her fell a hundred Zemyan warriors with a flick of her wrist. And her impassable ice floes have single-handedly kept them from crossing the Usinsk Pass. Ancient legends tell of Ice Heralds who could summon Standing Death—a freeze so cold and sudden that horses, cattle, and even people would perish standing up, frozen forever mid-stride—and for a second I wonder if the stories might be true. The air is so cold, my legs certainly feel frozen as she hauls us around the corner and down the hall.

Away from the service.

My breath hitches. Unlike me and Serik, Ghoa never misses an opportunity to worship at the Sky King’s altar. She would only leave early under the direst of circumstances.

Life-and-death circumstances.

“I’m s-sorry!” I stammer. “I didn’t mean to … The monks purposely provoked me—”

Ghoa shoves us through a red lacquered door and slams it behind us. I brace for the hard bite of the tiles, but she releases us and leans against a straight-backed chair. She blows out several long breaths. When she finally looks up, the incoherent babbles wither in my throat because her heart-shaped face is pale and stricken.

“Forgive me,” she says, panting. “This isn’t the reunion I imagined, but you know what my position requires.” She shakes her head several times before straightening and smoothing her leathers. “I suppose I should have expected such a brazen greeting from you, cousin. It’s good to see you.” She flashes Serik a wry grin, but he stares as if bog vipers are slithering from her lips.

After an awkward beat, Ghoa turns to me. A warm smile spreads across her suntanned face, all the way up to her eyes that crinkle around the edges, making her look older and gentler than I remember. “I’ve missed you, En,” she says softly.

My fingers anxiously reach for the moonstone. “You didn’t come to punish me?”

She barks out a laugh. “Why would I do that?”

“Because—” I’ve been meddling with the darkness. Because I’m dangerous and unpredictable. I cut one of the acolytes just this morning. “You haven’t heard?”

Ghoa waves a hand. “I’ve heard too much. The monks have been nattering in my ear since the moment I arrived, detailing every infraction ever committed by every citizen of Ashkar. I’m sick to death of it. As far as I can see, everyone is alive, so it can’t have been that bad. And our little display in the prayer hall should have satisfied them. Now stop standing there, wringing your hands, and come celebrate. The three of us are reunited at last.” She flings her arms wide.

Serik purses his lips and holds his ground, but a relieved sob bursts from my mouth and the last of my apprehension washes away like snowmelt in the springtime. This is what I wanted. This is what I dreamed of. The thought of this moment carried me through each excruciating day of my imprisonment—all seven hundred and forty-three of them.

I trip across the lavish room I am usually forbidden to enter, past a velvet divan and floor-length looking glass, and bury my face in Ghoa’s neck. She smells of horses and leather and iron, of snow and grass and wide-open air. Her arms are harder, her hair longer—nearly to the middle of her back now—but she’s still Ghoa. My Ghoa. Sister, mother, and friend, all in one.

“You came,” I cry. “Finally.”

“Look at you.” Ghoa pulls back to examine my face—this time she doesn’t even flinch. “So grown-up. What happened to my little Enebish?”

She tries to pat my cheek, but I bat her away. “I was sixteen when you brought me here. That’s hardly little. Your eyesight must be failing you in your old age.”

“Old age? I’m only five years older than you! That isn’t so many.”

“It’s a lifetime. Look at all those new wrinkles.”

She massages her forehead with a laugh. “Such a wicked tongue! Need I remind you that I’ve saved your life? Twice now.”

“Not out of kindness,” Serik interjects.

Ghoa stiffens, and for half a second, hurt clouds her eyes. I reach for her hand and give it a gentle squeeze. So she knows I don’t share Serik’s sentiment.

In addition to securing my sanctuary at Ikh Zuree, Ghoa saved my life ten years ago when my village in the southern deserts of Verdenet, one of the Protected Territories, was sacked by Zemyan raiders. She found me in the ashes, trying to drag my parents’ bodies from our smoldering hut, and even though there were hundreds of survivors swarming the warriors like beetles on a trash heap, she chose me. She brought me back to her parents’ estate in Sagaan and convinced them to accept me as another ward, alongside Serik. She taught me how to use a bow and ride a horse and paraded me before the king, cheering like a proud mother, when my Kalima power presented at the stroke of midnight on my eleventh birthday.

“You realize that’s why she saved you,” Serik whispered that night when I’d returned from the Sky Palace. His quilt was pulled up over his face as if he were asleep, but the bitter accusation hissed across the room. “Not because she loves you, but because she knew she could use you.”

What are you talking about? I wanted to snap back, but I forced myself to be kind. He was still licking his wounds after being recalled from the war front. “Ghoa didn’t know I would be blessed with a Kalima power.”

“Didn’t she? You were the only one from your village with blistered palms and singed hair. The only child who performed a feat of bravery noble enough to potentially qualify for the power of the sky.”

I didn’t let Serik’s bitter grudge with Ghoa poison me back then, and I certainly won’t let it ruin our reunion now.

I squeeze her hand tighter and restring my smile. “Tell me everything. Where have you been? What have you seen? Two years is an eternity. The king couldn’t have needed you all that time.”

“The Sky King,” she corrects me, enunciating his official title, which I’ve never used. Not even when I was one of his most decorated warriors. A mortal king cannot just decide one day to usurp the Goddess. But Ghoa looks at me pointedly until I let out an exasperated breath. Fine. “The Sky King couldn’t have needed you all that time.”

With a pleased nod, she drops into the straight-backed chair and begins untying her boots. “He most certainly did. The Zemyans are still battering our eastern border with legions of depraved sorcerers. You’d think they’d eventually realize the feud between Ashkar and Zemya is archaic and unnecessary. No one believes in the First Gods, so holding a grudge is senseless. Especially since they attacked us first. We’re not even asking them to drain their enchanted hot spring. They can meddle with their wicked magic all they’d like, so long as they do it on their own lands and leave us be. But Empress Danashti is envious and fearful of how large our nation has become with the Protected Territories. She can’t stand to see us surpass them in greatness.”

I nod sagely, even though I only agree with half of Ghoa’s claims. Empress Danashti is spiteful and paranoid, but can she be blamed for not trusting Ashkar when we’ve swallowed every other neighboring nation in the past two decades?

Not to mention some of us still believe in the First Gods.

“You should see the war front. It’s horrific,” Ghoa continues, her face grave as she tosses her boots aside.

“It’s always been horrific,” Serik cuts in with a flippant wave of his hand. “Quit trying to goad us with details that haven’t changed in centuries.”

He has a point. We’ve been at war with Zemya since the birth of the First Gods and the beginning of time. When the Lady of the Sky and Father Guzan bore the first humans, a boy and a girl—Ashkar and Zemya. While Ashkar developed divine gifts from his parents, Zemya couldn’t move the clouds or bend the light. People whispered that it was due to her churlish nature. While Ashkar was warm and generous and quick to smile, Zemya was short-tempered and competitive. Not wanting to be outdone by her brother or forgotten by her parents, she found other ways to make herself powerful.

She manipulated metals found deep in the earth to forge weapons of unfathomable strength. She learned incantations that allowed her to snag colors and patterns from the weave of the world itself to conjure illusions. Zemya was so excited to show her parents her progress, but the Lady of the Sky and Father Guzan were horrified. They banished her to the blistering sands by the sea, hoping the lashing winds and isolation would foster obedience. But Zemya denounced her parents and redoubled her efforts, ripping more and more magic from the earth, which she siphoned into a hot spring and encouraged her children to drink, giving them power without discretion.

Then she sent them to attack Ashkar and his descendants.

“It’s worse than ever before,” Ghoa insists. “The Zemyans are like roaches. You stomp them and they do not flatten. You freeze them and they sleep until the ice melts. Again and again they rise from the dust with darker and deadlier tricks. They slew half of the 121st battalion just last week, outside of Chalida.”

“How?” I demand. “What happened?”

She purposely draws out the tension until I’m practically salivating. “They used their sorcery to disguise themselves as members of our own army. Then they circled around to the back of our ranks and slaughtered a good many of our infantry before we realized what they were up to.”

“How did you defeat them? How did you differentiate friend from foe?”

“How do you think?” Ghoa flashes her teeth and the temperature in the room plummets. “The Zemyans are weak due to their corrupt magic, so myself and the other Ice Heralds flooded the air with bitter cold. The imposters fell to the ground, their twig-thin bodies shivering and their bone-white skin nearly blue. Dispatching of them was simple after that.”

Jealousy coils around my chest until it’s difficult to breathe. I still remember how it feels to ride into battle—the rumble of the horse beneath me, the power of the Lady of the Sky coursing through my blood, knocking my bow and swinging my saber, my body whole and strong, a weapon in itself. I should have been battling the Zemyans with her. I’m every bit as brave and skilled as Ghoa. My power even stronger.

I am a Night Spinner, able to paint the sky with blackness and call down starfire like rain. It’s a rare and dangerous ability—and the reason I rose through the ranks so quickly. Before me, the only other Night Spinner in the Imperial Army was a woman named Tuva, who perished in the Battle of a Hundred Nights. When the king tasked her with keeping the sun from shining until the Chotgors, who occupy the frozen steppes north of Ashkar, agreed to join the Protected Territories. He claimed it would be harder for them to fight in the dark. And it was. But the strain on Tuva was too great. As soon as the fighting ceased, she collapsed—her bones hollowed out and her skin burned to dust. I know it’s treasonous, but if the king were truly the “ruler of the sky,” wouldn’t he have known that would happen? Wouldn’t he have prevented it?

Kalima warriors are not depthless wells of power, but candles, burning slowly down. We must use our abilities in careful measures and allow our strength to rebuild or we risk guttering the flame. As such, we must be fearsome soldiers in our own right and carefully consider when to call upon the Lady of the Sky. I thought I had achieved the perfect balance. I thought I was invincible.

Everyone did.

I self-consciously touch the moonstone, then I reach for Ghoa’s saber on the table. The carved bone handle feels so familiar and right beneath my fingers, but when I try to lift the weapon, pain crackles through my ruined arm.

Reminding me.

I was strong. I’m not anymore.

The sword clatters to the table and I retreat to the chair beside Ghoa. My eyes fog with tears I don’t want her to see, so I ask question after question, hoping to distract her.

And myself.

“Tell me more of the battles. Who is your second? How many of the Kalima did you lose? How much ground did you gain?” Serik groans, but I ignore him. If Ghoa describes everything in enough detail, it will feel as if I’d been there. As if I’m still living.

Ghoa gives me a sympathetic look and lets down her hair. It shimmers in the firelight—lacy strands of frost nestled in rippling russet waves. As she finger-combs the tangles, she says softly, “For the last two years I’ve spoken of nothing but battles and death. Can’t we speak of something cheerier? Tell me of life here at the monastery.”

I look down at my hands. Of course she doesn’t wish to speak of war. She just returned from living it. And she probably thinks she’s doing me a kindness, avoiding any mention of my former life. But I want to remember. I want it so badly, my eyes refill with tears. I pretend to cough, then wipe them away on the back of my wrist.

Ghoa’s thick brows lower as she looks from me to Serik, but I’m not about to tell her I’ve been sneaking out and toying with the darkness. Or how I dream, day and night, of returning to the Kalima. How I despise the whitewashed walls she fought so hard to secure as my refuge.

Ghoa forces a cough and calls across the room to Serik. “How is the most irreverent monk at Ikh Zuree?” She chuckles, but he doesn’t crack a smile, despite having laughed when I made the same joke less than an hour ago.

“Still irreverent.”

“Have mercy, Serik. I was teasing.”

“As was I.” He bares his teeth in the world’s most spiteful sneer.

Technically, they’re cousins, but they were raised as brother and sister—and they certainly fight like it. Ghoa’s family took Serik in when he was five and Ghoa was nine, shortly after his father was sentenced to Gazar, the notorious prison mine beneath Sagaan, for peddling outlawed Zemyan weaponry. His mother was so consumed by grief and humiliation, she stopped eating. And sleeping. And caring for her son.

Ghoa and Serik got on well enough, even after he turned eleven and was allowed to enlist. But as the years passed and he didn’t develop a Kalima power, they became like oil and water. By thirteen, Ghoa’s parents recalled him from the war front. Everyone knows war is more dangerous for the magic-barren. To ensure his safety, Ghoa’s father, the Imperial Treasurer, secured Serik this esteemed position at Ikh Zuree—an honor reserved for noblemen’s sons. But if Serik is telling the story, the honor might as well have been a death sentence. And in his eyes, Ghoa is just as guilty, since she didn’t oppose her parents’ decision.

“Please don’t be like this, Serik.” Ghoa’s voice sounds as frayed and ragged as my penance robes.

Serik doesn’t notice. Or, more likely, he doesn’t care. “Don’t be like what? Unless you’ve decided to release me from my vows to the New Order so I can reenlist, we have nothing to discuss.”

Ghoa pinches the bridge of her nose. “You know I can’t do that.”

“You can! You’re captain of the Kalima. You can do anything under the skies, yet you refuse to do the one thing I truly want.”

“Think of your mother, wasting away in her sickbed. Losing you would destroy her, and my father would never forgive me for killing his only sister.”

“Why are you all so certain I would die?” Serik demands. “I’m a good warrior. And my Kalima power could still present. Sometimes it’s delayed.”

Ghoa gives him a withering look. “No one develops a power at nineteen.”

“What about Miigrath? He was twenty-one and became the strongest Sleet Slinger in Ashkar’s history.”

“Miigrath was a king! He united the thirteen clans, formed the Kalima, and drove the Zemyans back to the coast. You will never accomplish feats so grand. Which means your power wouldn’t be worth having, even if it did present.”

“You don’t know that.” Serik looks to me, and I want to encourage him, truly I do, but I avert my eyes and fiddle with my waist tie. The latest any member of the Kalima received their gift was fourteen. And Ghoa’s right—these powers are largely useless. Only able to summon delicate snow flurries or light rain showers.

“I’m not afraid to fight,” Serik forges on. “You happily encourage every eleven-year-old in the empire to enlist. But not me. When I’m perfectly capable.”

“We all have different paths. It’s an honor to be an acolyte of the New Order—”

Serik tosses his hands into the air. “Yes, it’s such an honor to slowly decay like the ancient prayer scrolls in this skies-forsaken prison.”

Ghoa lets out a loud breath and turns to me. “What of you, Enebish? How is the lauded eagle trainer? The Sky King raves about your birds. He claims they’re the finest in all of Ashkar.”

That makes me straighten up a bit. “Does he truly?”

Ghoa nods. “You are making quite a name for yourself. I’m so glad you’ve found your stride again, here at Ikh Zuree. It has proven the perfect sanctuary.”

“Making a name for herself?” Serik shoves out of his chair with such force, it topples over and skids across the tiles. “Blazing skies, Ghoa, don’t you have any tact?”

Even though he’s defending me, my heart still sinks into my gut. Because he’s right. I have already made a name for myself. One that comes with no accolades. One the people of Ashkar will never forget.

Enebish the Destroyer.

“I can say that, cousin, because Enebish has embraced her new life. She has moved on and her future is bright. Unlike yours.”

“Go back to the war front and torment the Zemyans. We were getting on fine without you.” He storms across the room, the tapestries tossing in his wake. Ghoa pretends not to notice, but veins of ice branch out from her fingertips, splintering the armrests of her chair.

She scoots closer to me and continues in an overly bright voice, “How have you been feeling? Your injured arm and leg?”

“Fine, I suppose.” I force a smile after her shoulders sag, so she knows I don’t blame her. If she hadn’t been brave enough to bury her saber in my arm and leg in order to stop my rampage at Nariin, there’s no telling how much worse it could have been.

“The stone’s kept you from having any more … outbursts?” She says the word carefully, whispers it almost.

Serik’s halfway out the door, but he whirls back around and slams his palms against the table beside Ghoa. A vase of yellow globeflowers topples to the floor. “Enough!” The porcelain shatters and petals scatter beneath our chairs. “Now that you’ve accused and offended us both, we’ll be leaving.” He offers me his hand and I stare at it, looking helplessly between him and Ghoa. I need them equally—in different ways.

Ghoa presses her fingers against her temples. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean … Please stay. Both of you. I’ve brought gifts.”

Her expression is so heartrending, it feels like a spear tip burrowing into my chest. I glance up at Serik, begging him to try to be civil, but he scrubs his hand across his head and glowers at Ghoa.

“And what will these gifts cost us? Undoubtedly, they come with shackles.”

Ghoa blinks as if he slapped her. Woodenly, she sifts through her pack and extracts the finest fiddle I’ve ever seen. The sound box is covered in sleek black goatskin and the long neck, fitted with white horsehair strings, gleams with polish. She produces a matching bowstring and holds them out to Serik. “I’ve only ever wanted your love, cousin. You know that.”

Serik’s mouth falls open and he takes two hasty steps toward the instrument before remembering himself. “I know nothing of the sort.”

“Please take it, Serik. I brought it all the way from Dayun. I watched Master Inalchi make it in his famed shop on Market Square. Never have you heard such a pure, beautiful sound.”

“Master Inalchi made it?” His gaze snaps back to the fiddle.

Ghoa traces a finger down the frets. “He said it is fit for an expert, which I hear you are swiftly becoming.”

Serik sets his jaw. Resolute. But then he moans, snatches the fiddle, and retreats to the far corner of the room. He cradles the instrument the way I do the night, cooing and stroking it.

Ghoa watches him with a sad smile before reaching back into her satchel. “And something for you, En.” She tucks a violet bag stitched with black leaves into my hands. I turn the sack over and gasp as a delicate chain coils into my palm. It’s the most beautiful bracelet I’ve ever seen: tiny silver-and-onyx feathers touching end to end.

Ghoa beams as she leans over and clasps it around my wrist. “Do you like it? I thought it only right for the eagle trainer to have wings of her own.”

“I love it,” I say breathlessly. And I do. But tears tumble down my cheeks, and this time I’m too overwhelmed to hold them back. The gift is perfect, and at the same time, an exquisite mockery; I will never be able to fly away with wings made of stone.

“What’s wrong? What have I done now?” Ghoa looks up at the ceiling. Her voice is so soft, so tired. So unlike Ghoa.

“Nothing,” I say. “The bracelet is beautiful. And I’m so glad you’ve returned. How long will you be staying?”

“As long as it takes. The Sky King has given me a special assignment in Sagaan.”

I wipe beneath my eyes and wait, but Ghoa looks down at her lap and shrugs.

Of course she can’t tell me about her mission. I’m nothing but a keeper of birds. I trace the feathers around my wrist, and a brittle silence envelops the room. The water from the broken vase slowly freezes on the floor.

Ghoa touches my elbow, but I can’t look at her. It hurts too much to see everything I’ve lost. I wrap my arms around my middle, wishing I could squeeze the envy and bitterness out of me. She’s my sister, my dearest friend. If I had risen so high, she would be happy for me. I know she would be.

“I have another surprise,” Ghoa announces. Her voice is tentative, and her fingers worry a strip of leather at her waist. “I see how miserable you are and I wish to help. In a way, I feel like a mother to you both, and—” She lets out a slow breath. “The Sky King has requested his eagles be brought to Sagaan for the Qusbegi Festival tomorrow. He wishes to participate in the hunting contests. I was going to have my warriors transport the birds, but the job is yours if you’d like it.” She looks from me to Serik, then down at the floor. “And it won’t cost you anything.”

Serik shoots to his feet and his knuckles blanch on the neck of his fiddle. I gape in equal shock, my fists pressed so hard against my legs, the silver-and-onyx feathers leave an imprint on my tunic.

“You’ll allow us to leave Ikh Zuree?” I whisper.

Ghoa smiles. The same benevolent smile she wore when she rode into my burning village on her armored warhorse, looking as fierce and as beautiful as the Lady of the Sky.

“For a day,” she confirms.


CHAPTER THREE
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MY GOLDEN EAGLES—OR THE KING’S EAGLES, RATHER—are tucked into cages and strapped atop a wagon pulled by an ancient monastery mule. I would have let the birds fly overhead, swirling and looping through the icy-blue sky, but the king would be furious if they exhausted themselves and performed poorly in the hunting contests, so into the cages they went.

Orbai nibbles the bars and sidesteps impatiently.

“I’m sorry, girl. I can’t let you out today.” I scratch her feathers and offer her the mouse carcass I slipped into my pocket earlier, knowing she’d need consolation. She snatches the treat and happily crunches the tiny bones.

“I’m not even going to comment on the fact that you keep dead vermin in your robes.” Serik wrinkles his nose as he takes up the mule’s lead rope. “And I’m not going to let you stay back there with the birds. You see them every day. Come see this.” He gestures to the leagues and leagues of rolling hills beckoning beyond the whitewashed walls.

Excitement whips through me, as fierce and enlivening as the gusts of wind tugging my braid. “He’s right, you know,” I whisper to Orbai. “I’ll check on you and the others in a bit.” I give her one more scratch, then hobble to join Serik and the mule.

We rumble toward the gates, our steps growing faster and faster until we’re practically running. Flinging ourselves toward freedom.

“You’ll never make it to Sagaan if you keep up that pace.” Ghoa’s voice halts us in our tracks. She’s leaning against the open gate, and she flashes a cheery smile as she straightens. “I brought some parting gifts for the road.” She holds out paper-wrapped barley cakes, as well as a thick fur cloak, which she drapes around my shoulders. “I don’t want you getting hungry or cold.”

“What, no special cloak for me?” Serik says.

Ghoa rolls her eyes. “We all know you only wear that ratty old cloak from your mother.” She turns back to me. “Do you have your staff, En? Are you sure you can walk so far? I can call my warriors if—”

“I’m fine.” I grip my staff and stand taller. I’ll make it the two leagues to Sagaan if it kills me. I’ll fly there if I have to, I think as the little silver-and-onyx wings rattle around my wrist.

“Excellent.” Ghoa ties the cloak around my neck, but her fingers linger a moment too long on the moonstone.

I swallow hard and place my hands over hers. “I promise I won’t let you down.”

It was her idea to embed the stone in my skin. The abba was going to chain me up in a cellar beneath his dormitory—the only place he could think to keep me where I couldn’t access the night—but Ghoa came to my rescue again.

She remembered hearing of the rare Namagaan moonstones the marsh dwellers had used against Ashkar in battle two decades prior—when they first became a Protected Territory. They had flung the rocks at Kalima warriors with slings, and it had momentarily disrupted their connection with the sky. Ghoa believed implanting the stone in my skin would sever the connection entirely and keep the monster quiet.

So far, her theory has proven true. The stone is so effective, I don’t even remember the massacre. The battered wagons and smoldering corpses are something I’ve only heard about secondhand. It’s a story about someone else. I couldn’t have done that.

But I did. I let the darkness consume me. I brought a deluge of starfire crashing to the earth on an innocent merchant caravan. And I haven’t a clue why. I had never lost control before.

Not really. Not like that.

“Are you going to let us pass?” Serik snaps at Ghoa. “Or would you like me to run you over?”

She laughs as if it’s a joke, but I have no doubt he’d flatten her if she changed her mind about our day of freedom. “Relax, Serik. I’ll get out of your way. I just wish I could accompany you, that’s all.” She pulls the hood of the cloak over my head.

“You could accompany us if we were allowed to take the main road,” Serik says sharply, “but then someone might see, and it would be shameful for the commander of the Kalima to keep company with a disgraced monk and Enebish the Destroyer.”

Ghoa levels a withering glare at him. “You know it isn’t that. I have important meetings with the Sky King and must take the faster road into Sagaan, which is too steep for the eagle cart.”

“Whatever you say. Hurry off to your important meetings. We’ll be fine on our own.”

Serik brushes past Ghoa, tugs the straps of my pack, and guides both me and the mule through the gates.

Ghoa sends us off with an enthusiastic wave, but her other hand worries that strip of leather at her hip. “One of my warriors will be waiting at the crossroads,” she calls. “Give the birds to her and come directly back. No dawdling, no detours, and no going into Sagaan.”

“We know.” Serik waves over his shoulder. “All business. No fun.”

But just being out here, in the wide-open space, will be more fun than either of us have had in ages.
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We’ve been walking for less than ten minutes when Serik peers down at my leg. Already it throbs to the beat of the mule’s hooves and we’re hardly down the first hill. I ball my hands into fists and silently curse my wounds. It seems like a different lifetime, or another person entirely, who marched in full armor across these endless fields. Now I can hardly keep up with this poor gray beast that stumbles over every pothole.

“Are we going too fast?” Serik pulls back on the mule’s rope, but I smack his wrist with my staff.

“I’ll tell you if I need to slow down,” I say, even though we both know I never would. Admitting I need help is the same as admitting there’s something wrong with me. And if my physical ailments are real, that means the ones inside me are real too.

“Hey.” Serik nudges my side. “I didn’t mean it like that, En. I only thought you might want to conserve your energy.”

I continue charging forward, keeping my gait even, my chin high. I won’t let my injuries hold me back. Not today. While I’m out here.

Free.

I drink in the vastness and beauty of the plains; the wavy grass topped with the first snow of fall, like sugared icing; the Ondor Mountains in the distance, biting the Lady of the Sky with their sharp indigo teeth; and the looming shadow of Sagaan, the needle-thin spires of the Sky Palace rising above the colorful houses and shops.

From my perch on the temple rooftops, it all looked so uniform: a distant smudge of ashen buildings, brown grass, and white snow. But out here, with the last of the round yellow globeflowers bobbing in the breeze and the smell of wet grass filling my nose, it’s alive and teeming with details. A sea of endless possibilities, and I want to drown in it.

I take a deep breath and let it rush through my insides. “I wish we could stay out here forever.”

Serik shoots me a devious grin. “We could, you know.”

I roll my eyes. “Since that worked so well for you the first time …”

The monks at Ikh Zuree often leave the compound to travel the continent and record infractions, but the one time they let Serik beyond the gates, he didn’t come back. They found him two days later, masquerading as a shepherd, and never let him leave again.

“I’d be smarter this time! Ashkar is so vast, with all of the Protected Territories. We could ‘accidentally’ take a wrong turn and end up in your old village in Verdenet. Gone, gone, gone, and the Sky King and the abba could do nothing about it.” He smiles his squinty-eyed smile and elbows me.

“Only if we wished to perish. We have no supplies—no shelter or food. We wouldn’t last two days, let alone make it to Verdenet.”

Serik is already wagging a finger in my face. “Wrong! Remember the letter you sent me from Guvee? We have the only provision we need.” He pats the mule’s lumpy neck.

Just the name of that wretched town makes my stomach turn. When I was fifteen, my division of the Kalima was caught in an avalanche and stranded in the foothills of Guvee. We had no supplies and, worse, no Sun Stokers to melt the snow. In order to keep from starving or dying of thirst while we awaited the thaw, we made nicks in our horses’ necks and drank the blood straight from their veins. Just enough to prolong our lives and not enough to endanger theirs. We’d sew the wounds loosely back together each night, then open them again the next day. My teeth were stained red for weeks.

I must be turning green, because Serik is biting back a wicked smirk. “Well, what do you say, En?”

“I say you’ve lost all sense. This sorry beast is no warhorse. He hasn’t enough blood for himself, let alone both of us, and the grasslands are so flat that they would never believe we got lost. The white walls of Ikh Zuree can be seen from ten leagues away, brighter than the guiding star. And just think how disappointed Ghoa would be.”

Serik lets out an exasperated breath. “I know it’s impossible, but you could have played along. Sometimes I miss the old Enebish.”

I slam my staff into the ground. “The old Enebish murdered an entire caravan of innocent merchants. I’m certain you’re the only one who misses her.”

Serik hauls back on the mule’s rope, and my eagles caw and rattle in their cages. “That’s not all you are. I miss the Enebish who arrived from Verdenet burned and terrified but brimming with the fires of vengeance, determined to vanquish the Zemyans who killed her parents. The Enebish who helped me see that I didn’t have to be defined by my father’s crimes. The Enebish who stole winterberry pies that were meant for the matron and refused to give up that little ratty straw doll. The Enebish who sat with me beneath the larch trees and dreamed of something more. Don’t you want to escape the monastery and actually live the lives we imagined?”

Yes. More than anything. But I shouldn’t want such things. I cannot want such things. So I shake my head. “Let’s just enjoy today.”

Serik drops the lead rope, grabs my shoulders, and leans in close. “You are good, Enebish.”

“There’s no denying what I did….”

Serik’s breath puffs against my cheeks and his hazel eyes bore into mine. As if he can see into me. Shivers flash down my spine, and I try to squirm away. While I appreciate his confidence, it hurts all the more because his faith is so misguided.

His fingers tighten, like he knows my thoughts. “I don’t care what happened. To hell with the past. I’ve known you since you were eight years old. I know you better than anyone, and I know—”

“Look! A shrine!” I send a prayer of thanks up to the Lady of the Sky for providing the distraction and wiggle out of Serik’s grip. I can feel him glaring a hole into the back of my skull, but I refuse to turn around. I limp up the trail to where the sacred cairn protrudes from the earth. The heap of rocks and sticks is taller than my head and blue silk scarves flutter in the wind, tied to random protrusions.

It’s a monument to the Lady of the Sky; if travelers present an offering, She blesses their journey with clear roads, fair weather, and sound horses. The old teachings also claim the mounds are gateways. If one of the Goddess-touched places a palm to the base, the Lady of the Sky permits them to enter the realm of the Eternal Blue—the first level of Heaven, reserved for Her most devout followers. My mother said monuments like this used to populate the entire continent like globeflowers, all the way from the southern deserts of Verdenet to the icy steppes of Chotgor. But the king began destroying them two decades ago when he pronounced the First Gods dead and named himself the one true ruler of Heaven and Earth. Now only a few remain on lonely, ill-traveled roads.

I rifle through my satchel until I find an old, faded green scarf. It’s not the traditional cobalt pennant of the Lady of the Sky, but it’s better than nothing. With my head bowed in reverence, I venture forward and tie my scarf to a stick midway up the cairn.

“Ghoa would kill you if she caught you paying tribute to that thing,” Serik says, rumbling up with the cart.

Ghoa would also kill me if she knew there was a prayer doll hidden in the bottom of my satchel and that I still write in my Book of Whisperings. But I see no reason to bend to the king’s New Order. Even before my imprisonment, I struggled to accept his religious declarations.

“Why?” I asked constantly during our early days together, when Ghoa was grooming me to follow in her footsteps. “Don’t you find it slightly convenient that he denounced the First Gods and named himself ‘King of the Sky’ when the people were questioning his reign because he was the first ruler in the history of Ashkar without a Kalima power?”

“Do not speak such heresy!” she scolded. “You’re from the outskirts of the Unified Empire, where it took longer to eradicate old false customs and beliefs. Here in Sagaan, we witnessed his saving grace firsthand. When the First Gods turned their backs on us and allowed the land to be stricken with drought, the Sky King spared us all from certain death by marching to the marshlands of Namaag, convincing them to become the first Protected Territory, and building aqueducts to Sagaan. And he’s brought your people, and so many others, into the fold of the empire, offering protection from Zemya. Only a god on Earth could accomplish so much, yet still no Kalima power came. It’s proof the First Gods are dead.”

I nodded because I knew that’s what she wanted, but it didn’t make sense. When Zemya gave her power to her children, Ashkar was forced to do the same, to protect them from his spiteful sister. Though he was far more prudent. He designated one member from each clan, who had proven themselves true of heart, to serve as a protector, and together they formed the first Kalima warriors. “So then where do our Kalima powers come from, if not from Ashkar?”

“Our gifts have lived within us from the beginning, so we could protect the people. We are not blessed by the gods; we are the gods. As is anyone who has been called to serve our great empire—like the Sky King.”

While I can see the appeal of proclaiming myself a god, I can’t believe it. Not when I feel the Lady of the Sky pulsing through my veins each night. Or hear the ghost of my mother’s voice singing praises to Father Guzan. Or see the flash of golden earrings crawling up my father’s ears. I cannot turn my back on the First Gods of my ancestors. On my parents’ memory.

I lean back on my heels and stare up at the towering shrine. It’s almost pretty in its disarray, with the offerings scattered about at random: a waterfall of scarves, cascading from top to bottom; tiny vorkhi cups painted with suns and moons and stars; and thousands of coins, some old and tarnished with time—bronze listras from Verdenet and heavy square happas from Namaag. As well as golden kahan coins—the common currency adopted across the Unified Empire. I trail a finger over the king’s stamped profile and smile. These new coins are proof that there are still a few remaining believers, like me, who pay tribute to the Lady of the Sky.

I don’t realize how deeply I’ve fallen under the mound’s spell until Serik pokes me in the back. “Done yet?”

I turn and find him picking the dirt under his nails. This sacred monument might as well be a pile of horse manure, for all the respect he’s paying it. Serik and I shared almost everything growing up, but never this. “Don’t you ever wish you had something to believe in?”

He snorts, and then outright laughs. “Nope. I don’t wish to waste my life recording the sins of others and kissing the feet of a vain king. Nor do I care to worship the First Gods, who overlooked and abandoned me. I believe in making my own destiny.”

“Well, since you’re not interested in participating, would you mind grabbing the vorkhi? It’s tucked in the outside pocket of my satchel.”

Serik’s eyes light up and he digs through my pack. He uncorks the green glass bottle and brings it to his lips. “I will happily worship like this any day.”

“Oh no, you don’t.” I snatch it away. “That’s for the shrine.” I pour a bit of the liquor into my palm and flick it toward the north in remembrance of Father Guzan. The sharp, yeasty smell fills the air, bringing with it another barrage of memories: the crowded army encampments at the war front, collapsing in my tent after a long day of battle, exhausted to my bones and drinking vorkhi with my comrades until the world was fuzzier and lighter.

“All right, all right. The Lady of the Sky and Father Guzan have had enough.” Serik pries the bottle from my fingers. “I’m sure they won’t mind sharing.” He takes a long sip and offers it to me.

I push the bottle aside. “We have a job to do. We can’t be staggering into Sagaan.”

“There’s hardly enough here to make us stagger, and in case you’ve forgotten, we’re not allowed to enter the city. We might as well have a little fun.” He shakes the vorkhi at me. “You do remember how to have fun, don’t you? Or has it been too long?”

“You are a bad influence, Serik.”

“I never claimed to be a good influence. Now drink, otherwise I’ll down the entire bottle and I will be staggering and you’ll have to carry me the rest of the way.”

“Fine.” I take the vorkhi and shoot him a very serious, very unamused look. “Just a few sips.”

But the liquor blazes like sparks across my tongue and a few sips turn into a few long drags. Before I know it, we’ve drained every drop. Serik balances the empty bottle at the top of the mound like a crown.

“That’s my offering!” he shouts to the cloudless sky. “You’re welcome.”

A burst of laughter tumbles from my mouth, even though his irreverence isn’t funny. We are asking to be stricken. I attempt to scowl at Serik, but I can’t stop laughing and I don’t want him to see, so I clap my hand over my mouth and stumble back to the cart.

The rest of our journey passes in a blur. Serik sings old folk songs about horses and battles and the beauty of Ashkar while I wave my staff around like a saber. The monastery doesn’t exist out here. Neither does the past or future. There is only now, this moment. Me and Serik, surrounded by the enormity of the grasslands. I spin and spin and spin, wanting to glimpse everything, needing to touch every corner of it.

It isn’t until Serik curses under his breath that I notice the mounted figure at the crossroads. My arms fall slack at my sides and my leg resumes throbbing. All the vorkhi in the world can’t dull the pain I feel at this glimpse of my former life.

“You should have arrived an hour ago,” the warrior calls in greeting. We shouldn’t be able to hear her yet, but she projects her voice on the wind, which means she’s a Breeze Bringer, blessed to control the gusts and squalls. Serik slides me a mischievous look and pulls back on the mule’s rope, slowing our approach even further. The warrior’s eyebrows gather.

“We came as quickly as we could,” he says without a hint of apology once we’re in actual hearing distance.

“I suppose I should have expected as much.” The girl looks pointedly at my leg and her lips curl with disgust. She’s several years younger than I am, so I couldn’t have served with her, but once again my reputation precedes me.

Serik sets his jaw and returns her glare. I try to mimic him, but the girl just snickers. She flips her long yellow braid over her shoulder, snatches the mule’s rope from Serik, and, without a word to either of us, spurs her horse down the hill to Sagaan. The eagle cart kicks up clouds of dust that make me cough.

The capital is far more than a smudge now. Hundreds of houses and shops edge the Amereti River like hand-sewn lace, following its curve as it snakes through the city. On the northern embankment, beyond the quaint gardens and residential streets, lies the Grand Courtyard of the Sky Palace. It teems with festivalgoers clad in their finest satins and silks: from here they look like azure, garnet, and blush-colored beetles. Beyond the royal complex, there’s a wrestling pit and a field roped off for horse races, and dozens of targets arranged for archery competitions.

The warrior girl grows smaller and smaller and the rattle of the eagle cart fades. Our duty is complete. We should return to Ikh Zuree. But I can’t tear my eyes away from the beauty of Sagaan. I used to lie beneath those maple trees and ice-fish on that stretch of the Amereti and gallop my horse through the streets with Ghoa and the other warriors, whooping and hollering, filthy from battle and drunk on victory.

Serik points across the valley to the cluster of colorful estates. “Can you see our old house?”

I cup my good hand over my eyes and squint until I spot the lavender mansion with its square towers and pewter roof, surrounded by groves of olive trees. The sight fills my heart with longing. I would give anything to return to those gleaming halls and sprawling fields. Where Serik and I ran as free and wild as foxes before conscription and Kalima powers and the New Order stamped our boundless futures to dust.

“Monk!” A blast of winter air blows my hair back. The warrior girl has reached the bottom of the hill and she stands in her stirrups, leaning around the eagle cart to yell at us. “You know the orders. Get your monster back to her cage before she loses control and murders the innocent festivalgoers.”

Serik lunges in front of me as if he can shield me from her words, but they spin around me like a whirlwind of daggers. I melt into my shoulders, slump into my boots, and dissolve into a muddy puddle on the pathway. The old Enebish—Enebish the Warrior—would have charged down the hill with her saber drawn. But I’m no longer a warrior.

“She’s right,” I whisper. “We should get back to Ikh Zuree. We must follow Ghoa’s orders exactly if we ever want such an opportunity again. And it would be foolish to press my luck,” I murmur under my breath.

The girl raises her fist in a mocking salute. Serik sputters and makes a vulgar gesture at her back as she continues down the hill. He truly is the worst monk.

I place a hand on his heaving shoulder. “Let it go. It doesn’t matter.”

“It does matter.” He shrugs me off. “She can’t talk to you like that.”

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but everyone talks to me like that. I’m used to it.”

“You shouldn’t be.” He picks up a rock and heaves it down the path, even though the girl and the cart are well out of reach. “We walked all this way. We should get to enjoy Qusbegi.”

“No.” I limp back a step. “That’s a bad idea.”

“You thought the vorkhi was a bad idea too and look how much fun we had.”

“That was different.”

“How?”

“We were alone on an empty road. But it was still a bad idea,” I add, not liking the determined look on Serik’s face.

With a sly grin, he draws the embroidered hood of his cloak over his head. “We’ll keep to the shadows, far from the crowds and noise. I just want to see real life for a change. Don’t you?”

Yes. Longing kneads my stomach like hunger pains. My limbs buzz like they did on the temple rooftop. The feather bracelet jangles around my wrist.

Fly, fly, fly, Enebish.

No. The risk is too great. Ghoa and hundreds of warriors are down there. Not to mention scores of monks from Ikh Zuree, sniffing out infractions. And the king himself. I clutch my arm to my chest and shake my head. “Our life is back at Ikh Zuree. That, down there, is a dream.”

“So sleep for a moment. Dream with me, Enebish.”

“It will take more than a dream for this”—I point to my traitor’s mark—“to disappear. The people will recognize me. There will be pandemonium.”

Serik’s eyes soften and he reaches into his satchel, extracting a faded scarf like the one I tied to the sacred mound. I raise my eyebrows at it as he wraps it over my hair and around my face like a veil. “The crowd is so thick. No one will notice you, let alone recognize you. And we’ll only stay for a few minutes. Just long enough to taste the winterberry pies, watch a horse race, and see your eagles fly. Don’t you want to watch Orbai compete?”

Yes. I want it all so badly. I squeeze my eyes tight, fighting the temptation coursing through my limbs like poison. I finger Ghoa’s bracelet and imagine every bad scenario, all the thousands of ways this could go wrong, but all I can see are Orbai’s brilliant brown feathers winging across the cerulean sky.

“Okay,” I whisper, adjusting the scarf to hide my scars.

Serik tilts his head back and whoops. “You won’t regret this, En. Even if we’re trapped for the rest of our lives, we’ll always have today.”

He crinkles his eyes, takes my hand, and we steal down the road to Sagaan.


CHAPTER FOUR
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I HAD FORGOTTEN WHAT IT’S LIKE TO BE AMONG SO MANY people. The Grand Courtyard—comprised of the white-and-gold marbled Sky Palace on one side, the bluestone treasury on another, and hundreds of colorful vendor stalls twisting like a serpent’s tail to enclose the remaining two borders—is nearly as large as the entire compound of Ikh Zuree. But even at the edges, we are crammed shoulder to shoulder with festivalgoers. We thrash and fight like fish in a net. Squeeze and sweat like grapes in a press.

I dig my nails into Serik’s wrist, pressing harder and harder until he yelps and looks back. “‘We’ll keep to the shadows, far from the crowds and noise,’” I hiss his words back to him.

He shrugs and mouths the word sorry, though it’s clear he isn’t. His face glows brighter than the marigold lanterns bobbing overhead, and his movements are as frenzied as the blue-and-gold imperial banners snapping in the breeze.

We weave around the edges of the cobbled square. In the center, the crowd throngs around Kalima warriors displaying various powers. Rain Makers create a mist so fine and sparkling, the festivalgoers look to be dusted in crystals. Hail Forgers bring rainbow-colored stones floating to the ground like bubbles, and Sun Stokers juggle blinding orbs of light that are hot enough to melt iron. Beside them, the two most illustrious magic-barren warriors, Toko the Thrasher and Gupta the Brutal, sign leaflets and give weapons demonstrations, all while herding hordes of eager children toward the recruitment tables.

Nearly every child in Ashkar enlists at the age of eleven. Not because they’re forced to, but because they dream of wielding the sky. And if a Kalima power doesn’t present, no matter. They’ll happily claim the fame and adoration won by fearsome warriors like Toko and Gupta. The king is clever, I’ll give him that. The war with Zemya has raged so long, and acquiring the Protected Territories required such a massive effort, he could have easily made conscription mandatory. Instead he painted banners with his warriors’ faces and named holidays in their honor. He made the upcoming generations want to enlist and give their lives to Ashkar.

Bitter bile stings my throat and I turn my back on the warriors, but the rest of the festival offers little comfort. Men in polished leather vests tower above me, readying for the eagle competition—an event I spend the entire year training for but will never compete in. Beautiful women twirl lacy parasols and trail the cloyingly sweet scent of rose and citrus. I choke and cough on the perfume, hating the admiring eyes that follow their every movement. Hating that I will never look like them. Hating that I want to look like them.

People knock into my shoulder and brush against my back. Hands graze mine, and I recoil with a gasp. I can’t remember the last time someone touched me, other than Serik and Ghoa, and it feels so foreign, so slippery and hot and wrong. I shove my hands inside my cloak and bite my lips together to keep from shouting a warning:

Keep back. It’s dangerous. I am dangerous.

“You look like you swallowed a handful of rocks.” Serik laughs and slings his arm around me. He smells of incense and pine ink and old prayer scrolls. Smells I thought I despised, but now they feel so familiar. So safe. I nestle into the crook of his arm and scrunch my eyes. “Relax, En. The chaos is a good thing. We’re specks in the crowd.”

This isn’t just a crowd. It’s a stampede, a swarm. We’re ants on a teeming hill, surrounded by thousands of other ants all vying for the same crumb. I tug furiously at my collar, suddenly hot. How did I ever feel comfortable here? A few short years ago I plowed through these masses like a charging bull. Now I’m a squeaking mouse. If it weren’t for Serik holding me up and pulling me forward, I’d be trampled.

“Maybe something warm will calm your nerves.” Serik steers me toward a vendor cart, and, as promised, we purchase winterberry pies. Though I haven’t a clue where Serik got the money and I’m afraid to ask because he probably stole it from the alms box at Ikh Zuree. I may not support the Sky King’s religion, but I would never steal from a church. Serik purchases another slice, devours it in two bites, and licks the sticky purple juice from his fingers.

I take my time with my pie, relishing the rich, buttery crust and the explosion of warm, tart berries in my mouth. When I exhale, some of my worries rush away with my breath. A hint of a smile spreads across my lips.

“See? This isn’t so bad.” Serik nudges me.

I nod as my heart slowly slides back down into my chest. He’s right. Everyone’s attention is on the festival and not the scarred wisp of a girl hidden beneath a faded scarf. Shining horses prance toward the fields to ready for the races, and performers dance with ribbons or play lutes. One old woman has trained pygmy goats to do tricks, their tiny hooves fitted with bells. It’s not as grand as celebrations in Verdenet, which continued day and night for nearly a week, with fire dancers and parades featuring towering statues of the Lady and Father. But this is a close second.

The only thing that blemishes the ethereal, dreamlike fantasy are the scores of people fighting against a line of mounted warriors blockading the northern entrance to the square. I tug Serik’s cloak and point in their direction. “Why aren’t they letting them in?”

“Maybe there’s no room? We’re lucky we arrived when we did.”

“They never turn anyone away from Qusbegi….” I squint at the commotion, but it’s a blurred swirl of homespun tunics.

Serik pulls me into the center of the square, where a lively game of tug-of-war is underway, one side teetering dangerously over a deep pit of mud. It’s always one of the most anticipated activities of Qusbegi, and the rowdy spectators sway back and forth with the flow of the game, hollering and exchanging bets. Serik stands on his toes and looks longingly at the men and women straining against the rope, but true to his word, we keep our distance and head back toward the edge, where the crowd is slightly thinner.

“Are you glad we came?” Serik asks, even though it’s obvious. I haven’t smiled this much in years. I didn’t fully appreciate the beauty of Sagaan when I lived here. I’ve grown so used to the monks’ scornful stares and biting remarks, part of me forgot that people were capable of laughter and cheer. The entire city is kin for the day, and I am part of it. A tiny stitch in the corner, but a thread in the tapestry all the same.

Serik points to a small stage where stringed puppets prance across fields of green velvet, but before we can move in that direction, the crowd heaves sideways. Shouts whirl around us and I nearly fall to my knees as a group of men in filthy homespun elbow through the throng. They overturn a cart of candied fruit and nuts, scoop the sweets into their tunics, and jostle past us, the mounted warriors close on their heels. The last thief, a boy no older than I am, glances up when our elbows brush. His eyes widen and he gasps as he dashes away.

My hands fly to the scarf, which is thankfully still in place. But an ominous, bone-deep dread still makes me drop the last bite of my pie. The boy was a warning from the Lady of the Sky. I grip Serik’s wrist with the crushing strength of Orbai’s talons. “We should go.”

“We can’t go now. It was just a few petty thieves. The warriors will catch them. Plus the parade is beginning.” He points to the glittering steps of the Sky Palace, where the eagle hunters strut back and forth, preening like peacocks. The first stage of the competition is a display of costumes to determine which hunter is the best turned out. Though it’s hardly a contest. All the men look fine enough in their ceremonial vests and polished boots, but they’re nothing compared to our illustrious ruler, in his cape of golden eagle feathers and bejeweled crown lined with fox fur.

“The king wins every year,” I say, “and you promised we wouldn’t stay long.”

“But the trials will start any second,” Serik whines. His lips look extra full when he frowns. Not that I make a habit of looking at his lips. They’re just pinker than usual from the cold. “And look!” He grips my arm excitedly. “The Sky King has chosen Orbai. Don’t you want to watch her compete?”

My heart flutters at the sound of my eagle’s name. “Of course he chose her.” I lean up on my toes to see around the women chatting in front of us. Orbai sits proudly on a perch beside the king, her sleek brown feathers flashing in the sun. “Isn’t she stunning? Look how she holds her head. See how she beats her wings to intimidate the others. She knows she is the finest bird in the competition.”

Serik snorts, but I prattle on like a mother preening over her child. I can’t help it. Orbai is the smartest and quickest, the largest and fiercest of the birds in my mews. She is an eagle fit for a king.

I take a deep breath and look from Orbai to the road out of Sagaan. My heart at war with my mind. Go now, the lingering dread warns. You’ve seen her hunt a thousand times before. This will be no different.

But it is different. I want to watch the king admire her. I want to hear the multitude exclaim at her speed and grace. I want to watch her win the competition and share in her victory. Because it will be my victory too. The only small victory I am afforded these days.

“Fine. We’ll stay a little while longer—one event, maybe two.”

Serik lets out a cheer and claps me on the back. I peer over my shoulder again, but for once I’m like everyone else. A single blade of grass amid the vastness of the prairie.

“The test of speed will commence!” shouts the royal jester. The round-bellied man has always overseen the Qusbegi entertainment, and each year his act grows more ridiculous. With a sly grin, he extends his arms and flaps them up and down, releasing purple-and-green panels that are sewn to his tunic. He looks like a very ugly bird, and the audience roars with laughter as he “flies” across the stage to usher the competitors into position beside their eagles.

Once they’re settled, he signals them to untether their birds. Out in the field, a rabbit springs from a cage. Its small brown body bounds through the frost-covered grass and the eagles screech with anticipation. The jester drops his arms, and the hunters whistle commands.

I hold my breath and lean forward as the birds take to the air. I’m tempted to flap my arms like the ridiculous jester to make Orbai fly faster, but she doesn’t need my help. She tears through the sky like the rockets they launch from the rooftops each year in honor of the king’s birthday, but instead of blue and red, she is a streak of solid gold. Using her brute size, she veers in front of the other eagles and seizes the rabbit in her talons, shrieking at her victory.

I scream back, cheering louder than everyone around me. The ladies in front of us turn and stare and the man beside me mutters under his breath, but I pump my fist and bounce up and down as Orbai settles back on her perch, because she won! My bird won.

“She was amazing!” Serik lifts me off my feet and spins me around.

I laugh. “She’s an amazing bird.”

“That’s because she has an amazing trainer.”

I blush and pull the blue scarf tighter around my cheeks. Serik sets me down, and his hazel eyes rove over my face. Lingering. Did I smear berry juice on my cheek? Is my traitor’s mark showing? I cock an eyebrow, but he continues smiling like he has a secret. It makes my skin feel itchy, so I become engrossed with my boots until the jester raises his voice again.

“His Majesty, Tyberion the Third, the Sky King of Ashkar, has won the first event!”

The square erupts with applause, even louder than before. The king waves his large hand and smiles. His cheeks are pinched pink from the cold, and his blue eyes sparkle like lapis lazuli. I may not agree with his religious leanings, but there’s no denying he is striking and powerful. A good match for my Orbai.

“Next we will have a test of agility,” the jester proclaims when the applause dies down. Again, I glance at the dirt path that will take us back to Ikh Zuree. The longer we stay, the more likely we’ll be spotted. But agility maneuvers are Orbai’s true talent—I have never seen her equal; she cuts like a saber and dives like a comet. I bite my lip and turn back to the steps of the Sky Palace, vowing to drag Serik away directly after this, no matter how he protests.

One by one, the eagles are put through a series of maneuvers: dives, climbs, circles, and loops. The king goes last, and, as I knew she would, Orbai performs the sequence faster and more fluidly than the other birds, with the flair and daring that instantly made her my favorite when she arrived at Ikh Zuree. She looks like a flash of sunlight bending and twirling through the sky. The audience gasps and cheers and even the chattering women fall silent. A stooped old man, who must have been a hunter in his prime, wipes a tear from his cheek.

I feel like crying too—big, fat tears of joy. Never have I witnessed anything so glorious. So perfect. This is far and away the best day of my life. Even better than charging into battle or wielding the threads of night. “You were right.” I grip Serik’s forearm and squeeze. “I’m so glad we came.”

He bends down to whisper in my ear. “I’m always right, and I will accept a kiss in thanks.” He winks and puckers his lips.

I swat him away. “You’ve taken vows!”

“Not today. Today I’m just Serik, and you’re just Enebish.” He stares at me again with that insistent smile, fire dancing in his crescent-moon eyes. Why does he keep looking at me like that? And why does my stomach feel like it’s turning backflips?

“I’m sure one of them would be glad to kiss you,” I say with a cough, pointing to a group of girls who are giggling behind their fans and looking his way.

Serik eyes them for a moment and my heart drops into the soles of my boots because I will never be beautiful. No one will ever look longingly at me.

“Let them stare,” he says. “I will only accept a kiss from the winner.”

“In that case, I’m sure Orbai will be happy to kiss you later.”

“She would sooner bite off my nose!”

“That makes two of us.” I tweak his nose, and he yelps and rubs his face. We’re both still laughing when the air above us rustles.

My ears fill with the familiar beat of wings.

A cold knot of dread hardens in my throat as the ladies in front of us whip around.

“Please, no,” I whisper, hoping if I don’t look up, Orbai won’t be there. She’ll be across the square, perched on the king’s arm, readying for the test of accuracy: when the eagles must capture a specific fox or rabbit branded with a marking that matches a tile drawn from a bag.

But Orbai has clearly chosen her own mark.

“What is she doing?” Serik demands.

“I don’t know, I don’t know,” I say in a long, wheezing gasp. But I do know. I may not have my gauntlet, and I’m not wearing the imitation crown I don when training the king’s birds—so they recognize him—but I haven’t treated Orbai like the rest of his eagles, taking them out only for routine training and exercise. I have treated her as if she were mine.

I close my eyes and pray harder than I ever have, begging the Lady of the Sky to whisk her up into the clouds, but my eagle lets out a happy screech and lands on my shoulder. She ruffles her feathers and clicks her beak. The sound is deafening compared to the silence of the courtyard.

Slowly, I look up to find every eye fixed on me, and not on the king who stands on the Sky Palace steps. Forgotten and humiliated.

Even from a distance, I can see his handsome face is no longer smiling.

It is murderous.


CHAPTER FIVE
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IT TAKES LESS THAN FIVE SECONDS FOR THE PEOPLE TO PIECE together who I am: a young girl, scarred and limping, a trainer of eagles.

Horrified screams hurtle toward me like spears. Someone throws a half-eaten turkey leg at my face. Hot grease drips down my cheek and pieces of skin cling to my eyebrows. I wipe it off and cover my face with my hands, but their insults still flay me open like the abba’s steel-barbed whip.

Clearly, I haven’t made a new name for myself, as Ghoa claimed. The people of Ashkar will never forget what I truly am: a murderer, a monster.

Enebish the Destroyer.

How foolish to think I could forget, even for a day.

The crowd scrambles back, clearing a space around Serik and me. Flags and banners clatter to the ground. Cups of vorkhi and bowls of spicy stew splash across the cobblestones. Women clutch their children tightly to their legs and men draw their sabers. All the while, tears well behind my eyelashes. I reach up to stroke Orbai. I don’t know what else to do. I will never be able to plow through the wall of onlookers—and there’s nowhere to hide. I’m trapped like the rabbit Orbai crushed in her talons. And the worst part is, I’m going to bring her down with me.

Serik too.

He remains at my side, his hand clamped firmly around my arm. “Don’t panic. Everything will be fine,” he whispers.

A hysterical sob burbles from my lips. “Go. Save yourself.”

“I can’t just leave you. This is my fault.”

“It’s my fault as much as yours. I agreed to come into Sagaan.”

“Because I pressured you.” He scrubs his hand over his head.

Sunlight glints across the warriors’ leather armor as they batter through the masses. I cringe and shrink lower. One of them is surely Ghoa.

I can’t bear to see her right now. She believed in me, trusted me, and I let her down.

Again.

The bracelet she gave me feels like lead around my wrist. The tiny feathers are a fetter, tethering me to the earth when I need wings more than ever.

Serik and I huddle together as the warriors close in. Orbai’s talons dig into my shoulder, stabbing and sharp.

“What do we do?” I whisper.

Serik presses his forehead to mine and closes his eyes. “Pray.”

That’s when my composure snaps. If Serik has resorted to praying, we are dead. We are worse than dead.

“Have mercy!” I turn to entreat the crowd. “I meant no harm. I only wanted to see the festival.” I stumble forward, arms outstretched in submission, but the people still shriek and lunge back.

The king’s guards explode through the spectators and surround us, followed by the Kalima. Serik pushes me behind him, but that only buys an extra second. Varren, Ghoa’s second in command, who’s as wide as an ox and covered, every inch, in swirling black tattoos, steps forward and raises his hand. A deluge of water falls from the cloudless sky. But rather than striking us, which would violate the oath that forbids Kalima warriors from unleashing the skies upon Ashkar’s citizens, the rain slices between us like an executioner’s blade, separating me from Serik.

Through the shimmering wall of water, I watch Serik charge at Varren, who easily deflects the attack and lands two blows to Serik’s stomach and one to his jaw. The crack of bone lifts the hairs on my arms, and I scream as Serik collapses into the growing puddle, sputtering and whimpering like a wounded animal.

As much as Serik doesn’t want to admit it, Ghoa is right: he is a monk—a man of peace and prayers and song. He doesn’t stand a chance against ordinary warriors, let alone the power of the sky.

Varren steps over Serik’s soggy form, plunges through the deluge of rain that parts around him like a curtain, and fists my tunic with a massive dripping hand. Orbai flies off in a whoosh, taking my blue scarf with her. As it unwinds from my face, another horrified gasp passes through the crowd.

Even Varren grimaces and looks away, which is more crushing than his iron grip. We served together for years, but not even he can stand the sight of my face.

More of my former comrades join Varren, drawing their sabers as if facing down a battalion of Zemyans instead of one injured girl. The old Enebish would have flashed a malicious grin and taken this as a compliment. But now it feels more like a slap to the face. A reminder of how far I’ve fallen. I can’t contend with one warrior, let alone a dozen.

Ghoa comes next. In hushed reverence, the masses part, clearing a pathway for the commander of the Kalima. The stones turn to ice beneath her boots and the crowd shivers as she stalks past.

As soon as she sees me, her steps falter and her eyes widen.

“Ghoa, forgive me,” I blurt, and fall to my knees. “I didn’t mean to—I can explain—” I reach for her leg, but she steps out of reach. Staring through me. Like she doesn’t know me at all.

I tear at my hair and babble apologies, wishing her brows would knit with fury or her mouth would twist into a sneer. Anger would be better than this cool disregard. Anger would prove she still cares—at least a little.

She’s just protecting her reputation, I tell myself. If she showed me mercy, she would look weak in the eyes of the king. But her sneer is so convincing, I fear she has actually forsaken me this time.

The king arrives last, his deep voice bellowing over the chaos like battle cannons. “You!” He levels a beringed finger at me.

Varren slams his boot onto my back, forcing me even lower. Until my forehead presses against the ground in utter submission. “F-forgive me, Your Majesty. I meant no harm or offense.”

The king grunts and spits on the back of my head—a thick, wet blob that tangles in my hair. Then he raises his hands and turns to the multitude. “Fear not! I shall protect you from this dangerous traitor. Take her to the steps of the Sky Palace.”

The crowd roars their approval, and I let out a warbling cry. Only one thing happens on those infamous steps. They’re made of white marble for two reasons: first, to resemble clouds—a heavenly pathway leading up to the resplendent golden palace. And second, because the blood of traitors stands out stark against the pale, glittering stones.

Fear squeezes my neck like a garrote as the throng heaves toward the steps, racing to obtain the best view of my execution.

I never should have come here. I never should have left Ikh Zuree.

Serik calls my name, but his voice is muffled by the stampede.

As soon as the eyes of the crowd are no longer upon us, the king turns slowly. I hold my breath and brace for a boot to the ribs, but his storm-gray eyes settle on Ghoa. He leans so close, droplets of spittle spray her cheeks. “You swore the girl would be contained, that she wouldn’t be a problem or a danger. But here she is, in my city, ruining my celebration, making a mockery of me when I can’t afford to look weak!”

Tyberion has never forgotten the riots that broke out at the very hour of his father’s death. How the people rejected him, and nearly deposed him, for his lack of a Kalima power.

His feathered mantle quivers and he jabs a finger into Ghoa’s chest. “You have failed me.”

Ghoa’s face shines with sweat and her throat works furiously. She looks seconds away from vomiting as she stutters over an apology. Each choked word slices through my flesh like a blade because I am the guilty one. I should be groveling. Ghoa did nothing wrong; she was only trying to help me and Serik. She is always trying to help me and Serik. We are her one weakness. The chink in her armor. And the king knows it.

I send a silent prayer up to the Lady of the Sky, begging Her to turn the sun’s fiery rays upon me. Burn me to dust and blow me away. Anything to make this better for Ghoa. But even the Goddess must be ashamed, for I remain where I am. Helpless and disgraced.

I lift my head and mouth the words, I’m sorry, but Ghoa keeps her gaze rigidly fixed upon the king.

“Forgive me, Your Majesty. I assure you this will never happen again,” she says, forcing steel into her voice.

“It certainly won’t. Because we’re going to put this monster down, as we should have two years ago. And you will perform the execution, Commander, since you are the one who failed to keep her in line.”

“No!” As soon as the word is out, Ghoa slaps her hand over her lips. “I mean—”

“Yes,” the king hisses. He motions to Varren and the other Kalima warriors surrounding me. “Bring the girl.”

“Please don’t do this!” I wail. “Have mercy.” I’m not pleading for myself; that’s a lost cause. But I cannot put Ghoa in this terrible position.

The Kalima drag me forward and bursts of pain flare through my mangled arm. I howl and thrash, but that only makes the mob gasp louder. Which makes my captors’ holds tighten. A vicious cycle of torture and humiliation.

Serik pushes up to his elbows and grasps for my boot as they drag me past, but a Breeze Bringer sends a spray of dirt and snow into his face and he crumples once more, motionless in his grimy sunburst cloak.

Better that he doesn’t see. He needn’t shoulder the blame.

The Kalima drag me up the palace steps, flight after excruciating flight, until we reach the final landing. The heavy doors slide open and a guard emerges wheeling a tall wooden rack—four beams nailed together like a picture frame. The torturous instrument is called a zurig, and the sight of it makes my joints burn, for I am to be the broken artwork hanging within. Stretched like a canvas until torn to pieces.

With rough hands, they wrench my arms above my head and lash them to the upper corners. They do the same with my legs, securing them to the bottom of the posts. Below, the people shout their approval, their eyes rapt with macabre excitement. They are wholly unrecognizable from the smiling neighbors I reveled with minutes before. Almost as ravenous as the monks at Ikh Zuree. The Snow Conjurers of the Kalima have to erect a wall to keep them from charging up the palace steps.

The king ascends the stairs with slow, purposeful strides. I want to hate him, but it would be like hating a bear for defending its cubs. He lives and breathes and fights for the well-being of his people. And not just Ashkarians. He defends and bolsters Verdenet and the other Protected Territories. I have always admired him, even when I disagreed with his religious leanings, which is why it kills me to see his down-turned lips and gimlet eyes. Not so long ago, he looked on me with confidence and pride, and as he looms nearer, I beg him to see me, to acknowledge the warrior I used to be, just once more before I die.

But his gaze passes over me as if I am a rock or a tree—an inanimate object unworthy of notice.

I deflate with a whimper.

Ghoa takes her place beside him on the stair below me. Her chestnut hair has unraveled from its braid and hangs in her face, but still I see her expression. Changed yet again. Instead of gaping wild-eyed like a frightened horse, her jaw is set and her back is rigid. She speaks in a low, coaxing voice. “I urge you to reconsider, Your Majesty. You’ve said yourself that Enebish is the finest eagle trainer you have ever employed. And she served for many years in the Imperial Army. I beg you to lessen her sentence.”

The king shakes his head and snow sprays from his red fur cap. “What use is a servant who undermines the competition for which my birds are trained? She’s a nuisance. A danger. Both on and off the battlefield.”

“She’s a poor, wounded girl.” Ghoa’s voice breaks, causing the king to look down at her. A flash of unexpected tenderness softens his scowl. “Punish her, of course,” Ghoa continues in a rush, “but let me take her back to Ikh Zuree. You have yet to announce her sentence, so no one will think you weak. I ask this favor as Commander of the Kalima warriors. As your most devoted servant.”

The king studies her beautiful face for so long, the audience begins to murmur. But Ghoa stands tall and steadfast, her eyes locked on the king’s.

“Fine,” he relents at last. “I suppose there’s no need to waste a perfectly good servant. But she must learn her place. No one will interfere with her punishment. Not even you.” He points at Ghoa, then he turns and his finger sweeps across the multitude below. “She will hang for two hours, and no one will approach her. No one will show her mercy. And you shall tighten the ropes,” he orders Ghoa.

With a small nod, she mounts the final step to the zurig. Her fingers tremble as they wrap around the rope fastened to my injured arm. “Forgive me, Enebish,” she murmurs.

“It’s not your fault,” I say, wishing I could reach out and take her hand. Give her strength. I even screw my lips into a thin smile. I will not make this worse for her.

“But it is my fault.”

“You were so kind to give us this chance. I failed you.”

“I’m sorry,” she says, lowering her head. Then she hauls down on the rope.

Fiery agony carves through my shoulder. For a moment everything goes black and the marble steps seem to crumble beneath my feet. When my vision returns, the entire royal courtyard is upended and leaning. The torches blur like falling stars. The horrified faces of the crowd mix like butter in a churn, until I see one ugly face. One collective sneer. The winterberry pie I ate threatens to come back up as Ghoa ties a knot and moves to the next corner.

Her fingers hesitate slightly, and the king frowns. “Shall I allow someone else to finish the task?”

Several members of the Kalima step forward, as if waiting for this invitation.

Ghoa glares down at them and yanks the rope with all her strength. I shriek and twist. Tears fog my eyes. But inwardly I thank my sister; her harshest tug is sure to be far gentler than the other warriors’ weakest. Still, the wrenching pain penetrates to my bones. By stretching this arm, the other strains as well, yanking it out of joint. A scream carves up my throat, and I howl until there’s nothing left in my lungs. The sound is monstrous, even to my own ears, and the crowd bleats and brays like a herd of sheep beset by wolves.

“Beast!” they call me. “Destroyer!” The king raises his hands, encouraging them to cheer louder.

One by one, my limbs pull taut until I’m no longer standing on the ground but suspended in the zurig like a five-point star. The weight of my body causes me to list forward and back. Sweat races down my brow, stinging my eyes, and my breath rushes out in big, billowing puffs. I fight and thrash and roar like an animal caught in a snare.

Like a monster.

That tiny admission is all it takes; the wickedness inside me shudders to life, stretching its claws and shaking out its leathery wings.

No, no, no! I tip my head back, begging the Lady of the Sky for strength. Today, Her kingdom is the color of the tiny icicles clinging to the trees—a pale and translucent blue. So beautiful and perfect. Yet painfully far away. Has the sky always been so far? Or has She finally forsaken me too?

Frenzied and hyperventilating, my prayer trails off and I realize I’m alone on the palace steps. Ghoa and the Kalima warriors have followed the king back down to the courtyard, where they will watch me suffer for two long hours.

The minutes limp by slowly. I attempt to count them, hoping it will distract me from the pain and lull the monster into submission, and it works for a time. But as the sun inches higher, sizzling across my skin and blazing into my eyes—intensified by the Sun Stokers of the Kalima—I lose count. My mind warps. The churning in my gut intensifies, as does the insidious clawing at the back of my throat. My tongue is so chaffed and bloated, I can hardly swallow.

With every fresh wave of pain, the monster gains a little ground, climbing my ribs like a ladder. Soon it will tear free of my body, seize my dormant night spinning, and the people in the square will truly have something to scream about.

“Please!” I sob. “Help me.”

Ghoa looks at me with glassy eyes but does not move from her place beside the king.

My breath comes quicker. The monster slithers higher. The more I thrash and squirm to keep it caged, the louder the mob in the courtyard shouts. More and more voices join in, and people start pointing. Though, not at me.

Above me.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

Lacquered tiles plummet from the rooftop and shatter around me like golden rain. Maybe the Lady of the Sky heard my prayer after all. This isn’t exactly what I had in mind when I asked for deliverance, but perhaps being crushed will be a mercy. Certainly better than harming an entire city of innocent souls.

It isn’t until I hear the grunts and whoops that I realize people are dropping from the rooftop alongside the tiles. Three figures in gray tunics somersault through the air and land beside the zurig, drawing long, curved sabers. I try to scream, but my throat is too raw and dry. They must be Zemyan warriors. And what a perfect time to attack—during Qusbegi, when the entire city is distracted and unprepared.

Except these three don’t have the towering height or long, lean build of Zemyans. They are compact and powerful, and their hair is black and brown rather than the yellow of sand or the silver white of waves. Though, according to Ghoa’s report, this could be due to sorcery. They could be hiding their true forms with their devil magic.

With a rumble of thunder and a blinding flash of lightning, the Kalima warriors charge up the steps and unleash a storm of defense against the intruders. They pelt the palace with wind and rain and snow, with heat and cold and fog—but the gray figures are quick. One of them tosses a pewter orb down the stairs, and thick coils of sapphire smoke billow into the air, slowing the Kalima’s advance and obstructing their strikes.

The blue smoke smells of cloves and burnt rope, and it swells until it’s thicker than a stone wall. I cannot see the perpetrators, but I hear their boots scuffing around me.

I close my eyes and scream. I’ll be long dead by the time the Kalima reach me.

The ropes attached to my arms quiver and a high-pitched ringing fills my ears.

No, not ringing. Sawing.

My heart stutters and my screams fall away. Wouldn’t it be simpler to put a blade through my heart while I’m strung up and helpless?

With a pop, my right arm drops free. The other rope snaps a second later. I close my eyes and shield my face with my good hand as I pitch toward the landing, but solid arms encircle me.

“Easy there.”

The voice is low, but the words aren’t slippery and polished into the smooth Zemyan lilt. They are rough and blunt. Undeniably Ashkarian. I look up, and my vision must be distorted with pain, or maybe the fog is making me hallucinate, for I’m in the arms of the most beautiful boy I’ve ever seen. A crest of jagged black hair hangs in his golden eyes, and his skin gleams like polished copper. I must be unconscious. Or dead. Journeying through the seven levels of Heaven to meet the Lady of the Sky.

“You.” He gapes at me for a second but recovers quickly. “I mean, you looked a little uncomfortable up there.” He gestures back to the torturous frame and flashes me a smile that’s whiter than the snowcapped mountains.

“Am I dead?” I slur. “Are you a spirit sent from the ancestors?”

He laughs. “You are very much alive, and I am definitely not a spirit.” The ropes around my legs fall away, and one of his comrades shouts.

Without a breath of warning, the boy slings me across his shoulders like a lamb and sprints back toward the Sky Palace. His calloused hands tighten around my ankles and wrists in an attempt to keep me from bouncing, but still, I groan with every step. Tears dampen my traitor’s mark and strands of his messy hair cling to the wetness.

As the blue haze dissipates, the Kalima’s blasts of rain and snow become more violent and accurate. The boy’s companions shout something, then scale the palace as deftly as tree leopards, dodging daggers of ice. Our ascent isn’t nearly as swift, with me hanging like a millstone from the boy’s neck. He curses and ducks, narrowly avoiding a crackle of lightning that splinters the marble pillar to our right.

“Bleeding skies, you have to help me a little.” He repositions my arms, and I clench my teeth and try to hold myself up, but the zurig turned my muscles to gravy. A blade of ice slices through the side of the boy’s ear, ripping out two golden earrings and a considerable amount of flesh. Blood drips onto his tunic. He pants as he looks up to his comrades, but they’re long out of range.

“Go,” I tell him. “There’s no reason for us both to be caught.”

He hesitates for half a second before dropping back to the ground and releasing me. “We need you. Find us,” he says, his tiger eyes alight with fire. Then he squeezes my forearm once and scurries up the Sky Palace even faster than the others.

“Stop them!” the king thunders.

Ghoa and the Kalima careen past, nearly trampling me. Varren catches the bottom of the boy’s tunic, but the fabric rips and he rockets up the wall. The king yells until he’s blue in the face and Ghoa barks orders while the rest of the warriors race around the palace like scurrying mice.

I sit in the middle of the pandemonium, forgotten. Compulsively rubbing my forearm.

When my savior in gray reaches the highest roof, his comrades loop chains around a black cable fastened to the top of the Sky Palace and slide away, flying through the Qusbegi banners and into the winding streets of Sagaan. The boy with the spiked hair follows. As he sails away, he shouts something I can’t quite hear. Something about the earth and stars.

I stare at the empty rooftop, half certain it was all a dream. Who are they? And why did they free me?

The throng in the courtyard devolves into absolute mayhem. Their voices are a mixture of awe and fear as they chant a single name over and over again.

Temujin. Temujin. Temujin.

Clearly, the boy is someone famous—or infamous, judging by the curses flying from the king’s lips—but I raise a feeble cheer because he freed me from the zurig. And his hands were so gentle, his words so kind. I haven’t a clue why he and his friends risked their lives to help me, but they did, and it must mean something.

I need it to mean something.

I’m still smiling dazedly at the rooftop when Varren grips my bad arm—on purpose—and tugs me to my feet. He’s glaring with so much loathing, like this is somehow my fault.

Like he thinks I’m in league with the strangers.

A boulder of ice settles in my gut. My breath comes out in a wheeze. “It isn’t what you think!” But he wrenches my arms behind my back and drags me across the landing.

Toward Ghoa and the king.


CHAPTER SIX
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“P-PLEASE!” I STAMMER. “I DON’T KNOW THEM. I DIDN’T ask—”

“Swallow your lies. I saw your traitorous smile.” Varren tries to force me to the ground at the king’s feet, but the king grabs my bicep and flings me backward.

“Get her out of my sight!”

With a shriek, I tumble halfway down the flight of stairs and land splayed up to the heavens.

“Take her back to Ikh Zuree and question her!” the king roars. He shoves a slack-jawed Varren aside and cuts across the landing. Ghoa trails him like a whipped dog.

Choking on grateful tears, I let my head fall back and thank the Lady of the Sky for this second miracle, even as Varren and several other members of the Kalima bind my wrists and ankles and stuff me into the eagle cart.

We are a somber, silent bunch, trekking across the grasslands in the violet-stained twilight. Our retinue has more than doubled since our journey into Sagaan. Instead of Serik and me, the eagles and the open road, Ghoa now escorts us along with Varren and three members of the king’s personal guard, who watch Ghoa with narrowed eyes. She, of course, pretends not to be bothered by their presence, but tiny icicles drip from her horse’s reins. The king’s guards never accompany the Kalima—they’ve never needed to. Ghoa has always been beyond reproach.

My stomach churns with sickness. My sister values her position and honor above all else, and I have put both in jeopardy.

I stare down at the beautiful feather bracelet and memories bombard me: Ghoa’s encouraging face leaning over the railing of the wrestling pits, urging me to duck lower and punch harder; the magnanimous way she allowed me to take credit when we raided a Zemyan supply caravan and returned with a wagonload of dried meat; and the furious speed with which she careened across the battlefield and carried me to safety when an arrow pierced my thigh in the Battle of the Swirling Sands.

How many times has she lifted me, protected me?

How many times have I failed her in return?

“I’m sorry,” I whisper, but it’s lost in the rattle of the cart. I clear my throat to try again, but a rush of frigid air sets fire to my lungs.

Ghoa clearly isn’t ready to talk. Her hair is as white as fresh snow and her lips glow blue in the rising moonlight. But worst of all are her vacant, downcast eyes.

The ache in my chest sharpens to a point. I will never disobey again. I will never leave the monastery—or even ask for such a favor. There’s nothing out there for me. I know that now. The people of Ashkar fear and loathe me. Their terrible insults still wriggle beneath my skin, pricking and biting:

Monster. Beast. Murderer.

That’s all they’ll ever think of me.

Except for my saviors in gray.

Who were they? The warriors clearly know. They whisper and exchange furtive looks. I press my ear against the side of the cart, but their voices are muffled by the horses’ hooves, and it doesn’t matter anyway. I am going to hide in the monastery, tend to the eagles, and fade into the background until the people of Ashkar, and more important, the king, have no recollection of the dangerous girl who ruined the Qusbegi Festival.

Which means I will never know the truth about my mysterious heroes.

As we rumble down the path, the sky grows ever darker—a midnight bruise overtaking the fuchsia clouds. Right on cue, the whorls of night skitter down from overhanging branches. They slither through the tall grass and curl around my dangling ankles, but for once, I kick them away without trouble, consumed by bigger worries and sharper pain.

Serik limps alongside the cart, silent for once in his life. When the sprawling white walls of Ikh Zuree appear through the mist, we both flinch. Anxiety thrashes in my chest like a wild bird. The monastery looks more prison-like than ever.

You deserve to be imprisoned, I remind myself as we pass through the gates.

With a wave of her hand, Ghoa dismisses the Kalima and the king’s guards to tend to their mounts, then she turns to me. Her gaze slams into my gut with the force of a battering ram, and I wilt even lower, wishing I could sink through the wagon floor.

Serik curses beside me—his fears coming to light as well. Ghoa sent a rider ahead to inform the abba of the day’s events, and the old man hobbles across the yard with frightening speed, his wiry eyebrows gathered and his cane waving like a club. He pinches Serik’s ear and drags him across the compound, making no concession for his injuries.

The last time the abba was this furious—after Serik tore every page from the book of transgressions he was supposed to be illuminating and spread them like straw in the mules’ stalls—he locked Serik in a prayer temple and refused to release him until he recited ten thousand penances. But Serik picked the lock and burned the temple to the ground. When the abba found him the next morning, dancing in the ashes, I had no doubt Serik would be cast from the monastery. Serik had no doubt either. But the abba wasn’t about to lose the holy war. Since liberation was the thing Serik desired most, the abba dug him a special underground “temple,” and Serik has fulfilled his punishments there ever since. At this point, I think he’s spent more of his life belowground than above.

To Serik’s credit, he doesn’t fight or cry out. He glances back at me, his expression miserable, but there’s a promise in his eyes: he’ll find me as soon as he’s free.

I muster a shallow nod, hoping he knows how grateful I am for his sacrifice. The boy with the jagged black hair may have saved me in the end, but Serik was there first—shielding me from Varren and the crowd. His poor face is covered in bruises, and I wish more than anything that I could slather them with witch hazel and wrap them in eucalyptus leaves.

“Go to your chamber, Enebish,” Ghoa orders. She dismounts and loosens her horse’s girth. “After I water my horse, I will speak with you.”

“What about the eagles?” I say, so softly that I’m not sure she heard me. I can hardly hear myself over the thundering of my pulse. I don’t want her to think I’m being defiant, but someone must return the birds to the mews.

“Someone else will take care of the eagles.” She says it with such sharpness, such finality. She doesn’t mean forever—does she?

“Go, Enebish.” Ghoa unleashes the full weight of her disappointment on me: burning eyes and pinched lips. It impales me through the heart as I wriggle down from the wagon.

In my room, I shed my tunic, which is soiled and ripped beyond repair, and step back into my penance robe. It’s old and shabby brown, the edges worn as thin as parchment. It makes me feel meek and contrite. I hope it makes me look so, too. As I unload my satchel and tidy up the clothing scattered around from that morning’s whirlwind of packing, I find my prayer doll and clutch its soft body to my chest. I whisper in its ears, begging for strength, for mercy, wishing I could turn back time and never leave Ikh Zuree.

“It was a terrible mistake,” I murmur as I tuck the doll gingerly inside my trunk and bury it beneath a heap of robes and scarves. Then I close the lid with a vicious grunt and swallow hard because the words taste false on my lips. It wasn’t all bad. The countryside was so lovely—the crystal sky and frost-tipped grass. And the shrine to the Lady of the Sky will stand forever as a monument in my memory. Serik’s laughter was so loud, his company so easy. And Orbai was a vision: pure gold and muscle and wind, swirling through the clouds.

And, of course, there was Temujin.

My pulse quickens when I think of him touching my arm without pulling away in disgust. I can still hear the fiery determination in his voice and see the way his muscles rippled beneath his tunic as he ascended the Sky Palace.

I groan and slump against the trunk. While I feel terrible for the trouble I caused Ghoa, I’m not sorry for the rest of it. At least, not how I should be. And she’ll know.

With wobbly fingers, I unfasten my braid, so the thick curtain of black falls over my face. A moment later, a sharp rap sounds on my chamber door. I expect Ghoa to billow into the room like a gust of arctic wind, but she carefully stomps the frost from her boots and removes her cloak. Her expression is difficult to read: her mouth is a thin red slash and her eyes are squished into disappointed slits. But away from the scrutinizing gaze of the other warriors, there’s something else, too. Her fingers fidget with that flap of leather at her hip, and she keeps glancing at the window. Then the door. And pulling at her collar as if she can’t get enough air.

Guilt pummels me like an avalanche. Ghoa is never afraid. Never weak or doubting. My heart splinters into a thousand brittle pieces as I watch her shamble across the room.

“I’m sorry,” I whimper, throwing myself to the floor. “Please, forgive me. Whatever you ask, whatever it takes.” I rattle off a list of punishments I can inflict upon myself, but Ghoa motions me up. She huffs down on my trunk and leans forward, cradling her head in her hands.

Wordlessly, I sit beside her.

“Do you have any idea how bad this looks?” she says after a long silence. “The Sky King is questioning not only my skills as commander but my loyalty because he thinks you are in league with Temujin.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“How do you know him?” she interrupts.

“I don’t. I haven’t a clue why he helped me.”

Ghoa turns and appraises me with red-rimmed eyes. “After everything I’ve done for you … please tell me you wouldn’t lie to me.”

I shake my head quickly. “Of course not. I swear it. I’ve never heard of Temujin before today.”

“How is that possible? Everyone knows who he is.”

I shrug and gesture across my chamber. It’s the size of a horse’s stall, barely large enough for a bedroll, clothing trunk, and a tattered rug. “You miss many things when your world is so small. Not that I’m complaining,” I quickly add when the air cools a fraction. “I’m most grateful for my place here, but I never leave Ikh Zuree. I’m like a fish that hasn’t a clue the whole wide ocean exists beyond its bowl.”

Ghoa stares at me, her skeptical gaze boring into my face, but I do not falter because I don’t know who Temujin is. Eventually the air warms and she lets out a long, tired sigh. She reaches into her boot and extracts something small and gray—the strip of fabric Varren tore from Temujin’s tunic.

“Not only is Temujin a traitor,” Ghoa says, rubbing the cloth between her fingers, “he’s a belligerent thief, a dangerous pretender, and a menace to Ashkar. The Sky King has been hunting him and his band of rebels for months.”

The wings of hope that had been fluttering in my chest crash to the pit of my stomach and fester like rancid meat. All these grand illusions I’d had of heroes and saviors, but of course Temujin is a criminal. Who else would help Enebish the Destroyer?

“What has he done?” I ask quietly, afraid to hear the answer. I don’t even know the boy, but the thought of him being a murderer makes my heart howl with disappointment. I need him to be good because I need someone to believe I am good, and being saved by a criminal essentially proves the opposite.

“He’s the leader of the Shoniin.” Ghoa waits, studying my face. Somehow I manage to keep my expression blank, even though my thoughts are galloping faster than the stallions in the Qusbegi races. According to outlawed legend, the Shoniin were a mystical group of shaman—the oldest and most devout followers of the First Gods. Is she hinting at my secret worship? Is she trying to entrap me on more than one charge?

“You know, the traitors who reject the Sky King’s reforms and continue to worship that sky goddess?” she presses. “Surely you’ve heard of them?” I nod carefully and she continues with greater zeal. “They whisper blasphemies to their wicked prayer dolls, and dabble in divination and unnatural healing, and, worst of all, they refuse to honor their military obligations. They are deserters, Enebish.”

As elated as I am to hear there are others who still believe as I do, this last admission is a knife in my ribs.

It is the greatest honor and highest accolade to be an Ashkarian warrior. The thirst for battle is sewn into the fabric of our beings, and conquest is the lifeblood of our economy. By continually pressing the standards of Ashkar blue and gold and welcoming more Protected Territories into the empire, we increase our grazing lands, replenish our herds, and gain a great many resources. There are very few rich men across the Unified Empire, but there are very few poor men, too.

Our conquering lifestyle also provides much needed unity. As a patchwork nation with ever-changing borders and varied peoples—from the dark-eyed dwellers of the deserts of Verdenet, where I’m originally from, to the yellow-haired river people in the marshlands of Namaag, to the stout ice-fisherman of Chotgor—the cause of war binds us together. By fighting side by side, we forge a kinship. An unbreakable bond. They become us and we become them, and together we lift Ashkar to new heights.

Running from this calling is the biggest disgrace imaginable. An abomination in the eyes of the Sky King and the Lady of the Sky. The one thing everyone can agree upon across every language and culture.

“Deserters,” Ghoa repeats, disdain dripping from each syllable. “And Temujin is the worst of them, the instigator. He fled from his post at Novesti a little over a year ago, leaving three hundred men to die at the hands of the Zemyans, and he encourages other warriors to do the same. And they follow him because he claims to be Goddess-touched. Can you imagine? Though there’s nothing divine about stealing cannons and raiding supply wagons, luring warriors away and rescuing condemned criminals. Scores of shameful deeds that must be stopped.”

I finger the holey hem of my robe, unable to look up. Because I am one of those condemned criminals. Another shameful deed. Ghoa doesn’t even recognize her offense. She continues muttering and wringing the gray fabric through her hands. “They spit on their duty to our country and king, and I will not stand for it.”

“Surely you and the Kalima can capture Temujin and put an end to this? It should be easy for such highly trained warriors to track down one boy and a handful of Shoniin.”

“You would think so….” Ghoa says, viciously tightening her ponytail. And suddenly it all makes sense. This is why she’s back in Sagaan. He, Temujin, is the reason she’s returned. I have a special mission, isn’t that what she said?

“You are tasked with capturing him,” I say. A statement, not a question.

“I am.” She stares across my chamber for so long, I’m certain the topic is dead. It’s official business, after all, and I’m no longer privy to such things. That’s why I nearly tumble to the floor when she slams the cloth against the trunk and turns. Her icy breath burns across my cheek. “And you, Enebish, are going to help me.”


CHAPTER SEVEN
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I WAIT FOR GHOA TO LAUGH.

She’s toying with me. Delivering the cruelest punishment imaginable. But the seconds tick away, and she continues staring—expectantly.

Hope patters in my chest. A blazing trail of need burns up my throat, and I shoot to my feet. “Are you in earnest?”

Before she can answer, my bad leg gives out and I crumple against the trunk. Thanks to the zurig, I’m even more wobbly and lopsided than usual—like the gnarled, windswept trees dotting the grasslands.

I stare down at my feet. “Look at me. It’s laughable to think I’m even capable of hunting Temujin. You watched him scale the Sky Palace and soar through the banners. I would never be able to keep up. I’m a shadow of the warrior I used to be.”

“Strength can be regained.” Ghoa unsheathes her saber and holds it out. The etched steel glimmers in the low light, and my fingers ache to take the grip. To feel the perfectly balanced weight of the tang and shaft in my hand. To feel my old calluses, buried so long ago, rise back to the surface.

But it’s impossible.

I clutch my arm to my chest. “Why are you even suggesting this? I can’t be out there on my own—you of all people know that.” The crowds’ vicious taunts still ring in my ears. I can see their snarling faces and feel the monster’s claws thrashing through my skin. “I was barely able to restrain myself,” I admit.

Ghoa gently moves my injured arm and taps the stone embedded in my collarbone. “Have a little faith—in the moonstone and in yourself.”

“I stopped having faith in myself when I massacred innocent merchants. Why not go yourself? Or send Varren or any member of Kalima?”

“Because Temujin and his Shoniin are always on guard. They avoid anyone who remotely resembles a warrior. But someone like you …”

Someone hideous and broken and despised. Ghoa doesn’t say these words, of course, but she might as well. They pound my ears like war drums.

“He saved you,” she presses, as if it means something. “It would be natural for him to recruit you. No hunting required.”

We need you. Find us.

I peer at Ghoa through the corners of my eyes. She was at the bottom of the palace steps. She couldn’t have heard. And I’m certain Temujin has no intention of keeping his word anyway. What need would his rebel group have for a weak, washed-up warrior? “He was only trying to rile the king. It had nothing to do with me specifically.”

“I don’t care why Temujin saved you.” Ghoa sheathes her blade then smooths a curling wisp of hair from my forehead. “I only care that he did. He’s rescued two other criminals in a similar manner—one from the stockade and the other from a prison wagon—but both vanished before we could convert them to our cause. This time, we’ll be ready. All you have to do is act like a grateful, eager recruit. Then, when Temujin welcomes you into his band, you will lead us to their hideout.”

“But—”

“You have to accept,” she blurts. “It’s more imperative than ever that I capture the boy swiftly, and the best way to do that is to send someone to infiltrate his ranks. Please, En.” Ghoa’s voice catches, and that weakness, that wobble, splits my chest down the center. She twines her fingers through my penance robe as if it’s the last shred of rope and she’s dangling over oblivion. “You can do this. I need you to do this. For me and for Ashkar.”

I gape into her bloodless face and pleading eyes. I have never seen Ghoa this unnerved. Not once in ten years. And it sends a cold rush of fear snaking through my bones. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“We’re losing,” she whispers.

“What do you mean, we’re losing? Losing what?”

“The war! Ashkar! The Unified Empire! All of it! This is about so much more than my position. The Zemyans are over the border. They’ve taken eight cities already. And with Temujin weakening our ranks and dividing our efforts, we’re poised to lose even more ground. I am failing,” she grinds out. “Failing my king, my country, my family. Which is why I need your assistance. I need you to save me as I have saved you. It will benefit you, too,” she adds. “If you succeed, I’ll convince the Sky King to forgive your indiscretion today. I’ll convince him to forgive all of your indiscretions. You will be released from Ikh Zuree and reinstated in the Kalima.”

My breath hitches. My heart stops. “Could you really do that?”

Ghoa slips to the floor and kneels before me, reversing our roles so thoroughly, I can do nothing but gape. “I swear on my life, I will see you reinstated. I persuaded the Sky King to spare your life two years ago, did I not? And again today?”

“Yes …”

“Please, En. Don’t you want to be together again, fighting side by side?”

I do. Blazing skies, I have never wanted anything more. My entire body hums at the thought of rejoining the Kalima … except for a tiny, pricking splinter buried deep in the sole of my foot.

Temujin saved me. He wasn’t afraid of me.

Ghoa’s expression falters. “Unless there’s a reason you don’t wish to rejoin the Kalima? Unless you support Temujin’s cause? Or feel some sort of loyalty to him now?”

“Of course not,” I say quickly. “My loyalty will always be with you.”

Ghoa takes my hand and squeezes it three times—just as she did whenever we charged onto the battlefield. “Then do this for me. I’ll be with you every step of the way, helping from a distance. Please, En. If you love me …”

She has never asked anyone for help, and if she believes I can do this, if she needs me to do this, I must accept.

I want to accept.

I want to live again. To be Enebish the Warrior, not this pathetic, cowering beast sentenced to a life behind bars.

“Okay,” I whisper.

Ghoa exhales and lays her head in my lap. “Thank you. I knew I could count on you.” After a few quiet minutes, she stands and wipes beneath her eyes. “Rest and recover from the zurig. I’ll return to brief you on your mission in three days. In the meantime, you must stay inside your chamber.”

“Why?” I start to protest. “I’ve never had to—”

“The monks need to believe you’re being kept in isolation as punishment.”

“But what about Serik? I need to check on him. The abba looked so furious….”

Ghoa gestures lazily in the direction of the assembly hall. “Serik is fine. This is no worse than the hundreds of times he’s been punished previously. The abba’s too old to inflict much damage. But I promise I’ll check on him. Rest now.” She plants a tender kiss on my forehead. “I need you at your best.”
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As soon as Ghoa’s gone and her frost melts from my chamber walls, the reality of what I’ve agreed to do sinks in. I feel like laughing and vomiting. Like screaming with joy and terror. Waves of dizziness batter me over the head, and my insides twist as I pace from one side of my room to the other. I don’t know yet if they’re the good kind of nerves that carry me fearlessly into battle, or if it’s the monster lifting its head and stretching its wings, readying to overtake me as soon as I venture beyond the monastery walls.

I pace faster, gnawing my lower lip into oblivion. My eyes dart to the trunk, where my prayer doll and Book of Whisperings are hidden.

There’s one way to know for certain.

I blow out a breath and check the door, then I race to my trunk and toss the lid back. If I know I have the Lady of the Sky’s blessing, I can proceed on Ghoa’s mission with confidence.

Tucking my prayer doll to my chest, I kneel facing south and pray until my voice is a rasp. Begging for strength. Asking for guidance. Then I carefully open my Book of Whisperings. The pages are as old and brittle as autumn leaves—half charred from the fire that killed my parents. Ghoa didn’t force me to destroy it when she took me in, as it was all I had left of my family, but she made me vow never to write in it. Just as she made me swear to never attempt bone reading and promise, on my parents’ graves, to always wear leggings to cover the Verdenese tribal tattoos snaking up my calves.

“Such strange Southern traditions,” she said with a terse shake of her head. “Verdenet became a Protected Territory more than twenty years ago; your people are numbered among ours now and should act accordingly. We are all Ashkarian.”

I didn’t want to be a nuisance, and I was beyond grateful for the new life she had given me, so I wore the pants—even in the dead of summer when sweat pooled behind my knees—and stayed away from this book, save for the few times I’ve had to make important, life-altering decisions.

Such as now.

With a featherlight touch, I scrawl my question using my finest calligraphy, as my mother taught me. The words dissolve into the page, like raindrops sinking into the depths of a lake, and I close my eyes, waiting for my question to soar up to the clouds. Into the heart of the Lady of the Sky.

I let the room fall away, tunneling deeper and deeper into my innermost self, until there is only blackness. Stillness. And there I wait for the Goddess to inscribe Her answer on my mind. I don’t know how much time passes—sometimes Her answer is immediate, while other times She requires patience and faith in Her perfect timing.

At last, there’s a flare in the dark—like a spark devouring the wick of a candle. Bursts of yellow and orange light trace a single word in my mind: Go.

As soon as I’ve seen it, it dissolves into curling wisps of smoke. I sigh as I lie back on my blankets and stare out the tiny window over my bed. The sky outside is as black as velvet, depthless and cornerless. The threads of darkness press against the glass like fog, singing to the monster inside me, but I turn on my side and tug my blankets higher.

I will not listen. I can do this. The Lady of the Sky confirmed it.

Over the next two days, I dress my wounds and rebuild my strength, as Ghoa instructed. I try several times to sneak out to check on Serik, but acolytes guard the dormitory day and night. They shout insults through my door and force me to mumble additional penances every time it opens even a fraction.

By dawn of the third day, I feel like the snow leopards in the Sky Palace menagerie: pacing and growling and scratching at the bars. As anxious as I am to be out on my own, I’m desperate for the freedom, for the possibilities it may bring.

I peel off my blankets and alight from bed. The bruises blossoming across my shoulders and hips still scream in protest, but I am used to pain. It will be my reminder, the anchor to which I will tether my control. I blow out a breath and pace my steps until I’m able to walk to my cookstove without a limp.

A tiny smile steals across my lips. Maybe Ghoa’s right. Maybe my strength can be regained—to a degree. If I’m not afraid to push myself. If I allow myself to truly try.

I brew a pot of ginger root tea, and am halfway through my second cup when Ghoa glides through the door. Instead of armor, she wears an impressive sunset-orange dress embroidered with silver globeflowers and finished with amethyst clasps at the neck. Her hair is a shiny wave of copper tumbling down her back, and the intoxicating scent of lily water trails her like a cloud.

“Good morning,” she says brightly, raising her forearm and curling her fingers into a fist—the traditional Kalima salute.

The gesture is so unexpected, and full of so much meaning, my insides fill with heat that has nothing to do with the tea.

Ghoa slings a bag off her shoulder and rifles through it, humming as she extracts several quills, a fine bronze compass, and a scroll that she unfurls on my bedroll. It’s a detailed map of Sagaan, depicting every temple, road, and stream. It’s so intricate, I’d wager there isn’t a tree that hasn’t been accounted for.

“I have marked in red the locations where Temujin has been spotted, and the green dots represent places we’ve raided, searching for the entrance to the Shoniin’s hideout.”

I suck in a breath and tea sloshes over the side of my cup, nearly splashing Ghoa’s dress. I try to apologize, but I can’t seem to find my voice. The entire map is a spattering of color. The dots spin in a dizzying whirl, and I slump down hard on my blankets.

“I know it looks slightly discouraging,” Ghoa begins.

“What more do you expect me to do?” I wave my hand at the map. “You’ve already torn the city apart.”

“I expect you to stay calm and use the tracking skills you learned in the Kalima, combined with the advantages you’ve gained since your imprisonment.”

“Advantages?” I scoff. “What advantages?”

“You’re far more timid than you used to be … which is a good thing!” she assures me when my face crumples. “It makes you approachable. And the way you move is almost ghostlike—always crouched behind corners and melting into shadows. The people of Sagaan won’t notice you, but Temujin will. It’s like I told you—he looks for the outcasts and fringe-dwellers. That’s why he attempted to rescue you in the first place.”

“So what do I do, exactly?”

“You find him, get close to him, and earn his trust—let him think you’re a grateful, adoring follower after his rescue attempt. Then once you learn the location of his hideout, I’ll move in with the Kalima and attack.”

She makes it sound so simple. So foolproof.

It would be, for Enebish the Warrior.

“Don’t look so unnerved!” Ghoa says. “You can do this. And I’ve arranged a surprise, to bolster your confidence.” She knocks on the window, and a few minutes later Varren enters the room with Orbai on his arm. My eagle snaps at his nose and shuffles back and forth until she sees me. Then she lets out a happy screech. “I thought you’d like to take a friend on your journey.”

Happy tears blur my eyes as I look from Ghoa to my eagle. “Really?”

“Really,” she confirms.

It’s a small gesture, but it says so much. Ghoa knows me. She wants me to succeed and realizes I am braver and more capable when I’m not alone.

“Use her to send messages of your progress. I expect a nightly report.”

I nod. “Orbai is an excellent messenger.”

“Of course she is. You trained her.” True pride brims in Ghoa’s eyes as she helps me into my gauntlet.

“Thank you,” I choke out when Varren places Orbai on my forearm. Confidence bleeds into me from each of her curved talons; my injured muscles strengthen beneath her familiar weight. For the first time, I allow myself to believe that I may actually be able to do this.

“When do I leave?” I ask. “May I say goodbye to Serik? I want to make sure—”

“No one can know of our arrangement until the mission is complete,” Ghoa says with a furtive glance at the window, as if someone might be eavesdropping. And considering we’re in a compound full of overzealous monks, they very well could be. “Varren will be keeping guard outside your door while you’re gone—to keep up the pretense of your punishment—which is why you cannot speak to Serik.”

“The monks don’t know I’m doing this?” The question comes out more skeptical than intended. Of course I don’t want them tracking my every sneeze, but not telling them about the mission makes it feel wrong, almost.

Ghoa slashes her arm across her body, sweeping my worries away. “Those old fusspots don’t need to have their hands in everything. I am Commander of the Kalima warriors, and this is a confidential matter of state.”

I grunt my agreement, but my gaze still slides to the window. It seems strange to keep something so pressing from the abba. And it feels wrong to leave without knowing if Serik is all right. “Can’t I please see Serik quickly? He promised to come, but I haven’t—”

“The abba is keeping a tight leash on him, but he’s fine,” Ghoa assures me. “I’ve seen him at morning supplication. His arms are bandaged, but he’s already back to being his obnoxious, disagreeable self.”

“Probably because he’s had to endure your company,” I jibe.

While Ghoa chuckles, I take a deep breath and let it crackle through my lungs. Let it fill me with confidence and purpose, but most of all, gratitude. “Thank you.” I drop to a knee and press my forehead to the back of Ghoa’s hand. “For trusting me, for believing in me. I’m the one who brought you low, so I will be the one to raise you back up. That’s the divine purpose of family—to fall and rise as one.”

“It is,” Ghoa agrees. She takes my chin, lifts my face, and tenderly traces my traitor’s mark. “Go. Find Temujin. And raise us up together.”


CHAPTER EIGHT
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I LEAVE IKH ZUREE THAT AFTERNOON WITH ORBAI ON MY arm and an overstuffed satchel on my back. I scan the compound for Serik as Ghoa spirits me through the gate behind the bathhouses, but most of the monks are sequestered in their temples for midday supplication, and the few who are hurrying down the paths are too old or too young. Too short or too fat. Not Serik.

“Remember, the fewer people you interact with the better,” Ghoa says as she adjusts the fur cloak around my neck. “You must listen and spy. Blend into the shadows. And when you do locate Temujin, stick to the stories we came up with: you slipped a sleeping draft into the monks’ supply of holy vorkhi, broke out of your chamber, and scaled the wall. You’re being hunted, of course, but not outright, as the citizens of Ashkar would be in a frenzy if they knew such a dangerous criminal was on the loose. But most of all, you must make them believe you hate me. That there’s no way, in this life or any other, that you would return to me or the Sky King.”

She rubs my hands vigorously, though that only causes them to grow colder. If it were anyone else, I would bristle and snap at being coddled like an infant, but it feels so good to have Ghoa’s hard-won confidence, I savor every touch.

Finally I will redeem myself.

Finally I will make her proud.

“I’m sorry I can’t make arrangements for you to stay at an inn,” she continues, “but you would be too recognizable in such close quarters. And a Kalima warrior should be able to manage something as simple as shelter.”

“Of course. You needn’t worry. I’ll be back before you know it.”

“To reclaim your rightful place in the Kalima.” Ghoa claps me on the shoulder.

My entire body stills—my heart most of all—every time she says that word. The grin that spreads across my face is so wide, it tugs at the scars on my cheek. “My rightful place,” I whisper.

Ghoa hands me my staff, and I take my first step down the overgrown trail. The high, frosty grass tickles my palms and crunches beneath my boots. “Send word once you arrive,” she calls. “And every night thereafter. As well as the moment you learn anything of Temujin.”

My stomach dips ever so slightly at his name. He’s the only person who showed me mercy at Qusbegi. But the Lady of the Sky confirmed this path. Ghoa needs me. And she’s saved me far more times than Temujin has.

I march forward with long, purposeful strides. Hardening my resolve. Reawakening the warrior within me. If I want to reclaim my life, I cannot second-guess. Cannot waver.

Orbai shrieks with agreement and takes to the sky, leading the way to Sagaan—and redemption.
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After two hours, I limp up to the fateful shrine where Serik and I stopped to worship. Orbai perches on a stick at the top of the mound, next to our empty bottle of vorkhi, and I feel a sudden pang of longing—followed by a sharp stab of guilt. Serik is trapped in a dark, windowless temple receiving countless lashes and muttering thousands of penances while I’m out here, on a secret mission, with a chance to earn back my position.

“I’ll find a way to help you too,” I vow, kneeling before the shrine to whisper a prayer for us both. Serik would hate it, but we need blessings and guidance more than ever. “Help me,” I beseech the Lady of the Sky as I finger the porcelain cups and dried petals. “You are the window to the universe; you see everything from your lofty perch, and I know I’m smaller than a speck of dust, but I ask you to see me. To guide my feet. Help me accomplish this mission and restore my and Ghoa’s honor.”

After murmuring amen, I check both shoulders to ensure no one’s watching, and stretch my fingers toward a stone at the base of the mound. I hold my breath—even though I know a gateway to the realm of the Eternal Blue won’t appear. I may be blessed with a gift from the Lady of the Sky, but that isn’t the same as being Goddess-touched. Only three people in the history of Ashkar have held that honor, and they were all personally marked by the sky in some way: Jamukha the Invincible, who was struck by seven bolts of lightning and lived; Zen the Devoted, whose prayers were so fervent, the Lady of the Sky parted the clouds and lifted him up into Her presence; and Ciamar the Daring, who built a tower so tall, it scraped the heavens. When she pitched herself from the top of it, her faith was so firm, the Lady of the Sky caught her in a chariot of sunlight and bore her away.

I have done nothing so grand to prove my devotion, but I place my tingling fingers against the stone anyway. The rock remains cold and sharp beneath my fingers, as expected.

Shaking my head, I regain my feet and circle the mound three times, content to incur the blessings reserved for common men and women. Then I cup my hand over my eyes and gaze at the top of the cairn. It’s so tall, Orbai appears to be swaying between the clouds, dancing to the howl of the late autumn wind.

Dirt crunches behind me, and I freeze like a deer staring down a hunter’s arrow. I cannot be caught worshiping the Lady of the Sky.

I cannot be caught period.

In less time than it takes to draw a breath, my good hand shifts to the center of my staff and I spin to strike out at the stranger. Blinding pain flashes down my bad leg, but I grit my teeth and move faster, grip tighter. A war cry tears from my throat as my staff slices through the air. I make three frantic slashes before I realize the path is empty, save the brown rump of a marmot dodging into a bush.

The staff clatters to the dirt and I double over panting. At first from pain, but my gasps slowly turn to giggles, and soon I’m laughing so hard that tears stream down my cheeks. Orbai screeches and takes flight. I must look like I’ve lost all sense, lashing out at harmless rodents and laughing hysterically, but for the first time in two years, I feel the pulse of Enebish the Warrior beating faintly through my veins—like the first green buds of spring, breaking through the frosty soil.

My body knew what to do. I was ready to defend myself.

“Don’t you see? It was a sign!” I call to Orbai. “Sent from the Goddess Herself. Proof that I can do this.”

I retrieve my staff, grip it like a saber, and swing it through the air in patterns I practiced so many times, I could repeat them in my sleep. My motions are slower than before, and I make a mess of the footwork, but it feels so good and right, my elation overshadows the pain.

“I am still a warrior.” My voice is barely a whisper, and the statement sounds more like a question, but I repeat it again and again, hoping if I say it enough, it will somehow be true.

The sun warms my cheeks, making the hairs prickle down my arms, and my foolish, hopeful heart can’t help but take it as a sign: the Lady of the Sky agrees.

Latching onto that flicker of confidence, I continue down the trail toward the serrated skyline of Sagaan. The colorful rooftops flash silver and rose and cobalt in the sun, like a chest of jewels splayed open along the riverbank. A glittering oasis surrounded by an endless expanse of prairie. Ashkar has always been a nation of nomadic herders, making cities largely unnecessary. Sagaan was the first settlement, founded by Miigrath to defend against the Zemyans, and it has remained the beating heart of the empire for nearly two hundred years. Even at the farthest reaches of the Protected Territories, orders and customs and instructions pump first through Sagaan. Making it the ideal location for criminals like Temujin to wreak havoc.

“Where are you hiding?” I whisper to the distant smear of smoke.

By the time I reach the outskirts of the city, I’m even more exhausted than the time the Kalima marched twenty miles through thigh-deep snow to secure the fort at Golyn. My muscles howl as if I’m dragging a fully loaded oxcart, and because I had to stop to rest my leg so many times, the last traces of daylight are swiftly vanishing into twilight mist.

The tendrils of night swoop and dive at me like hunting bats. They pulse against my skin with the steady pressure of a beating heart.

You need us. You want us. Reach out.

I slit my eyes, clutch my bad arm to my chest, and trudge down the mud-ravaged streets. Most people are already indoors, taking their evening meal, and only a few stragglers bustle down the road, hoods drawn against the cold. The inns and taverns lining the main thoroughfare belch inviting chimney smoke and laughter, but Ghoa’s right: I cannot show my scarred face anywhere so public. And the braziers that light the entryways to mark vacancy are darkened anyway. After a quick glance around, I make my way over to Salkhi, a poor residential district comprised of single-story row houses.

The tiny brown buildings are smashed together like a mouthful of crooked teeth, and herds of sheep crowd the muddy roads. Goats and oxen are tied to nearly every fence post, ripping up what’s left of the dying grass. A large portion of Ashkarians still make their living herding sheep and cattle across the grasslands and must constantly chase the fertile fields. Which means they depend heavily on the hospitality of city-dwellers to survive the lean winter months. The arrangement benefits the city-dwellers, too, as they need the wool and meat the shepherds provide. As such, it’s an unspoken agreement that every household welcomes travelers with open arms, feeding them their finest cut of meat and sharing in a shot of vorkhi.

“I’m not so different from a merchant or a shepherd,” I say to Orbai. “A simple servant of the empire.” Orbai shifts nervously on my shoulder. She’s right. I’m far more threatening than the average traveler. If the night wriggled in through a crack in the window, I could endanger my hosts. Or they could easily notice my traitor’s mark. Unfortunately, it’s so cold, shelves of ice float down the Amereti and frostbite nibbles my nose. Not a night to sleep outdoors.

The hour is late and the majority of the houses are dark, but I take a breath for courage, arrange my hood and scarf over my scars, and call out a greeting to the first door I come upon.

A candle flickers to life behind the waxed-paper windows and hushed whispers argue back and forth behind the thin walls. At last, footsteps pad to the door and I stand up straighter as it swings open. Candlelight spills across my boots and the sweet smell of curried goat meat wafts past my nose, making my mouth water. A young woman squints at me, her face pinched.

It’s bad luck and incredibly rude to speak across the threshold of a residence, so I wait to be invited in, but the girl’s dark eyes merely flick from me to Orbai. I squirm and attempt to smile from beneath my hood, but still she does not welcome me. Finally I can wait no longer. I must either offend her or freeze to death. “I’m sorry to trouble you at such a late hour, but—”

The girl tumbles outside, waving her hands. “Do you wish to curse us both?” She waits until the door latch clicks before continuing. “What do you want?” She crosses her sinewy arms and her eyes rake up and down my frame.

“I mean no harm,” I say with a bow. “I’m a weary traveler looking for shelter from the cold.”

“We’re already housing a family of five. And next door, they took in two families with small children. It’s the same all down the street. I’m sure you understand.” She retreats toward the door.

“I don’t understand.” I scurry after her. “Why is Salkhi so crowded?”

“The shepherds have nowhere to go. The winter grazing lands are an ice floe.” She taps her toe impatiently.

“What?”

“Have you been living under a rock? The Sun Stokers couldn’t be spared from the war front to warm the fields. The Sky King has sent fewer each year, making for long, hard winters, but this year he withheld them entirely.”

My mind spins like the tail of a kite. Each year thousands of shepherds migrate to the winter grazing lands outside of Sagaan. It’s the only way their flocks are able to survive the great freeze. “The Sky King would never allow that. He cultivated the fields for the express purpose of—”

“Never allow it?” She laughs. “He ordered it. The caravans that arrived first found shelter and boarding for their animals, but the rest are camping on the ice field, brawling for the scanty shelter beneath trees. Go see for yourself if you don’t believe me. There’s an entire city of freezing homeless.”

I try to speak, but my lungs sputter as if choking on a violent gust of wind. Ghoa’s ragged voice echoes in my thoughts: We’re losing.

The girl’s expression softens. She reaches into her apron and presses a small bundle into my hands. I peel back the cloth to reveal three strips of dried goat’s meat.

“It’s all we can spare.” She shrugs apologetically and slips back inside.

Orbai scoots down my arm and snatches a strip of meat while I stare at the smattering of torchlight downriver, where the winter grazing lands begin. The girl was lying. Or exaggerating. Conditions can’t be as dire as she claimed. Ghoa would never allow it. She would send the Sun Stokers immediately if she knew thousands of shepherds were suffering.

An image of her desperate eyes flashes through my thoughts. Her voice cracks over the admission: I’m failing.

A finger of disquiet trails down my spine, and instead of continuing on to the next row house, I stuff the remaining goat’s meat into my pocket and limp down the riverbank toward the grazing lands. As I draw closer to the fields, the usually hard-packed streets become muddy and wheel-riddled, peppered with mounds of animal dung. Shanties made of driftwood and sheepskin are stretched beneath every tree.

The king would never have held his lavish Qusbegi Festival if people were without food and shelter. But then I think of the mounted warriors blockading the entrance to the square. The beggars in rough homespun. The overturned food cart and the wild-eyed boy who barreled into me. I quicken my pace, my fists tightening into rocks.

When I reach the fields that are usually verdant despite the season, I find brown grass crusted with old, filthy snow. Instead of fragrant globeflowers, there are boulders of ice. Sheep and horses bray and whinny, bemoaning the unbearable cold. Even the wisps of night are at the mercy of the frigid temperature, gliding slowly through the sky as if swimming through sap.

The shepherds bustle around their tents, lashing blankets and furs over the felt walls for extra insulation. Their dwellings are made for easy transport, composed of lightweight poles and cloth that provide adequate shelter for the majority of the year, but they will never protect the nomads through the great freeze. Many of them will be lucky to survive the night, let alone the entire winter. And their animals have no prayer at all.

A sick feeling climbs up my throat as I turn a slow circle. Families huddle around pathetic dung fires, blue-faced and shivering. Some men go from camp to camp, begging for extra blankets, extra food, anything that can be spared. Others are not so meek. Two women tumble through a clearing, brawling over a dried flank of lamb. While I look on, horrified, an old man hobbles up beside me on a crutch made of rotting river wood. He points into the crowd, and when I look, he kicks my ankles and nabs my staff, laughing as he scuttles away.

I land in a freezing puddle of mud and curse as it soaks my tunic. Before I can peel myself from the dreck, the clouds open up and release a torrent of stinging sleet.

Cold takes on a whole new meaning.

I blink through the icy rivulets and hunker deeper into my cloak. The stench of wet fur and bodies is so foul, I nearly gag.

Orbai abandons me for the shelter of the old Gesper Temple—a black marble sanctuary that was once the center of Miigrath’s court. Back then, it was a wonder of construction, with its vaulted prayer hall and fine black columns, marbled with golden veins. But it fell to ruin long ago, when the Sky Palace was constructed. Now the pillars are cracked and entire walls have collapsed. Yet trembling refugees still occupy every inch of it. There isn’t room for even one more, and I would never be able to climb to the bell tower where Orbai rests, warm and dry. I finger Ghoa’s carved bracelet, cursing each feather. Worthless stone wings. “And worthless friend who abandons me!” I shout at my bird.

After throwing myself at the mercy of a dozen different tents and being shooed away from each, I stumble upon a few warped boards leaning against a tree, far upstream, where the river twists into the forest. Most people have given the woods a large berth—they are known hunting grounds for snow bears and wolves—but I’m out of options. And perhaps it’s safer if I’m apart from the others.

The ground is too wet to start a fire, but I duck beneath the boards and make a nest of leaves to cover my legs and feet. “This isn’t so bad,” I say as the glacial wind skims across the river and wisps of night buzz around my face like gnats.

I want to cry. I would cry if my eyes weren’t too frozen to form tears.

Why couldn’t I have been a Sun Stoker? Their gift is so much more practical than night spinning. A sweep of my arm, and I could warm the shivering masses. Or, if not a Sun Stoker, I would even prefer to be an Ice Herald, like Ghoa. The subzero temperature would give her no trouble. She could stretch out on the frozen ground and use the snow as a blanket.

Ghoa.

The thought of her makes my stomach flip. She commands the Kalima, which means she and the king must have sanctioned withholding the Sun Stokers. They had to know this would happen as a result. But perhaps they don’t know the extent of the shepherds’ suffering? Or maybe the situation isn’t as dire as it appears? I am undoubtedly in shock—unused to life beyond the monastery walls. And the dark and cold could make conditions appear worse than they truly are. Or the refugees could have grown in number since last Ghoa checked?

Or you could be making excuses for her, says a voice in my head that sounds eerily similar to Serik’s.

I swat it away like a fly.

There’s a logical explanation. I must have a little faith. Give Ghoa the benefit of the doubt, as she’s always done for me.

I watch the chunks of ice floating down the iron river until my eyes burn. Then I squeeze them shut and conjure images of a bonfire. Of drilling in full armor in the dead of summer. Of the sun-scorched sand in Verdenet burning through the soles of my sandals. And of Serik’s arms around me. How warm and solid he felt when he picked me up and spun me around at Qusbegi.

My cheeks flare with heat, and I shake my head. The cold is clearly warping my brain. But since he isn’t here to mock me, I indulge a little longer. I imagine twining my fingers through his cloak and trailing my palm across his stubbled head.

A twig snaps outside my lean-to, jolting me back to reality. I clamber to my knees, listening for the crunch of footsteps.

Most likely it was river rats, scuttling through the bramble, or another refugee seeking shelter, but something inside me—perhaps my rekindling warrior instinct—compels me to check. Carefully, I collect the largest branch I can find, which is no wider than my finger but better than nothing, and I hold it like a saber as I inch out into the open.

I’m so busy scanning the trees, I trip over a small gray parcel sitting directly outside my shelter. My arm thumps to my side. I edge closer to the lump and poke it with my stick. To my relief, it doesn’t move. It appears to be a blanket—a neatly folded square of gray wool with a finely embroidered ram in the corner, head lowered as if to charge.

Who would leave this out in the snow?

They wouldn’t. It’s a trap.

I stare at the blanket for five full minutes. When no one materializes, I cautiously pick it up, waiting for someone to leap from the trees and ambush me. When they don’t, I wrap the wool around my shoulders and trip back inside my lean-to, choking on tears of gratitude. Maybe the Lady of the Sky heard my prayer at the shrine and sent this token. Or, more likely, one of the shepherds took pity on me. These forsaken refugees, who are freezing themselves, are still willing to help a stranger in need.

Their generosity feels like a boot crushing my windpipe.

I need to do something. Need to help. And I’m supposed to send Ghoa a missive anyway.

I rifle through my satchel until I find a quill and parchment, then I compose a letter: short, succinct, and, most important, holding Ghoa and the king blameless.

Dearest Sister,

I have arrived in Sagaan and secured shelter for the night. Though this was far more difficult than anticipated, as the city is horrendously overcrowded. The winter grazing lands are an icy wasteland, and there are scores of homeless shepherds. I’ve been told the Sun Stokers have been detained at the war front, however, I know you would never sanction such an order if you knew how acutely our people are suffering. I urge you to come at once and see the devastation.

Yours in obedience,

En

P.S. How is Serik? Has he weathered the worst of the abba’s wrath?

It takes an hour of coaxing and both remaining strips of goat meat to convince Orbai to deliver my message during the storm, but eventually she launches into the snowy sky, screeching her displeasure.

I burrow back into my nest of leaves and pull the blanket over my head. The cold and night continue to batter me like Zemyan arrows, but I wrap my arms around myself and compulsively rub the moonstone until my muscles grow slack and my eyes grow heavy, and the blessed darkness of sleep pulls me under.


CHAPTER NINE
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MORNING DAWNS CRISP AND BRIGHT AND FAR TOO EARLY. Beams of sunlight stab my eyelids, and birdsong scrapes my ears like clashing blades. I sit up, clutching the crick in my neck and cursing the pounding in my skull. I’m soggy and shivering, but alive—thanks to the blanket.

Orbai is back. I can hear her up in the tree, clicking her beak and ruffling her feathers. She clearly hasn’t forgiven me. I unwrap two of the hard, tasteless barley cakes the monks consider a delicacy and choke one down. The other will be my peace offering.

I crawl from the lean-to, stomp down the drift of snow that collected in front of the boards during the night, and squint at the blinding sunlight reflecting off the fresh powder. It looks like piles of sugar and I scoop a handful into my mouth, pretending it tastes like sugar too. Unfortunately, it does little to wash away the sawdust taste of barley cake.

Orbai screeches down at me.

“I’m going to be groveling for days, aren’t I?” I say, holding the other cake aloft.

She lands on my shoulder, devours the disgusting lump as if it’s sweeter than a winterberry pie, and pokes around for more. That’s when I notice the roll of parchment lashed to her leg, the edges embossed in gold.

I untie and unfurl the letter in a rush, swiftly reading Ghoa’s tiny, precise handwriting:

Dearest Enebish,

I’m most pleased to hear you reached Sagaan safely. I understand your concern for the shepherds, especially given how long you’ve been kept from the affairs of Ashkar, but I assure you, I’m aware of the conditions and doing all I can to help. Have you learned anything of Temujin?

Your loving sister,

Ghoa

I let out a relieved breath and tuck the note into my tunic. Of course Ghoa has implemented a relief effort. I just couldn’t see the progress last night during the storm. Everything will look better in the light of day.

I pack my meager belongings and make my way back toward the center of the encampment, trying to decide which sector of the city to comb first for Temujin and his Shoniin. Would they hide among the shepherds, hoping to blend into the chaos? Or is he the type to mock the king outright by placing his hideout near the Sky Palace? Or maybe …

A pack of children darts in front of me. I frown as they slip down the snowy road, barefoot and whimpering. The entire campsite appears to be waking up. All around me, women emerge from mud-spattered tents, bouncing wailing babies on their hips. Old, leather-skinned men with sunken eyes stir pots of watery stew. And the younger men argue in circles about where to go. What to do.

Pressure builds in my chest, making it impossible to swallow. The conditions look every bit as dismal as they did last night. Maybe even more so. I readjust my pack, suddenly staggering beneath the weight of the gray wool blanket. I had assumed a fellow refugee took pity on me, but they clearly have nothing to spare. Most of them haven’t enough to survive. Their cloaks and blankets are so ragged and worn through, more than a dozen souls didn’t make it through the night. A group of men tug a small wagon through the tents, collecting the frozen bodies.

So who helped me? And where in the bleeding skies is the relief effort Ghoa mentioned? I know the situation at the war front is dire, but it can’t be more dire than this, can it?

I smear fistfuls of mud across my cheeks to hide my traitor’s mark. Then I unwind my braid so my hair hangs in my face. In the warmer light of day, no one would speak to me with my hood drawn and my face concealed behind a scarf. Once I look as rumpled and filthy as the other shepherds, I hobble to the nearest tent, where a group of women are gathering dung to fuel their fire.

“Excuse me,” I say with a bow. “I just arrived in Sagaan and am wondering how long you’ve been here? Are arrangements being made for better accommodations?”

The three women exchange glances and laugh bitterly. At first I think they’re laughing at me, but then the oldest of the three turns her milky eyes on me—sorrowful and downcast. Not mocking at all. “We arrived during the last moon cycle. Earlier than usual, but still too late. The inns and barns were already overflowing. The only prayer we have of acquiring better shelter is if someone with a room runs out of coin and is tossed to the street.”

“So you plan to stay here all winter?” I ask.

“What other choice do we have?” one of the younger women says. “We had no warning the Sun Stokers would be detained at the war front. Even if we had, where would we have gone? The winter grazing lands are the only fields that sustain grass during the great freeze.”

I chew my lip. “What about the southern deserts of Verdenet? That would be more comfortable, if nothing else.”

“It’s too late in the season to survive such a trek—the snow squalls have already begun—and it would be useless besides. We may be more comfortable, but the desert provides little food for our animals. They would still starve. Which means we would starve.”

Not knowing how to respond, I thank them and continue on my way, stopping to talk to a man who’s barking orders at new arrivals. I assumed it meant he had some sort of authority, but it turns out to be nothing more than a foul temper. Farther down the road, I chat with a boy of eight who sniffles as he skins his pet goat. “A last resort,” he tells me glumly. “And the meat will keep us for less than two weeks. What then?”

I shrug helplessly. Ghoa’s relief plans clearly aren’t being carried out, and I’m about to return to my lean-to to compose an urgent letter explaining this, when a gong sounds from the Gesper Temple.

A hush washes through the encampment, and I turn slowly to look at the old obsidian structure. It hasn’t been in operation for nearly fifty years; the gongs should have been removed decades ago. Yet they clang with wild fervor—vibrating through the pit in my stomach.

The woman nearest me drops her bucket of water and runs in the direction of the temple. Tattered blankets are tossed aside and streams of people emerge from their tents like rabbits darting from burrows at the first sign of spring. In a breath, I’m caught in a flash flood of bodies and washed along the teeming current toward the Gesper Temple, the gongs still crying.

“Another delivery!” someone shouts as they shove past.

“Twice as much as before,” another voice says.

The excited murmurs build to a roar as we press closer to the Gesper Temple. “What’s happening?” I look to the man beside me, but his elbow slams into my ribs as he jostles past. I tug on the vest of the woman to my right, but she doesn’t notice. There are too many people, knocking and sifting like flour through a sieve. They heave toward the temple with outstretched hands, and I haven’t a choice but to shuffle along with them—a tiny snowball in the avalanche.

When I reach the front of the line, I find a dwindling pile of small burlap sacks. I haven’t a clue what they contain, but I grab one, tuck it into my tunic, and dash away from the swarm. Once I’m free from the worst of it, I double over gasping. This is ten times worse than the Qusbegi Festival. Maybe even a hundred.

After easing down on a rock, I remove the parcel from my tunic and turn it over in my hands. It’s about the size of my fist with crude stitching and a shoddy drawstring. My fingers recognize the rough weave and slight weight at once.

Military rations.

As a member of the Kalima, we were allotted better foodstuffs than the magic-barren warriors sent to the front, but I survived on a sack of food like this during my first training camp, when I was eleven.

A satisfied breath rushes from my nostrils and hovers around my face like steam. Finally a glimpse of the relief effort.

I rip open the sack with my teeth, and a handful of nuts and a few strips of dried beef tumble into my palm—just as I remember. But when I turn the bag over, the king’s seal—a golden sun rising between twin mountain peaks—is barely visible beneath another image. A ram, dark and charred, has been branded over the top. A ram that looks exactly like the one stitched into the corner of my blanket.

Chills tiptoe down my neck.

Didn’t Ghoa say Temujin and his Shoniin raided imperial supply wagons?

But why would a criminal feed starving refugees? Or give me a blanket?

We need you. Find us.

A few nuts spill to the ground, and Orbai swoops in immediately. I laugh as I empty the rest of the sack for her. “You are the hungriest bird in the empire. I’ll starve to death, thanks to you. What do you make of all this?” I ask as she pecks around for crumbs.

If the rations are from Temujin, I should report them to Ghoa immediately. But as I glance across the square, at a group of children devouring their meager portions like jackals gnawing bones, an ache clogs my throat. Ghoa and the king could punish the shepherds for accepting stolen imperial goods. And they will cut off any future deliveries and send the rations back to the war front.

Where they belong, I remind myself. But a tiny, niggling part of me wonders if the food truly belongs to the army. Of course it’s important to keep our warriors well-fed, but what about our people?

I nearly reach for my quill and parchment to ask Ghoa, but decide to do some investigating first. The food is too sorely needed to report it on a mere hunch. I need proof that the ram is connected to Temujin.

Slinging my satchel over my shoulder, I roam from campsite to campsite, watching and listening, inserting myself into conversations. I follow a group of old Verdenese men as they amble between sheep pens with feeding buckets. “Five pleas to the Sky King ignored outright,” one of them mutters. “It’s as if he thinks we’ll simply vanish.”

“We will vanish,” another says darkly. “Like King Minoak. According to the newest arrivals, he hasn’t been seen in months. An imperial governor sits on the throne of Verdenet.”

“What?” I don’t realize I’ve spoken aloud until the men whip around and scowl at me. I try to make my eyes wide and innocent, but the men scrunch their brows and shuffle away.

Later, when I’m peeling shriveled turnips with the other girls my age, I muster up the courage to ask, “Have any of you seen who delivers the rations? I’ve heard it’s a handsome boy with golden eyes.”

“If that’s the case, I wish he would deliver more than rations,” one of the girls blurts. Everyone howls with laughter, save two who exchange a quick glance. The same two who just so happen to have the same tiny ram embroidered on the underside of their shawls.

When one of them volunteers to do the scrubbing after supper, I choke down the rest of my bland stew and follow. We trudge to the river in silence, the pots rattling between us. I know I should try to lull her into a false sense of security and extract my information, but before the dishes can even hit the water I blurt, “The rations are from Temujin, aren’t they?”

“I’m not sure,” the girl says, keeping her eyes on the river. “Every few days the gongs sound and the bags simply appear. As if they rained down from the sky.”

As if they rained down from the sky.

Just like Temujin and his comrades when they rescued me during Qusbegi.

Heart thudding, I lean closer. She smells of sweat and horse manure, but I don’t crinkle my nose. I know for a fact that I don’t smell any better. “He told me to find him. Where should I look?”

“If you’re looking for someone, perhaps you should consult the Bone Reader. I hear she has a knack for uniting people. Her shop is on the southeast corner of Diylar Square.”

I shoot to my feet and squint in the direction of the marketplace. Bone reading is an old outlawed practice from Verdenet. An ancient method of conversing with the First Gods that I haven’t witnessed since my grandmother died when I was six. A tingling sensation courses through my limbs. The same bone-deep rightness I feel when praying to the Lady of the Sky or singing my mother’s old tribal songs.

“Go,” the girl urges. “I can manage the dishes.”
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The marketplace at Diylar Square is located between the slums of Sagaan and the winter grazing lands. To say the neighborhood is rough would be akin to calling the great freeze merely cold, and this sector is even dodgier than the rest. As soon as I slip into the maze of tattered tents, the pungent smell of hashish burns my nose and shouts erupt from a gaming hut. Pulling my hood low, I speed past a spice shop that clearly specializes in poisons and an armory offering a large selection of Zemyan blades and spears, all of which are illegal in Ashkar due to their wicked magical properties.

There are a handful of tales of Ashkarian warriors who attempted to wield Zemyan blades in battle, doubting the rumors that the steel was tainted with magic. In the most gruesome story, a warrior swung his sword at a charging Zemyan, but the blade retracted and burst through the opposite end of the hilt, impaling the foolish man through the heart.

I shoot the arms dealer a disapproving look, glad Serik isn’t here to see this reminder of his father, and hurry to the Bone Reader’s stall. It’s a crooked little hut covered with a conglomeration of exotic furs—snow leopard and grizzly and fox. Swells of sage and pinion incense pour through the door flap, tickling my nose.

Orbai settles on a tent across the aisle—she’s never been one for small, dark spaces—and I feel her eyes on my back as I duck inside. Dripping tallow candles balance on tables and crates, and a fire crackles in the center of the space. Behind the fire sits a petite, wrinkled woman with a shock of dark hair. Her legs are crossed beneath her and her hands are busy prodding the coals with a poker. The heat is thick and oppressive.

“Are you the Bone Reader?” For some reason I feel compelled to whisper.

“That depends who’s asking.”

“My name is En—” I mash my lips together at the last second. I cannot blow my cover in case the Bone Reader isn’t in league with Temujin and his Shoniin. “En-Eniira,” I stutter. “My name is Eniira.”

It could be the flickering light, but the Bone Reader’s lips seem to twitch as she eyes the scarf tucked around my face. “Sit, Eniira.” She gestures to the woven mat before the fire.

I ease down and stare into the red-gold flames. They curl and snap in the dark of the tent. The Bone Reader prods the bleached-white knobs nestled among the coals, and a blast of orange smoke puffs into the air. The tendrils of darkness hovering overhead surge toward the corners of the tent, as if retreating from the heat. After several minutes of quiet, the Bone Reader seeks out my eyes through the smoke. Time folds in on itself, and my vision bends until I see, not a stranger, but my grandmother chanting before the fire.

The Bone Reader taps my foot with her poker. “What do you wish to know? Who you will marry? Where to obtain your fortune?”

“I’m looking for someone. And I think he’s looking for me.” I emphasize the he, hoping she’ll catch on, but she simply nods.

“A family member lost in the chaos of the overcrowding?”

“No. I don’t know this person, but he helped me and I wish to thank him.”

She gazes at me, unblinking. “A noble pursuit.”

“Yes,” I agree, but the lump in my throat isn’t so sure. Temujin may have abandoned his post at Novesti, but I’m fairly certain he’s feeding half the city.

“You look troubled,” the Bone Reader muses.

“No. Just eager to offer my thanks.” I force a tight-lipped smile. “I’ve been seeing this symbol everywhere.” I hold up a ration sack and point to the ram. “It’s Temujin’s symbol, isn’t it?”

The old woman’s lips twitch again. “You don’t need a Bone Reader to tell you that.”

“Does that mean the rations are from him, rather than the Sky King?”

“When has the Sky King ever offered a gift that did not benefit himself?”

“The king built the aqueducts from Namaag and ended the drought,” I say before I can stop myself. “He may not be a perfect ruler, but he saved all of Ashkar.”

“Which also stopped the riots and strengthened his claim to the throne,” the Bone Reader responds without hesitation.

“He offers prosperity and safety to the Protected Territories,” I try again.

“Only so he can conscript and exploit them.”

“What are you talking about?” I stare at the Bone Reader and she stares right back, her jowls clenched and her pinprick eyes glinting. Clearly, we’re never going to agree on this. Not when her view is so negative and skewed. “Where can I find Temujin?”

She drags a smoldering shank bone from the fire and taps it with her poker. It hisses and jagged splinters cleave through the brittle white. She studies them, muttering to herself and pushing matted strands of hair from her face. “Use the head, girl. That’s the way.”

“Do you mean use my head?”

“The head,” she whispers three more times in quick succession.

I let out a frustrated breath and climb to my feet. “What does that even mean?”

The Bone Reader tosses her hands into the air. “It’s so simple, a child could lead you there.” She places a strange emphasis on the word child and gives me a pointed look. “Now go, Enebish. I have paying customers to attend to.”


CHAPTER TEN
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MY LEAN-TO IS A TORNADO OF CRUMPLED PARCHMENT.

Charred pine ink stains my fingers and I’m fairly certain it’s also smeared across my cheeks from dragging my hands down my face. I’ve been attempting to write my report to Ghoa for over an hour, but I haven’t a clue what to say.

Tell her everything you’ve learned, Enebish the Warrior insists. It’s your duty, the only thing standing between you and the Kalima. Ghoa is counting on you.

But every time I dip my quill into the inkpot, I remember the refugees’ mud-spattered tents. I see a toddler sucking on an empty ration sack and sighing as if it were a honey cake. I hear the animals bleating miserably in the cold.

Temujin is helping them. He helped me—twice now, between the zurig and the blanket. And I haven’t actually found him or his hideout yet. Just a symbol and nonsensical clues. It would be better to follow these leads, obtain the location of the Shoniin’s lair, and then tell Ghoa of the ram and military rations. No sense seizing the refugees’ food until the last moment possible. That will also give me time to learn the empire’s plans to aid the shepherds—and why nothing appears to be happening.

Decided, I finally compose my update:


Dearest Sister,

I have been hard at work, following potential leads throughout the grazing lands as well as in the marketplace at Diylar Square. While I haven’t found the rebels yet, I believe I’m on the right track. I’ll update you the moment I learn something useful. In the meantime, I’m most concerned for the shepherds. While I have no doubt you coordinated a relief effort, I fear your orders have been misunderstood. They are without the barest essentials. Would you like me to look into the disconnect? What have you arranged and who is to carry it out?

Also, please send word of Serik. I feel guilty, knowing he’s stuffed inside a prayer temple, while I’m out here.

Yours in obedience,

Enebish
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I try to sleep, but the darkness has other plans for me. The threads wriggle like worms from the dilapidated boards and slither like vipers through the soggy leaves. More determined than ever to wake the monster. Daring me to take them in my fist and slam them to the ground. Pull a shade over this entire, miserable place.

I toss and turn, clenching my moonstone so tight that the edges of my skin bleed.

When I finally drift to sleep, the sky is already a smoky gray and my blanket rustles seemingly minutes later. Orbai screeches and nearly nibbles a hole in the wool by the time I sit up. “I trained you too well,” I groan as I grapple for the embossed parchment on her leg.


Dear Enebish,

I am pleased to hear you’re quickly closing in on Temujin. I had no doubt you would succeed. I am concerned, however, that your preoccupation with the shepherds is hindering your progress. I’m also hurt that you’d doubt my dedication to the people. Don’t I deserve the same level of trust and faith I have always offered you? I assure you once again—the refugees are not forgotten. I’m sending a member of the Kalima to deal with the miscommunication. Please focus on the task at hand. Everything depends on this.

Your loving sister,

Ghoa



Shame pelts me like hailstones and I toss the missive to the leaves, where I won’t have to look at it. I would never question Ghoa’s devotion to the people. That’s not what I meant. I only wanted to help. I thought—

You thought you could do better than Ghoa, my conscience scolds. Just like you did in the weeks leading up to Nariin.

No. It isn’t remotely the same.

The scars on my injured arm and leg seem to throb in disagreement, and I rub at them furiously.

No longer tired in the least, I pull on my cloak and boots and wrestle my hair into a braid. I will find Temujin now. Today. To prove Ghoa did right by giving me this opportunity. To prove I never doubted her.

I scour the grazing lands again, keeping the Bone Reader’s clue in mind: Use the head, girl. That’s the way. Hoods and hats and headscarves seem like the most natural connection, so I study the clothing of each passerby, hoping for a glimpse of the ram. But I can’t find a single one. Even the girl who washed dishes with me has mysteriously vanished. And I’m so busy squinting at laundry lines instead of looking where I’m walking, I trip over group after group of muddy, barefoot children. Each time, my heart breaks a little more. It’s difficult to look at them, knowing I can’t help. Knowing I’ve offended Ghoa.

Needing to be free of these miserable fields, I tether Orbai to our tree so she can’t follow me into the city proper, and search the Grand Courtyard and neighborhoods surrounding the royal complex. It’s Ashkar’s head of state, which could be what the Bone Reader’s clue meant. But the austere government buildings don’t even have curtains hanging from the windows or flags flying from the rooftops, where the ram could be hidden. And the walls are free of dirt and graffiti.

My leg aches and my head pounds, but I drag myself over to the industrial quarter to poke around the smokestacks next. It’s the headquarters for Ashkar’s ore refineries, and the drums are certainly large enough to conceal a sizeable group. But they are all echoing and empty, and after a few hours of breathing soot, my lungs scream for the clean air of the grazing lands.

I storm back to Diylar Square, determined to have something positive to report to Ghoa. I charge into the Bone Reader’s hut, shouting, “I’ve searched every head I can think of, but I’m not any closer to finding him!”

The old crone is hunched before the fire in a cross-legged position, and a girl with knotted hair sits across from her. The girl drops something in her lap and stares at me, but the Bone Reader’s eyes don’t leave the fire. “That isn’t the only clue I gave you.”

“It is! You repeated it three times and said nothing else.”

“Or maybe you weren’t listening. Go. And open your eyes.” She points to the door.

“But—”

“Go!” The old woman slams her hands to the ground and sparks billow up from the fire, creating a blast of ungodly heat that shoves me like forceful hands.

I stumble out into the cold twilight, so stunned and furious and terrified of what I’m going to tell Ghoa, I trip over more starving children darting across the road. They are everywhere. Taunting me. A constant reminder of my failure and incompetence.

The last little boy gapes up at me, and I yank my cloak higher to hide my traitor’s mark.

Still he watches me.

“What do you want?” I snap. “Didn’t your mother teach you not to stare?”

“The head, that’s the way,” he whispers before jogging to catch up with his friends.

It’s so simple, a child could lead you there.

Clever, Bone Reader. I’ll give you that.

I glance up at the threads of night emerging from their burrows and slithering down the rooftops. Coming for me. I should return to my lean-to and prepare for another night’s onslaught. It isn’t safe to be out here.

But I can’t pass up this opportunity.

With a hand pressed over the moonstone, I follow the children to a row of abandoned shops where they tunnel like termites between the buildings. Halfway down the alley, they turn into a lantern-lit garden behind one of the stores. I hang back and peer through the iron gate.

Thirty or so children, all slightly too young to enlist, line up in rows while a girl, who looks to be my age, passes out wooden sabers. She’s tall and lean, with close-set eyes and a light brown ponytail. She’s wearing a worn burlap tunic, like many of the refugees, but her boots are clearly made for combat—thick black soles with sharp-edged buckles that make me think she’s far more accustomed to Shoniin gray than these rags.

She moves between the rows, saying hello to the children and ruffling their hair. Then she takes her place at the front and calls them to attention. “Let’s get to work! The Sky King will not protect you. You must learn to defend yourselves.”

My fingers tighten around the bars. She’s poisoning these children against the empire. Encouraging rebellion is much different than stealing rations to keep them alive.

Go. Report this to Ghoa. It’s another crime to add to the Shoniin’s charges. And enough to earn her forgiveness.

But my feet refuse to move. My vision blurs and swims as I watch the children pair off and perform the formal bows of combat. The girl corrects their form and shouts encouragement. And I’m falling, falling, back through time. To when I learned to string a bow and hold a saber—Ghoa’s calloused fingers overlapping mine on the hilt. Her voice hums in my ears, steady and patient, always stoking my confidence. I see her proud smile and feel the solid weight of her cold palm on my shoulder.

Despite myself, my lips lift into the tiniest of grins.

“Are you going to stand there lurking, or would you like to join us?” the girl calls to me.

I jolt back to the present. The girl waves me forward, but I shake my head. “I couldn’t possibly—”

“Of course you can. We’ve been waiting for you. Help me teach these runts a thing or two.”

The offer is so unexpected, I don’t know how to respond. “You want my help?” I finally manage.

She turns to the children. “Who wants to learn to spar from a true imperial warrior?”

A few kids raise their hands. The rest study me, hunched beneath my cloak, my face hidden behind the scarf.

“She doesn’t look like a warrior,” calls a boy from the back.

“Looks can be deceiving,” the Shoniin girl says fiercely. “I assure you, she’s a warrior. And she’s the precise sort of help we need. I’ve been waiting for her to find us.” Her eyes meet mine, banishing the last of my doubts about her identity.

The children clap and chatter excitedly, but still I don’t move. Because knowing this girl is Shoniin only proves that they are conspiring against the empire.

Except, technically, she didn’t say anything about revolution, only that the children must protect themselves. Which is true. The grazing lands are dangerous, and no one seems to be looking out for them. This isn’t so different from Imperial Army training camps. It could be argued that these children are getting a head start even, which gives the army a head start. Plus, I need to worm my way into the Shoniin’s circle. And this is clearly my invitation.

My ticket to Temujin.

The girl hefts a wooden saber from the pile and tosses it to me. The blade spins end over end, the crimson ties fluttering like twin slashes of bloodred. At the last second, I lunge through the gate and catch the rough-hewn grip in my palm.

The children cheer, and the girl’s brows lift as if to say, Not bad. Slowly, I make my way to her side, lifting my chin and stiffening my knee to walk with as little a limp as possible. I don’t want the children to think me weak.

Or realize who I am.

They can know I’m a warrior, but they can never know which warrior.

“First, we’ll practice drawing techniques,” the girl announces. “Batto!” In one fluid motion, she slides her wooden sword from an imaginary sheath and raises it above her right shoulder. The children imitate her. I know they expect me to perform the move as well, but the sword slips in my sweaty palm. I’ll never be able to complete the move with my bad arm. I won’t be able to complete most of the moves—at least not well.

Something you should have considered before limping up here and making a fool of yourself.

Seeing my panic, the girl announces, “Our esteemed guest will be moving through the lines to correct your form. Listen well.”

Shooting her a grateful glance, I make my way through the group. At first the children are skeptical of my suggestions, but as they ask questions and I share tales from my days in battle, I slowly earn their trust until they soak up my coaching like bread in gravy.

Over the next hour, my confidence grows until I’m clapping and yelling as loud as the Shoniin girl—learning the children’s names and patting their backs. My cheeks ache from so much smiling, and despite the chilly night and late hour, I feel warm. And invigorated. Not even the pesky ribbons of night curling around my throat are able to ruin this moment.

For the first time in two years, I don’t just feel like a warrior again. I feel like myself.

“Will you join us again tomorrow?” the Shoniin girl asks as the children file out of the garden.

I accept without a second’s hesitation. I would say yes even if it didn’t advance my mission.

“Good. I’m Inkar, by the way,” she says. “And for what it’s worth, they’re wrong to call you a monster. Someone monstrous could never be so wonderful with the children. You’ve a gift for it.”

Her words trail me as I amble back to my lean-to and nibble on a barley cake. I hear them as I bow and scrape to Orbai, begging forgiveness for tethering her to this tree. And the compliment replays loudest of all when I retrieve my parchment to write Ghoa.

My quill skitters across the page. I want to make her proud. I want to rejoin the Kalima. But not by trampling children underfoot. Like the rations, the training is doing them an enormous amount of good. And Inkar never said a single thing that was outright contrary to the empire. Nor did she mention Temujin or his hideout. He could have nothing to do with this training operation.

You’re making excuses, Enebish the Warrior scolds. You know it’s all connected.

Which is why I will tell Ghoa. Soon. I’d report these things immediately if I thought they’d help me close in on Temujin. But a hasty letter from me now would only harm innocent children, who are already suffering enough. I can carry out my mission and help the people. One doesn’t have to hinder the other.

I retrieve a fresh sheet of parchment and finally write my report.


Dearest Sister,

I have befriended one of Temujin’s followers. She has said nothing concerning him or his Shoniin—yet—but I believe she will, once she trusts me. She has requested my company again tomorrow night.

Please tell me of Serik. I know I need to stay focused, but that will be easier if I know he’s well.

Yours in obedience,

Enebish



I reread the message as I blow on the ink. I haven’t lied. I just didn’t include every tiny detail. But of course I will—once I’ve found Temujin.

Satisfied, I send the letter off with Orbai and settle into my blanket, trying to ignore the small embroidered ram glowing white against the darkness.
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I help Inkar train the children the next three nights. Ghoa’s replies to my unchanging reports grow shorter and terser, but she knows as well as I, you can’t rush building a foundation of trust.

“How did you escape from Ikh Zuree after Qusbegi? Are the Kalima hunting you? Do you hate the commander for torturing you?”

Inkar peppers me with questions every night after the children leave, and thanks to my preparation with Ghoa, I am able to answer smoothly. Painting a picture of how I loathe my sister and the Imperial Army. How horribly they’ve wronged me. And, most important, how I plan to exact my revenge when the timing is right.

“I’m here to avenge my family as well,” Inkar tells me out of the blue one night as we’re walking back to the grazing lands. “My siblings and I spent five years in Gazar, because our parents failed to contribute a sufficient amount to the Sky King’s newest temple. We were noble, of the house of Darkhan, and the king claimed our pitiful endowment was proof of our affinity for the First Gods. The truth was, our father had a staggering gambling debt and we didn’t have supper most nights.”

“The king imprisoned children? For your father’s crime?” I can’t keep the horrified shock from my voice. The dark, festering pits of Gazar are unfit for vermin, let alone children.

“‘If you want to cleanse a house of termites, you must burn it to the final board, lest it infect other buildings on the street,’” Inkar says in a low, patronizing voice. “The Sky King’s words at our sentencing.”

I swallow hard. I want to say that I don’t believe it. That I can’t believe it. But I didn’t believe he would withhold the Sun Stokers from the grazing lands, either.

“How did you escape?”

“We didn’t. My twin brother and I served out our five-year sentence. And our younger sister, Taimar, didn’t make it.”

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. “How old was she?”

“Barely eight, and as quiet and as gentle as a dove. She loved reading and drawing and singing. Not the sort of child you toss into a prison mine. Everything about the pits terrified her, so she walked slowly and worked slowly. One day, the warden grew tired of waiting. He sent her to work down a particularly treacherous shaft with a faulty harness and she fell to her death. He made it look like an accident, and the Sky King made new ‘safety declarations’ after the fact. But neither of them truly cared. No one gives a piss about the prisoners in Gazar.”

I blink back the heat pulsing behind my eyes. “That’s terrible. For all of you.”

“Taimar was never given a chance.” Inkar’s usually cheerful voice is forged of steel. “That’s why I train the children. I refuse to see them discarded in the same manner. I won’t let the Sky King or his mindless minions send them to be slaughtered due to weakness or inconvenience.”

The king doesn’t send anyone to be slaughtered, but I decide now isn’t the time to correct Inkar. “It’s a wonderful thing you’re doing,” I say after a heavy silence. I’m surprised to find I truly mean it.

Inkar’s eyes turn to flint and her smile turns to daggers. “I’ll do whatever I can, whatever I must, to avenge her.”
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Finally, after an entire week of training, Inkar slings an arm around my shoulders and presents me before the children. “Shall we invite our new friend to supper?”

A cheer goes up and Jepith and Mima, two of my favorite students, rush forward and take my hands. They lead me through the grazing lands and into Sagaan, past houses and shops that grow taller and finer. Here, in the jewel box of the city, you’d never believe shepherds were starving and rioting just outside the walls. The paved streets are perfectly swept and paper lanterns zigzag overhead, joining one fine alehouse to the next.

We turn down two more streets, then the children break into a run. They dash up a walkway to a tavern that looks no different than the other storefronts around it. The paint is fresh. The steps are swept. The lights are on and the door is propped open, spewing a steady stream of customers. I wouldn’t have picked it out from the other identical establishments around it, were it not for the sign creaking on brass rings above the door:

THE RAM’S HEAD.

I suck in a breath and Inkar gives me a little wink.

“Your hideout is in a tavern?” I whisper, trying not to sound disappointed. Technically, there’s nothing wrong with this. Taverns are chaotic and crowded; with so much coming and going, it’s easy for faces to pass unnoticed. And there are so many alehouses in Sagaan, it’s hard to distinguish one from the next. But I had expected something grander from a group that has outsmarted Ghoa and the Kalima for so long.

I glance up at the sign again, swinging gently in the breeze. How did I miss this? How has Ghoa missed this?

“Sometimes we’re so focused on a greater goal, we miss the truth hidden in plain sight,” Inkar says, guessing my thoughts.

By the time we shove into the packed common room, the children are seated at a maze of long tables, gulping down bowls of soup. It looks thin and watery, but it smells of grilled onions and my stomach gurgles. Compared to barley cakes and stolen military rations, it looks like a feast.

I reach for a chair, but Inkar grabs my arm and leads me through a pair of double doors, down a long hallway, to an aged door with a cloudy glass knob. “We have a different sort of offering for you, Enebish.”

The way she says offering makes the hairs on my arms prickle. My toes itch to leap across the threshold as the door whines open.

The room is dark, without a single window. If I could access my Kalima power, I’d be able to grip the threads of blackness and see everything perfectly, but I edge forward, squinting into the oppressive shadows like a magic-barren warrior.

My uncertainty rises by the second. “What’s going on?” I ask.

In the center of the room there’s a small rope bed, a dressing table topped with a washbasin and an unlit oil lamp, and a simple chest of drawers. My boots scrape through a thick layer of dust and mouse droppings, and my nose crinkles at the stench of stale air.

This feels like a trick.

Or a trap.

“This couldn’t possibly be your headquarters—” I turn to say to Inkar.

But it isn’t Inkar who stands behind me in the doorway.

It is Temujin.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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HE SLAMS THE DOOR, ENTOMBING US IN DARKNESS.

“Thought this would be more comfortable for you,” he says in a playful tone. As if this is some sort of twisted game.

Sweat stipples my face and pools beneath my arms, yet somehow I’m freezing cold. I stagger back as far as the tiny room allows. “What’s going on? Y-you told me to find you….”

When Temujin doesn’t answer, I flatten my body against the wall and clutch at the moonstone, as if it will protect me.

He must know what I’m really up to. That I’m working for Ghoa.

There’s a quick scratch, and a second later a flame bursts to life. Temujin’s face is a hand’s breadth from mine. His hot breath spills over my cheeks, and his smile is feral and twisted in the flickering glow of the match. His hand moves closer and I flinch, but he reaches past me and lights the lamp on the dressing table.

“Relax,” he says with a chuckle. He snuffs the match with his fingers and flicks it to the dusty floor. Then he leans back against the bedpost, surveying me as a weak yellow glow fills the room. “Are you always so jumpy?”

“Are you always so cryptic and unnerving?” I bite back.

That makes him laugh. “I like to make an entrance—if you couldn’t tell from Qusbegi.”

I shake my head and draw my first full breath since he trapped me in this room. “Well, you certainly did that.” I busy my hands brushing off my cloak and peer at him out of the corner of my eye. He’s wearing a gray tunic, like he did at Qusbegi, and the five golden earrings climbing his left ear gleam in the lamplight.

“You’re from Verdenet,” I blurt before I can help it.

“So are you.” Temujin nods at my leggings, which are bunched up from my scramble across the room, revealing curls of my family’s tattoos. He lifts his breeches to expose the blue ink encircling his own calves. His design has slashes and points, like a barbed-wire fence, while mine alternates between spirals and diamonds.

“Not that it matters,” I say, tugging the leggings down with a jerk.

“Of course not. We are all ‘One army, one nation.’” He repeats the Imperial Army mantra with a saccharine smile. “One big, happy family.”

“That’s not what I’ve heard….”

“What is it you’ve heard?” He pushes away from the bedpost and saunters toward me. “Why are you here, Enebish?”

His bluntness throws me off balance, and I grapple for an answer. I knew he’d ask these questions. And I know what I’m supposed to say. But nothing could have prepared me for the way his golden eyes pin me in place, like Orbai honing in on her prey.

“Y-you saved me from the Sky King and my sister,” I finally bumble. “You told me to find you. That you need me. I thought—”

“You thought I’d have mercy on any stray dog that wandered in off the street?”

“Yes? No. I don’t know—” I scrub my hand over my face.

Burning skies, Ghoa was right. I don’t even have to try to act weak and pathetic. Apparently, every last vestige of Enebish the Warrior is gone.

“Relax,” Temujin says again. “I’m just teasing you.” He ruffles my hair in a way that would be friendly if we were actually friends. But since we only just met, it feels almost condescending. Like I’m a clueless puppy chasing its own tail. “The Shoniin aren’t like the Sky King. We welcome all, regardless of their strength. Or past.”

I duck away from his hand. “You could have led with that.”

“I have a reputation to keep up. It’s exhausting, being the leader of a rebel gang. So many expectations …”

“You’re clearly crumbling beneath the pressure,” I jibe as I move away from the wall. “So this is the infamous Shoniin hideout?” I crinkle my nose and wave around the shabby room.

“What? You don’t like how I’ve decorated?”

I swipe my finger across the chest of drawers and hold it up, displaying a thick coating of dust. “I thought you have a reputation to keep up?”

“Only for the people I lie to. Those in my inner circle get the real picture, the whole truth. When people think you’re flashy and brazen, they’d never expect you to operate out of a run-down bedroom at the back of a tavern. It’s all about showing one thing, then serving something else. It seems you know a thing or two about that.” He traces three fingers down his face, in the same pattern as my traitor’s mark. “Terrifying on the outside, but soft as freshly carded wool beneath. Inkar told me you’re a natural with the children.”

I shrug. “They’re too excited about swinging their wooden sabers to pay attention to my scars.”

“Your scars aren’t the first thing I noticed either.”

“Liar.” I stare Temujin down, but he stares right back.

“I swear to the First Gods, I didn’t have a clue it was you in the zurig until we cut you down. I watched you for a while first, from the rooftop of the Sky Palace, to see if you were the type of person we’d want to recruit. You were so stoic, hanging there and quietly taking the pain. Enduring the ridicule. It was incredible. And when you prayed to the Lady of the Sky, I knew it was fate. She had guided me to you.”

“How do you know I prayed?”

“I know another believer when I see one.” He huffs down on the bed and pats the space beside him. I carefully ease down, trying to sit close enough to look like an eager recruit, but not too eager. Temujin smells of leather oil and tea soap. And this close, he’s so handsome, he’s hard to look at—like the vivid blue heart of a flame. I don’t even have to try to blush and look flustered.

“I’m going to be blunt and cut right to the chase,” he continues. “We could really use someone with your particular skill set….”

Of course. He wants to use me for my night spinning—like everyone else.

I let the enchanted expression wilt off my face and slowly bring my hand to the moonstone. “If you’re referring to my Kalima power, it’s impossible. Even if it weren’t, it’s too dangerous.”

“What if I told you there’s a way to ensure you maintain perfect control?”

“I’d say you’re mad.”

“Would you be willing to try?”

I stay silent for a moment so he thinks I’m actually considering it. But I will never spin the night for a deserter. Not even one who’s feeding starving refugees and training helpless children. A few good deeds don’t erase the bad. He has forsaken Ashkar. Worse—he is actively fighting against it. We are losing the war with Zemya for the first time in centuries.

“You’re not very good at concealing your emotions; they’re written plain as day across your face.” I look away quickly, which makes him snicker. “And you should know I’m not a deserter, as the Sky King claims. I never abandoned my post at Novesti. A band of Zemyans raided our camp during the night, and I was cut to ribbons during battle. My battalion left me bleeding in the frozen grass.”

My jaw clenches at the blatant lie. “Imperial warriors are never left behind, no matter how injured.”

“Tell that to my brothers and sisters,” Temujin seethes. “The magic-barren troops don’t abide by the same rules of camaraderie as the Kalima. We are expendable. Especially those of us from the Protected Territories.” Without warning, he lifts the hem of his shirt to his chin. I tell myself to look away. That’s the proper thing to do. But my eyes are already roving over his lean, chiseled chest and trailing down his golden torso. It’s slashed through with muscle, but on top of the muscle are thick, disfiguring scars. As if someone dragged a white-hot poker through his skin, carving a random pattern of pain.

“You’re not the only one with scars,” he says in response to my gasp. “I lay there for two days, bleeding and shaking in the snow. I tried to bear it like a true warrior and accept my fate, but I couldn’t. I was weak and frightened and everything within me screamed to live. So I called upon the spirit of the Sky King—as we’re instructed to do—but hours passed and our illustrious ruler did not answer my plea. Shocking, I know.”

I accidentally let out a pop of laughter and Temujin’s eyes glint with approval.

“Go on,” I say, my voice wispier than intended.

Temujin scoots closer and the hairs on my arms prickle. “As I lay there, drifting between this life and the next, I couldn’t help but notice how blue the sky was—like a polished sapphire, glinting above me. I knew it was forbidden, but I was dying anyway, so I opened up my pleas to the First Gods, to the Lady of the Sky and Father Guzan.”

“They answered,” I say before I can stop myself. Not a question but a truth. A feeling, deep in my gut. Of course They answered. Unlike the king, the Lady and Father would never forsake a child who had called upon Them.

Temujin nods. “I promised to dedicate my life to Them. I swore to protect others who had been forsaken and wronged by the usurper king, and rekindle their faith, if They would stanch the flow of blood and close my wounds.”

I nibble my lower lip and my rebellious eyes dart again to his chest. Ashkar’s healers are renowned, but not even they could have pieced his abdomen back together without divine help. And he wouldn’t have made it from the battlefield to an infirmary without the intervention of the Lady of the Sky.

Goddess-touched blares like a horn through my mind.

Temujin finally lowers his tunic and continues in a somber voice: “After I regained my strength, I tried to catch up with my battalion, but the Zemyans had attacked again the following morning and slaughtered all three hundred of them. I found their bodies, torn and scattered across the snow, a league south of where they’d left me to die. So I walked, alone, twenty leagues across the freezing grasslands to Sagaan, only to be accused of desertion upon arrival. That’s the only way the Sky King and your sister claimed I could have survived the attack. They were going to execute me, but I escaped and went into hiding. I’ve been running ever since, helping others who have been wronged by the Sky King and his empire. Deserting is disgraceful, I know that, but sometimes it’s the only choice.”

I blink at him, too stunned to speak. In my mind, there has never been a middle ground regarding desertion. Only right and wrong. White and black. Loyal and deserter. But it seems wholly unfair to condemn Temujin when he tried to return to the army—even after they left him for dead.

If he’s telling the truth, Ghoa’s voice hisses. Keep your head.

“And you’re like me. Like us.” Temujin looks again at the damning traitor’s mark. “All of the Shoniin bear similar scars.”

For half a second I want to believe him. I want to feel included and understood. Then I drop my chin so my hair falls across my face. “Except I am guilty where you are innocent. I earned this traitor’s mark and the people’s wrath.”

I try to scoot away, but Temujin catches my elbow. His amber eyes bore into mine, singing to me, hypnotizing me, as bright as a harvest moon. “Our circumstances may differ, but we are all bonded by loss. We are rejected, unwanted. The dregs of the Ashkarian Empire. Unworthy in the eyes of the Sky King. But is it criminal to believe we deserve to be treated humanely? To desire a king who puts the needs of his people above his thirst for power and wealth? Use your night spinning and help me change things for the better.”

I gulp and force myself to look away. Blazing skies, he’s convincing. If I didn’t know to keep my guard up, I would almost be tempted to believe him.

But he’s lying.

He’s lying. I drill it into my brain.

And I have a mission. I know I need to get close to him, but I refuse to promise my Kalima power. It holds too much meaning. If ever I’m given the opportunity to spin the night again, it will be for the empire I swore to serve. For my sister, whose faith in me has never wavered.

“I want to help,” I say carefully, “but I can’t wield the night. The trauma from Nariin is too deep. I understand if you don’t want me to join you, knowing this …”

For the briefest moment, Temujin’s nostrils flare and his fists tighten. But then he puffs out his cheeks, releases a long breath, and shakes his head. “Of course you’re still welcome. Night spinning isn’t your only proficiency. You were a member of the Kalima warriors—you can teach us their tactics, help us avoid them—assuming you’re truly prepared to betray them.” He raises a dark brow at me.

My heart stutters for half a second before my training kicks in. The guilty always respond with anger or indignation, so I slouch lower and stare at my upturned hands, making myself as small and pathetic as possible. “My own sister carried out my torture. Then she dumped me back at Ikh Zuree like garbage and rode away without so much as a backward glance. She will always love the empire and her position more than me. An empire that despises me. I have no one to betray you to.” The words rake the pink flesh of my mouth. Probably because there’s a parcel of truth to the lie. I am despised by the Sky King and the people.

But I won’t be much longer.

“Ghoa and the king have lost themselves.” I fortify my voice with even more conviction. “They’re sentencing our own citizens to freeze on those barren fields, and I won’t be part of it.”

Temujin’s eyes lock with mine for one second, then two. Finally he offers me a hand. “Welcome to the Shoniin, Enebish. Inkar will keep you informed on when and where to meet. Be ready at a moment’s notice; our operation is rather unpredictable.”

He stands, runs his fingers through his jagged hair, and starts for the door.

“Thank you,” I call after him, painting an earnest smile on my face. “I’m eager to begin.”

Again, it isn’t wholly a lie. I’m beyond ready to begin my new life—my old life—and he has just given me the ammunition to do so. When the Shoniin next meet, I will happily join their ranks. But I won’t be coming alone.

“One last thing.” Temujin turns at the door, his hand on the knob. “In case your loyalty should waver, I thought you’d be interested to know that a certain monk named Serik is scheduled to depart from Ikh Zuree on a prison wagon bound for Gazar in three days’ time. Such a tragic story—something about persistent disobedience and failure to respect authority. Apparently there was an incident involving the abba and the commander. She’s the one who signed the arrest warrant. Quite the family scandal. Not the sort of person I’d choose to ally myself with—turning on her own like that.”

“What?” I shove to my feet, ready to fly across the grasslands if necessary to save Serik. When did this happen? What, exactly, happened? Is this why Ghoa has ignored my inquiries about him?

Don’t be foolish, Enebish the Warrior scolds. He’s lying to you. Baiting you.

“Why would you say such a thing?” I make my voice small, hurt, and clasp my hands before me. “I’m with you. You needn’t make up lies to ensure my loyalty.”

“What reason would I have to lie?” Temujin asks with a vicious smile. Then he sweeps out the door and slams it behind him.
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I stare at the large particles of dust drifting like snow from the door frame. My hands are shaking. My legs, too. I grip the bedpost and slowly wilt to the mattress, digging my fingers into the faded quilt.

Temujin’s lying. He has to be. Ghoa would never sentence Serik to the same fate as his father.

And Temujin has every reason to lie. Of course he’d try to poison me against Ghoa and the empire. That’s what he does. I should have been more prepared. But I barreled right into his carefully constructed trap. If I truly despised Ghoa and the empire, I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn they have committed yet another atrocity. And he knows I can’t question her about Serik. She would be furious and deeply hurt by my lack of trust. She’ll know I’ve spoken to Temujin or one of his Shoniin and that I believe them over her … at least to some degree. Enough to doubt.

Which is why I must ignore Temujin’s lie.

How could it be anything else? He has no reason to be keeping tabs on Serik or Ikh Zuree. He’s baiting me, and I refuse to bite.

I heave to my feet and stomp back to the bustling common room. It’s still packed to the hilt with customers, though the children are gone—leaving behind a graveyard of empty bowls tipped on their sides. Only Inkar remains at the table, sitting alone at the far end. She waves me over when she spots me.

“How did it go?” she asks, kicking out a chair for me.

“Excellent,” I say through my teeth, hoping my expression resembles a smile more than a sneer. I drop into the chair and inhale the bowl of soup she saved for me, partially so I don’t have to talk and partially because I truly am starving.

Inkar swivels sideways, so she’s facing me, clearly waiting for me to gush and prattle on and on about how wonderful Temujin is.

I drain every last drop of salty broth and return it to the table with a clank. “He’s even sharper than I expected,” I eventually say.

“Right? He’s going to transform the entire continent. And we will be part of it.”

I nod. Once. It’s all I can stomach. Then I wipe my mouth on my sleeve and stand. “Thank you for the soup. He said you’d let me know when and where to report for assignments.”

“You’re leaving now?” Inkar’s brow crumples as if she’s truly sad to see me go. I blink down at her. She’s so nice. So warm and affable. Do you know who you’ve sided with? I want to say. You never should have gotten mixed up with the likes of Temujin. Instead I readjust my scarf to hide my scars—and my smile, which grows thinner by the second.

“I’m exhausted.” I gesture to my arm and leg. “Training the children takes a lot out of me.”

Her eyes dart across my scars and she looks away sheepishly. “I’m sorry. Of course. I didn’t mean to pressure you. I just thought you’d like to meet some of the others now that—”

“Next time,” I promise, feeling slightly guilty that next time will most likely involve a raid that ends with her bound, facedown, on these sticky floors. But she made that choice when she cast her lot with a deserter’s.

Can you blame her? something deep inside me whispers. Wouldn’t you have done the same if Serik had perished in Gazar?

As he very well could, Temujin’s voice taunts me, in three days’ time.

My throat closes. I need to get out of here. Away from this deafening tavern and Temujin’s loyal followers so I can actually think about what to believe. And what to do next.

“I’ll see you soon,” I tell Inkar. Then I let myself out into the night, limping quickly through Sagaan. Clusters of darkness lie in wait down every greasy alleyway and they lunge as I pass, clinging to me like leeches. More and more and more, until it looks like I’m trailing a massive cloak of midnight.

“Not now. Leave me be!” I wave my arms behind me, but that only earns me a strange look from a shoe shiner, perched on a stoop.

When I arrive at my lean-to, I collapse into the leaves, close my eyes, and place my hands over the moonstone. Deep breath in, deep breath out. Temujin’s lies have me flustered, which makes me agitated, which prods the monster, which beckons the night.

If I am calm and rational, the cycle will stop.

Everything will be fine. Everything is fine—better than fine. I’ve done what Ghoa asked; I found Temujin and his hideout. All I have to do is send word, and my crimes will be forgiven. I’ll be reinstated in the Kalima.

But the cacophony in my head refuses to quiet. The lonely dark of my lean-to is even worse than the busy tavern because, here, there are no distractions. There’s no ignoring the possibility that Temujin is telling the truth.

He isn’t.

Could you live with yourself if you’re wrong? If Serik’s bound for Gazar and you did nothing to stop it?

I press my hands over my ears and scream.

Orbai dives into the lean-to and blinks at me with her pale yellow eyes. I wait for her to peck my hand, looking for the scraps I forgot to bring her. But she hops over to my satchel and pokes her head inside.

“There’s nothing there but barley cakes,” I say with a groan.

She continues digging anyway, and when she drags my Book of Whisperings out into the leaves, I immediately burst into tears. “You brilliant, beautiful bird.” I scratch her neck as I place the fragile book in my lap.

The quill wobbles in my shaky fingers, but I manage to scrawl my question: Who should I trust? Then I banish all thoughts of Temujin and Serik and Ghoa and refugees and allow myself to tumble headfirst into the peaceful nothingness of the Lady of the Sky’s embrace.

Dawn is creeping across the horizon when the burning answer finally appears: It’s a heavy thing, living with regret. As the words disintegrate, the letters form an image, only visible for an instant, of Serik below ground, behind bars.

I snap the book shut, reach for a quill and parchment, and dash off the message to Ghoa. Three words. No groveling. No greeting:

Come at once.

Then I hurriedly lash the note to Orbai’s leg and send her off before I can change my mind.


CHAPTER TWELVE
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GHOA COMES SWIFTLY.

Alarmingly so.

I swear only a handful of minutes could have passed—hardly enough time for Orbai to deliver the letter and return—but I hear the distinct crunch of boots on snow.

Why is it that the things I want most take a lifetime to come to pass—my years at Ikh Zuree were as long and interminable as the great freeze—while the moments I dread hurtle toward me with the speed and ferocity of a snow panther? As if they’ve been stalking me for years, waiting for the perfect time to pounce.

I never told Ghoa the location of my lean-to, but I’m not trying to hide, and she finds it sure enough. I peer around the boards and watch her approach, the sky behind her as pink as the underbelly of a trout. At first glance, I almost think she’s another shepherd, draped in a tattered cloak with a brown scarf covering her hair. But there’s no mistaking her long, confident stride. Or the way the branches toll like frozen chimes as she stalks past.

Burning skies.

My toes tingle inside my boots, itching to run, but I smooth my clammy palms down my cloak and remain seated. I can do this. I can find a way to confirm Serik’s safety without raising suspicion or seeming disloyal.

I poke my face out into the cold morning and wave. Which instantly feels absurd. Like I’m trying too hard. So I snatch my hand back and retreat beneath the boards. But that looks even worse.

Act normal, I command myself. But what is normal? I am a girl cleaved in two. Before and after. Strong and weak. Everything and nothing.

Ghoa stops outside of my hovel and crouches to peer in at me. “Enebish?”

“You came,” I say, which is so idiotic, I could strangle myself.

“As requested.” Ghoa frowns at the soggy boards teetering over me. “Are you really sleeping here? This is not what I envisioned when you told me you’d secured shelter.”

“It’s not like there are many options,” I say, then quickly add, “for someone like me. Thank you for coming so quickly.”

“Of course. Your message sounded urgent.” She leans closer, her eyes sparkling with expectation.

When I don’t respond immediately, her face flattens into the serious, disgruntled expression she wears during war council.

Just as I intended.

I know better than to blatantly lie to her—she would sniff that out in an instant—but I pick my words as I would winterberries, careful to pluck only the sweetest fruit. “It’s been an excruciating week,” I say, clutching my arm to my chest.

“Why? Are you injured?” She quickly scans my body, and my heart swells to see such genuine concern in her eyes. “What happened? Is the pull of the darkness too much?”

“I’m fine. Nothing more than my usual complaints. I just forgot how taxing this is, how strong you must be. How do you do this, day in and day out?”

Ghoa props her elbows on her knees and buries her hands in her hair. “Please tell me you didn’t call me here to complain about being tired and lonely.”

“No. There’s a reason, of course. I would never waste your time. I just thought … I don’t know. I feel so out of my depth, and I don’t want to let you down, and—”

“Scoot over,” Ghoa commands, but there’s a hint of tenderness in her voice as she eases down beside me in the leaves. “I know it’s been a long while since you’ve served in an official capacity, so I will attempt to be patient.” She winks because we both know she is the least patient person across the Unified Empire. “Now, tell me, what’s so urgent that I had to traipse out to this flea trap at the crack of dawn?”

I pull the gray wool blanket onto my lap and hand her the corner embroidered with the ram. “I’ve been seeing this symbol all over the grazing lands. On blankets and head scarves and bags.”

Ghoa fingers the stitching and looks up at me. “And?”

“Don’t you find that strange? It could be a secret icon of some sort. A code between members of a certain group, perhaps?” I lift my brows knowingly.

Ghoa considers the ram again and frowns. “Perhaps … though, it looks like a common adornment to me. How else would shepherds embellish their belongings, if not with their animals? Have you asked the Shoniin girl you’ve been meeting with about it?”

“I’ve hinted at it, but I don’t want to seem pushy.”

“Does she wear this ram on her clothing?”

“Well, no, but—”

“How are you even certain she’s one of them?” Ghoa asks, her voice growing sharper.

Orbai ruffles her feathers in the tree overhead. Never one for conflict.

“The girl complains openly against the Sky King,” I say. “And she speaks often of her friends who are of a like mind.”

Ghoa pinches the bridge of her nose and blows out a breath. “Have you considered that her friends may simply be other shepherds who are disgruntled about their living conditions?”

I know I shouldn’t go down this path now, but she mentioned the shepherds. It may be my only opportunity to learn how the empire plans to respond. “Speaking of the grazing lands—”

“If this girl is with the Shoniin, why hasn’t she welcomed you into the fold already? They’re a ragtag group of rebels, for skies’ sake. They recruit deserters and criminals. It’s not like they’re selective.”

“It’s only been a week.”

“A week I don’t have.” Ghoa tosses the embroidered ram back onto my lap. “I thought I made it clear to you how urgent this is. Don’t you care that you put me in this position? Do you want to rejoin the Kalima? What more can I offer you?”

“You could answer my inquiries about Serik,” I blurt, surprising even myself. “It’s difficult to focus on my mission when I’m constantly wondering how he’s faring.”

An incredulous pop of laughter bursts from Ghoa’s lips. “We are losing ground every day, every hour, to Zemya, but you’re more concerned about Serik! I should have known you were too damaged to handle this assignment.”

“Too damaged?” The word tears through my skin like a dull blade—slow and excruciating. But instead of slumping into the pain like I normally would, I draw my shoulders back and imagine an iron poker rammed down the length of my spine. “Is that what you truly think of me? Were all of your encouraging words and pretty promises back at Ikh Zuree nothing but a lie to get me to do your bidding?”

“No, Enebish. I’m sorry.” Ghoa slaps her hand across her eyes. “I’m just under an enormous amount of pressure. I need you to—”

“No. I need you to tell me if Serik is well.”

Ghoa’s arm falls back to her side and her nostrils flare. “Where is this coming from?

“Why aren’t you answering my questions?”

“Because you shouldn’t be asking them!” Ghoa’s voice cracks like ice and I can suddenly see my breath.

“That’s right,” I sneer. “I’m just a keeper of birds. A mindless minion to be used and discarded at your convenience.”

“You can’t possibly think that! I’m risking everything to help you.”

“Only because it helps you.”

Ghoa rears back as if I slapped her. Her brown eyes glisten in the early-morning light, and her hand slowly comes to rest over her heart, as if I’m breaking it. But I refuse to grovel and scrape—like I always have before. Not if Serik’s life is at risk.

“You claim to have coordinated a relief effort for the shepherds,” I forge on, letting the damning words spin from my lips like a battle-ax, “but I’ve yet to see a single grain of rice from the empire. And you claim Temujin is the source of Ashkar’s troubles, but from where I stand, he seems to be the only one helping.”

Frost crystalizes through Ghoa’s lashes. Thick veins of ice plow into the ground where her fingers clench the dirt. “He’s gotten to you. What have you seen? I don’t know what lies Temujin’s peddling, but I promise nothing he’s doing is helpful.”

“Is Serik bound for Gazar in two days’ time?” I demand.

Whatever Ghoa was going to say dies on her lips and she stares at me. The chill of her body laps my skin like flames. “Did Temujin tell you that?”

“Is it true?”

She wets her lips, and my heart hammers faster with every second that passes, because she shouldn’t have to think about this.

“This has nothing to do with Serik,” she finally says. “What do you know of Temujin? It’s your duty to report everything you’ve learned.”

I scramble back, out of the lean-to. Away from Ghoa. Because Temujin was right.

Bleeding skies, he was right.

“How could you allow this?” I shout. “Serik is your family!”

Orbai dives from the tree with an ear-piercing screech and thumps down on my arm, her talons tense, her wings outstretched.

I reach up and stroke her chest as Ghoa emerges from the lean-to. She takes her time, adjusting the knife in her boot and brushing the leaves and snow from her breeches. “You are overreacting,” she says in a low, firm voice. “If you would stop hollering long enough to allow me to explain—”

“How can you explain sentencing your own cousin to Gazar?”

“It’s only for a short time. The abba is at his wits’ end. Serik still refuses to say his penances, he’s outright blasphemous during services, and they caught him squirreling away food in his robes, as if he were planning another escape. The abba thinks a few weeks in Gazar will give him some perspective—and, quite frankly, I agree.”

“You know that no one is sentenced to Gazar for ‘a few weeks.’”

Ghoa takes a step closer. “How about this: If you tell me what you know of Temujin, I will lessen Serik’s sentence. Suggest an alternative form of punishment.”

I shake my head. “You weren’t even going to tell me he was in prison. Why would I believe you’d follow through on this offer?”

“Because I’m your sister!” Ghoa erupts. “How could you honestly choose a deserter over me, after everything I’ve done for you? I have never doubted you. I didn’t walk away when the rest of the world washed their hands of you. Doesn’t than mean something to you? Don’t I mean something to you?”

My tongue pulses with all of the words I could say to prove my love and gratitude, but Ghoa’s claims don’t match her expression. Her jaw is set and her shoulders are rigid. Her fingertips fidget at her hip—where that flap of worn leather would be if she were wearing her armor. But it’s the glint in her eyes that chills me most—an eerie, detached resolve that reminds me of the hellish days following the death of Chinua, the former commander of the Kalima warriors. Ghoa had worn tracks into the floor of our tent from pacing and murmuring to herself. Not out of grief for our fallen leader, but obsessing over who would take his place. She was willing to do anything to claim the title, and when her turn came to prove her merit, she ordered longer and more dangerous missions into Zemya. She doubled each watch and quickened every march. Pushing, pushing, pushing to prove her proficiency.

Despite these monumental efforts, the king addressed his next correspondence to me.

Only because he’s worried you’re overextending yourself, I’d assured Ghoa. Though, secretly, I’d been delighted to see my name embossed in gold. Secretly, I’d been pressing my night spinning further than I ever had, hoping he might consider me for the promotion. I didn’t want to take it from Ghoa, of course. But the position wasn’t yet hers. And she was already letting the taste of power go to her head.

“Desperation is never a good look,” I say—the same admonition I gave her back then.

Ghoa’s eyes flare with recognition, then fury. This isn’t something the submissive, obedient Enebish would say. It’s something Enebish the Warrior would say.

My words clang in the space between us like the Gesper Temple bells.

She steps closer, her hair as white as frost. A wash of ice pours across the ground, freezing the snow beneath my feet. “I will ask you once more, Enebish.” Ghoa carefully enunciates each word. “What do you know of Temujin?”

“And if I choose not to tell you?”

“I’ll do what I must to protect my king and country.”

“And I’ll do what I must to protect my family.”

“Am I not part of that family?” Ghoa’s voice breaks on the last word, but it’s too late for her to pretend to care.

“Why don’t you ask Serik?” I bellow.

Ghoa clutches her head and screams, “Enough!” A pulse of frigid air knocks me back and the icicles hanging from the trees fall like harsh, chiming raindrops. But instead of crashing to the ground, the shards hurtle toward me like daggers.

I’m so stunned, I can’t move.

I try to fling myself sideways, but my legs are disconnected from my body.

At the last second, Orbai leaps into the air and veers in front of me.

The tiny blades slam into her chest and shred through her wings. She stops abruptly, as if she slammed into the solid walls of Ikh Zuree, and hangs in the air for a terrible second before she plummets.

Her shriek rends the quiet—a horrific, warbling howl.

She crumples to the snow, thrashing and keening. Gleaming ice protrudes from her chest, along with an oil slick of blood—so dark and thick, it’s nearly black.

I can’t look away from it.

This isn’t real. It can’t be real.

I drop to my knees and scream at the top of my voice. “What have you done?”

My ribs are shrinking. Breaking. I can’t breathe.

Ghoa staggers forward, a wail caged behind her hands. “I’m s-sorry,” she cries. “I—I didn’t mean to—”

“What have you done?” I shout again. Blood coats my fingers as I claw at the glistening shards. Tears clog my nose and mouth. I am choking, sobbing, drowning. Sinking, severing, shattering. Until there’s nothing left of me.

Only the monster.

It shudders to life in my belly, and for once, I do not try to tame it. I let its frenzy burn through me like wildfire. I dare it to slash through the paper-thin barrier of my skin.

The moonstone trembles in response, pumping its infuriating, serene vibrations through my chest. The sweat dotting my forehead dries. Exhaustion drags at my arms, as if I’m wearing iron vambraces. Before the moonstone can sing the monster to sleep entirely, I throw myself at Ghoa.

She raises her hands to block my attack, but I’m not coming for her. I need to get Orbai to a healer. And I need to ensure Ghoa can’t stop me or follow me. Which means I need the cover of darkness.

At the last moment, I dive for her boots. Using my good hand, I snatch her dagger, push to my knees, and raise the knife.

Ghoa flexes her fingers and a saber made of ice swirls from her fist. It’s five times the length of my dagger. “Put it down, Enebish. You don’t want to do this.”

“Yes, I do,” I growl. Then I turn the knife on myself, angling the tip of the blade beneath the moonstone. It’s trembling so violently, it feels hot instead of cold. It pumps its poison through me, telling me to drop the knife. To back away from the monster.

I gasp and press harder.

“Stop!” Ghoa roars, but I shove the dagger deeper, carving the poisonous rock from my skin.

White-hot pain lances through me. Rivulets of sticky blood seep down my chest, and I squeal because it feels like I’m cutting out a lethal tumor and an essential organ all at once.

As soon as the moonstone plunks into the snow, a delicious, familiar tingling reignites in the back of my throat. A steady thrum of heat builds in my palms until I thrust them to the side and tilt my face up to the heavens.

The sun has risen over the river, painting the sky a brilliant tangerine, which should make summoning the night difficult—especially for someone so out of practice. But as soon as I flex my wrists, the ribbons of darkness wing from the forest like bats. As if they’d been waiting for me all this time.

I catch their smoky tails in my fists and slam them to the earth with a scream. Blackness swallows the grazing lands, and I bask in its seductive touch, caressing my face like an old friend.

Because I am a Night Spinner, I can still see everything perfectly. The dilapidated lean-to and spiderweb branches of the forest are simply gray and slightly fuzzy around the edges. But Ghoa can see nothing. It’s a darkness so complete, she’ll forget light ever existed.

“Enebish!” She stumbles back with her arms outstretched. “Don’t do this. I’m sorry. I feel awful for hurting your bird, but you purposely provoked me. We’re both at fault. Be reasonable, release the night, and we can find a healer together.”

I laugh because we are well beyond the point of reason. And we can’t “find a healer together” because no one can know I left Ikh Zuree. No one can know she lost control of her Kalima power.

Before Ghoa can flood the air with cold, I sweep my foot beneath her legs. As she crashes through the lean-to, I scoop up Orbai’s flailing body and sprint into the trees. Darkness lashes the sky as I run, swallowing even more of the grazing lands. The hollow in the center of my collarbone feels like a chasm: treacherous and jagged and deep. I cough with every breath. The tingling in my palms burns like a handful of hot coals and the stars pull at me, begging to dive and burn and destroy.

Gasping, I tamp down the need. The monster shoves back. My grip on the night wobbles and the darkness spreads even farther. The way my hands are buzzing, there’s a good chance the blackout has spread to all of Sagaan. Perhaps all of Ashkar.

And I’m secretly glad.

Cradling Orbai against my chest, I rush toward the city center. Toward the Ram’s Head Tavern. And Temujin.

Our only hope of sanctuary.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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THE TAVERN IS DARK AND SHUTTERED, BUT I THROW MYSELF at the door, praying at least one of the Shoniin keeps watch at all times.

When no one comes, I start yelling Temujin’s name at the top of my voice.

The door flies open with a thwack, and a boy at least a head taller than I am looms in the entry. “Are you trying to bring the imperial guards down on us?” he whisper-shouts.

“Help me,” I beg.

His gaze drops to the gaping wound at my neck where I cut out the moonstone, to Orbai mewling in my arms, and to the scarlet swirls of blood blooming through my tunic. He pales and takes a step back. “Whatever you’re mixed up in, we want no part of it. Who told you to come here?”

“Temujin! I’m one of you. Let me in.”

“I’ve never seen you before.” He places his hands on either side of the door frame, filling the entire space.

“I’m new.”

“Of course you are.” He scowls, and something about his close-set eyes, so brown they’re almost black, feels familiar.

“You’re Inkar’s brother! Her twin! I’ve been helping her train the children all week. Surely, she’s mentioned me?”

“The person she mentioned—”

“Is me!” I lighten the shadows around my face so he can see my scars, and wave my hand at the darkness hovering behind me, where a clear, golden morning should be.

He sucks in a breath and falls back. “Blazing skies!”

I dodge past him and hobble through the common room, which is much easier to navigate with the stools stacked atop the tables and not a customer in sight. “Where’s your infirmary? We need a healer and water and bandages and …” My voice trails off when I push into the hall and find it empty, along with every bedroom door I fling open. “What’s going on?” I demand. “Where is everyone? Isn’t this supposed to be your headquarters?”

“Wait here,” Inkar’s brother says. He slips into the dusty bedroom where I met with Temujin, and slams the door behind him.

“Where are you going?” I shriek. “What could you possibly do in there? We don’t have time to wait!” Orbai grows heavier every second, hanging like a dead weight in my arms. I try to follow the boy, but he bolted the door behind him. With a growl of frustration, I kick the knob. Pain zings through my bad leg, but I don’t care. I need to do something. Anything. I’m about to kick the door again, when it swings inward and Temujin stands before me.

“Where did you come from?” I gasp. “And where’d he go? Never mind. You were right about Serik. And when I confronted Ghoa, she, she …” My shaking shoulders fold over Orbai. “Please. Help us. I’ll do anything.” I’m talking so quickly, I can’t get enough air. My vision shimmers. I think I’m crying. “She’s dying.”

Temujin squats in front of me. Instead of his usual Shoniin gray, he’s wearing brown drawstring pants and his black hair is ruffled like a crow’s feathers. Was he sleeping in here?

“Breathe, Enebish. I can help her. But I need you to calm down in order to make the crossing.”

“The crossing? What crossing? To where? You told me this was your hideout.”

“Do you think I’ve evaded the Sky King and his warriors for months by allowing every potential recruit to simply stroll into our stronghold? It was a test.”

“I didn’t tell her,” I choke out. “Ghoa doesn’t know about the Ram’s Head.”

“Even if you had, it wouldn’t matter.” Temujin strides to the far wall, devoid of pictures and paint, and taps it with the toe of his boot. “The grandest shrine to the Lady of the Sky once stood in this very spot. It was nearly thirty feet tall, and every rock was painted with gold leaf. They called it the Window to Heaven; have you heard of it?”

“Maybe?” I vaguely remember my mother’s indignation over the destruction of the sacred shrines. Sometimes, late at night, I’d hear her muttering to her prayer dolls, complaining that the Protector King was purging all traces of the First Gods.

“The king may have destroyed the framework of this sacred site, but the window remains open.” He lifts his right hand, spreads his ringed fingers, and places his palm against the wood. It sizzles and cracks like logs on a fire. Red-orange light outlines his hand, and the dark wood grain ripples. In a flash, it’s white and translucent, streaming skyward like a river of fire.

I clutch Orbai closer and stare up in disbelief.

This is a gateway to the realm of the Eternal Blue.

Temujin truly is Goddess-touched.

A thousand questions elbow through my mind: Does this mean all of his claims are true? Is his rebellion blessed by the First Gods?

Temujin brushes his bangs from his eyes, which are even more yellow and catlike beside the glimmering wall, and offers me his hand. “Welcome to the realm of the Eternal Blue, Enebish,” he says.

Then we plunge into starlight.
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I am enveloped in delicious warmth: smooth as cream, thick as honey, and fragrant as lemon balm. For a split second I am suspended like a cloud. Then my feet land with a thud on what feels like grass—soft and spongy beneath the thick soles of my winter boots.

I suck in a breath and immediately cough because the air is hot. And sticky. It’s such a contrast to the biting cold we left behind, my lungs sputter. Perhaps the glowing door was made of actual fire. Maybe I’m burning alive. Dead, at Temujin’s hand—just like Ghoa warned.

Temujin chuckles with amusement. “You can open your eyes. And you can stop squeezing my fingers. I’d like to keep them.”

I snatch my hand back and mumble an apology, but the words fall away the moment I look up. Everything is green—a lush, tropical green so bright that it makes me squint. I spin a slow circle. We are standing on a jetty overlooking a river that appears to be the Amereti, but it can’t be because it’s swift and bubbling instead of crusted with ice. And a vast field of orange globeflowers unfurls all around us. There are no buildings, no Sky Palace, no city at all. Overhead, the sky is an icy, striated blue, like the glaciers covering the tundra of Chotgor. Hoopoes, with their colorful crowns of pink feathers, tweet as they cartwheel through the clouds.

Orbai would love to be up there chasing them.

She’s no longer squirming in my arms, and her breath is a shallow tremor. “Are your healers close?”

“This way.” Temujin motions for me to follow him, and we trek across the field, toward the rough-hewn peaks encircling the valley like a bowl. I need to remain calm and steady for Orbai, but the farther we walk, the more my hands tremble. Every time I glance down, I choke back a sob.

“It looks like Sagaan, right?” Temujin says, I suspect to distract me.

I muster a nod, because the peaks in the distance do look like the Ondor Mountains, speckled with trees and bathed in swathes of steam. But they can’t be.

“Technically, this is Sagaan. Just a different layer, a higher plane. Think of the realm of the Eternal Blue and Ashkar as identical maps lying one on top of the other. Though the lines are the same, they are separate entities. It’s what makes this such an ideal hiding place. If the Sky King or your sister were to walk into that bedroom, they would find only a rumpled bed and dusty shelves.”

I shake my head at the sheer brilliance of it. No wonder Ghoa can’t catch Temujin and his Shoniin. They can, quite literally, vanish into thin air. Sheltered in the land of the First Gods.

He leads me up a lone hill, due east of a colorful encampment. In Sagaan, I’m fairly certain the Sky Palace sits atop this crest, but in this realm, there is a long, squat structure. It hasn’t any walls, just thin jade pillars holding aloft a bright yellow roof that has eight pointed corners.

Inside, the floor is a mosaic of lustrous pearls, opals, and sapphires, depicting the different regions of Ashkar: the austere desert, the frozen tundra, and the rolling grasslands. The far corner of the pavilion is crowded with coral pots and obsidian urns, and in the center stands a granite altar over which hangs a brass thurible that spills spicy purple smoke. It tickles my nose with cardamom and lavender.

Temujin stops beside the altar. “This is the Temple of Serenity. It’s the heart of the realm of the Eternal Blue—a direct conduit to the Lady of the Sky—and the burial place of Her most devoted followers.” He gestures to the regiment of urns. “Her power is all encompassing here. Can you feel it?” He carefully helps me lower Orbai to the stone slab, then he places his hands over mine, pressing them into the altar.

The stone warms beneath my palms, like a rock in the sun. It grows hotter and hotter until my throat tickles, as it does when my Kalima power wakes. Only this is sharper and stronger and more frenetic. Everything in this realm is more intense—the sun beating down on my face, the density of the air itself, even the ground beneath my feet seems to pulse to a rhythm all its own.

“It feels so strange,” I say. I had always thought the Lady of the Sky’s presence would feel like coming home, but it feels more like I’m teetering on the edge of a cliff.

“The intensity can be overwhelming at first,” Temujin agrees. “The pulse of the Goddess is much stronger here, which is why we’ll be able to heal your bird.” He removes a small cedar chest from behind the cluster of urns. Inside, there are thumb-sized pots of glittering black dust and vials of a tacky green liquid.

“Keep her still.” He dips a tiny silver spoon into the black mixture and sprinkles the powder over Orbai.

“What is that? I’ve never seen—”

Temujin holds up a finger, and I fall silent. He unhooks the thurible overhead and waves it over Orbai’s body so the purple smoke rolls over her in thick coils. When it has devoured her completely, he kneels on the opposite side of the altar and sings a hauntingly beautiful song. It reminds me of wind skiffing across sand and of the stillness of the desert at night. Even though I don’t know the words, my heart knows the melody. The place. This feeling.

Home, a chorus drums in my ears.

Once I get a feel for the tune, I hum quietly with Temujin as tears of worry and gratitude and something I can’t quite name wet my face.

When the song ends, Temujin dips his fingers into the green liquid and flicks it into the smoke. It smells of churned soil and wet metal, and as soon as the droplets touch the haze, it begins to dissipate.

I clench the side of the altar and hold my breath.

Orbai comes into view bit by bit, and I make a high-pitched choking sound. She’s no longer lying on her side but standing and preening her bloody feathers. Her wings are folded neatly at her sides and those terrible shards of ice have melted into nothing. She shuffles over to peck my fingers, and I crumple into a pitiful, blubbering heap.

“Thank you,” I cry as I take her in my arms. She struggles and screeches, but that only makes me hold tighter.

After inspecting every inch of her, I set her down and turn to Temujin, gesturing to the chest filled with strange medicines. “I’ve never seen anything like it. And the empire’s finest healers care for the Kalima.”

“The empire’s finest healers don’t have access to this medicine. It’s called Loridium and it’s made from the tears of Father Guzan. It can heal any wound, no matter how deep, so long as the breath of life still dwells within the injured.”

“Incredible,” I say reverently. “This could help so many warriors at the battlefront. Have you considered—” I reach for the chest, but Temujin snatches it away.

“Loridium is very rare. And it’s most effective in the realm of the Eternal Blue, which is why the Lady and Father initially brought their most faithful followers into this realm. How else do you think Jamukha the Invincible survived so many bolts of lightning? How do you think they healed my wounds?”

My heart squeezes as I stare across the altar at Temujin. “This is reserved for the most important Shoniin, yet you were willing to use it on my eagle?”

“I don’t judge the worthiness of a friend on whether they have feet or feathers. I think the Lady and Father would find her deserving, don’t you?”

A nod is all I can manage.

“Should we take care of your injuries as well?” He gestures to my throat, where the moonstone used to be. The ragged skin is inflamed and crusted with blood, but the wound itself isn’t deep. “Save the Loridium. This is hardly life-threatening. Some water and towels will do.”

Temujin purses his lips and hesitates, but then he shrugs and retrieves a bowl of water along with a stack of clean cloths from the chest. I expect him to hand me the supplies, but he wets the linen, leans across the altar, and presses it against the gash.

His hands are surprisingly gentle. His face is unnervingly close—less than a breath away; I can count each dark eyelash fanned against his cheek.

“It’s honorable, what you’re doing for the shepherds,” I blurt because I have to say something.

“I’m only giving them the aid they should be receiving from their country. And the shepherds aren’t the only ones who have been forsaken. Have you been to Chotgor since Ashkar conquered it? They’re living in squalor. The Sky King seized their fishing boats, disbanded their fur-trapping companies, and forced them to conscript or be sent to mine the tundra for ore to make ammunition. Even children. And surely you’ve heard about Verdenet?”

I think back to that group of old men whispering in the grazing lands. “How King Minoak has vanished?”

“Vanished is a nice way of putting it. Someone”—Temujin puts the word in air quotes—“tried to assassinate him. No one knows if he survived or if he’s being held captive or if he attempted to flee and perished in the snow squalls. He’s simply gone, and the entire region is a mess under the rule of the imperial governor. Just last month they beheaded ten Verdenese men for no other crime than refusing to remove the rings from their ears. It’s like Chotgor: all enterprise has ceased in favor of conscription.”

“But the Verdenese work in gold and silver, not steel and death,” I argue. Unlike Ashkarians, our people have always been crafts workers and artisans. That’s why Verdenet sought Ashkar’s protection in the first place. “They would be the first to fall in battle.”

Temujin wrings out the bloody rag and slaps it against the altar with a thwap. “Yet the Sky King sends them by the wagonload anyway.”

I want to say it’s impossible. The king wouldn’t do such a thing—the people of Verdenet have been an integral part of the empire for nearly two decades. But I don’t know for certain. As a member of the Kalima, I moved from battle to battle, never staying long enough to witness the “rebuilding”—as the king called it. And in the back of my mind, I have always wondered how Ashkar amasses such an enormous infantry, marveled at how eager our newest citizens always seem to serve.

Are they truly forced?

Hot fingers of guilt crush my ribs, but I will myself to stay calm. This is just one version of the story.

Temujin’s version.

As angry as I am with Ghoa, I’m not foolish enough to believe everything this rebel says.

He moves around the altar and perches uncomfortably close, knocking his shoulder against mine. “This is why we’re so desperate for your help.”

Warning bells clang in my brain, but I’m careful not to show it on my face this time. “I still don’t understand how my darkness can be of use, exactly.”

“There are hundreds, maybe thousands, of warriors who wish to join our cause, but they cannot flee the war front. The risk of capture and execution is too great. The Sky King is monitoring his troops more closely than ever with the Zemyans advancing and our growing notoriety. But you could swathe the warriors in shadow and help them evade the patrols. Ferry them across the grasslands and into the realm of the Eternal Blue. With your night spinning, our numbers could double in days.”

My fingers fly to the circular wound at my throat. “I can’t just wield the darkness out there in Ashkar. It isn’t safe.”

I also don’t like the idea of ferrying deserters from the war front. Temujin’s own desertion is one thing. He hardly had a choice—if his story is true—but encouraging it en masse? Purposely depleting our troops when Zemya’s on the offensive?

It feels wrong. Sickening. I press my fists against my churning stomach.

“I can’t.”

“But you just did. Chanar said the morning was as black as pitch around you.”

“It was an emergency. Orbai was dying. And I was barely able to contain the starfire.”

“So practice. Remember what I said? I can ensure you maintain perfect control.”

“Why?” I cross my arms. “If you’re so against the king’s conscription and conquest, why are you stealing warriors and cannons? What exactly do you plan to do?”

I expect him to brush me off with a vague remark, or insist it’s official business—that’s what Ghoa would do. But after a brief hesitation he says, “We hope that by stealing rations and cannons and luring warriors from the battlefront, the Imperial Army will be so depleted, Ashkar will be forced to seek our aid and agree to our terms. We will join with the Sky King’s forces and help drive the Zemyans out of Ashkar only if he affords the Protected Territories the aid and prosperity he initially promised us.”

I chew on his words. Temujin’s plan is brilliant but also incredibly risky. “You realize you’re playing chicken with the Sky King of Ashkar, the boldest and most ruthless ruler in the world? If he refuses, Ashkar will fall to Zemya. They’re already over the border and advancing every day.”

Temujin looks at me without a hint of bravado. The lines furrowing his brow are as deep as trenches, and he scrubs his knuckles over his eyes. It makes him look tired. And young. I had thought he was closer to Ghoa’s age, but now I see he’s hardly older than me. “If things continue as they are, we’ll be conquered just the same,” he says softly. “Our troops are in dire condition. We can’t just leave them to die.”

I stare at him, stone-faced, because the war front can’t be as bad as he claims. It can’t be.

“Rescuing our soldiers and then treating with the Imperial Army is the best chance we have at defeating Zemya and salvaging our culture and traditions,” Temujin continues. “Our only chance. And none of it is possible without you, Enebish.” He adds an unspoken please with the way he catches his lower lip between his teeth.

Despite myself, my cheeks start to burn. I take a large step back. “I’m sorry, but it’s too dangerous. I’m not willing to risk it.”

Temujin says nothing. The only sound in the temple is the scratch of Orbai’s talons as she hunts for crickets around the urns.

Eventually he releases a drawn-out sigh. “I suppose I understand.”

I practically wilt with relief. “You do?”

“I do. But I hope you will understand that I can’t possibly rescue Serik from the prison wagon bound for Gazar.”

His words plunge into my chest like an ice pick. He never offered to save Serik. He simply told me he was bound for Gazar, and I stupidly assumed the warning meant he cared.

“It’s too dangerous. I’m not willing to risk it.” Temujin flings my excuses back at me.

I gape up at him. “So you’re giving me an ultimatum?”

He flashes his dazzling smile, only now it looks a little too wide. A little too calculating. A little less like the caring “friend” who healed my eagle and a little more like the cunning leader I first met in the Ram’s Head. “I would look at it more as an opportunity. A partnership. I scratch your back, you scratch mine. I’ve already proven my worth, haven’t I?” He points at Orbai. “I don’t think I’m being unreasonable to expect something in return.”

“You realize if I lose control again, I could kill hundreds of innocent people?”

“If we don’t rescue the magic-barren soldiers from the war front, we’re killing them just the same.”

“You honestly expect me to do this?” I say, clambering to my feet.

“I don’t expect you to do anything. The choice is yours.”

“Serik is bound for Gazar! You know I don’t have a choice!”

“Then do we have an accord?” Temujin offers me his hand and I stare at it. Wanting to slap it back to his side.

“For a moment there, I honestly believed you were good,” I mutter.

“Good is relative, Enebish. There are a thousand sides to every story. A million shades of gray between black and white. Give us a chance. I think you’ll come around to my plan.”

I grip his hand, imagining his bones are a marmot and my fingers are Orbai’s crushing talons. “I won’t call a single thread of darkness until Serik is safe in the realm of the Eternal Blue.”

Temujin grins and squeezes back. “Then I’d better stop that prison wagon.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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AS WE HEAD TOWARD THE COLORFUL ENCAMPMENT AT THE bottom of the hill, Temujin tells me about the globeflowers—like I’m a skies-forsaken sightseer instead of an extorted captive.

“Seriously?” I snap. “Do you think I care about the scenery?”

Temujin holds up his hands as if I am the difficult one, and we walk the rest of the way in silence.

Orbai springs from my shoulder and takes to the cloudless sky, chasing the unsuspecting hoopoes that squawk and scatter. At least one of us is enjoying the realm of the Eternal Blue.

I glare at Temujin’s annoyingly handsome profile. Why in the skies would the Lady and Father make someone like him Goddess-touched? Not that I’m questioning Their judgment. I’m sure They have Their reasons. Those reasons just aren’t clear to my skeptical, imperfect eyes.

The closer we draw to the tents, the more apparent it becomes that this encampment is very different from the ones I lived in as an imperial warrior. Those tents were small and felt, easy to assemble and collapse at a moment’s notice. These are as tall as the prayer temples at Ikh Zuree and made of shimmering silks and translucent tulles in every shade of the sunset.

Temujin lifts a panel of coral silk, and I gape when we emerge on the other side. The campsite is breathtaking. The air is so thick with incense, I’m transported to a grove of lemon trees every time I inhale. In the center of the tents, dozens of Shoniin dance around a roaring bonfire with flames that glow sapphire instead of yellow. Some laugh and drink vorkhi, while others fly above us on zip lines, weaving through hundreds of floating lanterns suspended on invisible strings.

It’s an explosion of color and chaos that feels more like a dream than reality.

And it makes me even more furious. This is the home of the Lady of the Sky. I should be running through this glorious encampment with my arms outstretched in ecstasy. Ever since I was young, I’ve dreamed of visiting the land of the First Gods. But now I’m here and it’s tainted by Temujin’s ultimatum.

“You know, you can enjoy this place even if you’re mad at me,” Temujin says. He at least tries to sound slightly apologetic. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to everyone.”

We approach the bonfire, and the din of conversation stops abruptly. A multitude of curious eyes squint and stare.

“Enebish!” Inkar leaps from her stool and darts through the group. “You came! When did you arrive?” Her step falters as she gets closer, and her hand flies to her mouth at the sight of my ashen face and bloodstained tunic. “Bleeding skies, what happened?”

I swallow and self-consciously smooth the fabric. “I … um …” I doubt they’ll embrace me with open arms if they knew I was meeting with the commander of the Kalima warriors. Though judging from their skeptical, and a few outright hostile, faces, I don’t think they feel welcoming either way.

Temujin finally has the decency to break the prickling silence. “This is Enebish. Our newest recruit. She was attacked for withholding information about us. She’s precisely the kind of warrior we need.”

Inkar proudly links her arm through mine, but the others continue staring. I try to stand tall and meet each of their eyes, but my chest instinctively caves inward.

Temujin goes around the circle and rattles off names, but I don’t remember any of them, aside from Inkar’s brother, Chanar, and the Bone Reader, Borte, who looks surprisingly younger in the strange blue glow of the bonfire. In fact, her face is completely free of wrinkles. She can’t be much older than I am. “You—how did you do that?” I stammer.

“Makeup.” She holds out her hands, which are streaked brown and white. “No one would pay to consult a young bone reader.”

My brow crinkles even further as my gaze sweeps around the circle again, taking in each face. Temujin claimed his followers were scarred and downtrodden like me, but they appear to be the picture of health. I shoot him an accusatory scowl.

“Not all wounds can be seen,” he reminds me.

“Like my and Chanar’s,” Inkar chimes in. “And Oyunna is a courtesan in the Sky Palace.” Inkar motions to a girl sitting in the center of the group. She’s unusually tall, and her raven hair spills across her freckled shoulders. Something inside me stills at Inkar’s words. Oyunna is a courtesan. Not was.

“She works there still?” I blurt.

Oyunna pins me in place with searing, kohl-lined eyes. “Someone must gather information from the high court. Who do you think sent word to Temujin that the zurig was being wheeled out during the Qusbegi Festival? You didn’t think it was a coincidence he rescued you so quickly, did you?”

Oyunna says all of this with cool nonchalance, as if her task is no different than polishing floors or grooming horses. But her eyes are backlit with fire, and her heart-shaped lips curl into a snarl. “I may provide the Sky King’s pleasure now, but someday it will be my pleasure to chop his manhood from between his legs.”

The group roars with laughter, and I find myself laughing too. The knot in my chest unwinds a fraction.

“I have some business to attend to in Ashkar.” Temujin throws me a meaningful look. “Who wants to take care of Enebish while I’m gone?”

Inkar is the only one who raises her hand, since take care of Enebish clearly means babysit. “She can stay with me and Chanar.”

Her brother groans from across the fire. “You can’t just volunteer our tent.”

“Technically, I’m your older sister, which makes me head of the family, so, yes, I can.”

“You’re three minutes older!”

Inkar smiles brightly at him. “And three minutes wiser.” She turns to me. “Don’t mind him. He just takes a while to warm up.”

“That seems to be the case with everyone,” I mutter as the other Shoniin resume whispering and throwing cagey glances at me.

Inkar waves a dismissive hand at the group. “This is how it always is with new recruits. You’d think they’d be kinder, since they’ve all been in your shoes, but it seems to be a rite of passage to intimidate the newest members.”

“Especially when that newest member is Kalima trash,” a boy with muddy-brown hair calls.

“We don’t take kindly to spies,” another girl hisses.

I nearly snap back at her, but I press my lips together because, technically, I am a spy—or was.

“Quit being so paranoid,” Inkar chides. “More than half of you were imperial warriors.” She plunks down on a log next to the crackling blue bonfire and pats the space beside her.

I step back instead of forward. “I’m so exhausted. Perhaps I’ll just head to bed….” I would rather return to my freezing lean-to than wade farther into this den of vipers.

“You think we’re going to let you poke around our tents unsupervised?” Oyunna stands and prowls toward me. “Take a seat, Enebish. The fun is just beginning.” She fists the back of my tunic and tugs me down between her and Inkar.

There’s a long moment of silence. My traitor’s mark tingles as the Shoniin inspect it from every angle.

“No sense wasting time.” Oyunna turns to me with a clap. “I have lots of questions about that frigid harpy you call a sister. And the Kalima.”

“Oyunna!” Inkar reaches around me and smacks the back of Oyunna’s head.

“What?”

Inkar hits Oyunna again, sending her cascade of black hair flying. “Now isn’t the time to interrogate the poor girl. She just arrived. And she’s been through hell today. She needs friends.”

“Well, she came to the wrong place for that.”

“Ignore her, Enebish,” Inkar says to me. “Oyunna isn’t always so insensitive and insufferable.”

This brings an unbidden smile to my lips. I actually prefer how Oyunna came straight out and asked about my past, rather than stare and make assumptions like the rest of them. She is bold. Confident. In a way, she reminds me of Ghoa—the Ghoa I knew before Chinua died. The Ghoa I loved and looked up to. The Ghoa who’s still in there, buried beneath a mountain of pressure.

I want to reach across the realms and shake her. Shout at her. And then weep like a child in her arms.

This isn’t us. I know she didn’t mean to hit Orbai.

But she did.

And now I’m here—for better or worse.

“Fine.” Oyunna pours a hot cup of vorkhi from a teapot on the fire and takes a dainty sip. “Let’s be friends. What shall we discuss? I can tell you anything you’d like to know about life inside the Sky Palace. Or the latest gossip in Sagaan.” Her voice is false and sugary sweet.

“Or Enebish could tell us something about herself.” Inkar casts me an encouraging glance.

“I think you know the highlights,” I mumble.

Inkar gives a terse shake of her head. “Nariin is not a highlight. And it’s hardly all you are. Tell us something real. Something no one else knows.”

Keep quiet, my mind screams. This is how they worm their way beneath your defenses. But I’m so tired of feeling alone and disconnected from the rest of the world. And if I’m stuck here, I might as well do some probing of my own. And, despite our many differences, there’s one thing we all have in common….

“I’ve kept my mother’s prayer doll and Book of Whisperings hidden at Ikh Zuree for the past two years,” I admit. “And I’ve used them.”

“Bold,” Oyunna says with an appreciative nod.

“I also attempted to open a gateway to the Eternal Blue at the start of this journey.”

Inkar and Oyunna exchange a look and then erupt with laughter. “We’ve both done the same thing!” Oyunna says. “When I first entered the king’s service, I scoured every corner of the Sky Palace for old, sacred relics, hoping they might open the gateway.”

“And I prayed to every slimy stone in Gazar, foolishly convinced they’d been part of a sacred mound,” Inkar says.

After that, the conversation flows more freely. Not easily, but enough to make the bonfire tolerable—especially after we’ve all downed a few shots of vorkhi. Eventually rations are passed around, and I raise my eyebrows at the same burlap sacks that are delivered to the shepherds. The Shoniin could be feasting like kings in this realm and no one in Ashkar would be the wiser. But they’re not.

Unsurprisingly, Orbai returns from harassing the hoopoes as soon as I rip open my sack. She lands at my feet and nibbles the edge of my tunic until I relent and give her a strip of jerky.

“She has you well trained,” Chanar calls from across the fire. The Shoniin seated around him snicker, but instead of responding, I whistle at Orbai, who takes flight.

She circles overhead until I click my tongue, then she dives and snatches Chanar’s ration sack clean off his lap. “I am definitely the trainer.”

The Shoniin around him hoot with laughter. A few even cast me approving looks. Inkar stands and applauds.

We sit around the fire for what feels like hours but, strangely, the sun remains overhead, blazing hot as midday. When Inkar shoves to her feet with a yawn, I squint up at the sky. “What time is it?”

“Nearly two in the morning,” Oyunna slurs.

“But the sun—”

“They call it the realm of the Eternal Blue for a reason,” Inkar says. “The sun never sets on the land of the First Gods.”

“You mean it never gets dark?” Anxiety rushes out of me like a breath held too long, but a persistent itch immediately takes its place. A terrible, insatiable longing.

“Never, which is why I volunteered to let you stay with me.” She winks, motions me up, and guides me through the maze of colorful tents. We pass a pale pink tent that reeks of burnt wool, and when a girl ducks through the flap, I catch sight of an assembly line of workers branding the ram insignia onto military rations. Moans come from what I presume to be an infirmary tent, and a deep crimson tent belches the same blue smoke Temujin used during my rescue at the Sky Palace.

At last we reach a sea-green tent, and Inkar lifts the silver flap with a flourish. “Home sweet home.”

Once we’re inside, Inkar bunches up a messy bedroll and throws it out into the dirt. “I’m too tired to deal with my brother. He can sleep somewhere else.” Then she lays out a fresh blanket beside her own. She even drags a branch inside for Orbai, who nibbles her fingers in appreciation.

“Thank you,” I whisper as I snuggle under the blanket and stare up at the lantern dangling from the apex of the tent. “I don’t know why you’re so kind to me.”

Inkar yawns. “I’m only doing it so you’ll cooperate and lend your night spinning to our cause.”

The blow lands as hard as an actual punch. I cough and my hands fly to my smarting chest.

“I’m just teasing you.” Inkar’s laughter punctures the quiet like the thwap, thwap, thwap of raining arrows. “You’re one of us now. Family. And while family may goad each other, we also stand up for each other when it matters most.”

“Family,” I repeat, thinking of my own. Of Serik, bound and gagged in the back of a prison wagon. Of Ghoa’s icy tears and haunted expression in those terrible moments before I slammed my darkness to the earth.

I trace my fingers over the little silver-and-onyx feathers at my wrist, wanting to rip the bracelet off and clasp it tighter all at once.

Is she hunting me? Does she miss me? Do I want her to miss me? These maddening thoughts go around and around my brain until I finally succumb to exhaustion.

But there’s little rest in sleep.

Maybe it’s because I carved the moonstone from my flesh. Or maybe it’s because I called the night during my escape with Orbai. Or maybe it’s the stronger connection to the Lady of the Sky in this realm. But for the first time in two years, I dream of Nariin.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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IT BEGINS WITH THE FAMILIAR HORRORS, THE THINGS the moonstone could never fully eradicate: the swirling, amorphous darkness and the terrifying weight on my chest. But now the nightmare expands like blotches of paint, revealing hidden, horrifying details. Still not a complete picture, but glimpses. Flashes.

I see a field of crystalline snow, blinding in its purity. A blink later, it’s littered with heaps of charred bodies, like flies in a bucket of milk. And the smell … burning flesh and melting hair. I choke and gag as I crawl through the smoldering ashes.

Ghoa is there, sitting beside me. She’s folded into a tiny ball with her head on her knees, her hand still resting on her blood-covered sword. She rocks forward and back and quietly whispers, “How could you? How could you? Burning skies, how could you?”
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“Enebish!” Inkar’s frantic voice blasts through the billows of smoke, and I rip back into consciousness. Her hands are clamped around my shoulders, holding my thrashing arms to my sides, and Orbai circles above us like a screeching whirlwind.

“It’s just a dream,” Inkar says, gasping.

But it isn’t just a dream. It’s a memory. The memory. As angry as I am with Ghoa, seeing her like that—so gutted and distraught, yet stalwart by my side, when my crime was far worse than attacking an eagle—breaks something inside of me.

I curl into a ball and moan into my hands. My skin is slathered in sweat, and pain radiates through my injured arm and leg—as sharp and as raw as it was on that terrible day. “Why did I kill them? I didn’t mean …” I didn’t mean to let the monster escape. I didn’t even know it was there, lying dormant inside of me. I had never felt its wicked presence before. Had never even come close to losing control of my Kalima power.

Lies.

I had been foolish and reckless and grasping. Every bit as desperate for promotion as Ghoa. Each night after receiving that first official missive from the king, I sent my darkness into his bedchamber. I shaped the wisps into images of me leading the Kalima and told the tendrils what to whisper in his sleeping ears. As we marched farther and farther from Sagaan, it required more of my strength. So much so, my grip on the night began to falter during drills. It would spark and flare and burn out entirely. I knew I should stop—my power was needed on the battlefield. But I couldn’t. What better way to honor my parents than by leading the Kalima against the Zemyans?

“Shhh,” Inkar murmurs. She smooths the damp clumps of hair away from my face. “You’re safe. You haven’t hurt anyone. We’re in the realm of the Eternal Blue, remember?”

My eyes creak open to find walls of mint-green silk and Inkar’s worried face hovering over mine. Orbai lands on my other side and nudges my hand with her beak. The air is warm and fragrant with the calming scent of lemongrass and globeflowers. From somewhere across the encampment, a gong sounds, followed by the steady hum of feet and voices. I loose a shaky breath. We’re in the realm of the Eternal Blue, not a freezing field strewn with bodies. Inkar’s right about that. But she’s wrong about the rest. I did hurt someone. I killed an entire caravan. I called the night and battered them with starfire. All for my own selfish ambition.

I cover my face with my hands and moan. I need my moonstone. I need these debilitating memories off my conscience. But the rare stone is buried deep in the snow along the bank of the Amereti River, assuming Ghoa didn’t retrieve it. Temujin would never let me reclaim it anyway. Not when he needs me to shield his deserters from the war front.

Scrambling to my knees, I crawl across the tent to a low table holding a basin of water, and splash my face until the bowl is empty and my tunic is soaked.

I can feel Inkar’s worried gaze on my back, as heavy as a fur coat, but I keep my lips sealed tight. There’s nothing to say. Nariin will always be there, and I will always be running from it.

“I know what will help,” Inkar announces with a clap. But before she can tell me, someone starts shouting. A voice I know better than my own.

A warbling cry rips from my throat, like digging out of an avalanche and drawing that first glorious gasp of air. I dart from Inkar’s tent and race toward the clearing. My injuries will be cursing me later, but that pain is nothing compared to the anxiety that’s been sawing through my heart ever since I heard the words Serik and Gazar in the same sentence.

I follow his shouts through the tents and past the bonfire and spot him at last walking with Temujin toward a shack at the edge of the clearing. Or being dragged toward the shack by Temujin, more accurately. I didn’t notice the little building last night. It’s made of dull brown wood with green moss creeping up the walls. Not much to look at, compared to the vibrant tents.

“Release me!” Serik roars, and I suppress a chuckle. Of course he would enter the realm of the Eternal Blue fighting and bellowing.

“I can’t release you just yet.” Temujin speaks slowly. “But I assure you—”

“Save your assurances! They mean nothing to me. Where is Enebish?”

Temujin looks seconds away from sliding his hand a bit higher and wringing Serik’s neck.

“Serik!” I collapse against him in an exhausted hug. “You made it.”

Orbai swoops past, screeching her displeasure at the commotion.

Serik takes one look at us both and resumes bellowing at Temujin. “You promised Enebish was safe!”

“I am safe,” I interject, but Serik yells louder.

“You look awful. They’ve clearly been torturing you.” He gestures to my tear-streaked face and the wound at my collarbone. “And he kidnapped me!”

“No one is torturing me. I just had a nightmare. And Temujin ‘kidnapped’ you from a prison wagon.”

“I think the term you’re looking for is rescued,” Temujin cuts in. “An act that’s usually received with far more gratitude.”

“I didn’t need your help,” Serik says to Temujin. “I had a plan.”

Temujin lets out a long, weary breath and looks to me. “Is he always so …”

“Yes,” I say with a wheezy laugh. “Always. Surprisingly, you come to appreciate it.”

“I’ll have to take your word for it.”

Serik bunches back his sleeves. “If you have a problem with me, deserter …”

I roll my eyes and tug Serik’s arm. “Stop picking fights and come with me. I’ll explain everything.”

Before Serik can take a step, Temujin yanks him back. “I’m afraid he must stay here, in the supply shack.”

“What?” Serik and I cry out in unison.

“Only for a short—”

“See!” Serik says. “You are holding me hostage.”

“You promised to free him,” I exclaim.

Inkar, Chanar, and a swarm of curious Shoniin dart into the clearing, buzzing toward the disturbance like flies to sheep.

“Enebish! There you are,” Inkar calls.

“Having trouble with the big, mean monk?” Chanar elbows Temujin in the ribs. “I don’t know why you bothered saving him—rich, pampered coward, hiding away in the monastery while the rest of us bleed and fight.” He scrunches his nose at Serik’s holy robes.

Serik’s entire body goes as rigid as the Ondor Mountains, and the cords in his forearms bulge. “You don’t know anything about me.”

“Don’t get him started.” Temujin waves Chanar and the other Shoniin back. “He’ll never shut up.” Then he steps closer to me and lowers his voice. “Stop making a scene. I promised to free Serik from the prison wagon. Which I did. I said nothing about letting him roam freely here.”

“That was implied!” I toss my hands into the air. What I really want to do is smack the virtuous expression off Temujin’s face. “Why would you free him from one prison only to put him in another?”

“To ensure you uphold your end of our bargain.”

Serik stops ranting and looks at me. “What bargain?”

“I gave you my word,” I grind out, eyes fixed on Temujin. “That should be enough.”

“Should is fickle, isn’t it?” Temujin says darkly. “I should be able to wear these tribal rings in my ears. I should be free to return to Verdenet to check on my family. I should be believed when I tell my superior officers I didn’t desert my regiment, but unfortunately, nothing in life is ever as it should be.”

“But—”

“Put yourself in my position. You’ve made it abundantly clear you don’t trust me, so it shouldn’t come as a shock that I don’t trust you, either. I promise no harm will come to Serik, but he must stay here until you make good on your promise.” Temujin yanks Serik closer to the shack. This time, Serik doesn’t fight. He allows Temujin to drag him along like a limp sack of grain.

“What did you promise him, Enebish?” Serik’s voice is quiet, ragged.

“Can I at least speak with him in private?” I ask Temujin.

He hesitates but eventually nods. “I suppose that’s fine. Just let me get him situated.”

Temujin and Serik disappear, and I pace outside the door, too furious to feel the twinge in my leg as I stomp from one end of the shack to the other. The monster scrapes and roars in my gut, and I laugh bitterly because the one time I actually want to set it free, there’s not a single ribbon of darkness to call.

After an eternity, Temujin reemerges alone. “You have ten minutes.”

I shoulder past him. “How generous.”

“Would you do anything differently?” he fires back.

I grumble, which is the closest I’ll ever come to agreeing with him. Then I push through the door and slam it behind me.

The shack is cluttered with unused sleeping rolls and satchels and gray Shoniin tunics. Everything is coated in a fine layer of dust, other than the sliding boot prints Serik left across the floor. I follow them around an enormous pile of mismatched leather armor and find him in what can only be described as a cage. The back half of the room has been quartered off with thick wooden bars that stretch from floor to ceiling. Serik stands behind them, cursing under his breath as he bangs on the rungs, checking for weak points.

“At least it’s not Gazar.” I force a brittle laugh.

Serik’s head snaps up. “Gazar would be preferable. What is this place? What are you doing here? And what did you promise that deserter scum?”

“I don’t even know where to begin.” I slouch against the bars and let my legs slide out from under me, until I’m sitting cross-legged on the floor. Serik does the same on the other side of the bars. Our arms briefly touch through the gaps, and the frayed edge of his sleeve tickles my wrist. The familiar scent of pine ink and parchment envelops me, and I have a sudden urge to reach for his hand. Needing to be closer so he can flash me his moon-eyed smile and tell me everything is going to be fine.

“I knew better than to trust Temujin,” I say after a full minute of quiet. “But it’s not like I had options. You were bound for Gazar, and this was the only way I could think to save you.”

“What did you promise him?” Serik asks, gentler this time.

I swirl my finger through the dust on the floor. “What do you think? What has everyone always used me for?”

“But that isn’t even possible….”

“It is now.” I turn to face him and tap the angry red wound at my throat.

I expect Serik to cringe at the meaty mess, but his lips flatten and he scrambles back to his feet. “I’m going to kill Temujin—”

“Stop shouting. He didn’t cut it out. I did.”

His hands slowly drop back to his sides. “Why? I never believed you needed that stupid rock, but why would you do that for him?”

“It wasn’t for him. It was for Orbai.”

“But Orbai’s fine.” Serik gestures toward the ceiling. Every few seconds my eagle’s discontented screeches filter through the shack.

“She’s fine because I shielded her with my darkness. After Temujin disrupted my torture at Qusbegi, Ghoa sent me into Sagaan to track him and infiltrate his ranks. But while I was in the capital, I found thousands of shepherds freezing and starving on the winter grazing lands. Apparently, the Sun Stokers have been detained at the war front because the Zemyans are advancing. Ghoa claimed an alternate relief effort was underway, but I lived among the shepherds for a week and never saw a crumb of food or a stitch of clothing from the empire. Temujin and his Shoniin are the only ones providing aid—”

“So?” Serik interrupts. “That’s nice and all, but is it enough to jump headfirst into their deserter movement? And what does it have to do with Orbai?”

I narrow my eyes at him. “I didn’t jump into any movement. I wasn’t even considering joining the Shoniin—and Temujin knew it. That’s why he told me you were being sent to Gazar. At first I refused to believe Ghoa would allow it, but when I confronted her, she got so angry that she lost control of her Kalima power and shot daggers of ice at my chest. Orbai dodged in front of me at the last second and saved me.”

“Ghoa did what?”

I nod gravely, reliving Orbai’s tortured wails. “I cut out the moonstone and darkened the grazing lands so we could escape. But I couldn’t take Orbai to a healer in Sagaan without being recognized, so I came here.”

Serik wilts back to the floor and mutters, “Blazing, burning skies.” He bunches his sleeves in his fists, puffs out his cheeks, and exhales a long breath. “And where, exactly, is here?”

“This is the realm of the Eternal Blue—the first level of heaven, reserved for the most devout followers of the Lady of the Sky. Her world within our own.”

Serik stares at me without blinking. “You expect me to believe we’ve been whisked away to the land of the First Gods?”

“How else would you explain this place? We’re clearly not in Sagaan anymore.”

“I don’t know where we are or how to explain it, but I know the First Gods would never allow me in their presence. They’ve made it perfectly clear I am nothing to them. Which is fine because I don’t want their skies-forsaken Kalima powers.”

“Do you think I’m happy about this?” I wave my hand to encompass the shack. “But refusing to accept our situation won’t help matters.”

“I’m not trying to be difficult. I just don’t understand how any of this is possible.”

“Temujin is Goddess-touched,” I say. Then I quickly explain the rest: how Temujin was healed with Loridium, how the shrines are a gateway, and how the Shoniin believe the empire is supposedly corrupt.

“And how does your night spinning factor into all of this?”

I look down at my hands. “In exchange for rescuing you from the prison wagon, I promised to use my night spinning to help Temujin ferry deserters from the war front.”

It sounds worse, admitting it out loud.

Serik sucks in a gasp and I brace for another onslaught, but instead he traces the golden stitches down the edge of his cloak. When he finally looks up, I’m surprised to find his eyes are fervent beneath his downcast lashes. Reverent, almost. “You’re willing to do that for me?”

“You know I’d do anything for you.”

He holds my gaze for another charged moment and my skin feels too tight. Or maybe my insides are too big? Either way, I have to look away in order to breathe.

“As much as I appreciate your help, I obviously can’t let this happen,” Serik says.

“What do you mean you can’t let this happen? It’s not like we have a choice.”

“You do have a choice. You’re not imprisoned.”

“What are you talking about?” He’s got that glint in his eyes again. The same expression he wore when he convinced me to drink vorkhi and sneak into the Qusbegi Festival. The one that means I won’t like whatever comes out of his mouth next.

“Leave, En. Escape. Don’t let Temujin use you for your power.”

I swat his hands away. “Have you lost all sense? I can’t just leave you here.”

“You can. I want you to. I’m begging you to.”

“Do you realize what you’re asking?” I shoot to my feet. “What do you expect me to do? Scamper back to Ashkar, settle down with a caravan of herders, and pretend I didn’t abandon you?”

“Do you realize what you’re asking of me? I have no interest in being the bait Temujin uses to manipulate you. I won’t be able to live with myself.”

“Neither will I!”

“Please, Enebish.” Serik’s voice is a frayed whisper. “Go. Before you do something you can’t take back.”

I shake my head so vehemently, my hair comes unbound and snarls across my face. “I don’t have a clue how to leave this place, even if I wanted to.”

“If you care for me at all, you’ll find a way.”

“If you care for me at all, you won’t ask me to! And this isn’t just about us. What if the Shoniin are telling the truth about the Protected Territories and the war front?” I’ve been so focused on saving Serik and Orbai, I hadn’t given much consideration to this possibility until the words tumble out of my mouth.

“What?” Serik gapes at me as if I just spoke Verdenese. “You can’t possibly believe their propaganda.”

“I don’t.” At least I don’t think I do. “But Temujin was right about you being sent to Gazar. And you haven’t seen the horrible conditions on the grazing lands. Maybe some good could come from me going on one of these missions? It would allow me to survey the war front and speak with soldiers. If the empire is truly as corrupt as Temujin claims, I want to help the people. And this is the only way we’ll know definitively who to trust.”

“Find other ways to help. In our realm. That don’t require treason.”

“There are no other ways. We’re trapped.”

The door whines open and Temujin strides into the shack. “I hate to break up this joyful reunion….” The way he glances between me and Serik leaves no doubt he heard every word of our argument. “But Enebish has a commitment to fulfill.”

“Now?” I curse the blasted tremble in my voice—and how it cements Serik’s unyielding expression. “You’ve only just returned from retrieving Serik. Don’t you need to rest and—”

“War waits for no one. It’s time to see what you can do.” Temujin holds the door open and motions me through. “We only have a week to prepare you for your first mission.”

“Please, Enebish,” Serik calls as I trudge out into the sunlight. “At least consider what I said.”

“Fine,” I relent. He’ll scream himself hoarse and shatter his bones against the prison bars if I don’t. And I do keep my word. I give his ridiculous request careful consideration as I descend all three steps leading out of the shack.

There. Promise kept.

Decision made.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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“WHERE ARE WE GOING?” I SNAP AT TEMUJIN.

He waves toward the hill. “The Temple of Serenity.”

I charge across the clearing, as fast as my injuries will allow. I have to bite down hard on my tongue every time my bad leg meets the ground.

“Wait, Enebish. It doesn’t have to be like this.”

“You’re forcing me to use my power against my will. How else can it be?”

“I’m not forcing you. We made a deal.”

I laugh bitterly. “Only because you gave me no choice.”

“We always have a choice,” Temujin insists. “It’s no fault of mine if you can’t bear the alternative. Sometimes morals must be bent for the greater good.”

Easy to say when you had no morals to begin with, I’m tempted to mutter, but that’s not entirely true. Temujin’s fighting relentlessly for the shepherds and the people in the Protected Territories. It’s his methods that are less than honorable.

Temujin falls in stride with me. His gaze is so incessant, the side of my face burns like I’m standing too close to a bonfire, but I keep my eyes fixed ahead and raise my anger like a shield.

The closer we draw to the temple, the faster my heart pumps. Blood drums against the front of my skull, and my fingers tap an anxious rhythm against my thighs. I’m not ready to call the night again. When I rescued Orbai, the blackout swallowed far more of Sagaan than I intended. The monster was so close to overtaking me. Not to mention, Serik will be furious. And Ghoa …

She will never forgive me. I’ll officially become a traitor.

I lunge forward, moving even faster. As if I can somehow outrun all of this.

“I really am sorry,” Temujin says when we reach the temple, “but it isn’t personal. War requires a certain degree of ruthlessness. You know that. I’m only doing what I must to save the people I love.”

“Didn’t your mother teach you not to lie?” I grumble.

“My mother couldn’t teach me much of anything. She died of the sweating sickness when I was two. It was only my father, two brothers, and I.”

“Oh.” I wasn’t expecting him to tell me anything so personal. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s the same for so many families in Verdenet. Before we became a Protected Territory, our people perished by the thousands of illness or starvation. Or Zemyan raids.” He nods at me. “But under Ashkar’s safeguard, it’s hardly better. We may have protection and basic medicine, but what does that matter when just as many are carted off to the war front and slaughtered like pigs? Or put to death for simply living our beliefs?”

He gently touches the line of rings down his ear as we enter the temple. “My oldest brother was among those killed for refusing to remove their earrings. I found out weeks later in a one-sentence letter. And it’s the last I’ve heard from my family. The imperial governor has made it impossible to get messages in or out of Verdenet. They could all be dead.”

“Like my family.” Fuzzy memories of the day my village burned shimmer across my vision. The rough jolt of my mother’s hands shoving me out the window before the roof collapsed. The chorus of painful screams as one neighbor after the next burned alive in their huts.

“Skies, that was insensitive. I didn’t think …” Temujin tugs at his hair, which was already sticking up in messy peaks, and scrubs his knuckles over his eyes. They’re bloodshot and ringed with exhaustion, and his tunic is so filthy, I doubt he’s changed in days. Instead of the confident rebel leader I first met, he looks like an unraveled thread from the tapestry.

“I’m just tired and frustrated and crumbling beneath the pressure, obviously. I’m sorry I’ve had to be so heavy-handed with you and Serik, but so many people are depending on me. I’m desperate for your help.”

I perch my elbows on the altar, beside his. I don’t tell him it’s okay. Because it’s not. But part of me can almost understand.

“I swear I didn’t bring you here to listen to my sob story.” Temujin drags his arm across the altar, sending a cascade of tiny dried flowers and incense to the floor. “I just can’t say these things to anyone else. They’re counting on me to be the strong one. To have a plan. But you’re not depending on me for anything, so I can say whatever I want. It’s kind of refreshing.”

“Feel free to find me anytime you need someone to doubt and dislike you.”

He lets out a burst of laughter. “You don’t dislike me.”

“I definitely don’t like you.”

He laughs again, his head thrown all the way back, and I realize my claim may not be entirely true. I could like Temujin—just not the version of himself he shows the world, the boy who tricks and blackmails me.

I like this version of him: raw, vulnerable. Real.

“At least I can count on you to be honest. Now, let’s get down to business.”

The knots in my stomach tighten. I glance around the beautiful temple, with its bright jade columns and canary roof. It should feel open and inviting and right—this is probably how all temples looked across the continent before the Sky King purged the First Gods—but this magnificent sanctuary suddenly feels like another prison. A torture chamber.

Sweat slicks my hands as Ghoa’s and Serik’s disappointed faces swirl through the purple smoke. “I don’t think I can do this,” I whisper.

“I wasn’t lying when I told you I have a way to ensure you maintain perfect control of the night,” Temujin says.

“I’ll believe it when I see it.”

Temujin sweeps his hand across the temple. “You’re looking at it.”

I stare at him, my gaze so hot with skepticism that I’m shocked his skin isn’t smoking. “This temple doesn’t even have walls. It couldn’t possibly contain my power.”

“I assure you, it can. Do you think I would encourage this if it were dangerous?”

“Yes! You are a wild, rebel deserter.”

With a chuckle, he grips either side of the altar and leans over. There’s nowhere to hide from his hypnotic golden eyes. “Look up at the sky and tell me what you see.”

Sighing, I tilt my head and gaze at the patch of pearly blue glinting through the smoke hole. “What am I even looking for? The sky is always the same here: clear and sunny and perfect.”

“Exactly! Darkness doesn’t exist in this realm, which means the only place you can access your power is within these walls, and the Lady of the Sky’s control is perfect here. Don’t you trust Her?”

“Of course,” I retort.

He backs out of the temple and settles on the lowest stone step. “Good. Then do your worst, Enebish the Destroyer.”

I fix him with an exasperated glare, mostly so he won’t notice how badly my fingers are trembling as I lift my hands. Before Nariin, I could control the tendrils of night as if they were an extension of my own body: painting impenetrable swathes of shadow, sending bursts of tarry blackness over enemy encampments, and throwing starfire with the accuracy of a marksman’s arrow. But now my skin feels hot and tight. Anxiety flips through my stomach like tadpoles.

Or is that the monster? Poised and ready to pounce?

I nearly snatch my hand back, but Temujin shouts, “Focus! You can do this. I know how it feels to lose everything. I know how it feels to be terrified and unsure. But I also know how it feels to be remade, to cloak yourself in steel and wash yourself with fire and refuse to be trampled. To stand and say, ‘I am not what they make of me, but what I make of me.’ Remake yourself, Enebish!”

I tighten every muscle and reach toward the domed roof. My palms grow hot, my throat begins to tingle, and slowly, the air in the temple melts into a dark velvety blue dotted with diamond pinpricks. It churns beneath the dome like a storm cloud, growing blacker and blacker, until …

Pop!

Threads of darkness fall like sheets of rain and swirl around me, chattering and purring, giddy for this rare moment of release. Then they surge toward freedom—as I knew they would. But when they reach the edge of the overhanging rooftop, they rebound with a thud. As if invisible tent walls have been stretched between the jade pillars. Beyond the temple, the sky remains as pale as cut glass.

A punch of disbelieving laughter bursts from my lips, and I tilt my head back to gaze up at the glittering stars overhead. They look like a band of milk spilled across the heavens and, blazing skies, I’ve missed them. My eyes burn as I trace their distant light. When I tug ever so softly, a star quivers in response. Not crashing. Or careening. But sliding lazily toward the earth.

I laugh and cry harder, teasing their fiery tails between my fingers. Need rages through my veins, hotter and hotter until I’m an inferno. Melting from the inside out.

That’s when the monster attacks. Before I even realize it’s awake, familiar claws scrape along my spine and the balance shifts—just as it did at Nariin. The zinging in my chest turns to shredding. The euphoria twists into terror as the monster unhinges its jaw.

I toss the threads aside with a scream and tuck into a ball, but a mass of yellow-white starfire still shoots through the smoke hole and explodes against the invisible barrier. The blast knocks me on my back and slams the air from my lungs like a cannonball. If the temple hadn’t contained the destruction, Temujin would be dead. The beautiful fields would be aflame.

Tears clog my eyes as the darkness sputters out. I watch the threads drift back up to the heavens like campfire smoke, vaguely aware of Temujin’s boots pounding up the steps, but I remain on my back, fingering the hole where the moonstone used to be. So I don’t have to see the terror and revulsion in his eyes.

He huffs down beside me and knocks his knee against mine. “Well, that was … enlightening.”

“If by enlightening you mean horrifying, then yes.” My voice sounds as hollow as wind crying through swamp reeds.

“It was definitely more impressive than horrifying.”

“There’s nothing impressive about losing control and killing people.”

Temujin knocks my leg more insistently. When I finally groan and look over at him, he offers a gentle smile. “You needn’t worry about that because you will have perfect control. Come here morning and night over the next seven days, practice honing your power, then help me save our people.” He presses his palms together and looks at me with as much longing as Orbai begging for barley cakes.

Serik groans so loudly in my head, I almost check over my shoulder to make sure he isn’t here.

I’m glad he isn’t.

His face would be redder than his holy robes, and his eyes would be glinting with fury and disappointment. Not in my lack of control, but because I gave in to Temujin’s demands.

“Stop that.” I wave my hand at Temujin’s pouty face. “You know I have to help you, so why bother begging?” I scoot away and climb to my feet, but Temujin just follows me.

“Because I want you to believe in what we’re doing. To truly become part of the Shoniin. It’s time we officially welcomed you into the group. New recruits are always initiated with prayers and oblations to the Lady of the Sky. Come on.” He hooks his arm around me and steers me toward the stairs.

I duck free and stand my ground. “I’m too tired.” And I’m definitely not ready to become part of his group.

“This will enliven you. The ceremony is directly from my Book of Whisperings—handed down through my family over seven generations. You’ll feel as though you’re standing in the middle of Nashab Marketplace.”

My toes instinctively wiggle inside my boots, picturing the grainy sand and delicious heat. I know he’s baiting me, looking for a weak spot in my fortress walls, but it’s not like I have other options at the moment. Temujin isn’t foolish enough to leave me unsupervised, which means I can’t sneak over to see Serik or hunt for a gateway back to the Ram’s Head. And I am interested in seeing how others worship the Lady and Father. Simply being allowed to worship openly, without fear of reprisal, is something I’ve always dreamed of. And maybe I’ll learn something useful about the Shoniin. Something that will prove whether they’re really as noble as they claim.

“Fine. I’ll come to your little ceremony.”

Temujin flashes a dazzling smile and leads me back down the hill to the cobalt fire. As we walk, he calls out to every group of Shoniin we pass, requesting that they join us for the service. Most are staggering back from the training fields for lunch, and despite myself, a wistful smile lifts my lips as the Shoniin sink onto the logs around the fire, trading stories and encouragement and laughter. It’s been ages since I’ve sat around a fire with my comrades. A lifetime since I’ve toasted and drunk and just let myself be. For two years it’s been just me and Serik and Orbai, holding vigil through the night, and as much as my head aches with frustration and confusion over who to trust and what to believe, my heart aches more. For friendship and acceptance and healing.

Careful, my subconscious whispers. This is how they sink their hooks into you.

But it’s just one ceremony. A few little prayers.

“It’s time we welcomed our newest recruit!” Temujin calls the group to attention. “Let us lift up our voices in praise.”

Inkar squeezes in beside me, pulling a far less eager Chanar behind her. Though he doesn’t outright scowl at me, so I suppose that’s progress.

“This is so exciting,” she gushes as the group breaks into song. We sing praise after praise to the Lady of the Sky and each one tickles my tongue like sweet honey wine. Familiar and comforting, like the song Temujin sang at Orbai’s healing.

After singing, we pass around prayer dolls and offer up collective supplications and oblations. There are lengthy prayers and vorkhi offerings and we circle the fire too many times to count. It’s both calming and invigorating. Solemn and exultant. So much better than the stale prayers and cold idols at Ikh Zuree.

I keep catching Temujin’s eyes on me, sparkling in the strange cerulean light. I told you you’d like this, he mouths across the fire.

I roll my eyes and try to flatten the smile on my lips.

At the conclusion of the final prayer, Temujin hops up on a boulder and shouts, “Bring the urns!”

A few Shoniin dash off and return from the Temple of Serenity bearing two of the massive urns, one made of coral, the other obsidian. They set them near the bonfire, so the flickering light snakes through the intricately carved images of horses and warriors.

“We cannot welcome new comrades without first acknowledging those who came before us,” Temujin says. “Those who fell so we might be.” A hush settles over the group, and Temujin begins reciting one of the oldest legends of the First Gods. A tale I haven’t heard in so long, I’d almost forgotten it entirely. “In the beginning, there was only the Lady of the Sky—blue and vast and boundless. She ruled over all the earth, for there was no mountain She did not crest, no valley She did not sweep. Yet the Lady had no arms to reach down from the clouds, no hands to till the barren wastes below. And so She waited, watching, for someone worthy to bear Her mantle of starlight.

“Eventually there came a handsome youth, named Guzan, with hair that flowed like a river and skin as gold as sand. He was clad in vines of the brightest leaves, and globeflowers sprang up beneath His feet. The Lady of the Sky fell in love with Him on sight, and through their union, She bore flowers and trees, gurgling streams and crystal lakes. And, eventually, people.

“But the Lady of the Sky was never meant to love a being of the land,” Temujin continues, “and as a result, the children She bore had the weight of boulders and were fixed to the earth with deep roots that snaked beneath the soil. Even man, when he perished, was trapped beneath the loamy dirt. Bound forever to their father.

“Father Guzan saw how lonely the Lady of the Sky was, how She tried to reach out to Her children with light and warmth and rain, helping them thrive and grow, so He took pity on Her. He began burning the bodies of the dead, allowing their ashes to float up to the heavens and reunite with their mother. And, in turn, She made them into stars, so they could shine down on their father. The perfect balance.”

Temujin reaches into the black urn, extracts a pinch of ash, and throws it over his shoulder. “Be humble, for you are made of earth. Be noble, for you are made of stars,” he intones reverently.

The rest of the Shoniin repeat the mantra, and the words linger in my ears, familiar somehow. I know I heard them long ago, chanted by a withered voice in my memory, but I’ve heard them recently, too.

“That’s what you yelled from the top of the Sky Palace,” I say with a start, “the day you freed me from the zurig.”

Temujin hops down from the boulder and takes a seat beside me. “It was my mother’s favorite mantra. I thought it would make a good motto for the Shoniin.”

“It does,” I whisper, my voice scratchy. “It’s been years since I thought about how we burned the dead in Verdenet.” In Ashkar, the dead are wrapped in linseed oil cloth and buried in large mass graves, sometimes twenty deep. The last time I saw a funeral pyre was when my grandfather died, the year before our village burned. We danced around the flames for hours, until my skin was coated with soot and the straps of my sandals cut into the backs of my ankles.

The memory makes my heart twinge with nostalgia, but also burn with fire—melting away the skin the Sky King and his empire foisted upon me. Until I can almost feel the girl born of sun and sand underneath. A girl made of flame and smoke and heat.

Temujin steeples his hands and stares into the blaze. “There are many things we’ve been required to forget. Pieces of ourselves we’ve been forced to leave behind. But the Lady and Father’s story is your story too. More than any of ours.”

His words click into place inside of me—like a key sliding into a lock. This is who I am. Who I’ve always been. Before the monster. Before the Kalima. Before any of it.

According to Southern legend, Night Spinners speak for the dead. Our starfire is an embodiment of their wrath—a way to punish the wicked and exact revenge. That’s why I fought so hard to avenge my parents during my time in the Kalima. And that’s why being stripped of my power was such a devastating blow. The stars aren’t just an ability; they’re my family. The only connection I have to my past. If I’m able to carry them with me, I’m not so alone.

Why did I let this slip away? How did I lose sight of this most integral part of me?

“Thank you for this, for making me come,” I say softly.

Temujin clutches his hands to his chest. “Are you admitting I did something right?”

“I don’t know if I’d go that far … but maybe you’re not all bad, deserter.”

“None of us are,” he says, looking me dead in the eye.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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THE DAYS RUSH AWAY LIKE A RAGING RIVER, TRAPPING ME beneath the current and washing me toward my impending mission. Which, on the one hand, is terrifying; there’s a good chance I’ll drown when I’m forced to wade into the depths of the darkness in Ashkar. But, on the other hand, the sooner I plunge in, the sooner Serik will be released.

I spend almost every waking hour practicing in the temple, accompanied by Temujin, who shouts reassurances and prods me when I fail.

“Stop holding back,” he says when I lose control of the starfire for what feels like the millionth time. “Kalima powers are like any unstable emotion: sadness, anger, fear. You’re more volatile when you keep it coiled inside. You have to release the pressure or you’ll explode. Rather than focusing on the danger, think of Orbai’s near-fatal injuries, think of the abandoned shepherds, think of our people suffering in Verdenet, and unleash your fury and frustration. Embrace the darkness and let it burn through you. Discover the depth of your power so you will know the limits of your control.”

I stare at Temujin for a long moment. No one has ever dared me to face the monster head-on—that’s a battle they assumed I would lose. But maybe he’s right. I will never win if I’m too afraid to fight. I will never resurrect Enebish the Warrior unless I bury Enebish the Destroyer—for good.

I bring my hands to my chest and focus inward, on the monster thrashing beneath my skin. But instead of singing it to sleep like I always do, I bellow a war cry and hurl a sledgehammer into the iron bars of its cage.

The spools of night leap back into motion, so fast and feverish that they feel like barbed wire slashing across my skin. I throw my arms wide, catch hold of a distant star, and slam my fists to the ground. Then I do it again. And again. Never worrying about my accuracy, trusting my hands know what to do. Heat pulsates through my skin in waves and my throat burns. I can’t tell if I’m laughing or screaming or crying. I feel wild. Terrified. Rapturous.

When my power eventually peters out, my legs crumple as if my bones have turned to liquid, and I lie there gasping, exactly as I did after my first attempt to wield the night. Only this time, everything is tingly and swimming and there’s a glorious stillness in my mind. It lasts less than a minute, but for that blessed minute, there’s no monster. No shame. Not even a fragment of the nightmare that’s plagued me ever since I cut out the moonstone.

Just me.

A delirious laugh sputters from my lips. Why didn’t I try this ages ago? Why did Ghoa never consider that using my power would be the most effective form of controlling it? It seems so obvious now. Like the wolves that long ago stalked the shepherds’ flocks across the grasslands. When our ancestors tried to run them off, their attacks grew more frequent and violent. But as soon as they began capturing the wolves and training them, allowing them to hunt our enemies on the war front, they became an immeasurable advantage. Dangerous, but one of the greatest strengths of the Ashkarian army.

As I could have been.

Temujin drops to his knees at my side, practically vibrating with excitement. “That was incredible. We’re going to change the face of this entire war.” He continues babbling, but the smile has already dropped off my face. Because this is about so much more than wielding the night in the safety of a temple. I have to do it out there. In Ashkar. For deserters.

Go. Before you do something you can’t take back.

[image: ]

“I think you’re ready for a different sort of training,” Temujin says after three days of flawless night spinning.

I assumed this meant I’d join Inkar and the other Shoniin in the sparring rings, but Temujin leads me to his tent in the center of the encampment. It’s a towering purple structure with little golden elephants embroidered across the silk walls. I rub one tenderly, and it whisks me back to my childhood in Verdenet, where the massive beasts are used to haul goods to and from the markets. They can’t survive this far north, and I wonder if Temujin picked this fabric on purpose. If the sight of them stirs something in his chest too.

He reverently touches the elephant beside mine. “A little piece of home. A reminder of what we’re fighting for.”

That’s how all of the Shoniin describe the rebellion. They’re not fighting against the Sky King or anyone else. They’re fighting for the refugees, for the exploited warriors, and for the Protected Territories.

Temujin gallantly lifts the tent flap and I duck inside—straight into a war zone. The floor is littered with balls of crumpled parchment and inkpots are tipped on their sides, oozing black puddles. Clothes are strewn everywhere, and his cot in the corner looks more like the nest of a wild beast than a bed.

I gape at the mess for a full minute. The chaos is so incongruent with the perfectly poised and confident leader he plays for the rest of the Shoniin. “How … lovely. Though you didn’t need to clean for my sake.”

He grumbles something about not having time as he shucks off his boots and tosses them in the corner. “Sit wherever you can find space.”

I make an exaggerated show of lifting a sock off a nearby stool before perching on it. “Why am I here? Clearly not for the traditional reasons a boy might bring a girl to his tent.” Temujin rolls his eyes and roots around on the floor until he finds a roll of parchment. “I need you to help me compose a letter to your sister. You know her best, and we need to lay out the terms of our offer in a way she and the Sky King won’t be able to refuse.”

He looks so hopeful and earnest, I decide not to tell him that the only letter Ghoa will accept is one of surrender, and spend the next several hours drafting the perfect missive. If Zemya continues advancing, perhaps she will get desperate enough to accept the Shoniin’s help.

I spin her silver-and-onyx feather bracelet around my wrist. Some days it feels like a manacle, locked around my hand so she can always drag me back. But other times it feels like an anchor, the weight that keeps me grounded and guides me safely home. Either way, I can’t bring myself to take it off.

“Do you think I’m ready?” I don’t know why I bother asking Temujin. My week is up tomorrow and he’ll be sending me on a mission whether I’m ready or not. And the sooner I go, the sooner Serik will be released. The sooner we’ll know the truth. So I have no reason to delay. But a pit yawns open in my belly every time I think of wielding the night without the temple’s protection. When I think of what I’ll be doing: committing the biggest form of treason imaginable.

“All of the arrangements are nearly in place,” Temujin says. “Inkar is securing a horse for you to borrow, and Kartok, our associate at the war front, is memorizing the guard rotation.”

“Good,” I say, even though nothing about this mission sounds good.

“You look like a prisoner who just learned the date of their execution,” Temujin says with a snort.

“That may not be far from the truth….”

He gently tugs the end of my braid. “Stop doubting. You’re ready.”
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I don lamellar armor for the first time since my banishment. I assumed I’d wear a gray Shoniin tunic, but Temujin wants me to blend in with the imperial warriors—in case arrows start flying. I’m grateful for the added protection. And even more grateful for the confidence it lends me. As I fasten the buckles and tighten the straps, it feels like I’m settling into a familiar embrace. With deft strokes, I swipe pine ink over my cheeks to conceal my traitor’s mark. Then I stride across Inkar’s tent to look in the little mirror on the desk.

“What do you think?” I ask Orbai, who’s perched on her branch behind me. She screeches and flaps her wings at the door, desperate to get out of the tent. I know she’s angry that she hasn’t been able to accompany me to the temple for training; I won’t let her anywhere near my starfire. Nor can she join me tonight. A bird as grand as Orbai doesn’t fly free across the grasslands. The imperial warriors will know she belongs to someone. And they’ll come looking for the owner. Or kill her to send said owner a message.

“I’m only trying to protect you,” I tell her, but she beats her wings again, holding even more of a grudge than usual. “Well, I think I look fierce. Like a warrior.”

I almost feel like a warrior too, despite the fact that I have no army to fight for. I’m not a Kalima warrior or a Shoniin warrior. Just myself. Enebish the Warrior. A lone mercenary for hire. Which, on the one hand, is terrifying, but on the other hand is somewhat freeing.

The moment I duck out into the sunlight, Orbai rockets into the sky without so much as a screech of goodbye. “Thanks for the vote of confidence!” I yell after her, making a mental note to set aside time just for her after this mission. I’ve been busy training, but I didn’t think she minded. She’s always off spiraling through the sunshine and badgering the hoopoes.

I’m still watching her shadow grow smaller and smaller when Temujin arrives with Inkar and Chanar.

“Kartok will be waiting for you in the Boneyard,” Temujin reminds me for the hundredth time as he leads us through camp and across the globeflower field.

“And I secured the fastest horse in the grazing lands for you. It’s tied to the large maple near the eastern border,” Inkar says.

“And if there’s a delay, you can access rations in the outskirts of Baimur. Or you could always just do what you do best and burn the Imperial Army encampment to cinders.” Chanar claps me hard on the back.

I wheeze as if I’ve been punched.

Inkar swats her brother. “You’re the worst. Pay him no mind, Enebish. He’s just pouting because he used to be the one scheming in Temujin’s tent.”

“I don’t want to do any of this, if that helps?” I tell Chanar with a self-deprecating laugh.

He doesn’t crack a smile. “That actually makes it worse.”

“You’ll be brilliant.” Inkar buries me in a hug, squeezing me tight through my armor. “The Bone Reader said the universe confirmed it.”

Temujin holds out his palm, on which sit two cerulean stones. They’re the precise color of the bonfire and they pulsate with the same strange glow.

“What are those?” I ask.

“Portal stones. They allow you to travel between the Ram’s Head and the Eternal Blue without me. All you have to do is throw a stone at the barrier.”

I stare hungrily at the little blue rocks. It takes all of my restraint not to snatch them from Temujin’s hands and sprint for the prison shack. They’re my and Serik’s ticket to freedom. All I have to do is steal more later.

Temujin coughs, and I force myself to look away. If he didn’t already suspect my intentions, he certainly does now. I was about as subtle as an avalanche. “I didn’t know it was possible to transfer power from the Goddess-touched into objects.”

Chanar scoffs but Temujin humors me. “Ranaz—an old royal scholar who was also a prophetess of the First Gods—defected when the Sky King denounced the old religion. She found a way to infuse stones from this realm with the power of the Goddess-touched, allowing others to access the gateway. Before that, I would have had to physically go on every mission, which would result in far fewer.”

Never in my life have I heard of the prophetess Ranaz or the ability to infuse stones with power from the Goddess-touched. But then, I was only eight years old when I was taken in by Ashkarians. And Verdenet had already been part of the Protected Territories for several years. Such things were not discussed.

Temujin places the portal stones in my palm. His fingertips linger for the briefest moment. “You can do this,” he says. “Remember all that’s at stake.” His amber eyes are fierce with conviction—and warning.

I blow out a breath and glance up once more at Orbai. She followed us all the way from the encampment, but every time I whistled for her, she climbed higher into the blue.

“It’s time,” Inkar says softly. “You don’t want the recruits to think you’re not coming.”

I drop one portal stone into my pocket, and the other I toss in a high arc. When it reaches the apex, it vanishes and a gateway crackles into existence, sparking yellow and white.

Serik’s desperate plea chases me through the portal, but I shrug it off and mutter one last prayer to the Lady of the Sky. Then I slip into Sagaan.

To spin the night.

And weaken the army I swore to serve.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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AS SOON AS I EMERGE THROUGH THE TAVERN DOOR, THE tendrils of darkness slam me against the building like a great black wave. Pain explodes across the side of my face and panic grips my throat. The monster kneads my belly with its claws.

I want to scream, but I can’t catch my breath.

I want to run back to the realm of the Eternal Blue, but my feet are limp and boneless.

My breath comes in short, shallow gulps and the monster senses my weakness.

No.

I brace my hand against the filthy wall and close my eyes. I imagine jade columns surrounding me, the cool mosaic of jewels beneath my feet. I imagine emptiness. Quiet. Control. When I reopen my eyes, the night still rages like a whirlwind, but I swat the most persistent ribbons away, collect a handful of threads in my palm, and use them to weave a cloak of shadow around me.

At the eastern edge of the grazing lands, a small brown horse waits beneath a willow tree, as Inkar promised. I mount, throw a blanket of darkness over us both, and dig my heels into her flanks, hoping to outrun the sound of phantom hoofbeats.

I ride for two hours without stopping. The bone-chilling cold of late fall in Ashkar batters me like a snow squall, made more acute by spending so much time in the realm of the Eternal Blue. When I finally reach the boulder field at the base of the Ondor Mountains, my nose is numb and my good and bad legs are howling in unison. Subzero temperatures and saddle sores are not a pleasant combination. The poor horse is lathered in sweat, so I dismount and walk her the rest of the way. Stones the size of houses litter the grasslands this far north—a result of avalanches and rockslides—and the loamy smells of damp earth and silt remind me of a cave.

We decided this would be an ideal rendezvous point, as the boulders provide plenty of cover and no one ventures willingly into these fields. They’re nicknamed the Boneyard for good reason; many people perish in the slides each winter, and as soon as the snow melts, a wash of bones litter the ground. I step gingerly around them, trying not to look into the skulls’ gaping eyes or at the snapped and twisted limbs scattered around like kindling.

Cupping my hands to my mouth, I hoot three times like an owl, and wait for three hoots of response.

They come from a boulder thirty paces to my left, so I leave the horse and weave in that direction. When I’m within five paces, the gravel shifts and a hooded figure emerges from behind the rock. Their face is concealed beneath a deep cowl, but the person is tall and impossibly thin, like Temujin described. I loosen my grip on the night enough to reveal my form but not enough for the stranger to see my face.

“Are you Kartok?” I whisper.

“That depends who’s asking.” The voice is a hoarse rasp, like the hiss of a snake. But I relax a fraction because it’s the exact same thing the Bone Reader said to me in her hut.

“Be humble, for you are made of earth. Be noble, for you are made of stars,” I intone the old desert proverb.

Kartok nods and peels back his hood. “Welcome, Enebish.” His face is gaunt and pale and riddled with dozens of silvery pockmarks. His head is naked, like a monk’s, but where Serik’s is obviously shaved, Kartok’s is smoother than a river rock. Temujin told me he spent half his life in a Zemyan prison camp, enduring unfathomable torture, and I smile at the skeletal man because I see so much of myself in him. We may be scarred on the outside, but we’re fighters within. Whether or not we’re fighting for the same side has yet to be decided.

“It’s brave, what you do,” I say. “Risking your life out here every night when you could be safe in the realm of the Eternal Blue with the others.”

“Someone must shepherd the recruits, and with my unfortunate skin condition, I wouldn’t fare too well in a land of eternal sunshine.” Kartok smiles blandly at his joke. His voice is strange—low and susurrating—but Temujin prepared me for this, too. The Zemyans cut off a portion of his tongue during his imprisonment. They left no part of him unscathed.

“Shall we?” He waves me forward with his reed-thin arm. “The guards will be changing soon.”

As we snake through the boulders, I flutter my fingers to extend my cloak of darkness over Kartok, but the night pushes back, rolling down his brown cape like beads of water. I scowl and push harder. I’m tired from the journey and out of practice, but if I can’t conceal one man, how will I manage an entire group of deserters?

Focus, Enebish.

I clench my fingers tighter, until red crescents stipple my palm. Finally the darkness slips over Kartok, and I breathe a little easier, knowing we’re cocooned in shadow.

We walk in silence, and even though I try to be discreet, he catches me examining his scars across the dimness. “They called me Maggot,” he says without looking at me. “Because I was so white and wriggling in the pit where they kept us.”

I can tell by the set of his jaw he’s bracing for me to respond with sympathy, but I know from experience that isn’t what someone with injuries like ours needs or wants. “They call me Enebish the Destroyer.”

“And are you?” His dark eyes glitter like wet tar in the moonlight.

I shrug and smile. “You’ll have to wait and see.”

“A murderer and a maggot.” Kartok chuckles. “What is Temujin thinking, placing his rebellion in our hands?” His spindly fingers stroke the wide sleeves of his cloak, and when he speaks again, his voice is serious. “Deadly or not, I’m grateful for your assistance. I could only transport one or two recruits at a time myself. But with your help, our numbers will swell until that damned fool on the throne is forced to negotiate with us.”

“Do you think he will?”

“We will make him,” Kartok says with vicious resolve. He crouches behind the last boulder and stares across a clearing at a line of torches and tents that extend for leagues and leagues. So far, I can’t see the beginning or the end. Blue-and-gold banners wave in the midnight wind and mounted warriors ride in serpentine patterns through the tents.

“Shouldn’t they be more concerned with guarding the perimeter?” I whisper.

“You would think so, wouldn’t you?”

I watch the guards make their constant rounds. “How have you managed to rescue anyone under these circumstances?”

“Security has gotten tighter as our rebellion has gained traction, but it’s never been easy. I usually try to create a diversion—spook the horses, set a tent on fire, send up the alarm of attack—in order to give our recruits time to slip from their tents and run like hell to the Boneyard. The trouble is, the guards have caught on to my tactics. Last week five warriors attempted to flee, but only two of them made it.”

“What happened to the others?” I ask, even though I know the answer.

“They were dragged back to camp and beheaded before the rest of the troops.”

My stomach upends and I vomit into the dirt. I’ve been so consumed with the possibility of losing control of my power, or losing Serik, and betraying Ghoa, I failed to realize people’s lives would quite literally depend on my ability to successfully shield them.

They’re deserters, half of my mind retorts. They deserve whatever punishment they have coming.

But I still don’t want to watch them die. I don’t want their deaths to be on my head. Especially when I’m facilitating their desertion. And I can’t even claim that it’s part of my mission; Ghoa would never encourage me to go this far.

“Are you ready?” Kartok asks when the nearest guard dismounts. “After you slip into camp, stop at these three tents”—he shows me a diagram etched onto his forearm—“collect the recruits, and return here. I’ll be hiding several hundred paces away, ready to create havoc in case of disaster.”

My voice is trapped behind a lump of guilt and terror, but I manage to nod.

“Well?” Kartok asks when I still don’t move.

I look up at him, searching for some sign or guarantee that I’m not a failure for betraying my country like this. That I’m not driving a saber into Ghoa’s heart and severing our sisterhood for nothing. What I get is a rough shove to the back.

“Forge your own confidence, Destroyer,” he says as I stumble into the clearing.

My darkness sputters for half a second before I regain my balance. But even once I’m steady, the threads yank at my hands as I walk toward the tents—like a horse taking the bit in its teeth. I yank back. I can do this. I have to do this. It’s the only way Temujin will release Serik.

I shuffle closer to the tents, so focused on blending the shadows and keeping my injured leg quiet, I’m completely ambushed by the smell. Bleeding skies. I cover my face with my vambraced arm. I’m used to the stench of unwashed bodies and sweaty armor, but this smells like rotten meat. Not just a day or two old, but left to molder in the sun for weeks. It’s so strong, I can taste it.

The quiet hits me next. Even in the middle of the night, army encampments never truly sleep. Pages are always running errands. Generals are always barking orders. Warriors moan and thrash as they wake from the throes of nightmares. But not in this camp. It might as well be a graveyard. The extreme stillness feels like beetles creeping across my flesh. Not only is it unnerving, it’s problematic. I can only blot out forms, not the tread of running feet.

I slip down a row of tents, and sticky mud sucks at my boots. The air is cold enough, the ground should be frozen, but it’s a river of brown muck from so many chamber pots being emptied in one location. The filthy containers lie on their sides, spilling excrement, and I gag as I pull my boots free—nearly running straight into a mounted guard. I bite down on my scream and skid to a halt, breath held to keep it from billowing in front of my face. For a second I even close my eyes. My heart batters against my rib cage like a fox in a trap.

The horse blows and sidesteps, its eyes rimmed white, but, thankfully, the rider looks straight through me. He murmurs to his horse and urges it on with a stern kick.

Once they’ve trotted away, I double over and take two deep breaths. Then I readjust my hold on the night and dart to the first tent I’m to visit. I bend myself through the door like a shadow, and find seven warriors huddled in the center, staring as the tent flap drops back into place, seemingly by itself.

They’re gasping and shaky, most of them seriously wounded, many of them not a day older than fourteen. Their blue-and-gold uniforms are shredded and coated with blood, and several clutch broken limbs and angry gashes. Not only that, they’re horrifically emaciated—gaunt spines and knobby ribs protrude like broken bones through their tunics. It’s blindingly clear how the Zemyans are advancing. I doubt they even need to call upon their sorcery. A stiff winter wind could blow our warriors over.

Guilt drenches me like a freezing bucket of water. Maybe they do need the rations the Shoniin are stealing? But would they even see them if they’re the king’s sacrificial lambs, sent to hold the war front with no support? These new treasonous thoughts clang around my head, making the collar of my tunic feel too tight.

This is wrong. Inhumane. Just as atrocious as what’s happening to the shepherds.

And it proves Temujin right.

Again.

I accidentally clench my fists, and darkness consumes the tent. The recruits gasp, and I blow out a breath and ease back. I have to stay calm.

“This way,” I whisper, revealing my face for a moment, so they know I’m a person instead of a ghost. I lift the tent flap, and as each deserter ducks past, I toss my net of darkness over them, stretching it wider and wider until it drapes over us like a blanket. Without a word, I place the front-most girl’s hand on my shoulder and instruct them to do the same down the line—to keep us together and so my ability will transfer through them. Then we inch forward like a train of bumbling camels.

I repeat the same process at the next two tents, and by the end of my rounds, twenty recruits extend behind me like an unwieldy tail. I start to hyperventilate every time I glance back. If even one of them trips or sneezes, we’re all doomed.

We shamble forward slowly, forced to break apart again and again to let guards pass, which means I have to loop back around to retrieve the severed group members, who are standing, blind and petrified, in the darkness.

By the time we finally make it to the clearing, my hands are tingly and I can’t feel my face. It’s been a lifetime since I’ve breathed. “Stay together until we’re safe in the Boneyard,” I whisper.

But the sight of safety is too much.

With a hysterical whine, the youngest boy in the center of the pack surges past me, and the rest of the group bolts after him—like horses at the start of a race. As if the rocks will conceal them better than my darkness.

They burst from beneath my blanket of night, and I have to throw my bad arm up to catch it. The pain is so blinding, I nearly fall to my knees. The effort leaves me sick and shaking and for an instant I have no control. My Kalima power falters, drained to the final drop. Everything goes black. Even for me.

Behind us, there’s a shout.

I grit my teeth and hobble as fast as I can to the Boneyard, where I find the deserters sprawled across the grass. Most are crying. A few are vomiting. “Keep moving!” I snap as I throw off my mantle of night. “The guards could be right behind us.”

The recruits’ faces pale as I stomp toward them, and they dive out of my way with a yelp.

“You should be afraid,” I growl.

I am. For that single, terrible second of absolute darkness, I had no control. The monster could have claimed me, like it did at Nariin. Flashes from my nightmares bombard me and it’s all I can do to keep walking, to keep my lips clamped tight over my screams.

The recruits fall quickly into line behind me, and Kartok claps slowly as he materializes from the rocks to our left. “You’re a natural born leader, I see.”

“You could have warned me that following basic orders isn’t a requirement for Shoniin recruits.”

Kartok laughs and pats my head. “Breathe, Destroyer. You did it. The hardest part is behind us.”

The hardest part for the rest of them, maybe.

A handful of guards do come to scout the Boneyard, and it takes every morsel of my strength to drape the darkness strategically over our group so the large swathes of shadow appear to come from surrounding trees and boulders. On top of that, it takes every modicum of my patience to keep the young warriors from giving in to their panic and condemning us all to death. Our progress is slow and my head aches. What took me two hours on horseback takes us five hours on foot, and by the time we steal into the city, fire ripples across the horizon, stamping the blackness like a molten orange brand.

The threads of night begin to quake and peel away.

Just a little farther.

We spill into the tavern, and I toss the blue pebble at the bedroom wall. With a sizzle and a flash, the gateway burns through the wood grain. The recruits clap and practically throw themselves at the light.

Something niggles at me as I watch them vanish—that feeling you get when you’ve forgotten to pick up something from the market, something essential, but you can’t for the life of you remember what. As the last boy disappears, I realize what it is.

“None of them were afraid,” I say to Kartok. “No one balked at the fiery gateway.”

He shrugs with his entire body. “Why would they? They are believers, like you and me.”

I nod slowly. Of course.

“Are you sure you don’t want to come?” I motion to the flickering door.

Kartok steps back and gives his head a quick shake. “Someone must arrange the next pickup. See you soon, Destroyer.” He flashes a grin that’s toothy and grotesque, but sincere. Proud, even.

“See you soon, Maggot,” I say, returning his smile.

He bows and sweeps out of the room, vanishing so quickly that it’s almost as if he cloaked himself in darkness.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
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“THEY’RE BACK!” SOMEONE SHOUTS AS OUR RAGTAG COMPANY ducks beneath the silk walls of the Shoniin encampment.

In an instant, we’re bombarded by faces and elbows and hands. I don’t even see Temujin’s distinctive spikey hair until he lifts me clean off the ground, crushes me in his arms, and plants a kiss on my cheek. Directly on my traitor’s mark. His lips come away black from the pine ink, but he doesn’t seem to notice or care.

“You’re a godsend, Enebish. I knew you’d be successful, but twenty warriors on your first trip?”

I blush furiously as the Shoniin hoot and clap. Orbai zips past with a screech, but she doesn’t land on my shoulder. She’s always been edgy in crowds.

“Celebrate later.” Inkar pushes through the commotion with a basket of linens raised overhead. “After the wounded have been tended and we find them accommodations. We’ve never had so many at once.”

Like always, she’s thinking of others, making sure the newest recruits are properly cared for. Many of them are on their knees, clutching the ground as if they’re afraid it will fall out from under them. Others lift their hands to the sky in thanks. A few of them cry and kiss my cheeks. Now that they aren’t a breath away from getting us killed, my heart palpates with a surge of gladness to see them here. Safe.

Ghoa’s sharp voice immediately hisses in my ear: You shouldn’t be glad. They are deserters. But their wounds are even more grotesque in the light—the stench of infection and rot from the imperial encampment has followed us across the realms—and most are not Ashkarian. They are pale-skinned and red-haired Chotgori. Or dark and angular Southerners, like myself and Temujin. Or stalky marsh-dwellers with hair as yellow and coarse as cattails.

Once again, everything aligns with Temujin’s horrific claims.

“Can you help me with them?” Inkar asks. “I think they’ll find comfort in your continued presence. You know how intimidating this place is at first.”

I glance across the encampment toward the prison shack. I want to go straight to Serik. I upheld my end of the bargain. But Temujin has the key and he’s been swallowed up by the crowd. One of the new recruits stumbles into me while trying to lace her boots and lands hard on her injured leg.

“Are you okay?” I offer her a hand up.

She bites down hard on her lip and nods, but she clearly isn’t okay. None of them are.

I’m weary to my bones and hollowed out from using every morsel of my power, but I take half of the linens and help guide the recruits to the infirmary tent. I want to help. And I want answers even more.

We spend the next several hours cleansing wounds and fashioning bandages, learning the warriors’ names and listening to their stories.

Chuva, a girl my age, was sent with her battalion to cut off the Zemyans at the Usinsk Pass, armed with only slings and spears against their mounted soldiers and enchanted blades. “They cut us down in seconds. I only survived by falling to the ground and pretending to be dead. I smeared the blood of my best friend across my face,” she says, her eyes clouded and faraway.

“We haven’t had proper rations or clean water in months,” a boy named Hutu laments. “There are too many troops, too many mouths to feed. My brother was so weak, he could hardly stand, and when he went to the sick bay for help, they told him he’d been reassigned to a bloody battlefront. It wasn’t worth the resources to nurse him back to health, apparently.”

I try to listen to these tales with an air of skepticism; they are obviously deserters, so their memories could be biased. Perhaps the loyal warriors don’t feel the same?

But it’s hard to deny a truth that’s staring you in the face.

“I was ripped from my bed in the dead of night,” a Chotgori boy named Shai recalls with a shudder. “All of the children from my village were. The imperial warriors said it was our obligation and honor as new members of the Unified Empire, so they rounded us up and forced us to march thirty miles through blinding snow. Upon arrival, we were expected to go straight to battle. Without food or rest. They slapped a saber in my hand, even though I had never even seen one.”

“What about training camp?” I demand. “No warrior should see the battlefield for at least two years.”

Three boys across the tent laugh so hard that they cough, and Chuva purses her lips as if she feels sorry for me. “There isn’t time for training camp,” she says. “The Zemyans are advancing too swiftly. We were thrown at the battlefront like chaff, in the hopes that it would be enough to slow the Zemyans until the actual warriors arrive.”

My hands tremble as I wrap the last few bandages, and my head throbs as I amble out into the blinding light. How can the same king who saved an entire nation from drought send legions of children to be slaughtered? And how can Ghoa and the rest of the Kalima stand by and allow it?

I want to claw these thoughts from my head, but, like parasites, they’ve already burrowed too deep.

I’m desperate for the soft embrace of my bedroll, for time to think and rest and process, but I drag myself to Temujin’s tent to demand Serik’s freedom.

“I upheld my end of the bargain,” I say as I stoop through the door.

Temujin sits behind his desk with Chanar, Oyunna, and several others perched over his shoulder. They all stare down at a large, curling map, their faces grave, all traces of giddiness over the successful mission vanished. No one responds to my statement. They don’t even bother glancing up.

I step cautiously toward them, my mind prickling with panic. Did imperial scouts follow us back to the Ram’s Head? Did my starfire lash out after I crossed? “What is it? What’s wrong?”

“One of our scouting parties just returned.” Temujin’s voice grates like a dull blade. “The Zemyans have taken the fort at Ivolga.”

“What?” My legs wobble and I catch myself against the desk. “That’s impossible. Ivolga is the largest Imperial Army base. Thousands and thousands of warriors would have had to perish in order for it to fall.”

“Which is exactly what happened,” Oyunna says. “Chanar saw it firsthand.”

Chanar plucks a shot of vorkhi off the desk and drains it in a single gulp. His perpetually grim mouth and somber eyes are even more downcast than usual—like he’s seen a ghost. “Not only do the Zemyans have our cannons and munitions and food, they have a foothold. They’re halfway to Sagaan—farther than they’ve ever advanced before.”

With a vicious growl, Temujin stabs a dagger into the dot marking Ivolga. I feel the rattle of the blade clear to my bones as I think of the young, untrained warriors like the recruits in the infirmary, perishing by the thousands. How many do the Zemyans have to kill before Ghoa and the king accept that they can’t stop them on their own? That our old tactics are no longer working? That they need all the help they can get?

“Have you heard back from Commander Ghoa?” I ask Temujin. “Surely after this, she’ll be willing to—”

“Not a word,” Temujin cuts me off. “I’ll send another missive immediately, but our numbers need to be formidable to have a prayer of convincing her to join with us. Which means we need to work far more quickly than I thought. We need you to ferry another group of recruits soon, Enebish. I’m going to see if Kartok can have more ready to go tomorrow night.”

I wheeze. I haven’t slept in over twenty-four hours, I’m reeling from everything the recruits told me, and I’m so light-headed from holding the darkness, my insides feel like a wrung-out sponge. I’d told myself one mission would be enough. Temujin would release Serik, then we’d find a way to escape. “Tomorrow night?”

“If we wait longer than that, there may be no one left to ferry. No Unified Empire to defend,” Temujin says.

Don’t go further down this path, Ghoa’s voice howls in my ears. Don’t squander this second chance. But I push away from the desk and lock eyes with Temujin. Maintaining our independence and protecting the people has to be my first priority. It should be her first priority. “If you release Serik and allow me to rest today and tomorrow, I can be ready to go by nightfall,” I say with a fierceness that surprises me.

“Yes!” Chanar pounds the desk and actually smiles at me. Oyunna and the others clap and cheer, and a flicker of pride lights my insides—like the penetrating glow of a candle in the dark. For the first time since I entered the realm of the Eternal Blue, I feel connected. Committed. Certain I’m on the right course.

Temujin is the only one who frowns. He grips the hilt of his dagger and wrenches it from the table before looking at me. “I’m incredibly grateful for your willingness, but I can’t release Serik just yet.”

“Why not?” The foul taste of deceit coats my mouth, oily and bitter. I swallow hard, but it thickens like cement in my throat. “I upheld my end of the bargain. You promised to release him!”

“And I have every intention of keeping that promise. I wish I could do so now—”

“Save your breath.” I wheel around and storm toward the door.

Quicker than a Zemyan arrow, Temujin flies from his desk and blocks my path. “Serik is volatile. You know that. And I have to consider the group’s welfare above all else.”

“I’ll keep him in line. I swear on my life—”

“I want to believe you’re truly with us after seeing the horrors at the war front, but Serik made his opinion of us clear, and if I release him and you flee, we’ll have no prayer of joining with the Imperial Army. No prayer of stopping Zemya. I can’t take that chance.”

“That makes it okay to lie and manipulate me again?”

“It’s not a lie. I’ll release him as soon as I can.”

“And when will that be? What more do I have to do?

“All I ask is a few more missions—double our numbers so our ranks are large enough to make a real difference in battle, and prove you’re not going to abandon us the first chance you get. In the meantime, you can visit him. Explain what’s going on. See if you can soften him to our cause.”

“Prolonging his imprisonment isn’t going to soften him.”

Temujin drags a hand down his face. “This is the best I can offer. I can’t cater to you and Serik at the detriment of the people.”

“What if I refuse to go on these missions?” I cross my arms and glare up at him.

Oyunna, Chanar, and the other Shoniin fall still, their expressions tight. Temujin stares me down with his glinting tiger eyes and steps away from the door, extending his arm to let me pass. “You’re free to choose, of course, but you won’t turn your back on our people. That’s not who you are.”

I curse and stomp past him, hating that I stumbled into another one of his traps.

And hating even more that he’s right.
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Inkar escorts me to the prison shack. Chanar offered to do it, undoubtedly so he could goad Serik and cut my visit as short as possible, but Inkar arrived from the infirmary just in time.

“Temujin will release your friend soon,” she says as we skirt around the bonfire. “Try not to take it personally. He’s just cautious—and under an enormous amount of pressure.”

“Don’t you ever get tired of defending him?”

“Do you ever get tired of defending Serik?” Inkar shoots back. “They’re not so different. Brash and extreme, but fighting tirelessly for what they believe in.”

Except Serik doesn’t blackmail people and break promises to get his way, I’m tempted to say. But I don’t bother because, in Inkar’s eyes, Temujin is beyond reproach. And because I’m not entirely certain Serik wouldn’t resort to those things if backed into a corner.

When we reach the shack, Inkar plops down on the top stair. “I’m supposed to give you ten minutes, but I’ll let you stay until someone comes looking. You’ve earned that, at least.”

“Thank you.” I muster a thin smile. “Truly.”

Inkar flips her long ponytail over her shoulder and shrugs. “Don’t thank me yet. If the rumors I’ve heard from the people who feed Serik are true, you’re going to have your hands full.”

“And it’s only going to get worse. Pray for me.”

Inkar chuckles, even though I couldn’t be more serious.

Taking a deep breath, I let myself in and wind through the musty dark. The supply shack is fairly large, but still I expected to hear Serik grumbling and pacing as soon as I entered. Instead, an odd, high-pitched plinking, followed by the sound of something tearing, drifts from the back of the room.

“What in the skies are you up to now?” I mutter as I circumnavigate the mountain of mismatched armor. Exhaustion pulls at my aching muscles, making my bad leg drag even more than usual. The toe of my boot catches on a helmet, and I crash to my knees. The strange sounds stop abruptly. By the time I climb to my feet and wade through the clutter, Serik is scrambling away from the bars of his cell. He drops to the floor, tucks his goldwork cloak around himself, and yells, “How thoughtful of you to feed me more than once today.”

“I hate to disappoint you, but I didn’t bring anything to eat,” I say, holding out my empty hands.

“Enebish?” Serik spins around. His eyes narrow into slits instead of crinkling into the crescent moons I adore.

“You could at least pretend to be happy to see me.”

“Happy is the last thing I feel. You shouldn’t be here. You said—”

“I said I’d consider leaving, but we both knew I wouldn’t.”

“Why in the skies not?”

I groan and lean against the bars. I’m too tired to hash this out again. “Serik, please don’t be angry with me.”

“It’s not you I’m angry with. I can’t bear to be the shackle around your neck. I don’t want you aiding these traitors because of me.” He shuffles over to the bars, the guilt in his eyes as heavy as wet, trampled snow. I reach out and squeeze his hand, so he knows I don’t regret my decision. I’d save him a thousand times over.

“Would you feel better if it weren’t only for you?” I say carefully.

Serik’s freckled face crumples and he retracts his hand. “Who else could it possibly be for? Certainly not them?”

“I ferried a group of deserters last night,” I admit. Better to plunge straight into icy water than attempt to wade in slowly.

A colorful array of curses flies from Serik’s mouth and he slams a fist against the bars. Then immediately winces. “Why would you do that?”

“To free you. And I wanted to see the war front for myself. We have to take a side.”

“No, we don’t. You and I can escape this place and—”

“And what? What can the two of us do alone?”

Serik looks down, muttering and massaging his knuckles.

“The conditions at the imperial encampments are appalling,” I say grimly. “Far worse than I could have imagined. Guards make constant rounds, but instead of defending against the Zemyans, they imprison our own troops. And the warriors are in dire condition—thin as bones, dressed in rags, and reeking of rot and infection.”

“Are you saying you believe their desertion is justified?” Serik demands.

I give a tiny shrug. “Enough that I’ve agreed to go on another mission …”

Serik drags his hand through his hair, which has sprouted into dense stubble. “They’re using you, Enebish. And you’re allowing it!”

“What am I supposed to do? Sit back and watch our warriors die? They’re weak and untrained, most of them younger than us. They have no prayer of surviving in battle. But if they come here and receive treatment and proper training—”

“It can’t be as bad as the Shoniin claim.”

“It’s worse. I saw it with my own eyes. And the Zemyans have taken Ivolga—they’re halfway to Sagaan. If we don’t act now, Ashkar will fall.”

“Tell me, how exactly does stealing imperial warriors strengthen our cause on the battlefield?”

I quickly explain Temujin’s plan to increase the Shoniin’s numbers and join forces with Ghoa and the Sky King, but Serik’s frown deepens with every word.

“Ghoa refuses to let us help her buckle her chest plate, and we’re her family. She’ll die before accepting the help of deserters.”

“But she also serves the people. She wouldn’t condemn them for the sake of her pride.”

“Wouldn’t she? Maybe we should ask Orbai how far Ghoa’s willing to go….”

“I have to do something.” My voice cracks, and Serik’s expression softens.

“I’m not saying you shouldn’t help the people. Just don’t help Temujin and his Shoniin. Everything about them, and this place, feels off. Unnatural. Don’t you feel it?”

“That feeling is the Lady of the Sky. Her power is abundant here, but you don’t recognize it because you’re a heathen.” I tweak his nose and manage a cheeky smile.

Serik bats me away. “I’m serious, En. If something seems too good to be true, it usually is. I’ve heard snatches of suspicious conversations. Things about cannons and rations and—”

“Is it so hard for you to believe people can be good without an agenda?” I interrupt. “Are you that bitter and jaded?”

“Are you that gullible? Anyone so blatantly ‘noble’ should be suspect. I don’t have a clue what the Shoniin are truly up to, but I know desertion is wrong. This rebellion is wrong.”

“Then how do we help? We’re two people against Zemya and the Imperial Army. And I’m Enebish the Destroyer. The people won’t even look at me, let alone follow me.”

Serik reaches through the bars and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. Heat blooms across my scarred cheek, following the warm trail of his fingertips. He lifts my chin, and when our eyes meet, he looks at me with the same intensity and tenderness he did at Qusbegi—a look that makes my skin itchy and my throat impossibly tight.

“Don’t call yourself that,” he murmurs. “And don’t think like that either. We’ll find a way. Once I’m free from this skies-forsaken prison, we can—”

The door creaks open and Inkar’s voice rattles through the dust and dark. “Wrap it up. They’re coming.”

Serik’s hand falls away from my face. “What does she mean wrap it up? You ferried the deserters. You fulfilled your end of the bargain. I should be released.”

“I know, but plans changed slightly when the Zemyans took Ivolga. The Shoniin don’t trust us not to flee if you’re released, but if I prove myself by ferrying a few more groups of recruits, and if you try to be slightly cooperative—”

Serik barks out a laugh but it doesn’t sound like laughter at all. “If this doesn’t tell you everything you need to know about these people, I don’t know what will.”

“I need you to trust me. I know what I’m doing.”

“Do you?” Serik counters. “Ever since Ghoa betrayed you, you’ve acted like a dog searching for a new master.”

The barb stings like a mouthful of mountain thistle and I flinch. “That isn’t true, but thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“I wasn’t finished. You don’t need a master, Enebish. Be your own hero. You can save yourself—and me—but only if you open your eyes.”

“Trust me,” I say again. Because for the first time in my life, I feel like my eyes are finally open.


CHAPTER TWENTY
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I COLLAPSE FACEDOWN ON MY BEDROLL AND SLEEP LIKE THE dead, too exhausted to dream. Temujin collects me what feels like minutes later, though more than twenty-four hours have somehow passed.

“Your rendezvous with Kartok is farther south, which means it will take two days to return to the Ram’s Head.” Temujin rattles off instructions while I rub the sleep from my eyes. “It’s too risky for you to travel by day, so you must find a secure hiding spot near water and arrange a meet-up with Chanar’s ration raiders.”

I nod when I’m supposed to and manage a few grunts that sound like agreement, but all the while Serik’s cynical laughter plays in my ears. His disappointed face hovers at the edges of my vision.

Would it kill you to believe in something? I want to shout at him across the Eternal Blue. To believe in me?

Guilt wallops me over the head a breath later.

You don’t need a master. Be your own hero.

Serik does believe in me. Just not how I want him to. Not how I need him to.

“Are you listening to a word I’m saying?” Temujin cocks a concerned brow at me.

“Yes, sorry. I’m just—”

“If it’s too much too soon, we can find another way,” Temujin offers. But his voice is small and he can’t meet my eyes.

I stand and pull on my greaves. “We both know there’s no other way.”
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When I arrive at the rendezvous point, I find Kartok huddled in a gully thick with scrub oak. His brown cloak and tunic blend so perfectly with the decaying leaves, I see the breath ghosting from his lips before I see the man himself. I dismount and settle into the weeds beside him, shocked anew at the pallor of his skin—so white, it’s nearly blue from cold. This far south, less snow covers the ground, but the wind is far more punishing, whistling through the slot canyons and stripping the last of the leaves from the trees.

“Took you long enough.” He blows into his hands. “I was beginning to think you left me to freeze to death.”

“I’m sorry. The ride was long and my legs kept cramping. I had to take breaks. Do you want to build a fire?”

He levels a glare at me and points across the flat, barren field, in the middle of which sits a sprawling fort surrounded by tall wooden walls. There’s nothing else for leagues and leagues, not even a gnarled tree.

“Have you forgotten?” I snap my fingers and momentarily blacken the sky directly over us. “I promise they won’t see a thing.”

“Yes, yes! Praise the goddess of the heavens,” he moans.

I quirk a brow as he grapples for grass and twigs to use as kindling. I’ve never heard that particular expression before, but he was trapped in a Zemyan prison camp for a good deal of his life. He’s bound to do things differently.

“This job is much more pleasant since you came along, Enebish the Destroyer,” Kartok says once our fire is roaring and I’ve stitched a veil of night around us. “Though, don’t get too comfortable. We have a job to do.” He tuts his tongue like the monks at the Ikh Zuree and points an accusatory finger at me, reclined on my elbows, the threads of darkness resting slack in my palms. “You’re acting like you’re Queen of Night after one successful mission.”

I laugh because it feels so natural to be lounging in the darkness like this, I almost forgot to be afraid. Almost forgot a monster prowls beneath my skin.

Kartok and I exchange tales while we wait for the recruits to extinguish and relight the lantern in the eastern tower—our signal that it’s nearly midnight.

“It was by pure luck I escaped from the Zemyans,” Kartok says in a faraway voice. “I’d been captive so long, and was so docile and defeated, they stopped checking the shackles around my ankles. One day I discovered the iron had corroded from the filth, so I climbed out when the night watch changed, bludgeoned the unsuspecting guard over the head, and ran to freedom.”

“I am the opposite,” I tell him. “Poor luck brought about my freedom. Had I never been discovered and tortured at the Qusbegi Festival, Ghoa never would have sent me on my mission. I would still be trapped within the walls of Ikh Zuree, ignorant to the truth about the Protected Territories and the Imperial Army. Afraid of my own shadow.”

Across the field, a light winks on and off, ordinary enough to look like a gust of wind or a clumsy hand—but we know better.

Our approach at this camp is much different than the first; with the high fortress walls, I can’t simply slip into the encampment and dodge from tent to tent. Thankfully, Kartok devised a different plan.

I wrap the darkness around us like a thick wool shawl and we creep across the barren field to the wall. Kartok reaches into his cloak and extracts a handful of long steel bolts and a tiny crossbow that he straps to his wrist. When the bells in the watchtower toll the hour, Kartok shoots a bolt into the wood at knee level and then another slightly higher. Deft as an acrobat, and, in perfect rhythm with the clanging bells, he drives handholds and footholds into the wall and pulls himself up, higher and higher until he settles into the valley between two sharp parapets, just as the bells fall silent.

My mouth drops open as he lashes coils of rope to the parapets. I no longer have any trouble picturing him climbing out of the Zemyan prison pit.

He squints down at me expectantly, which is when I remember I’m more than just a spectator on this mission. Using his handholds and footholds, I carefully pull myself up to the top of the wall. It takes me five times longer than Kartok, and I don’t even have to place the bolts.

Shaky and out of breath, I swing into the parapet beside him and whisper a quick prayer to the Lady of the Sky, partly in thanks, but mostly for additional help; the treacherous climb was the easy part.

Below, in the fort, there are rows and rows of barracks surrounding a stone watchtower in the center. At the top of the tower, alongside the bells, is a massive rotating lamp that illuminates sections of the camp at random. “You failed to mention there was a spotlight,” I snap at Kartok.

“I didn’t think it would be a problem.”

“Of course it’s a problem! My darkness only blends in if it’s dark.”

Our plan seemed simple enough when Kartok suggested it. We would climb to the top of the wall, where I would create a long tunnel of darkness that extended to the ground and into the center of camp. Inside the tunnel, Kartok would secure ropes to the wall for the recruits to climb out of the fort. Then, at our signal, which the recruits would know thanks to coded instructions Kartok hid in a ration shipment the day before, they would sneak from their beds, slip into the tunnel, follow it to the wall, and scale the ropes, completely unseen.

Unless that skies-forsaken light ruins everything.

“Arranging the threads of night into a tunnel large enough, and stable enough, for people to pass through will take all of my strength and concentration,” I murmur. “But now I also have to avoid and deflect the spotlight.”

“You’ll find a way,” Kartok says, watching the swinging beam of light.

“And if I don’t?”

“Then the warriors we’ve been sent to rescue will perish like the rest.” He nods to a dark heap in the far corner of the compound. At first it looks like a trash mound or manure pile, but the longer I study it, the more details come into focus: limp hands and twisted arms, blank faces and bloody hair.

A scream burns up my throat, and I slap my hand over my lips to contain it. There are so many bodies, the empire isn’t even attempting to bury them.

“No pressure.” Kartok claps me on the back.

I want to jab my elbow into his side. In addition to the spotlight, guards pace back and forth between the barracks, like they did at the first encampment. I’m so nauseous and dizzy, I nearly tumble from my perch. This was supposed to be simpler than leading a long, unruly line of recruits. And safer.

Help me, I beg the Lady of the Sky again. Then I suck in three deep breaths, form my hands into a circle, and bring them to my lips. When I blow, whorls of night funnel out from my hands, forming a long, spiraling tube that I nudge down the wall. Once it reaches the ground, I ease the tunnel forward one excruciating foot-length at a time so I can quickly halt or change directions when the skies-forsaken light sweeps past.

Sweat trickles down my face and stings my eyes. My heart thunders like a cannon in my ears. Finally the tunnel bumps up against the side window of the nearest barrack.

Soundlessly, Kartok ducks into the shaft and repels down the wall with the ropes. Then he lights a torch—a beacon to guide the recruits through the funnel of blackness, visible only to those looking directly down the tunnel.

He waves the torch back and forth, and I tighten my grip on the night, praying the recruits come quickly. The threads of darkness squirm in my hands like the slippery fire geckos in Verdenet. I have to squeeze so hard to keep the tunnel steady, the joint of every finger aches. The weaker I grow, the easier it will be for the monster to overpower me.

Hurry up.

After twelve long seconds, the first recruit finally staggers up to the wall and takes a rope from Kartok. Before they’re even halfway up, another recruit arrives. Then another. The line is never ending. It takes an eternity for them to scale the wall.

I steal a glance over my shoulder to see how many wait on the ground outside the fort.

My first mistake.

As soon as I look away, the spotlight sweeps across the tunnel of darkness. The beam stutters and swings back, and I try to make the tunnel look like the shadow of a building, but in my panic, I yank the weft of night too hard.

The spotlight blinks out altogether, plunging the camp into darkness.

There’s a shout and a high-pitched whistle. Horns blare and drums boom. But that’s not the worst of it; snuffing the massive light took so much of my power, the tunnel collapses into ash, revealing three recruits dangling halfway up the wall, caught mid-climb.

Two imperial guards round the corner of the barracks. They bellow and sprint toward the recruits, sabers drawn. The deserters flail like spiders blown in the wind, and one boy nearly loses his grip.

My body seizes with panic. If we don’t do something, the entire base will descend on us in seconds.

I could conceal the recruits, but the guards have seen them. They’ll follow us over the wall and the recruits waiting on the other side will be captured too. So do I attempt to fight the guards? The stars above me roar with readiness, but my hands won’t move. My vision blurs, blotting out the barracks and the watchtower until all I see are broken bodies and blood smeared across the snow-white fields of Nariin.

Kartok shouts something up at me, but I’m too far-gone to hear it. With a curse, he turns and pounces like a mountain cat. Long, curved blades appear from beneath his sleeves, and he collides with the guards, a smear of white skin and brown robes.

It’s over so fast, they haven’t even time to scream. Blood sprays Kartok’s tunic as the warriors crumple to the frozen dirt. I have never seen such skill and speed, not even among the Kalima, and I gape at Kartok as his daggers vanish once more beneath his belled sleeves. He hauls himself up the rope, giving the last deserter a shove over the ramparts.

“Did you learn that in the pit?” I whisper as we scramble down the other side.

“Get to the ground and conceal the group,” Kartok commands.

I do as I’m told.

Or I try to, but the darkness yanks and pulls at my shaking hands, like a dog refusing to give up a bone. When I reach the group of recruits, I see why. More than forty deserters look back at me. Forty people with hollow cheeks and bloody uniforms who I have to shield over twice the distance. After I’ve already pushed my power far past its limit.

I whimper and look to Kartok. “You promised there would be the same number of recruits.”

“Others must have tagged along. We can ask them to wait,” he says, but we both know that isn’t an option. Drums and horns blare from the fort like a mother whose children have been ripped from her bosom. Chains rattle as the portcullis rises. Anyone left behind will be captured by scouting parties long before the sun is up.

I stretch my aching fingers and shake my head. “No, I can do it.”

Drudging up strength from the center of my bones, I manage to drape my darkness over the group. Kartok guides us northward—through mud and wind and snow. Each step is agonizing. The whorls of night flail and heave, trying to take advantage of my exhaustion.

Even though we spend the daylight hours resting in a cave, I’m still bleary-eyed and wobbly the second night of our trek. And the more my feet stumble, the more my darkness sputters. By the time we reach the outskirts of Sagaan, Kartok has to bear me up and drag me along.

I somehow keep my grip on the night until we crash through the door of the Ram’s Head. Then the last of my strength gives out. Kartok digs the portal stone from my pocket, throws it at the wall, and hands me to a recruit. I do not see the glow of the gateway. Or the vibrant green fields. My eyes are as heavy as sandbags. Everything is black and bleeding, like wet ink, and a different sort of darkness drags me under.
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I burst back into consciousness crying, haunted not only by dreams of Nariin, but by heaps of bodies—like the one inside the fort, and Kartok’s bloodstained blades, and legions of imperial warriors hunting us across the grasslands, ripping recruits from beneath my cover of darkness and beheading them in front of me.

I try to open my eyes, but blinding sunlight filters through the green walls of Inkar’s tent, searing my vision. I toss my arm over my face and arch up from the blankets, but gentle hands press me down.

“Lie still. You need to recover.”

I turn my head toward the voice and find Temujin’s amber eyes squinting down at me.

“What happened?” I babble. “Where is everyone? Did the recruits make it?”

“Everyone’s fine,” Inkar says from my other side. She smooths the hair from my face and offers me a glass of water. “Can you tell us what happened? The recruits tried to explain, but they’re understandably upset. We don’t trust the accuracy of their reports.”

I take a long drink and ease up to my elbows. “At least twenty more recruits than expected wished to flee with us, and we couldn’t leave them behind to be discovered by scouting parties, so I pushed my Kalima power to the limit to accommodate them. And before that, there was an incident with a spotlight at the fort. I made a miscalculation and a few imperial guards saw us. Kartok disposed of them, but the entire mission was terrifying and overwhelming and exhausting. I’m sorry I didn’t—”

“You have no reason to apologize,” Temujin interrupts. His expression is gentle and concerned. Tender, almost. “You’ve done brilliantly. In three days, you’ve brought us sixty new warriors. That’s no small feat.”

“And I’ll bring more as soon as my strength returns. You were right. About everything.” I shake my head, but like Nariin, I’ll never be able to stave off those terrible images. “There were bodies everywhere—so many that they aren’t even attempting to bury them. And the recruits we rescued are in bad shape. I can be ready to go again soon. A day or two at most.”

“I knew you’d eventually thank me.” Temujin ruffles my hair like he did at our first meeting, only now it makes me smile. He places something in the crook of my arm. Something warm and soft and familiar. “Thought you could use some comfort while you recover.”

I look down at the little prayer doll resting in my arms. Not just any prayer doll. My prayer doll. The one I had to leave behind when I fled the grazing lands with Orbai. “You went back for it,” I whisper. There isn’t a word big enough to describe the burning in my chest and the stinging in my eyes.

“I tried to recover your Book of Whisperings as well, but it had been left in the snow too long. The pages disintegrated beneath my touch. But you’re welcome to use mine anytime you’d like.”

“You’d let me do that?” A Book of Whisperings is a person’s most private possession. A direct channel to the innermost part of their soul, usually reserved for family.

“For you, anything. Now get some rest.” Temujin squeezes my arm and shifts to stand, but I grab his hand before he pulls away.

“Can I see Serik again? I want to tell him about the mission. I think it will help—”

Outside the tent, someone screams. A second later a chorus of Shoniin are shouting. Temujin and Inkar share a worried glance across my bed. I shoot up from my blankets, but the grinding pain in my head levels me like a fist to the jaw. Temujin and Inkar look from me to the door, but before they can make a decision, Chanar bursts through the tent flap, coughing uncontrollably. Churning gray smoke pours in behind him.

“What in the blazing skies is going on?” Temujin demands.

Chanar braces himself on his knees and struggles for air. When he finally answers, he looks at me instead of Temujin. “The supply shack burned to the ground.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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WHENEVER I FACED GRIM NEWS ON THE BATTLEFIELD, MY first response was to fly into action. Change the point of attack, shift the paradigm, advance, retreat. Whatever it took. There’s always a way to bend fate and fortune to your favor.

But there’s no fixing this.

The supply shack burned while Serik was trapped inside.

I stare up at the ceiling, unable to think or speak or even breathe because it can’t be true. He can’t be dead.

I throw off my blankets with every intention of charging out the door to see for myself, but my hammering head and wobbly limbs refuse to cooperate. I crumple with a grunt and Inkar forces me to lie still, but inside, my anxiety swirls faster, faster, faster.

“What do you mean it burned to the ground? How?” Temujin charges across the tent and sticks his head through the flap.

“I don’t know,” Chanar wheezes. “I went to deliver the monk’s rations, but as soon as I opened the door, I was enveloped in flames. The fanatic blew himself up and tried to take me down with him.”

The story sets every nerve in my body to prickling. Serik has a history of fiery retaliation.

Inkar’s face goes as white as freshly driven snow and she hurries to her brother’s side, inspecting the burns on his cheeks.

“Was anyone else injured?” Temujin asks.

“Techugar and Borte were right behind me, and there were others training nearby. Lots of burns and cuts.” Chanar coughs so hard, he vomits.

Temujin kicks Inkar’s bedroll. He glances at me, then back at the door.

“Please go, all of you,” I say. “Take care of the wounded.” They need to leave so I can leave.

Temujin studies me, his face etched with worry and compassion, but eventually he nods. “It will only take a minute.” He rushes from the tent and Inkar and Chanar hobble out on his heels.

As soon as they’re gone, I drag myself to the tent flap and whisper Serik’s name, praying to the Lady and Father my suspicions are right.

When no answer comes, I call a little louder. Then a little louder still. I wipe my clammy palms down my tunic and poke my head out of the tent. With the smoky ocher haze, the other Shoniin won’t be able to spot me easily. But Serik won’t be able to see me either. As much as I want to dash around the encampment looking for him, there’s no way I can walk so far, and wandering would make it more difficult for him to find me anyway. So I stay put.

The seconds tick past, and with each one, my certainty wavers. After twenty minutes, I’m chained head to toe with panic. Maybe I’m jumping to wild conclusions. Maybe Serik didn’t escape. Temujin and his Shoniin made it clear they weren’t fond of Serik, but they wouldn’t murder him.

Would they?

A sob explodes from my collapsing chest.

A moment later footsteps crunch outside the tent and a soft voice whispers, “Enebish?”

My name has never sounded so glorious.

I squeal and draw the tent flap aside. “You’re alive! Thank the skies.”

“Of course I’m alive.” Serik bends through the door, his skin so coated with soot that he looks painted with darkness. “There are too many damn tents in this place. How are you ever supposed to find anyone?”

I throw my arms around him and press my face against his chest, savoring his warmth and solidness, no matter that he reeks like a firepit. “How did you escape? What are you going to do? They’ll be back any second.” Every thought and worry rushes out of my head like a waterfall.

“I picked the lock,” Serik says with a wave of his hand, as if it should be obvious.

“Using what? There was nothing in that cell with you. They didn’t even leave the empty ration sacks or a water cup.”

“But they did leave me with my cloak”—Serik holds the fabric out like wings—“so I got a little crafty.” He turns to display the back, where a small panel of goldwork has been ripped from the hem.

I stare at him in wonderment. “But isn’t that just thread?”

“I always thought so, but I spent so many hours rubbing the stitches in frustration, I discovered it was actually gold thread wound around wire. That’s what makes it sturdy enough to create these intricate designs. I shaped the wires into a pick and let myself out. Then I may have accidentally spilled a jug of vorkhi as I was leaving, which may have soaked a rather large pile of clothing. But that’s hardly my fault. That place was so cramped and cluttered with junk and rusted sabers lying around, I’m not surprised a random spark set it ablaze.”

His eyes squish into delighted crescent moons, and I pinch his ear, imitating the abba. “I’m so relieved you’re safe, but did you have to set the shack on fire?”

“Yes! They’re lucky I didn’t torch this entire awful place.”

I slap a palm to my forehead. “You realize this doesn’t help our cause? They’re never going to trust you now.”

“Good! I don’t want their trust. I want nothing to do with them.”

“You are the most difficult and vengeful person I know.”

Serik preens as if it’s a compliment. “Just wait until they see what I have planned next. I’m going to steal their precious Night Spinner. Do you want to walk, or should I toss you over my shoulder so it looks like I’m kidnapping you? We need to be convincing, after all.” Serik makes a playful grab for me, but I dodge back.

His smile falters, and he holds up his hands. “Fine, you can walk. I was just joking—”

“This is no time to joke,” I cut in. “What’s your plan, Serik? Temujin and the others will return any second, and they’re not going to be happy to see you.”

“What do you mean ‘What’s your plan’? I’m free, which means we can leave this godforsaken place. I assume you know how to get back to Ashkar after completing your missions? Grab a satchel and fill it with anything useful.”

He starts rummaging through Inkar’s belongings, tossing a red ribbon, a single dress that isn’t Shoniin gray, and a little felt prayer doll embroidered with the name Taimar to the floor.

The sight of it drives needles of guilt into my side.

“Don’t just stand there,” Serik urges. “You’re the one who said we need to hurry.”

“I can’t do this.”

“It’s just a few tunics and some food. I promise she won’t miss it.”

“No, Serik, I can’t run away.”

The rations in Serik’s arms hit the floor. “What are you talking about? We’re not running away. We’re escaping. They’re holding us hostage—and blackmailing you, in case you somehow forgot.”

I let out a long, slow breath and try to collect my thoughts. “Temujin’s methods can be extreme, but his intentions are noble. He’s doing so much good.” Serik scoffs, but I speak over him. “The Shoniin are feeding the shepherds starving on the winter grazing lands, as well as the people suffering in the Protected Territories. They are rescuing children from the war front—boys and girls who were stolen from their beds and sent to fight without a day of training. Did you know conscription is mandatory in the Protected Territories, as repayment for induction into the Unified Empire? And the only reason the Shoniin are encouraging desertion is so we’ll have leverage to force the Sky King into a compromise. I’ve been helping Temujin draft the missives to Ghoa. The Shoniin are offering to unite with the Imperial Army against the Zemyans, but only if the king agrees to give the Protected Territories the support and prosperity he initially promised.”

Serik laughs—a forced pop of breath. “Listen to you! You sound like a fully indoctrinated member of the group.”

“If you saw the conditions at the war front, you’d understand. There are heaps of bodies as tall as manure piles. We have no prayer of winning if things continue as they are. And it’s even worse in the Protected Territories. The Sky King is executing Verdenese men who refuse to remove their earrings. He tore down every marketplace, making it impossible to earn an honest living. My people are suffering.”

“Since when are you so concerned with Southern affairs?” Serik blurts, pointing to the prayer doll Temujin brought me, still clutched to my chest.

He says Southern affairs as if the people and customs from Verdenet are as strange and repugnant as Zemyan magic. As if I am strange for wanting to preserve them, for wanting to salvage a piece of my original identity. “Why shouldn’t I be concerned for my homeland? It’s the only connection I have to my past, to my family. Remembering them helps me not to feel so alone.”

Serik drags his hands down his face. “That came out wrong. I’m not asking you to turn your back on them. Of course I’d never want that. I’m just asking you not to turn your back on me, as you have Ghoa—to hell with your former life and everyone in it.” His voice is small and cracked, and he adds, “Have you truly felt alone all this time?”

My indignation dries up instantly.

I take him by the hands and look into his eyes, worming my way into the innermost part of his soul, like he did to me on our journey to Qusbegi. “I haven’t turned my back on anyone. It doesn’t have to be one or the other. I want to work with you and Ghoa and the Shoniin. Ending this war will require all of us coming together. I know you’re angry with Temujin for keeping you detained, and you have every right to be, but I’m not asking you to trust him. I’m asking you to trust me. This is the chance we’ve always dreamed of—all those days we spent lying in the grass. We can finally make the king, and all of Ashkar, see that we’re good enough. That we’ve always been good enough.”

Serik gazes back at me from beneath his brows. His eyes are the same murky green-brown they’ve always been, but now they look different. Vacant. As if a curtain has been drawn shut, and I’m on the outside. “In my dreams, we were free in our realm. Not some otherworldly hideout surrounded by deserters. And I don’t give a damn what the king thinks. Why should we risk our necks to help him and the people now when they’ve made it perfectly clear this isn’t our battle? They don’t want us. We aren’t warriors.”

But that’s where Serik’s wrong.

I will always be a warrior. I will always prefer a saber to a cooking pot. A quiet life, tending a flock of sheep, will never fill me with the same buzzing in my limbs and ringing in my ears as charging toward the enemy. The Lady of the Sky blessed me with a portion of Her power. She trusted me to use it to protect Her land and people. I cannot shirk my responsibility. And I don’t want to. I have finally unburied Enebish the Warrior. I finally feel like myself again. I’m not ready to give that up. Not now.

Not ever.

“I can’t run away. It’s not who I am.” I look up at Serik, not begging, but with a steady gaze and firm jaw. A girl who knows where she stands. A girl who hopes her best friend will choose to stand beside her. “I don’t think it’s who you are either. Apologize for burning the supply shack and pledge your loyalty….”

“I can’t.”

A tear slips down my cheek, and I scrape it away with a vicious swipe. “You can’t or you won’t?”

“I won’t. Temujin is a damned snake charmer, mesmerizing all of you with his noble promises and flashing that flawless smile so no one will suspect when he strikes. I don’t know what he’s really up to, but I won’t be part of it.”

“So where does that leave us?” I ask.

Serik adjusts his cloak and takes a step back. “I’ll go my way, and you’ll go yours.”

“Where will you even go?

Serik shrugs. “Anywhere is better than here.”

“But it’s not! If you return to Ashkar, Ghoa will be hunting you. And Temujin has scouts everywhere. If they realize you’re alive, they’ll do whatever it takes to silence you. You know too much; you could compromise the location of the Ram’s Head.” My hands flutter like frantic birds. I have to bury them in my tunic to keep them from digging their talons into Serik’s wrist.

“Except they know I would never endanger you. We may not be on the same side of this dispute, but that doesn’t change how I feel about you.” His eyes find mine, peering at me from beneath his lashes, and a thick knot of emotion lodges in my throat. I part my lips to tell him I don’t know what he’s talking about, that I don’t know how he feels about me, but that would be a lie because I do know.

I have known for a long time.

It’s written in his every action: the long, charged looks when I swear he can see straight into the core of me; the amused, knowing smirks and playful nudges; the hours we lay in the monastery grass, planning for a future that could only be together; all the vile curses he flung at my tormentors and the impious jokes he made so I would laugh instead of cry; how he defended me stalwartly and believed in me completely, even when no one else would; how he pushed me to wish for more than my pitiful existence in the monastery.

No one has ever loved me more, or loved me better, than Serik. And I love him too. I have always loved him, since the first moment I arrived at Ghoa’s parents’ estate and found him huddled in his oversized sunburst cloak. But I never allowed myself to consider loving him like that because it was impossible. Our worlds rarely crossed—I was serving in the Kalima and he was pledged to the brotherhood, bound forever to the abba and Ikh Zuree. And when we were finally reunited, I was a criminal, one misstep from the gallows.

But now …

I look up at the endearing crinkles around his eyes and the perpetual crease of his brow. He isn’t obviously handsome like Temujin, but all the little subtleties that only I would notice—like how his copper freckles look like a constellation of floating lilies, and how his ears turn pink when he’s angry, and how his long, taut muscles fill out his holy robes—add up to more than the sum of their parts. He is messy and exquisite, volatile and perfect, and as I grapple for words to adequately describe what he means to me, he steps closer. Closer. Until we’re chest to chest.

Heart to heart.

His hands cup my cheeks, trembling and tentative at first. When I don’t pull away, his fingers slide into my hair. Fire builds in my belly, heating me like a coal, and I grip the front of his red robe, like I’ve secretly imagined doing so many times. I trail my fingers over the stubble of his hair and steal a glance at his lips, remembering how red and full they looked in the cold at Qusbegi.

It’s all so familiar. So right, my heart cries.

I could close the breath of distance between us and press my lips to his. I could follow him back to Ashkar and lose myself in his moon-eyed smile. If I had no one to consider beyond myself. If Zemya wasn’t charging across our border.

If our warriors weren’t being slaughtered like sacrificial lambs. If thousands of people in the Protected Territories weren’t being stripped of their beliefs.

“Are you sure you don’t want to come with me?” His eyes are so wide, his expression so anguished.

Tears blur between my lashes, and I force myself to take a step back. Just one step, but far enough that Serik’s hands fall away from my face. It feels like a canyon has cleaved open between us—a perilous gap too wide to jump, too treacherous to cross. There will be no following him.

No coming back.

I reach into my pocket and offer him a blue bonfire stone. “Temujin gave me one extra, in case of emergencies. This will take you back to the Ram’s Head. Go to the globeflower field and toss it into the air.”

Serik studies the stone with a strange expression before tucking it into his fist. Then he backs toward the door.

An icy knife plunges into my heart, carving out my flesh with every step he puts between us. When he bends through the flap, I sob and chase after him. The sky outside is hotter than ever, thanks to the fire, but I can’t stop shivering. “Join a caravan west to Visva. Or I hear you can make a decent living mining copper in the Ondor Mountains. Just get out of Sagaan. Keep yourself safe. And when all of this is over, find me.”

His eyes are pools of water, clear and wet and deep. His voice is thick and warbling. “Goodbye, En. I hope you’re happy. I honestly do.”

I bury my face in my palms so I don’t have to watch him walk away. And so I’m not tempted to follow him. Pain and exhaustion from my mission the night before slam down on me with double the force, like armor made of iron. Tears spill over my knuckles and run down my wrists.

By the time I finally compose myself and look up, Serik is gone. And he took part of me with him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

[image: ]

WHEN I WAKE THE NEXT MORNING, MY BODY FEELS A thousand years older: my legs have grown long roots into the earth, my face is raw and crinkled from tears, and I can’t muster up the strength to leave my bedroll.

Serik did what he thought was right. I can’t begrudge him that. But I can begrudge the ragged, bleeding Serik-shaped hole he left in my heart.

I groan and pull my blankets over my head. I can’t dwell on it. I’ll waver if I do. The weak and selfish part of me will be tempted to put my personal desires above the needs of the people. This is the right choice for me—the right choice for us both.

If it’s so right, why doesn’t it end with us together? I’m tempted to shout at the Lady of the Sky. Instead I turn on my side and command myself to go back to sleep. In my dreams, at least, I can pretend the separation is only temporary. I picture us lying side by side in the grass at Ikh Zuree. The morning gongs are sounding, calling us our separate ways for the day, and we wordlessly part, knowing we’ll reunite later. We always do.

We will reunite later, I assure myself.

Not if you waste time wallowing in your bedroll, Enebish the Warrior scolds.

I have to get up and see this through. I need to ferry more recruits and end the war. I need to remake Ashkar into a place where a former monk and redeemed criminal can be together.

With a bone-weary sigh, I drag myself up from the floor, pull on a gray tunic, and shuffle to Temujin’s tent to prepare for another mission. “Where am I going next?” I ask without preamble as I shuffle through the door.

Temujin is seated at his desk, with Inkar and Chanar perched on either side, as usual. They jump so high at my sudden appearance, a stack of scrolls cascades to the floor.

“Enebish! What are you doing here?” Inkar bustles over to greet me while Chanar and Temujin scramble to pick up the mess. “You should be resting! You need to process and recover from last night’s tragedy. We’ve postponed your missions for a few days at least—”

“No need,” I say brusquely. “I’m fine.”

Inkar nibbles her lip and looks at me with wide, worried eyes. “But—”

“Crying in a tent isn’t going to change the fact that Serik’s gone.” I purposely avoid the word dead. If I don’t want them to lie to me, I probably shouldn’t lie to them. But the longer the Shoniin assume Serik is dead, the safer he will be.

“I know I wasn’t able to be there for you last night like I should have been.” Inkar places a tender hand on my forearm and steers me toward the door. “But now I can stay with you as long as you’d like. You must have so many emotions you want to work through.”

“What I want is to stop the Zemyans and finish this.”

Inkar looks back at the boys, who are shoving the last of the mess into a drawer. I don’t know why they bother; Temujin’s tent still looks like a cyclone tore through it.

“I’m ready,” I insist.

The three of them exchange a look like I’ve lost my mind, and maybe I have, but I’m afraid if I pause, for even a moment, the doubt and fear will catch up with me. Or I’ll somehow miss my opportunity to defeat Zemya and redeem myself. All of this will be for nothing.

Chanar is the first to speak: “Stop mothering the girl, Inkar. If Enebish says she’s ready, she’s ready.”

Inkar frowns, and I try not to be annoyed. Her hesitance is born of concern, which means I should probably be offended that Chanar is willing to toss me back into the fray so quickly. But I don’t want to be coddled and protected. The time for timidness has long since passed. We must all take risks. Make sacrifices.

Temujin studies me, and for the first time since I met him, I do not squirm or bumble or retreat. I look him dead in the eye, and a slow grin spreads across his lips. “Sometimes action is the best medicine of all.”
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I live and breathe for nothing but my missions. I sneak into Ashkar every other night and shepherd dozens of recruits from encampments along the war front. Then I sleep the entire day and night in between. Never stopping, never thinking. Reveling in the blackness of exhaustion—where the pain of missing Serik can’t reach me.

I expect my success to slowly fill the howling emptiness in my chest, but the pain grows more acute with each mission because I catch myself scanning every face, hoping Serik changed his mind. My eyes snag on every cloak, looking for the golden sunbursts.

As the weeks wear on, the Shoniin try to cheer and distract me. Inkar takes me to train the children, which I love, but I cannot watch them wave their sticks without thinking of the little boy and girl who used to spar on Ghoa’s parents’ estate.

Oyunna drags me to the bonfire revelries and paints my face with thick white makeup to hide my traitor’s mark, like the noblewomen in Sagaan, but all I can think is that Serik would hate it.

They’re turning you into someone you’re not. Someone I don’t recognize.

Not even Orbai can fill the void. Mostly because she’s always up in the clouds. On the rare occasion she does answer my call, she screeches and beats her wings against the walls of the tent until I release her. I don’t blame her. If I could sail through the infinite blue skies with the Lady and Father, I wouldn’t want to be trapped on the ground or confined to a tent either.

Surprisingly, Temujin is the one who offers a small measure of comfort. Despite his busy schedule, he sits in my tent and recites songs and tales of the First Gods. Sometimes he distracts me with reports of the recruits’ training progress or asks for help drafting more missives to Ghoa. When our scouts in Verdenet bring word that King Minoak’s golden suit of armor vanished from Nashab Market—where it has been kept for the last seven hundred years, and can only be unlocked with the king’s signet ring—we spend the day speculating excitedly, brainstorming all the places he could be hiding.

“He would obviously head straight for Namaag,” Temujin says. “His younger sister is married to the vice chancellor. They would give him asylum.”

“But the Sky King would expect that. He’d have warriors waiting along the caravan routes,” I argue.

“The Sky King would have to pull warriors from the battlefront to do that, and thanks to us, he doesn’t have many to spare….”

“True, but I still don’t think Minoak would risk it. And he wouldn’t just abandon his people. He’s somewhere close. Where he can watch the imperial governor and regroup.”

“You speak as if you know him personally.” Temujin chuckles. “I hope you’re right, but how can you have so much confidence in a king you’ve never met?”

“The same way I devote my life to a goddess I’ve never seen. The same way I trust a notorious criminal to save our people.” I nudge him with my elbow. “Commitment born of perfect knowledge lacks the most powerful factor of all—faith.”

Temujin studies me thoughtfully before his face scrunches with exaggerated shock. “Do my ears deceive me, or did you just admit that you finally trust me?”

“Maybe. Partially. But don’t let it go to your head.”

I expect him to come back with a witty reply, but he reaches into his satchel and removes his Book of Whisperings instead. “Enough for this?”

He holds it out and I suck in a breath. The leather is so old and crinkled, it looks like the ear of an elephant. It’s smaller than my family’s book, and held together with a long leather strap instead of a metal clasp, but the same hum of energy emanates from its pages. An overwhelming sense of peace and strength.

“Are you sure?” I ask.

“Positive.” He scoots so close, our thighs brush. With careful fingers, he unwinds the strap and opens the book across our laps. He reaches into his tunic and pulls out two quills, offering one to me. “Let’s write together.”

I nibble my lip and look from the quill to Temujin. I have never written with someone else. I was too young to do so when my family perished. But it’s not something to be taken lightly. To write in a Book of Whisperings with someone is to invite them into your head, to bare the innermost parts of your soul. You converse with the Lady of the Sky together, which means there are no secrets. No hiding. But what do I have to hide at this point?

You could still come back, Ghoa’s voice dances through my ears like the strains of a distant song. When I first entered the realm of the Eternal Blue, her voice was nearly as loud as my own. But now it’s nothing more than the shush of wind through grass. I’d almost miss it if I forgot to listen closely.

“Unless it makes you uncomfortable …” Temujin says. “Because I would never—”

I take the quill. “Let’s do it.”

I can hear Serik sputter with disgust from a world away. It’s too much, he whispers. Temujin has an agenda. But I silence his voice too. He relinquished his right to comment on my decisions when he chose to leave.

Temujin and I turn to the book and our quills scratch across the parchment. As soon as my letters sink into the rippling page, Temujin’s appear, not in the book, but scrawled across the blackness of my mind.

Are we ever beyond redemption?

Tingles flood my body, from the top of my head to the base of my spine. He could have asked the Goddess anything—for guidance navigating the war, for reassurance, for the strength to continue—but he asked a question for me. To calm me. To fortify me. I can already feel Her answer pulsing in my chest: constant and steady and sure. A fierce and protective love, despite my many mistakes.

It makes my own question feel trite and childish: If this is the right path, why has it been so difficult?

My cheeks burn and I curl in on myself.

“Don’t do that,” Temujin says.

“Don’t do what?”

“That. How you shrink into your shoulders and hide behind your hair like a tortoise retreating into its shell.” His hand shoots out and brushes the thick strands of black behind my ear. His fingers linger, hesitate, then carefully trace the three slashes of my traitor’s mark. Embracing the things about me that most people shy away from.

Something molten stirs in my belly and every tiny hair on my cheek stands ramrod straight. I don’t know if it’s his heady tea soap scent or the sacred book lying across our laps or the feel of his thigh pressed against mine, but I accidentally blurt, “You’re different than I expected.”

The smile that melts across his lips makes heat skitter through my rib cage. “So are you.” He takes me by the hand and tugs me to my feet. “Come with us tonight. We’re doing something special in Sagaan and I want you to be part of it.”

“Really?” Other than my missions with Kartok, I haven’t been permitted to raid supply wagons or deliver rations or even steal cannons. Serik would say it’s because the Shoniin don’t trust me, but Temujin assured me it’s only because my night spinning is much more vital. Anyone can deliver rations, but only I can bring warriors safely to our side. “You want me to join you?”

Temujin smirks and tugs my braid. “I don’t want you to come; I am insisting.”

I bite my lip and glance around the tent. Whatever Temujin has planned, the quiet of my bedroll will be easier. But sitting in an empty tent and nursing memories of Serik won’t bring him back. He doesn’t want to come back.

“Okay,” I agree. It’s time to get out of my head. Time to move on.

“Excellent. Inkar will bring you clothes.”

“What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” I say, and we both laugh, since I still haven’t changed from the filthy tunic I wore on last night’s mission.

Inkar arrives shortly after Temujin leaves and tosses me a bundle of clothes. They’re nothing special—the garb of a middle-class Ashkarian: a tunic made of navy wool, flowing brown pants, and a rabbit fur coat.

“You’re looking perfectly plain this evening,” she says with a wink when I emerge from our tent. She and Temujin and Chanar are wearing similarly bland outfits—fur caps and nondescript cloaks. I’m so used to seeing them all in Shoniin gray, they look like eagles that have sprouted fur rather than feathers.

“What exactly are we doing?” I ask.

“It’s a surprise.” Inkar tugs me through the encampment and across the globeflower field to the portal site. “Oyunna arranged it, so you know it will be good.”

Temujin opens the gateway, and as soon as we land in the dusty bedroom at the back of the Ram’s Head, I can hear the chaos in the streets. The windows rattle with laughter and singing, and a gong twangs so loudly, the oil lamp on the dressing table topples on its side.

“What’s going on?” I spin a quick circle. “It isn’t a festival day.”

Inkar cackles at my confused expression, and she and the boys shepherd me out of the tavern, where we’re instantly consumed by the throng. It’s so packed, I can’t actually see the street. Just a mass of bodies, crammed down block after block, until the dots grow too small to be distinguished.

“What’s the occasion?” I shout over the roar.

As far as I can see, everyone is dressed in plain working clothes, like ours, and they’re pushing milk carts and operating vegetable stands, as they would any regular day. There aren’t banners decorating the snow-dusted buildings or colorful lanterns floating overhead, but there is an undeniable air of celebration. And the laughing group of women who skirt around us are eating giant racks of roasted lamb. Something available to only the wealthiest Ashkarians, and only during the spring.

“What in the skies …”

“Perfect timing!” Chanar points down the street.

I shield my eyes against the sun and squint into the distance, where the tiny dot of a horse-drawn carriage rumbles closer. The cobbles shudder as it nears, and the cheers become even more deafening. Somehow the crowd parts to make way, and I gasp as we’re crushed against a stone building. I cling to Inkar and Temujin and stare wide-eyed at the wagon’s gilded wheels. I take in the sleek blue body of the coach. Unmistakably Ashkarian blue and gold.

A royal carriage.

But the driver is a boy clad in shimmering Shoniin gray and a Shoniin girl sits on the box beside him, blowing a horn wildly. The tune makes my heart hammer twice as fast, for it’s the ode to the Lady of the Sky we sing around the bonfire. As they thunder past, objects fly from the carriage windows: figs and persimmons and pears. Loaves of glazed bread and sugar-dusted pastries. Beets and potatoes and even a few brightly colored candies.

The people rush forward, shoving the bounty into their pockets, and I smile at their squeals of delight.

“How?” I shout over the din. “That was clearly a royal coach, but the king would never fling such luxurious food to commoners.”

Temujin plops a handful of roasted chestnuts into his mouth and sighs. “Eat first! Questions later!”

An apple rolls against the toe of my boot and I pick it up, shining the red skin on my shirt. I bite into the flesh and sigh. I can’t remember the last time I tasted anything so fresh and crisp and delicious. We scrabble around like mice, munching this and that, until Temujin leads us down a slightly less crowded street.

“Oyunna is a genius,” Chanar says through a mouthful of flaky almond pastry.

“This could be our finest accomplishment yet,” Inkar agrees.

Temujin nods and throws a satisfied glance in the direction of the Sky Palace. “The king will be furious, and the people will revere us more than ever.”

“What’s going on?” I feel a bit like a clueless younger sibling, but I try not to take it personally. I’ve been away constantly on missions and as good as absent even when I am in the realm of the Eternal Blue.

“Oyunna caught wind that the Sky King planned to throw a lavish banquet,” Temujin explains, “to prove he isn’t concerned with the Zemyan threat, and she thought it was unfair he should enjoy such bounty while the rest of us starve. So our Shoniin working inside the palace loaded the banquet food into carts and drove them through the gates.”

“That’s brilliant,” I say, “but won’t the palace guards come after them?”

“I’m sure they’re trying, but I doubt they’ll get far.” Temujin motions to the impassable throng that has spilled back into the road.

“Not to mention there are very few guards remaining at the palace,” Chanar adds. “Most have been called to the war front. Along with the horses and heavy artillery.”

Inkar, Chanar, and Temujin exchange a smile at this, but I swallow hard. Things at the front must be bleak for the king to leave himself so poorly guarded. “Do you think he’ll agree to our terms soon?” I ask.

“He’ll be signing his death warrant if he doesn’t,” Temujin says.

And the death warrant of all these people. A hard knob of guilt jabs my side. Shouldn’t we be fortifying the city walls? Wouldn’t our time be better spent gathering water and firewood and preparing for siege rather than celebrating?

“Uh-oh. I know that look.” Inkar waves a finger in my face. “Let the people enjoy tonight. Who knows how long it will be before they’re afforded another festival day? We need to enjoy it too. A reminder of what we’re fighting for.”

“Do you dance, En?” Temujin offers me his hand, but I shake my head vehemently. I wasn’t a good dancer before Nariin, and I haven’t attempted it since. “How bad could you be?” he asks as he tugs me back into the mayhem.

The music is booming and feverish, a wild mix of drums and fiddles and flutes, and it vibrates through my sluggish feet until my toes begin tapping and my hips begin swinging. I am slow and rigid and off beat, and I step on Temujin’s feet five times in two songs, but he never once complains.

“Look at them.” He motions to a group of girls holding hands, skipping in a circle to our right. Behind them, a father tosses his giggling child high in the air. All around us, citizens clap and hoot, bow and leap. As free and invigorated as lambs in spring grass. “This is what our people deserve!” he shouts over the din. “And thanks to you, this is what we will continue to give them.”

I have always deflected such praise. An army is like a clock, made up of a million little gears. No one piece is more important than the next. But I throw my head back and let out a whoop, allowing myself to be proud, to have this moment.

Temujin pulls me closer, and his hands burn like a firebrand against the small of my back. He hums a Verdenese folk song in my ear, and my legs turn to sand, scorching and sifting as we sway to the music. The tangerine sky deepens and the ribbons of darkness curl around us. But instead of goading me, they glide across my collarbone and coil around my wrists like bangles, heightening every sensation. Comfortable, at last, with our new truce.

The four of us sway and twirl among the people—common citizens of Ashkar for one evening—and I about die of shock when Chanar asks me to dance too. He spins me in a dizzying circle, laughing all the while, and I’m so happy, so consumed with a bone-deep sense of belonging, I almost forget to miss Serik.

A landslide of shame, for allowing myself to move on, even in this small way, nearly knocks me off my feet. A second later it’s followed by an aftershock of guilt. I shouldn’t want to see him here. A true friend would want him to be as far away from Sagaan and Ghoa and the Shoniin as possible, but my breath still catches every time I glimpse a shaved head. And once or twice I swear I catch a whiff of parchment and pine ink.

We stay until the crowd thins enough for imperial guards to break through the wall of revelers, ordering everyone to return home or risk being arrested for stealing the Sky King’s food. But who can they pin the blame on when the entire city partook in the spoils?

We make our way back to the Ram’s Head. Temujin and Chanar walk behind me and Inkar, and I lean against her for support. I may be getting stronger, but my bad leg will never be accustomed to dancing.

“Are you glad you came?” she asks.

I let out a contented sigh. “This was exactly what I needed. I feel awake again.”

“I’d wager Temujin would be willing to keep you awake even longer….”

She winks and I smack her. “What are you talking about?”

“I saw you two dancing!”

“It isn’t like that,” I insist, but chills shiver down my neck when I think of how we danced. And how we wrote in his Book of Whisperings. How he shows me the real Temujin hidden beneath the perfect mask.

We reach an intersection, crowded with revelers crossing in every direction, and my musing stops abruptly. Through the blur of faces and coats, I could have sworn I saw …

I shake my head. Stop torturing yourself.

But then the flash comes again. A distinct ripple of gold on black.

I pull away from Inkar and dodge through the crowd, squinting, my heart in my throat.

He shouldn’t be here.

I don’t want him to be here.

But there’s no mistaking the intricate, gleaming goldwork of Serik’s sunburst cloak.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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“SERIK?” MY VOICE IS A SCRATCHY WHISPER. I RUB MY tired eyes to make sure I’m not hallucinating, but even with the hood drawn, I’d recognize his swaggering gait and the glittering hem of his cloak anywhere.

He’s alive. And in Sagaan.

A glorious, burning ache pours through my limbs like mulled honey wine. I trip over my feet as I take off after him. “Serik!” I call again, louder. Though now my voice is muffled by blubbering cries.

I need to see his face. Wrap my arms around him. Find a compromise that suits us both. It will kill me to watch him walk away again.

“Enebish? Where are you going?” Inkar tries to catch my arm, but I wiggle free.

“Go on without me. I need to—”

Serik darts around the corner and I barrel after him, leaving my half-formed explanation hanging in the air.

He races around one corner, then another, and I beg my stinging leg to move faster. It’s all I can do to keep sight of his cloak as he slips through another intersection and down a darkened street. Bright fiddle music trills from a shabby inn halfway down the block, and he scurries toward it. Dozens of signs plaster the windows, advertising fiddle duels and low-stakes games of nik. I smile as Serik’s shadow slips inside. It’s exactly the sort of place he’d hide out.

Inkar and the boys are chasing me. Gaining on me. Their footsteps pound the cobbles and they bark my name in hushed, angry voices. I’m being reckless. I know that. But I keep running anyway. I don’t even stop to consider how all thoughts of Temujin vanished the moment I saw Serik. I know only that the most primal, pulsing part of me insists I reach him. Now.

My bad leg gives out on the final step and I crash face-first through the inn’s double doors. Temujin bursts in on my heels, cursing and panting. “What are you doing?” He leans over to help me up, but we both freeze because the common room is empty. And dark. Lit only by a pale shaft of moonlight streaming through the window.

I had expected a roaring hearth fire and tables filled with rowdy gamblers. Perhaps a cluster of fiddlers sawing away in the corner. But a mouse nibbling the leg of a chair is the only sign of life.

Unease creeps down my spine as I gape around the room. The inn clearly isn’t abandoned. The bar is freshly oiled and the benches are free of dust. The yeasty smell of ale hangs thick in the air. It’s decidedly closed, though strangely, the high-pitched strings play on—a phantom tune drifting down from the upper floors.

Chanar and Inkar jog up and lean against the door frame. “Have you lost your mind?” Chanar wheezes at me.

“Keep an eye on the street.” Temujin sends them out with a wave of his arm. “Make sure we haven’t been followed. And you—” He turns back to me, but I’m already picking my way through the tables and chairs.

“Serik!” I whisper-shout. He has to be here. I saw him slip inside. This must be some sort of safe house. “It’s me!”

“Keep your voice down,” Temujin growls. “He’s gone. I know that’s hard to accept, but you can’t go chasing every passerby who bears the slightest resemblance. It’s dangerous.” He takes my arm and tugs me toward the door.

“But—” I cast around in desperation.

“Let him go,” Temujin says again. “He’s with the First Gods now.” His voice is gentle, but his grip is uncomfortably tight. He pulls me back another step. We’re nearly to the door when fabric rustles behind us.

“Show yourself!” Temujin’s voice is a vicious snarl, and he pulls a hidden dagger from his belt.

Slowly, a hooded figure steps away from the far wall. Blood thunders in my ears as they inch forward, one excruciating step after another, until the dim patch of moonlight finally illuminates the golden hem of their cloak.

I sag against the nearest table. “Serik! Why didn’t you answer before?”

“How is he alive?” Temujin demands.

Serik continues forward without speaking, gliding between the tables like a ghost.

“Serik?” My voice is a faint, rattling whisper and I take an instinctive step back.

The door slams shut behind us.

“Trap!” Temujin shouts as I shriek and stumble into a stool.

Out on the street, Chanar and Inkar throw themselves against the door, but the iron bolt clangs into place, locking them out.

And sealing us in.

Shadows shimmer to life along the walls. Tall, hulking shadows that smell of leather oil and creak ever so slightly.

Lamellar armor.

Cold sweat drips between my shoulder blades as the warriors edge toward us. Slow and deliberate, like spiders stalking their prey. One familiar face after the next, until the whole of the Kalima surrounds us.

Serik enters the circle last, clapping slowly.

Temujin’s breath comes in bursts and he turns to gape at me. “Did you help him escape and burn the supply shack? I knew he would betray us!”

“Serik wouldn’t betray me.”

“Then who, pray tell, is that?”

“I don’t know!” I snap, even though there’s only one possibility. Only one other person who knows how much Serik loves that cloak. Who knows it would lure me like an eagle to a rabbit.

Ghoa removes the hood with a dramatic flourish, and I flinch, even though I was expecting it. Dread thumps my chest like the hilt of a sword. Because Serik would never give her his cloak. Not willingly. Which can only mean …

Temujin swears and raises his dagger higher.

While the Kalima chuckle, I realize I have a far stronger weapon.

Thousands of midnight threads writhe in the corners of the tavern. I thrust out my hands, and the darkness slings across the room like glossy black spears, but before I can catch them, Ghoa yells and tattooed arms encircle me from behind.

The impact knocks the breath from my lungs, and I gulp and gag as Varren drags me backward. At the same time, three Kalima warriors lunge for Temujin. They swing their curved blades at his head, but he drops to the floor. Their sabers whistle past, so close that his fur cap hits the ground in shreds.

I thrash against Varren and call the night again, but he slaps a damp cloth over my nose and mouth. It’s gritty, like sand, and it smells earthy and sweet. Familiar somehow.

When the tendrils of night slide through my fingers, and the numbing emptiness that shrouded me for two years at Ikh Zuree returns, I howl with indignation. I don’t know how they’ve done it, but the cloth is coated with crushed moonstone.

Temujin vaults over a table and parries with one Kalima warrior. But as soon as they tire, another takes their place. They attack in waves, from every angle. Not even bothering to use their powers. Temujin blocks strike after strike, but each one makes him weaker.

I scream and flail harder, but the more I fight and pant, the more the tingling in my throat vanishes.

The Kalima warriors beat Temujin back until he’s once again trapped in the center of the room. His clothes are drenched in sweat and blood and his jagged hair clings to his forehead. He draws a shuddering breath and lifts his dagger bravely, even though it’s clear the battle’s over. Two warriors easily wrestle the weapon away and bind his hands behind his back.

“Impressive.” Ghoa saunters over and brings her fingers beneath Temujin’s chin. “But not good enough. Where is your sky goddess now? Why doesn’t she save you?”

Temujin’s jaw clenches and he refuses to meet Ghoa’s eyes.

“Just as I thought. She doesn’t come because she doesn’t exist. You’re a traitorous heretic.”

Temujin spits in her face, but Ghoa remains unnervingly calm. She procures the scrap of gray fabric that Varren tore from Temujin’s uniform at Qusbegi and drags it across her cheek. Then she tosses it at his face and turns to me.

My entire body tenses, and for an instant I’m thankful for the noxious rag covering my mouth. So she can’t see my trembling lips and flared nostrils. I turn my head and brace for punishment, but Ghoa throws her arms around me. Hugging me like a comrade.

Like a sister.

“I’ve been so worried.” Her frosty breath spills across my neck, and I think it must have frozen my vocal cords because I’m entirely incapable of speech.

“You’re not angry with me?” I finally whisper.

Ghoa pulls back, keeping a tight grip on my bicep. “Of course I’m displeased you broke rank and vanished, but I suppose I can forgive you, since your method worked in the end. You brought me the deserter, as promised.”

Temujin stares at me, genuine hurt glistening in his eyes. His mouth twists with shock, then revulsion. “You planned this ambush? Despite everything I’ve shown you? Despite everything we’ve accomplished?”

Ghoa laughs and smooths my hair. “It seems you played your part well, little sister.”

I ignore them both. I can’t stand to see Temujin’s devastated face. It hurts more than I thought it would. And I can’t look at Ghoa, knowing the horrors she’s overlooking at the war front and on the grazing lands. So I focus on something else. “Where’s Serik?” I demand. “How did you get his cloak?”

“You haven’t heard?” Ghoa’s expression becomes grave and she fingers the frayed edge of his sunburst cloak. “He’s dead.”

The word slams through me, colder and more shocking than the ice shards that impaled Orbai. “I don’t believe you,” I whisper. “You’re lying.”

“I wish I were. We found his body floating in the Amereti River two nights ago. My poor, misguided cousin. He was so eager to fight and rebel and belong; I always knew it would be the death of him. He became entangled with the wrong crowd….” She glances pointedly over her shoulder. “Temujin killed him.”

“What are you talking about?” Temujin bellows, but Ghoa speaks over him.

“The people of Ashkar will be so relieved to have such a violent criminal off the streets. Especially if you consider the loss of life at the war front, which is also his doing.”

I stare at Ghoa, trying to make sense of what she’s saying. Two nights ago Temujin sat in my tent until well after midnight, listening to me pick apart memories of Serik. He couldn’t have killed him then. He didn’t even know Serik was alive.

“I didn’t kill anyone!” Temujin echoes my thoughts.

“There’s no point lying, deserter,” Ghoa snaps. “He was found with your ram branded across his back. It was quite gruesome. It’s in all of the papers.” She motions one of her warriors forward with two fingers, and they present her with a sheaf of parchment. She unfurls it, and the rendering is so horrifying, my body goes limp, pulled to the earth by a heaviness that has nothing to do with Varren’s crushing grip. The body is facedown in the muddy riverbank, but the short red-brown hair is so distinct. As is the cloak tangled around him in the current, complete with a glaring hole in the goldwork at the hem. The scorched ram consumes the whole of his back, red and raw and livid.

A terrible, high-pitched wail drowns out the maddening strains of fiddle music, and it takes several seconds before I realize the sound is coming from me.

Serik is dead.

Because I let him leave the realm of the Eternal Blue. Because I didn’t go with him.

I gape at Temujin, tears pulsing behind my eyes. The ram is unmistakable. “How could you?” I screech.

“I didn’t kill anyone!” he hollers again. “It’s a setup!”

But I can’t stop shaking my head because if he didn’t do it, who did? Ghoa and Serik may have had their differences, but she wouldn’t kill him. Punish him, definitely. Send him to Gazar, probably. But she wouldn’t murder him.

Would she?

“I’m afraid it’s your word against mine—and the masses’.” Ghoa waves the paper.

“The people will never side with you,” Temujin roars. “They adore the Shoniin. They need us. We’re more aware of their struggles than you and the usurper king will ever be.”

Ghoa patiently waits for him to stop yelling. “Are you finished?”

“I will never be finished!”

“In that case, take him to Gazar,” Ghoa orders her warriors. “I’ve heard more than enough.”

“Am I going to Gazar as well?” I ask as they drag Temujin away.

Ghoa laughs and pats my cheek. “Don’t be ridiculous. Why would I send you to Gazar?” But her palm scorches my face and there’s an icy undercurrent to her tone that makes my entire body stiffen.
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Ghoa dismisses the rest of the Kalima and we trek alone across the city to the Sky Palace. As we walk, the tendrils of night sense my presence—a trickle of errant threads, at first. But with every step, more and more dive at my face and cling to my coat. Offended that I’m not reaching for them.

Even if I could command them, I don’t know what I’d do. Because I still don’t know who to trust. Ghoa and Temujin are both so entrenched in their agendas, they would do almost anything, hurt almost anyone, to further their opposing causes.

And I am caught squarely between them. A loyal, whimpering dog, desperate for a master—like Serik said.

Thinking of him nearly stops my heart. I picture his moon-eyed smile and mischievous grin. His ink-stained fingers and gold-dust freckles. I try to conjure his voice, try to re-create the exact tenor of his laugh, but it’s already fading. Slipping through my fingers like smoke. Tears stream down my cheeks as Ghoa leads me through a narrow servants’ entrance behind the gatehouses and into the Sky Palace.

I’ve been inside the royal complex many times. When I was a member of the Kalima, we reported directly to the king in his lavish throne room, but now Ghoa leads me to a hidden staircase at the end of the hall. We spiral up, up, up, and the higher we rise, the more the knots in my stomach tighten. I’m unsure whether to be relieved or disappointed that I’ve been spared an audience with the Sky King. On the one hand, it means Ghoa isn’t going to report my defection to the Shoniin. But it also means she isn’t going to present me for reinstatement.

“Where are we going?” I ask.

“Somewhere quiet, where we can talk,” Ghoa says without looking back.

The staircase opens up into a decadent sitting room. The walls are made entirely of glass, and the flickering lights of Sagaan wink below like fireflies. There are overstuffed sofas around the perimeter, and in the center an intricate bronze stove belches fragrant heat. Behind a pair of double doors, a lacy, golden balcony overlooks the Grand Courtyard.

“We’re up so high.” I place my palm against the glass. The night slams into the barrier—desperate and snarling, like the old days at Ikh Zuree. Only now it’s even worse; they refuse to lie down and be forgotten again. “I didn’t realize there were rooms up here,” I say as I back away from the window.

Ghoa perches on one of the sofas. “The spire salons are reserved for the most important meetings. When it’s imperative that prying ears don’t overhear.”

And where no one can hear you scream, my unease whispers, even though Ghoa’s face is placid, her smile earnest.

She pats the cushion beside her. “Come. We have much to discuss.” She’s been surprisingly merciful and understanding, yet my pulse still jumps at my wrists as I limp across the room. Even though I brought her what she wanted, I didn’t do it willingly. She had to trap me, trick me. “How’s Orbai?” she asks once I’m settled beside her.

“Orbai?” The question is so unexpected, I let out a breathy laugh. “She lives.”

“Praise be to the Sky King.” Ghoa kisses her fingers and holds them up to the heavens. “I’m so sorry I hit her. You must know it wasn’t intentional. I understand why you ran—I don’t blame you for that. What I don’t understand is why you chose to stay away. Why you’ve been helping the Shoniin. I’ve seen the reports, and the only way so many deserters could flee the war front is with divine help—if someone were to, say, shield them with darkness….”

I take my time, weighing my options. Do I tell her I was blackmailed? Forced? Or do I tell her about the horrors at the war front?

Which she undoubtedly knows about—like the shepherds.

“I know you were angry with me,” she continues when I don’t speak, “and you had every right to be. But how could you betray me like this?” Her voice wobbles—quiet and raw and bare. “I’ve loved you like a sister. I’ve dedicated my life to your training and upbringing. I’ve saved you so many times: from the ashes of your hut, after Nariin, again at Qusbegi, and I offered you this chance at reinstatement. Is a speck of loyalty too much to ask in return? Don’t I deserve the same show of faith and forgiveness? Do you know how it feels to watch you choose a criminal over me?”

Ghoa has cried exactly one time since I’ve known her—when she cut me down at Nariin—so when she looks away and stifles a sob, it’s all I can do not to throw myself at her feet. My eyes glaze with tears because I am always the source of her pain. And because she’s right. I haven’t given her the same concessions.

But it’s not because of Temujin.

“I didn’t choose traitors over you,” I say, reaching for her hand. “I chose the people—after seeing the atrocities at the war front. Ghoa, they’re starving and emaciated and untrained. They’re perishing by the thousands.”

“Because Temujin is depleting our ranks! And stealing our food and cannons!” She flings my hand away, and it hurts more than a targeted blow. “How can we be expected to win the war against Zemya when our efforts are divided? When we’re fighting our own citizens?”

“You know it’s more than that,” I say. “And you’ve been offered a solution—a compromise. But you refuse to accept it.”

“What compromise?” Ghoa demands. “I’ve heard nothing of a compromise.”

“We must be honest with each other if want to get anywhere. If you wish to be a true hero, put aside your prejudices, unite your imperial warriors with the Shoniin, and make a true stand against Zemya. Help the shepherds survive the great freeze and find ways to counteract the wool and meat shortages. Turn the king’s attention away from his next conquest and to the injustice in the Protected Territories. There’s so much good you could do, so many people you could help.”

“Is that what you believe your benevolent Temujin was planning to do? That he would swoop in and save us all? Fix everything?” Ghoa slams her palm against the arm of the sofa, and the fabric stiffens with frost. “He has deluded you, Enebish! I understand that he let you play at being a warrior, and I can only imagine how good that must have felt after two years at Ikh Zuree, but it’s a game. A trick. I don’t know what he’s actually planning, but—”

“Just because you tried to use me, doesn’t mean everyone is!” I shout over her. “I’m not playing at being a warrior; I am a warrior.”

Ghoa buries her fingers in her hair, mussing her high ponytail. “If Temujin is so eager to combine forces, why is this the first I’m hearing of it? We haven’t received any missives, nor has he attempted to arrange negotiations.”

“What?” She looks so genuinely baffled, I almost believe her. But then my sense returns and I grind my teeth on the lie, crushing the momentary pain and worry to pulp. I composed the letters myself. I saw Temujin hand them off directly to the scouts. Why would he go to the trouble of staging such a scam? And he has no reason to destroy the missives. It would undermine everything he’s fighting for.

But it would suit Ghoa’s needs perfectly.

“Did you truly not receive our letters?” I ask. “Or did you conveniently forget to mention them to the king? The same way you forgot to tell me Serik was being sent to Gazar?”

She raises her fist in the Kalima salute. “I swear on my position as Commander of the Kalima warriors, we haven’t received a single missive.”

“What good is swearing on a position you lied and schemed and double-crossed to obtain?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You know exactly what I’m talking about!” I slam my own hand against the couch, not realizing it’s my bad arm until shredding pain ricochets from my shoulder to wrist. I press through the agony. “I’m talking about all the mornings you dragged me out of bed and made me sit beside you in the tall grass, so you could see which members of the Kalima were sneaking out for extra training. So you’d know who else was vying for promotion and precisely how to crush them. Even though the matchups were supposed to be blind.

“I’m talking about Nasan and Koju, who you sent into Zemyan territory during your trial as commander, even though our scouts had reported a contingent of enemy soldiers camped in the Usinsk Pass. Nasan lost his leg and Koju hasn’t spoken since. His mother has to nurse him like a babe, but you’ve never noticed or cared because they served their purpose. We marched to the beaches of Karekemish for the first time in history, and you secured the title of commander.

“You’ve always been willing to squash anyone and anything in your way. I just never thought it would be me,” I say softly. “Or the people we vowed to serve.”

Ghoa’s fingers curl into fists and ice overtakes her knuckles. It twines up her wrists and biceps, climbing higher and higher until frost crackles through her hair. Her brown eyes burn bright with anger, but beneath the sparking fury, there is pain. “Stop, Enebish, before you say something you can’t take back.”

But I don’t stop. I force myself to be bold. To make her listen. To make her hear me for the first time in my life. “I know accepting Temujin’s help will make you look weak in the eyes of the Sky King, but—”

“Stop!”

“I will not be silenced!” I bellow at the top of my voice. “The welfare of our country is more important than your skies-forsaken pride and ambition!”

Arctic air explodes through the room like a cannon, cold enough to tear flesh from bone. With a scream, Ghoa launches herself at me. Her body is so solid, so frozen, it’s like colliding with a glacier. We crash to the floor, which immediately turns to ice, and skid toward the glass walls. The hairs on her arms flay me open like tiny blades, and my chest burns, gasping for air that’s suddenly too cold to breathe.

With my injuries, Ghoa easily overtakes me. She slams the back of my head against the ground. Her eyes are bright and wide, but she’s clearly somewhere else, lost in a world of fury.

“Why do you do this?” Her voice cracks and spittle flies from her lips. “I love you, Enebish. I’ve done everything for you. But I won’t let you take this from me.” She extracts a dagger from her belt and brings it slashing toward my chest. And maybe it’s those cryptic words and the flash of steel that brings the spark of clarity—the sure knowledge I’ve been in this position before. Or maybe I’m finally strong enough to see my sister for what she truly is—to accept her betrayal without breaking. Or it could be the monster rising from the depths of my belly to defend me—refusing to die without a fight.

Whatever it is, I welcome the help, welcome the heat. Rage flashes through my veins, turning my blood to melted lead. It batters against an icy dam, hidden in the depths of my mind—a wall I never knew was there. A wall Ghoa erected two years ago, then hid from me with the help of the moonstone. But the small amount of tincture Varren forced me to breathe isn’t enough.

The dam bursts with a soul-shattering crack, and surges of hot truth wash over me like wave after wave of Zemyan soldiers.

At last, I remember Nariin.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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“IT’S GETTING LATE,” I SAID, BLOWING INTO MY HANDS AS the last streaks of sunlight sank beneath the endless prairie. The clouds were that in-between color—not quite blue and not quite purple, a velvety indigo that only came at twilight. Tendrils of night spindled from the sky like spiders on silk threads, and I fiddled with them, waiting for Ghoa to respond. The longer I waited, the more I squirmed against the hard-packed snow of the barricade. We had erected it that morning to conceal ourselves on this flat stretch of plain, and as the day grew colder, the snow turned to ice, jabbing my back through the gaps in my armor. My muscles were cramped from lack of use and snot dribbled from my nose. We’d been sitting there for hours. Since the sun came up and went down again, watching the dots of color and smoke half a league away.

“We should head back.” I shifted to my hands and knees, hoping Ghoa would do the same, but she shook her head resolutely.

“We can’t leave now.”

“They’ve hardly moved all day. It’s clearly a plodding merchant caravan, not Zemyan scouts.”

Ghoa stretched to peer over the barricade. “But—”

“We’ll send someone to check their progress tomorrow, to be certain.”

“Tomorrow could be too late. According to my calculations—”

Not her skies-forsaken calculations again! She couldn’t will our enemies into existence, just to prove herself to the king. I heaved a disgruntled sigh. My breath should have billowed before my face like a storm cloud, but it froze as soon as it met the air, creating a milky-white pane that plummeted to the ground and shattered.

I flashed Ghoa a warning glare. “I know this mission hasn’t gone to plan, but I’m freezing my ass off without your help.”

Ghoa muttered a halfhearted apology, but the air between us remained frigid. Her temper had been flaring for months now, and every time, she came a little bit closer to giving me frostbite. She claimed it was because winter was upon us—her power was always strongest when fueled by the natural cold—but we both knew it had everything to do with Chinua’s death and the ever-intensifying trials to name his successor.

Each day that passed without an official appointment, Ghoa became a little more desperate. Two weeks ago she shot daggers of ice at Rignar and Kejid when their blizzard failed to keep a contingent of Zemyans from outmatching a battalion of our magic-barren infantry. And last week she ordered Suke to scout across the border, even though it was heavily patrolled. As of this morning, there was still no sign of Suke. The rest of the Kalima had begun to whisper and keep their distance. They flocked to me for advice, since I was the only person who had a prayer of reasoning with Ghoa.

And I tried to calm her. I did. Though perhaps not as hard as I could have.

Secretly, I relished the attention and responsibility, and I didn’t feel overly guilty about it since I wasn’t taking the promotion from Ghoa. I was just a safety net, a contingency plan. If she continued to sabotage herself, I would be there to pick up the pieces. I had to think about what was best for the Kalima.

“Come on, I’ll conceal us so we can make our way back to camp.” I reached for a handful of darkness and squeezed the threads in my fist, which should have deepened the shadows around us, but my fingers were slow and heavy, and the sky flickered dark and light, dark and light. Not again. I set my jaw and focused all of my energy into my palms, but the tighter I clenched, the more my hands shook. Because I’d used too much of my strength the night before, sending midnight messages to the king.

Is that best for the Kalima? my conscience scolded.

“Stop that!” Ghoa hissed. “You can’t compromise our position just to get your way.”

“That’s not what I’m doing! I’m just tired. And cold.”

“Show some fortitude. Do you think the Kalima of old were never tired or cold?”

I closed my eyes and counted to five. If I wanted to get off this ice field before I froze to death, I needed to stroke her ego and fall in line. Again.

Always second. Always yielding.

“Everyone knows you’re the best tracker in the Kalima,” I ground out, “but there’s no way you could know how fast the Zemyans are marching in this fresh powder. They could still be days away. The caravan has given us no reason to suspect they’re Zemyan scouts. I know you could keep watch all night, but I can’t, and the king has ordered us to stay together.”

I laid a hand on Ghoa’s shoulder, and even through her armor and my thick leather gloves, I could feel the unnatural chill of her skin. The falling temperature meant nothing to her—she wasn’t even wearing a cloak and her nose wasn’t the slightest bit red—but my fingers were so stiff, I could barely grip my saber.

“C’mon.” I tugged on Ghoa’s arm, but she flung me off.

“You want to leave because you want me to be wrong. I’ve been in the army twice as long as you. I trained you, I made you, but you plan to swoop in and steal everything I’ve worked for.”

Guilt stabbed my sides like a stitch. I babbled for a second before dragging a gloved hand across my face. There was no way she could know what I’d been doing.

“I know you’re undermining me.”

“I would never undermine you, Sister,” I said reverently to cover the lie. “Your victory is my victory.”

“Then wait with me a little while longer.” Ghoa’s eyes met mine, fierce and accusatory. “I know my calculations are right, and if the Zemyans attack our encampment during the night, I’ll never forgive myself.”

More like the king would never forgive her—or promote her—but I kept those allegations behind my frozen lips. “Fine. Ten minutes, then we go. I won’t survive much longer.”

“Thank you,” she began, but a blaze of light blossomed from the wagons across the field. I dropped to my stomach and Ghoa whipped around. While I crept forward on my elbows and knees, she slowly inched higher until she peered over the barricade. I joined her a second later, squinting across the grasslands. The light almost hurt to look at—blinding yellow against the deepening night.

“I knew it,” she said breathlessly. “It’s a flare.”

“It could just as easily be a cooking fire.”

“It’s too large for that.”

“Not for a caravan that size.”

Ghoa shook her head and her frosty braid whipped past my cheek. “Merchants wouldn’t be traveling so late in the season. It’s the Zemyans, and they’ve signaled their troops to advance.”

“Don’t you think they’d fear we would see such a large flare and know their location?”

The distant flames danced in Ghoa’s eyes and the air grew even colder. “Ready yourself, En.” She scrambled to her feet, adjusting the saber on her hip.

“Ghoa. Don’t be hasty.”

“I am first lieutenant. You will do as I say, or I’ll be forced to believe you’re sympathetic with our enemy.” She shot me a challenging look, then vaulted over the barricade.

After spitting out a curse, I followed.

We jogged toward the caravan in silence. Unlike Ghoa, the ground didn’t harden beneath my feet, so my boots sunk with every step, making crunching prints in the snow. I fell back a length, then two.

“Wait,” I rasped.

But another blinding flash erupted from the wagons followed by what could have been cheers or screams. It was impossible to tell which. Ghoa, of course, assumed the worst.

“Hurry,” she said, breaking into a full sprint.

I ducked my head and urged my legs faster, imagining the field was a frozen pond and I was skidding across it—smooth and fast and effortless. To my surprise, it worked. The snow beneath me grew firmer. My boots didn’t make any sort of print. I was almost as fast as Ghoa.

The realization made my head snap up. Ghoa was still several lengths ahead, and a wake of pale-blue ice stretched behind her like the train of a wedding gown. The air spinning off her hit my lungs like a blowtorch. Her chestnut hair was completely white with frost.

“Ghoa, stop!” I cried, but the words froze on my tongue. Blinding pain doubled me in half. It felt like daggers of ice had been rammed down my throat, freezing me from the inside out. Before I could reach her, she flung out her arms and pointed her palms at the caravan.

For a second, nothing happened and I nearly crumpled with relief. But then the ground groaned and the air crackled and every flake of powdery snow sprang into the air. They gathered into a wall of twinkling mist that crashed forward like a wave—even faster than the dust storms that ravaged the deserts of Verdenet. It swept past gnarled larch trees, entombing their branches in ice. A grazing deer lifted its head and, as the cold raged past, froze with its ears pricked and its tail flicking.

Horror dropped me to my knees. Since I was behind her, I wasn’t caught in the path of the deadly cold, but I might as well have been. I couldn’t move. Couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

Ghoa had summoned Standing Death.

It hurtled toward the caravan that could be Zemyan scouts … or merchants traveling to the market at Nariin.

Quick, Enebish. Do something.

Threads of darkness buzzed around my face, but that would only blind the poor souls as the lethal cold washed over them. So I lifted my palm and reached for the fiery stars nestled in the fabric of the universe. Gripping a handful of scorching tails, I slashed them downward, praying the heat would offset Ghoa’s cold. Or at least hinder it. Perhaps it would spare a portion of the camp.

But my arm never completed the arc.

Ghoa spun on me, her saber drawn. “You will not take this from me!” she roared as steel sliced through my arm, carving through muscle and tendon and bone. My eyes widened. I crashed to the snow. Pain erupted from every nerve, sparking up my shoulder and flashing through my fingertips. The starfire slipped away, leaving only blood in my palm—hot and thick and pooling fast. Ghoa’s saber rose and fell again, this time biting into my thigh. I howled through chattering teeth and sank deeper into the snow, deeper into the blackness sweeping across my vision.

I ground my teeth. Fought to keep my eyes open. Through a misty veil of shadows, I watched Ghoa sprint the final few lengths to the now decimated wagons. She threw her head back, her frost-tipped hair swinging behind her as she laughed and whooped, reveling in her extraordinary accomplishment. She had called Standing Death. She was numbered among the Ice Heralds of legend. If that weren’t enough to ensure the Sky King’s endorsement, rooting out these Zemyan spies would be.

But Ghoa’s cheers faded abruptly when she stumbled over something small and limp—a tiny dark bundle that she hurled away the moment she picked it up. A child’s doll, I realized as it skidded across the snow. Ghoa tripped over a gnarled walking stick. Then a cooking pot. A necklace of coral and jade snagged on the heel of her boot. Woodenly, she crept forward to inspect the nearest body, then the next. There were dozens of frozen corpses sprawled at her feet, and even from where I lay, I could tell they weren’t the pale-eyed, armor-clad Zemyans she had expected.

“No,” she said quietly—a strangled, dying sound. “No, no, no!”

She shoved her fingers into her frost-crusted hair and staggered back, tripping over her blundering feet. The Sky King would never forgive her for this. She would be ruined and punished, stripped of everything.

I expected her to scream, to fall to her knees and cry, but she started pacing and muttering instead. The wrongness of it crept across my skin like frostbite. Using all of my strength, I pushed up on one elbow. “What have you done?”

Ghoa stopped abruptly and whipped around. “You’re awake?” She jogged toward me, slowing when she neared the deep crimson stains seeping through the snow around me.

“I told you to stop. I tried to make you stop, but you …” I glanced down at my arm and leg, and my voice caught with pain. Ghoa looked straight through the gore, as if it weren’t real. Her voice was firm, yet calm. Coaxing almost.

“I had to counteract the threat, En. We couldn’t take any chances. It was a necessary risk, but we needn’t ever speak of it again. We’ll tell the Sky King a band of Zemyans attacked the nomads. And you were injured fighting them off. He will never know the truth. No one will ever know.”

“I will know!” I thundered. The effort left me gasping. “Innocent people are dead, Ghoa! You killed them. And attacked me.”

“So you plan to turn me in?” Tears seeped from her eyes and left icy trails on her cheeks. “I’ll be stripped of everything. Warriors have been put to death for lesser offenses. And I didn’t mean for this to happen.”

“That’s precisely what makes you so dangerous,” I said before I could stop myself.

Ghoa’s beautiful face went slack—pale and white and emotionless, like the doll she had pitched to the snow. Then her features slowly pinched into something sharp. She dropped to her knees and bunched my coat in her fists. Pain crashed through my limbs as she shook me. “I saved you from that burning hut. I gave you everything. We are family, Enebish.”

“I know, but I can’t just forget what you did.”

“You can,” Ghoa whispered in my ear. “I’ll help you.” Her fist crashed against my temple, and a blast of bitter cold tore through my skull—a cold so complete, my skin burned and my ears rang and each tooth froze in its socket. The chill spread outward like a sickness, hardening the blood in my veins and stilling all coherent thought. As the vortex of ice and agony entombed me, I saw the yellow flare of a torch and ash-covered hands. My final frozen breath reeked of burning flesh. Then everything dissolved into white.
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When I jerked back into consciousness, I was on a hard metal cot covered in a scratchy blanket that smelled of alcohol. The pounding in my head was unbearable, my arm throbbed with every beat of my heart, and it felt like a blunted saber was sawing through my right leg.

What happened?

I tried to sit up, but my arm and leg howled at the movement, and the strap across my chest kept me pinned to the table.

Why am I strapped to the table?

Panic ripped from my lips in a scream. I thrashed against my bonds, but that only made bursts of light explode behind my eyelids.

“Lie still or you’ll tear your stitches.” Ghoa’s cool hands pressed me down, and her familiar scent of grass and steel washed over me. “Take a deep breath. You’re safe. I’m here.”

“What happened?” I gasped. “Were we attacked?”

There was a long moment of silence, and when I glanced up at Ghoa’s face, I noticed her tear-streaked cheeks and her puffy, bloodshot eyes. “There was an incident,” she said slowly. “I tried to stop you—”

“Stop me from doing what?” The last thing I remembered was leaning against the barricade, freezing my tail off.

“I didn’t want to hurt you,” Ghoa continued babbling, “but I didn’t know what else to do. You were on a rampage.”

“A rampage? What are you talking about?” I closed my eyes and clenched my teeth, but when I sifted through my memory, it was blank and white—like the grasslands after the first snowfall of winter. Panicked, I lifted my good hand over my face, searching for a lingering trace of starfire, but there was only cold, clammy flesh. “I don’t remember anything,” I said. My voice sounded shrill and high, and I trembled as if feverish.

Ghoa eased my arm back to my side and smoothed my hair away from my face. “You lost a lot of blood, and I had to hit you over the head—it was all I could do to bring you down. I’m sure your memories will resurface in time, but for now, consider it a blessing. You don’t want to remember.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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THE MEMORY DISSIPATES AND I’M BACK IN THE SPIRE SALON, pinned beneath Ghoa, watching her dagger fly toward my chest.

To cut me down.

To silence me—like before.

But this time I’m ready.

I throw my weight to the side and Ghoa’s dagger slams into the floor instead of my chest.

“It was you!” I pant. “You killed the caravan of merchants at Nariin. Then you froze my memory and sowed your seeds of deception while I was blinded by pain and reeling from blood loss. And you ensured they stayed that way by implanting that skies-forsaken moonstone in my flesh. But I remember. I remember everything.”

This stops her dead. Ghoa gapes at me, eyes wide as saucers and lips parted, her silence as damning as a confession.

Vindication pours through me like cool, spring rain, and I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. There may be a monster lurking inside of me—there may be something slightly monstrous hidden in all of us—but I have never lost control of it. I have never been a danger to the people.

Ghoa is. My beloved sister, the woman who raised me, the person who protected me from the cruel outside world. Except that cruel world was a fabrication. Something she invented to conceal her guilt.

“How could you let me take your fall?” I scuttle back until my shoulders bump against the glass wall.

“I’m afraid you’re mistaken, Enebish.” Ghoa dusts off her armor and schools her features. Her smile is so unnaturally calm, it makes me want to scream. She frees her dagger from the floor, replaces it in her belt, and tightens her ponytail. The peerless leader of the Kalima once more. As if the last five minutes never happened. “The bodies and wagons were consumed by flames, and my Kalima power does not reap such destruction.”

“But your hands can! Ash covered your arms to the elbow. Your hair was singed,” I babble, clinging to the images.

Ghoa’s smile is pitying. “You were half dead. Hallucinating or dreaming. You couldn’t remember such things.”

But I do. I close my eyes and see it all again. I feel the pain of her saber plunging into my flesh and the heat of the starfire rushing away from my palms. “How could you claim to love me, then ruin my life? How could you cut me down, then pretend to be my savior? Has everything you’ve ever said to me been a lie or manipulation?”

Ghoa’s expression hardens into steel and she switches tactics. “We were both on that mission. We were equally to blame. I did what was necessary to save us both. To protect the empire.”

“You can’t honestly believe that!” I gawk at Ghoa across the salon. I want to punch her. Kick her. Anything to make her admit her guilt. “How does stripping me of my position and Kalima power and sanity benefit the empire?”

“The Kalima needed me. And I made sure you were happy at Ikh Zuree. Comfortable. I gave you your eagles, the protection of the abba, and Serik was there to keep you company. I thought that would be enough….”

“How could that possibly be enough? And how could I ever be happy with that guilt on my conscience? Guilt that didn’t even belong to me! You used me. You framed me for a massacre! The same way you framed Temujin. You killed Serik, didn’t you?”

Ghoa crosses the room with quick, deliberate strides and fists the front of my tunic. “You will not spew such lies! I had hoped we could settle this civilly. I had faith you would see the error of your judgment and return to your senses once you were free of those rebels. Your future is still entirely up to you, Enebish. If you cooperate and tell me where the Shoniin are hidden, I may be able to convince the Sky King your deviant foray was part of our design. If we apprehend the entire group of traitors, he may be lenient. We can still serve together in the Kalima, as planned. Everything will be as it was before.”

My laughter is sharp, cynical. “Nothing can be as it was before, since everything before was a lie!” I tear the silver-and-onyx feather bracelet from my wrist and throw it at Ghoa’s feet.

She stares at me as if seeing me for the very first time.

And maybe she is.

I am new. Reborn. Remade—like Temujin said.

“Very well.” Ghoa hauls me up by my tunic. “If you wish to be difficult, I have other ways of making you cooperate.” She drags me across the salon to the double doors and yanks me onto the balcony. I immediately hiss at the cold. Tiny cyclones of snow whip across the platform and spiral out into the sky where they’re crushed by the gale of darkness.

It is forceful. Violent. Vicious. And I make a grab for it, focusing on the back of my throat, where the glorious hum of my power is returning.

With a gasp, Ghoa tackles me. She wrestles me onto my back, unties a waterskin from her belt, and wedges the nozzle between my lips. I jerk and spit as the cold liquid fills my mouth and streams down my chin. “Varren clearly didn’t give you a proper dosage before,” she says in my ear, “but you’ll feel better now. Like your old, obedient self.” She pats my cheek, drags me to the front of the balcony, and lashes my hands to the golden pilasters. The threads of darkness dive at my face. Midnight fists pummel my sides. “Having fun yet?” Ghoa says with a smug grin.

I let out a long, slow breath and a secret smile lights my eyes. Because the whorls don’t trouble me like they used to. It’s far from comfortable, but after months of practicing in the temple and wielding the darkness on my missions, I know I am the master of the night.

“Is this the best you can do?” I taunt.

Ghoa steps on the back of my head, forcing my nose to the ground. There’s nowhere to look but down. My eyes blur and my stomach dips. I thought the roof of the prayer temple at Ikh Zuree was high, but this is ten times higher. We are practically in the clouds. The fall would last an eternity.

“Where is the Shoniin hideout?” Ghoa roars over the wind.

“In the land of the First Gods! Where you’ll never be permitted to enter.”

She kicks me again, and I laugh because her disbelief is so ironic.

“I don’t think you grasp how serious this is. If you fail to cooperate, you will be executed at sunrise, shortly following your fearless leader.”

Panic flays me open like a bullwhip. “You’re executing him?”

“Of course we’re executing him. That’s how traitors are punished.”

A whimper sneaks past my lips. Sunrise is just a few short hours away. Hardly enough time for Inkar and Chanar to coordinate a rescue.

“It doesn’t have to end like this, En,” Ghoa says, thinking I’m worried for my own life. “You can still come back. I will always forgive you. Just cooperate….”

I lift my chin and focus straight ahead, on the howling wind and teeming darkness I cannot call. “I am not the one who needs forgiveness. And I would rather die than tell you where the Shoniin are hidden.”

“Then I’ll see you on the steps of the Sky Palace.” Ghoa tightens her ponytail and steps back into the salon. “In the meantime, enjoy the view.”

As soon as Ghoa’s gone, I writhe and twist until blood runs down my arms. I throw my weight forward and back, numb to my howling arm and leg. Nothing hurts as much as my heart. Ghoa framed me for a massacre. She killed Serik. And soon she’ll kill Temujin. The rebellion will die without him, and Ashkar will fall. I tilt my head back and roar my agony to the Lady of the Sky.

The more I thrash and jerk, the more the whorls of night peck at my brow and snap in my ears—like hungry birds. I scrunch my face and scream because this is how I will lose my mind. Salvation is at my fingertips, but I’m unable to access it.

Eventually I yell myself hoarse and the weight of my body becomes too much to bear. Exhaustion drags me down, down, into the silence of sleep—the only darkness I can reach.
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The nightmares are unbearable. Not long ago, I had thought the massacre at Nariin would be the most painful memory I could relive, but I was wrong. Now I’m bombarded by images of Ghoa’s traitorous, smiling face. I cringe to feel her hands on mine as she teaches me to hold a bow. Her cheers stab my eardrums as I best my first opponent in the sparring rings. Memories I once cherished are now tainted. Dripping with lies and deceit.

Then the nightmares shift, torturing me with horrors I couldn’t stop: I see Serik strapped to a pole while Ghoa mines him for information, his face bruised beyond recognition and his nose dripping blood. I picture him cursing and shouting, fighting to his last breath, even as she carves him up with her dagger. I see Temujin down in the prison pits. Every scar on his chest ripped open and bleeding anew. His screams are high and shrill, like the wind whipping across the balcony.

I wake up drenched in sweat and shivering, wishing I hadn’t slept. The sky has lightened to the color of granite—dark gray speckled with swirls of pale yellow. I know this hour well. I cursed it every morning atop the temples at Ikh Zuree.

The sun won’t crest the Ondor Mountains for at least an hour, but already the execution drums beat in the courtyard below. For now the rhythm is slower than the beat of my heart. Duh … dum, duh … dum, duh … dum. But like my heart, they will quicken and race. By the time Ghoa leads Temujin down the steps of the Sky Palace, the drums will pound with fury. Like a hundred eagles taking flight.

Despite the ungodly hour, spectators pour into the courtyard, summoned by the drums. Already it’s more crowded than the Qusbegi Festival. Though, unlike Qusbegi, the people aren’t crying for blood as they were during my torture. They are crying for justice and begging for mercy. Heaving against the palace guards to free Temujin, their savior.

My gaze is drawn to a tall wooden gibbet erected at the base of the steps. Ordinarily, a criminal guilty of high treason would be slathered with sheep fat, wrapped in felt, trussed up by their wrists and ankles, and left to hang for weeks beneath the blazing sun, decaying alive until the maggots finished him. But a noose hangs from the post along with the usual trappings. Ghoa cannot risk the Shoniin cutting Temujin down before he’s dead, and she cannot end him quickly with her cold, as it would violate her vows to the people of Ashkar. So Temujin will be hanged by the neck first and then left to molder for the sake of tradition.

I reach for the night again, begging the few remaining tendrils to answer my plea, but they drift idly past, languid and translucent, weakened by the coming day. I poke and prod the monster in my belly, but it doesn’t stir. Because there is no monster. Only me. Enebish.

I find I almost miss it.

The sun rides hard and fast along the horizon, galloping like warriors to battle. Called by the quickening drums. Dum-dum-dum-dum, dum-dum-dum-dum. Streaks of pink and orange paint the underbellies of the clouds, and a crested lark lands on the edge of the balcony, singing its welcome to the day. “Away with you,” I grumble. But it continues its merry strains until a wretched beam of sunlight punches the sky.

The drums are frantic. The crowd is too: pleading for Temujin’s release. I cannot see it, but I hear the reverberating bang as the Sky Palace doors open. The roar swells even louder. Ghoa appears first, her ponytail perfectly smooth and her leathers shining. She is followed by Varren, who holds the chains attached to Temujin’s wrists and ankles.

He tugs Temujin down the steps, faster than his shackles allow. I cringe as his knees hit the marble. From up here, I can’t tell how badly he’s been beaten in Gazar, but it must be horrendous if his stooped posture and drooping head are any indication. That isn’t how Temujin would choose to carry himself. Not even to his death.

I heave and jerk, even though it’s useless. I scream Temujin’s name even though he can’t hear. He cannot die like this. Because of me.

The rest of the Kalima emerge behind Temujin, followed by the Sky King and his personal guard. They pour into the already packed square, blocking every entrance and filling every crack. There are fewer guards than ordinarily patrol the city, but still more than I expected, given the situation at the war front. Far too many for the Shoniin to reach Temujin.

Sweat beads down my face and I let out a shuddering moan. I hadn’t realized how desperately I’d been praying for that—counting on it—until the impossibility swims before my eyes.

Will they still try? Will Chanar and Inkar die alongside Temujin? Will I be forced to witness their slaughter and know I am responsible for it? I swallow a mouthful of bile and blink back tears. If they perish, who will be left to lead the Shoniin? Oyunna and Kartok might be able to carry on for a while, but even they defer to Temujin in all things.

I buck against my ropes as Ghoa hauls Temujin into position. I choke on my wails as they slather him with the greasy sheep fat and bind him with cords and felt.

“I’m sorry, I should have listened,” I whisper as Ghoa loops the noose over his head. “I should have committed fully to the Shoniin.”

Varren and several others take up the rope. I look away before they heave him off the ground. I have no desire to watch Temujin wriggle like a worm on a hook, his cheeks purple and his eyes bursting. That’s not how I wish to remember the whip-smart leader who evaded the Kalima, the amber-eyed boy from my homeland, the only person, other than Serik, who knew I wasn’t a monster before I knew it myself.

The drums crash like thunder. The crowd howls and roars.

“Forgive me,” I whimper, but the words are garbled and halting.

How long will it take?

They didn’t drop Temujin from any sort of height—his suffering would have ended too quickly—which means his neck will not break. He will dangle until he asphyxiates.

“I’m sorry!” I cry again, shouting my agony to the heavens.

But my screams of anguish quickly morph into screams of shock.

A loud thump rattles the roof, and pieces of golden tile pelt me like hailstones.

Just like they did when the Shoniin rescued me at Qusbegi.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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A FIGURE CLAD IN GRAY DROPS ONTO THE BALCONY AND lands in a crouch by my face. Another gray blur follows, thudding down on my other side.

“Don’t be sorry, be angry,” Chanar says as he severs my ropes with two efficient swings of his saber. My arms drop free and I moan with relief. It felt like someone was slowly sawing through my shoulders. When I push up to my knees and see Inkar and Chanar truly standing there, I moan for a different reason and my eyes glaze with tears. They came for me. On purpose. Which would make me happy if the wrongness of their choice wasn’t choking me like a gag. I immediately start shaking my head and pointing to the square below.

“What are you doing here? You should be down there, freeing Temujin!”

“We can’t reach him without your help.” Inkar leans over and ties a length of black cord around my waist with an intricate series of knots. Then she attaches it to herself and Chanar. The other end extends across the square, anchored to the bluestone treasury building. “We need darkness, Enebish, and starfire. Now.”

“I can’t,” I say in a panic. “Ghoa forced me to drink a tincture laced with moonstone.”

“Bleeding skies!” Chanar smashes his palm to his forehead. “I knew we couldn’t count on her. It’s over. We’re finished.”

Inkar rounds on him. “We have to try. Temujin wouldn’t give up if we were down there.”

“I know, but without the cover of darkness, the guards will cut us to ribbons in seconds. There are only three of us against all of that.” He flings his arm at the chaos below.

“I’m sorry,” I say again, through a sob.

Inkar kneels before me and takes my hands. I try not to focus on how hard hers are trembling. “You have to find a way, En. Everything depends on this.”

“I’ll try,” I promise as she pulls me to my feet.

Chanar grumbles something about a death wish, but he vaults over the railing and lands on the balcony’s impossibly narrow ledge. My stomach swoops as he helps me and Inkar over. The palace is so tall, the vendor tents look like tiny ginger candies in colorful wrappers. It’s madness to leap from such a height secured by nothing but this flimsy cord. We will be swinging onto the marble steps. Straight into Ghoa and the king and his guards. Most likely without the cover of darkness.

I look down at my palms and will them to prickle. I extend my fingers and snap them shut. Nothing. The sky has lightened to a lustrous pearl gray, which means there are hardly any threads of darkness to grab. Even if my power were at full capacity.

“I’ll cut Temujin’s rope,” Chanar shouts over the wind, “then we’ll grab him and carry him two blocks east of the square. Oyunna and Kartok are waiting with horses. If it isn’t dark, try to get lost in the crowd. Our supporters outnumber the guards. Ready?”

I will never be ready, but I tilt my head back, whisper a prayer to the Lady of the Sky, and offer myself fully to the night for the first time since Nariin. This is my chance to prove my Kalima power can be used for good. That I am good. A hero instead of a monster.

“Help me show them who’s truly monstrous,” I whisper as our toes spring away from the ledge.

We plummet through the blazing dawn. The cold air slaps my cheeks. The wind rips tears from my eyes. Inkar’s fingers dig into my hip like claws while Chanar murmurs the Shoniin motto like a prayer.

The faster we fall, the more desperately I grasp for the darkness. It’s been hours since Ghoa doused me with her tincture, and I’ve sweated and cried so much, there can’t be much left inside me. But the tendrils dodge and flap away from my hands like a murder of angry crows.

The ground screams closer. Closer. We’re going to paint ourselves across the palace steps. I cringe, holding every muscle tight. A second later the rope punches me in the gut and our trajectory shifts, swinging us toward the gibbet. A terrified shriek explodes from my lips and my flailing hands snag on a thread of darkness. The dawn sputters—a fleeting flash of midnight. Not enough to shield us. Just enough to alert everyone to our presence.

I mutter a curse as daylight slices back through the flimsy curtain of darkness. The people cry and heave in every direction. The guards and warriors brandish their weapons, whipping them this way and that, trying to determine where our attack is coming from.

None of them think to look up.

Except for Ghoa.

“Enebish!” she roars as we swing closer. I lock the knee of my good leg so it juts out like a pike, and before she can duck, my heel slams into her chest, clearing the way for Chanar to cut Temujin’s rope.

Sparks fly from his saber and the rope splits as we swing past. A second later Chanar severs our rope too. We crash to the white marble steps. A few paces away Temujin lies on his side, sputtering and coughing, and I’m so relieved he’s alive—that we’re all somehow alive—I hardly notice the bursts of pain shooting up my bad leg.

“Enebish!” Ghoa scrambles up from her back. “Stop this! You don’t know what you’re doing.”

No. For the first time in two years, I know exactly what I’m doing. I won’t sit back and watch her ruin my life a second time. I won’t let her murder another friend.

“If you want to save Temujin, help us! Keep the guards away,” Inkar calls to the crowd.

After a breath of hesitation, spectators swarm around us, creating a human barricade. Another host surges up the steps toward Temujin, wedging themselves between him and the guards like a herd of cows in the road.

We thrust toward Temujin. The guards roar threats and wave their sabers, injuring a few, but they can’t cut through thousands of citizens. Just as the Kalima can’t unleash the full fury of the sky. The air is dangerously cold and snow stabs and swirls around us. Torrents of wind batter us from every angle and rain slants sideways in our eyes, but none of it is strong enough to stop our progress.

Ghoa heaves through the crowd, head lowered like a bull, furiously pushing people out of her path. If she reaches Temujin first, she’ll kill him with a slap of cold—the law be damned.

A growl rumbles through my chest, and I lean into that fierce, primal part of me. A monster I no longer fear. A monster I have learned to harness.

I grasp at the darkness again and manage to catch a handful of threads. Not enough to engulf the courtyard in blackness, but enough to raise a thick, shadowy fog. While everyone yelps and trips, I guide Inkar and Chanar the last few steps to Temujin. He’s curled on his side, still coughing, and trying to push himself up. I steer Chanar to his head and Inkar to his feet and help them hoist him off the ground. Blood from unseen wounds seeps through the felt bindings, and his neck is marred with angry purple bruises. Still he manages to swing a shaky fist in self-defense.

“It’s us.” I skim three fingers over his cheekbone and down the side of his face. Tracing the pattern of my traitor’s mark so he’ll know who I am.

At my touch, his eyes flutter open, blazing as bright as the stars above. A weak smile bends his lips. “Enebish.”

“You looked a little uncomfortable up there,” I whisper. The first words he uttered to me, so long ago at Qusbegi.

Temujin’s smile widens. “You truly are Goddess-sent.”

“If we don’t get a move on, we’re all going to be meeting the Goddess,” Chanar retorts.

The darkness thrashes in my hand as I lead them away from the palace steps. The tighter I cling, the more light-headed I become. Sweat soaks my hair and my legs feel like feathers. I manage two more steps before I crumple to my knees.

The darkness immediately disintegrates.

Imperial guards surround us, but the people are right behind them, throwing themselves in harm’s way to clear a path. Sabers graze my tunic. Sweaty hands paw my sides. Chanar kicks and spits, and Inkar slashes her dagger wildly.

I reach for the night again and again, but my hands are too slow, too shaky. The daylight flashes in and out like a maddening candle that refuses to gutter.

“Stop, Enebish!” Ghoa yells, closing in. “If you love me at all, stop this. Think of Ashkar.”

I am thinking of Ashkar. I am the only one thinking of Ashkar. And how dare she suggest she’s deserving of my love after framing me for a massacre? And forsaking the people? And killing Serik?

Ghoa’s desperate eyes lock with mine across the chaos and she hurls the word she knows will cut me deepest. The only weapon she has left. “Sister!”

Her dart hits its mark with deadly accuracy.

My steps falter as a lifetime of memories bombard me: I see her riding through the flames on her massive black warhorse, looking like an armor-clad angel as she pulls me from the embers of my hut. I feel the soft press of her lips on my forehead as she tucks me beneath a pile of furs and tells me to sleep well. I see us riding across the grasslands, our smiles wider than the endless sky.

It was all a lie. I know that now. But that only intensifies the pain.

I double over and dig my fingers into my scalp, and like the predator she is, Ghoa pounces on my moment of weakness. She batters through the remaining citizens, but instead of grabbing me, she catches Inkar’s ponytail and flings her to the ground. Inkar’s head hits the cobbles with a sickening thud, and as Temujin’s legs fall, Chanar stumbles backward and nearly drops him altogether.

I grapple for the darkness, but the well of my power is still dryer than the desert.

Ghoa crawls over Inkar and kneels at Temujin’s side—like a vulture looming over carrion. Her hair hardens with frost, and when she raises a hand, her fingers glow ghostly blue.

She has already taken everything from me. She can’t have Temujin, too.

“Please!” I beg the Lady of the Sky—a one-word prayer. The shortest and most fervent of my life. Then I make a final grasp for the night, clawing at the air as if searching for a handhold at the edge of a cliff.

The Lady’s answer is immediate.

My throat catches fire and tingles catapult up my arms. When I flex my fingers, every tendril of night in Sagaan answers my call. More than I’ve ever manipulated at once. I slam them to the ground with a roar and rage toward Ghoa like a snow squall.

Her eyes momentarily blink up at the blackness, and her icy hand falters, a finger’s breadth from Temujin’s flesh. I jam my boot into her gut so hard, she topples over backward, and I’m kneeling on her chest before the impact knocks the air from her lungs. Her mouth forms a quivering O and she holds up her hands.

“I’m sorry. I made a mistake. A terrible mistake. You have every right to hate me, but you must believe me about Temujin.” Her lip trembles, but her eyes are bright with conviction. “Ashkar will fall because of him.”

“No. If Ashkar falls, it will be because of you. Because of your toxic obsession and pride.” I throw my hand skyward and twine my fingers in the smoldering tails of starfire. Their cosmic heat rushes through me, faster than the Amereti in flood season. So hot, I feel as if I’m dying. In a way, I suppose I am. I’m purging the Enebish of my childhood. And, as that naïve, deluded girl breathes her last, a cry that’s half growl and half sob bursts from my lips. I slash my arm in an arc, aiming directly for Ghoa’s chest.

I wait for a rush of overwhelming peace to envelope me. For the balm of vindication to fill the gaping wounds Ghoa cut into my flesh. I wait for triumph to lift two years of soul-crushing heaviness from my shoulders. But as I watch the orange starfire ripple through the blackness, I hear Serik’s adamant reassurances instead: You are good, Enebish.

I hear Temujin’s unfailing faith: Your Kalima power could save our people—if you learn to control it.

And I hear the voice of the warrior within me, a truth I have known all along: I am not a monster, and I won’t let Ghoa turn me into one.

Before the starfire slams into her chest, I pivot and throw my hand to the side. The abrupt shift nearly tears my arm from my body, and I shriek as pain pops through my joints. The starfire whizzes past Ghoa’s cheek and explodes against the Sky Palace. A thunderous boom rocks the Grand Courtyard. Windows shatter, one after the next. The only thing louder than my scream is the scream of the spectators and guards running for cover.

Flames scale the palace walls like ruthless invaders, racing and rampant. Deadly and devouring. I’m so stunned, I can’t move. Can’t tear my eyes away.

“You actually burned it to hell,” Chanar whispers.

My mouth is so dry, my tongue flops uselessly. And while I stand there, trying to string together a coherent response, the terrace overlooking the courtyard collapses. Melted filigree falls like burning rain, and we drag Temujin out of the way, realizing too late that we should have helped Inkar, too. She’s only just come to and is slow on her feet, blundering toward us with her hand clamped to her head.

She doesn’t even see the mutilated hunk of metal hurtling toward her until it slashes across her lower back.

“No, no, no!” Chanar yells as she falls. The bone-chilling dread on his face cracks my breastbone down the center. He sets Temujin down and dodges through the sparks to help her up.

Inkar’s skin is chalky and sweat-slicked and a stain as dark as wine is already soaking her tunic, but somehow she manages to stagger to where I wait with Temujin. She even tries to take up her position at his feet but quickly collapses with a groan.

“Just trying to do my part.” Inkar attempts to smile, but her breath catches.

I take her place, holding Temujin’s legs awkwardly with my good arm. Inkar will be fine. Everything will be fine, I chant as we run. But my confidence leaks like water from a cracked pot as I look into the mortified faces all around me, as I hear the painful howls.

The only good to come from the fire is that everyone is running in the same direction. We easily fall in with the masses and ride the current out of the square. But the faster we run, the more Inkar lags. Her steps are slow and bungling, her breath is liquid and labored.

“Just a little farther!” Chanar shouts, even though we both know she’ll have to make it much farther than the rendezvous point. Her only hope is Loridium.

We slip down a street with cinder-block apartment buildings and sagging clotheslines. The crowd thins as we go, which should allow us to move quicker, but Inkar can hardly keep her feet. Every time I glance back, she teeters more.

Guilt rakes through my heart like claws. “We’ll get you to the temple,” I grind out, but Inkar topples over with a wail.

“I’ll get him. You get her,” Chanar orders. “Help is only a block away.” He hefts Temujin over his back and I lean down and slip my arm beneath Inkar’s arms, but my bad leg gives out when I try to lift her. My darkness flickers like a lamp, threatening to reveal us.

“I can’t,” I cry.

“You have to!” Chanar bellows.

I glance down at Inkar shuddering on the ground, at Temujin hanging like a limp sack over Chanar’s shoulder, and take off running.

If we can’t make it to Kartok and Oyunna, I will bring them to us.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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KARTOK AND OYUNNA WAIT IN THE MIDDLE OF THE darkened street. They squint into the blackness from beneath their cowls, and their horses whinny and sidestep at the sound of my off-kilter gait.

“Who’s there?” Kartok demands.

I loosen my grip on the night so they can see me. “Come quickly,” I say, bracing myself on my knees.

“What happened? Where are the others?” Oyunna looks behind me with panicked eyes, and my tongue refuses to say the rest. That I couldn’t summon my Kalima power, which is the only reason Inkar and Chanar saved me. Then, when I finally could, I set the Sky Palace ablaze, hurting Inkar—and so many others.

It takes all of my strength just to point. “Around the corner. Inkar and Temujin are gravely injured.”

Kartok gallops past me, spitting curse after curse. Oyunna follows, leaving me to limp behind them, even though they brought an extra mount.

By the time I round the corner, they’re already off their horses. Chanar is lashing Temujin to the extra horse while Kartok scoops Inkar up like a child. Within seconds a scarlet stain spreads through his tunic.

“What happened?” Oyunna’s hand flies to her mouth. “She’s losing so much blood.”

Chanar cuts me a glare. “Enebish decided to spare her sister and sacrificed mine in the process.”

Oyunna gapes at me. I bite my lips and focus on wriggling up onto her horse. I can’t change what I’ve done. All I can do is cooperate and get us to the realm of the Eternal Blue as swiftly as possible.

“Don’t be so sour, brother,” Inkar wheezes as Kartok hefts her onto his horse. She lifts a boneless hand and gestures back toward the palace. “Did you see what Enebish did? This is better … than we could have—” She coughs up a mouthful of bloody phlegm that drenches Kartok’s tunic. It feels like someone is clawing out my heart with blunted fingernails. She’s still defending me, even as she’s dying.

“Save your strength,” Kartok says as he mounts behind her. “You’re going to need it. Our time is clearly up.”

We fly down the streets, churning up the snow-packed dirt. Townhomes and feed shops and vegetable stands blur on either side, but we’re caught in the center, locked in the eye of the storm where every second stretches. Too calm. Too quiet. Inkar isn’t moaning. Is Temujin still conscious? Still breathing?

We dismount in a flurry outside the Ram’s Head. Kartok is off his horse and carrying Inkar through the tavern door before I can wiggle down from my saddle. Chanar, Oyunna, and I maneuver Temujin, and when we reach the dusty bedroom, Kartok has already illuminated the gateway. I stare at his silhouette against the white-hot flames. He has never opened the portal before. He has always waited for me to do it when we transported new recruits. Though of course he would have the capability. Temujin would have given him blue bonfire stones. Perhaps his are reserved for true emergencies?

Despite Inkar’s and Temujin’s injuries, I don’t expect Kartok to join us—he never crosses into the realm of the Eternal Blue—but he strides through the gateway without a breath of hesitation.

We follow, but the crossing isn’t as seamless as usual. The glowing barrier feels sticky and viscous—almost like honey. It drags at my arms and sucks at my boots, trying to hold me back. I heave forward with all my strength, and when I finally break free, I lose my grip on Temujin and crash into the field of globeflowers.

“Did you feel that?” I gasp as Chanar and Oyunna emerge behind me, jostling Temujin between them. “It felt like the gateway was trying to swallow us.”

“Is that your excuse for dropping Temujin?” Chanar glowers. I lower my head and scramble to retake my position, but he barks, “Don’t bother. We’ll be faster without your help.”

As I shrink back, Kartok takes off across the field. We hustle to keep up, stomping through the tall grass. Yellow and orange globeflowers bob around us like pollen in the springtime, but instead of the delicious lemony aroma they usually give off, their perfume is acrid and sweet. Almost like rot. And the plants themselves look sick. The buds droop toward the ground as if melting, too heavy for their stalks.

Frowning, I lean over, but upon closer inspection, there’s nothing to see. The flowers stand as straight as a regiment of soldiers. The delicate petals ripple in the slight breeze. The lemony tang is so intense, the sourness stings my cheeks.

“Stop dawdling!” Chanar digs his toe into the dirt and it sprays the back of my calves.

Get a grip, Enebish.

Summoning so much darkness and starfire has clearly taken its toll. I’m seeing things. Imagining things.

I shake my head and hurry on, but I only make it a few steps before I stumble and crash to my knees. In my frenzy to save Temujin and reach the realm of the Eternal Blue, I’d all but forgotten my wounds, but they refuse to be ignored any longer. Pain corkscrews down my thigh. My foot drags like a plow.

Get up, I tell myself. For Inkar and Temujin.

I blow out a breath and focus on taking one step at a time. Heel, toe. Steady on. But I falter again. And again, and neither my leg nor my guilt is to blame. The ground is moving. Tremors roll across the field in waves, like a constant, rumbling earthquake.

Somehow it doesn’t disturb the others. While I blunder and trip, their strides remain unnervingly steady, their faces impassive.

“Don’t you feel that?” I point to the grass as it ripples past, like a pond disturbed by a pebble.

“The Lady of the Sky is speaking to us.” Kartok’s tone is clipped, as if I’m a fool for not knowing this. “The time has come to mobilize our army.”

I stare at the bucking ground. I have worshiped the Lady of the Sky all my days, and I have never felt Her presence like this. But if She can ride the wind and command the rain in Ashkar, why wouldn’t She be able to rattle the earth to call Her warriors to arms here, where Her power is greatest?

“Just keep walking, Enebish,” Oyunna says. “And try to focus on the injured.”

Shame drives its fist into my gut. I stitch my lips together, lower my head, and try to keep my balance as the swells increase in frequency and magnitude. By the time we reach the Shoniin encampment, the ground is a constant rumble. The towering tents wobble, and the hoopoes fly in frightened circles overhead. I expect Orbai to be among them, but there’s no sign of her golden wings. Warriors spill into the clearing and return from the training fields in droves. They congregate around the azure bonfire—hundreds, maybe thousands, of them. Nearly as many as were gathered in the Grand Courtyard for Temujin’s execution. Twice as many as I believed to be among our ranks.

I ferried a good many recruits here, but not this many. Or perhaps I just never saw them all assembled in one place. I was always away on missions, desperate to outrun my grief.

Apparently, I accomplished far more than I realized.

They are a vast sea of shimmering gray. A formidable army. Large enough to make a difference against the Zemyans. And hopefully large enough for Ghoa and the Sky King to accept an alliance and agree to our conditions.

They follow us up the hill toward the Temple of Serenity, a huddled mass of whispers and gasps. A few come forward and offer to help us carry Inkar and Temujin, but it still isn’t enough. Before we’re halfway up the hill, Inkar lets out a choking cry. Her eyes roll back and her limbs begin to thrash. Kartok lays her gently in the grass. “Loridium! Now!” he booms.

Several Shoniin sprint up the hill to retrieve the medicine. The rest press closer, wiping tears or staring, stone-faced. Beside me, Oyunna’s shoulders silently tremble.

The need to strengthen Inkar and protect her, as she’s always done for me, plagues me like an insatiable itch. When I can’t stand it any longer, I stagger forward. But a ferocious look from Chanar sends me slinking back.

He lays Temujin beside Inkar, who has finally stopped shaking. Now she lies still. Too still. The difference between her and Temujin makes my breath catch. Neither of them looks well, but a tiny bit of color has returned to Temujin’s cheeks and his breath is shallow but steady. Other than the terrible rope burns ringing his neck, he looks nowhere near death. Inkar, on the other hand, is as pale as a Zemyan and she’s seized by another fit.

Chanar crawls to her side and waits for her to still. “Don’t you dare leave me here alone.” He takes Inkar’s hand and holds it to his face. His tears rush over their interlaced fingers. “Everything we’ve worked for is finally happening.”

“Haven’t … much of a … choice,” she chokes out.

“We always have a choice. Fight! Live! If you die, who will boss me around?”

“You’ve always wanted to be head of the family. You can finally lead yourself.” Her voice is a puff of smoke, a whisper on the wind.

“Not like this.” Chanar’s voice cracks. “I’ll have no family to lead.”

“Help the children.” Inkar smiles up at the sky. “I’ll tell Taimar you say hello.” Another spasm grips her, and as she thrashes and moans, the eternal sunlight seems to dim. The vibrant colors of the tents fade to muted pastels.

My body feels heavy. So heavy.

Inkar was the best of us, the brightest and kindest. And she’s dead because of me. Vomit rises in my throat, and I have to look away from her glassy eyes.

“The Loridium will heal you. They’ll be here any second!” Chanar folds himself over his sister. “I can’t do this alone.”

The Shoniin fall back to give him space. Everyone except Oyunna, who weeps into her hands, and Kartok, who slowly rises, his face a mask of brutal resolve.

The Shoniin return with the Loridium a few minutes later, but their pace slows when they survey the somber scene. With a nod of thanks, Kartok takes the small leather chest and steps gravely around Inkar. He kneels at Temujin’s side, mixes the elixir with nimble fingers, and flicks it over his form. Then Kartok bows his head and mumbles a prayer.

After a few silent minutes, Kartok gains his feet and addresses the gathered warriors. “By the grace of the Goddess, Temujin will survive! Which means our plans live on.”

The Bone Reader and Oyunna share a sniffling hug, and the warriors cheer and pump their fists—none more loudly than our newest recruits. I lift my hands, but I can’t bring myself to clap. Not because I’m ungrateful Temujin lives, but because our plan is useless until Ghoa and the Sky King agree to unite with us. Nothing has changed.

I tap Oyunna, but she shushes me and points to Kartok, who resumes talking.

“We will win this war for our fallen brothers and sisters!” He gestures reverently at Inkar. “To claim what’s rightfully ours!”

The cheers become deafening and the throng stomps their feet, making the ground shake even harder. The healers bring forward a sled, and Kartok ceremoniously lowers Temujin into the bed. Temujin winces but manages to raise a hand in salute.

The Shoniin go wild for it. Their cries quite literally split the sky. Tiny, dark fractures splinter the unearthly blue like lightning.

What in the skies?

I scrunch my eyes shut, and count to three. When I look back up, the sky is as pristine as a freshly lacquered bowl.

Unease whooshes down my spine like winter wind.

“Oyunna,” I whisper again, but her hands are splayed heavenward and her head is tilted back in communion with the Lady of the Sky. Her hair sways across her shoulders, and as it does, the rich black waves bend and shift. For a moment, certain strands appear almost white.

“Ready yourselves for battle. We march in two days!” Kartok shouts.

I stare at the back of his pockmarked head in disbelief. That’s impossible. Even if Ghoa just sent word, we have yet to meet with the Imperial Army to organize an attack. And we can’t engage the Zemyans on our own. Our numbers are impressive, but not that impressive.

“Kartok!” I grab his sleeve and tug until he looks back at me. “How can you make such proclamations? We’re unprepared. We need to coordinate—”

“No, Enebish. They are unprepared.”

I point at our leader, sprawled in the healers’ sled. “Temujin can barely sit upright. Even with Loridium, he’ll be in no condition to lead a march to the war front in two days.”

“Which is why he won’t be leading us.”

“Who will be?”

Kartok places a hand on my arm. During the dark, frigid nights we sat together in the snow, I always drew strength from his touch, but now it’s uncomfortably tight. “Our Night Spinner, of course.”

“What are you talking about?” I try to pry him off, but my hands pause. His fingers are so pale next to mine. So long and spindly. I glance up at his face, and my vision swims again—as it did with the globeflowers and the sky and Oyunna’s hair. For a split second, I see not my friend, Maggot, but a stranger with a sharp nose, cheeks covered with white-blond stubble, and pale blue eyes the color of frost. A color wholly unnatural to Ashkar. A color common only in the lands near the sea.

In less time than it takes to blink, Kartok’s usual visage returns, but now I see it for the mask it is. His other face, his true face, burns like a lamp beneath his skin.

“Y-you … you’re—” My lips won’t form the word.

Because it’s too horrible.

Because I should have seen it sooner.

Kartok is Zemyan.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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I GAPE AT HIS TOWERING HEIGHT, REPLAY HIS SLURRED speech, which has nothing to do with a mangled tongue and everything to do with a Zemyan accent. I recall how he dispatched the guards who spotted us at the fort with such lethal ease. How my darkness shied away from him that first night in the Boneyard. I’d thought it was due to my own exhaustion, but the night knew better. It had recoiled from his Zemyan magic.

Suppressing a scream, I swing around to rouse the rest of the Shoniin. “We’ve been infiltrated!” I point at Kartok. “Other Zemyans could be hidden among us.”

The warriors gaze at me from the bottom of the hill—an expanse of familiar faces and gray uniforms—and the longer we stare at one another, the more dread tiptoes across my skin like a spider. Not one of them gasps or points or rushes toward Kartok with their sabers raised.

The ground pulses again and another crack marbles the sky. For the space of a heartbeat, the world flickers. Like Oyunna and Kartok, more than half of the faces change. Their bones lengthen and reform. Their skin and hair shift to the palest of creams and the whitest of blonds.

Burning skies.

My knees wobble. My mouth tastes of sick.

“Something the matter, Destroyer?” Kartok goads.

I can’t answer. Because everything is the matter. My thoughts race faster than starfire as I fit the deceitful pieces together, one after the next. The injured “recruits” I ferried across the grasslands in tattered, bloodstained uniforms were actually Zemyans. Zemyans who had killed our warriors, donned their clothes, and disguised their faces with their devil magic. Our “scouts” who reported the fall of Ivolga surely had a hand in bringing it down. And all of the cannons and munitions the Shoniin stole were undoubtedly turned upon our own troops.

Sometimes we’re so focused on a greater goal, we miss the truth hidden in plain sight. Inkar’s observation from so long ago blares like a horn in my brain.

It’s all about showing one thing, then serving something else. Something wholly unexpected. Temujin’s words from our first meeting in the Ram’s Head slap me across the cheek.

Kartok steps closer.

The recruits do too.

Hemming me in.

I fling my hand skyward, begging heat to sear my palms. But nothing comes. Because there’s no darkness here to call.

I raise my other hand and press harder. Sweat soaks my hairline. My arms tremble. The night came in Ashkar when the sun had all but risen over Temujin’s execution. And Tuva held the darkness for a hundred days of battle. I’ve been training so tirelessly, pushing so relentlessly. Surely, I should be able to extract a few threads from the Temple of Serenity. It’s so close.

I struggle until I’m dizzy and gasping. All the while Kartok looks on with a smug grin. “Rage all you want, little Night Spinner. It will only benefit us.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Anytime you summon your Kalima power in this realm, your darkness and starfire are siphoned to the Temple of Serenity.”

“What?” My hands fall to my sides. “That’s impossible.”

“Is it?” His accent draws the words into a hiss, and he lifts his long fingers in a dazzling flourish. When I curse, Kartok laughs. “Didn’t you ever wonder why you were only able to access the night within the temple? Or why your darkness couldn’t breach those delicate pillars? Why you were encouraged to practice so often?”

“No.” I grip my forehead and close my eyes. “The temple is safe because it’s a direct conduit to the Lady of the Sky. And there’s no darkness here because it’s the realm of the Eternal Blue. Home to the Goddess. A land of endless sunshine. Everyone knows the legends.” I try to remain calm, but I can hear my voice growing shriller with each word.

“Yes, your heathen legends proved most useful when I wove this place into existence. The perfect excuse to lure you to the temple and the holding tanks.”

“Holding tanks?” Dread knots in my belly when I realize he means the massive urns. After Temujin threw ash from the black one during my initiation, I never thought to look inside the others. Why would I? They were a burial ground for fallen Shoniin. I never dreamed the other urns could be filled with my darkness and starfire.

“I must thank you, Enebish. Our invasion of Sagaan will be effortless with so many of our warriors hidden within the city and the power of the night at our disposal,” Kartok says. Then he turns to Chanar. “Tie her up in the temple.”

“Chanar, please,” I beg, “think of Inkar. She wouldn’t want this. Think of how far we’ve come. We were—” Nearly friends. You had finally accepted me. Maybe even trusted me.

“We’ve never been anything but enemies,” he growls, “and you have no idea who Inkar was or what she wanted.” He looks down at his hands, stained with the blood of his sister—his last remaining family member. Swifter than a mountain cat, he rises from Inkar’s side, wrenches my arms behind my back, and binds them with brutal efficiency. Then he drags me up the hill to the Temple of Serenity.

I fight him every step, squirming and kicking. I whistle for Orbai and shout her name, but she doesn’t come to my rescue. I start to hyperventilate as worst-case scenarios pile up in my mind: They hurt her, imprisoned her. Killed her.

“Why are you doing this?” I ask as Chanar shoves me up the steps. “You are Ashkarian, yet you’re in league with Kartok and the Zemyans. Why?”

Chanar slams my head against the floor so viciously, it creates fissures in the mosaic sky identical to the chasms overhead. Gray dots explode across my vision and blood wets the back of my hair.

“Because this is justice.”

“I know the Sky King wronged you, but you realize you’re condemning an entire country, not one wicked king.”

“You know nothing of it,” Chanar spits out. “This will be better for everyone. The hope of this revolution is the only thing that kept me and Inkar alive those five years in prison. This is what she died for.” He slams my head against the ground again, even harder, and vanishes in the haze of darkness that falls over my eyes like a curtain.
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I lie belly up for what feels like hours. Days. Haunted by nightmares. Hounded by memories. Taunted by a deception I was too blind and stubborn to see.

Something feels off.

Serik warned me so many times. Even without a Kalima power, and despite never having worshiped the Lady of the Sky, he could feel it.

As I should have.

As I did.

This damnable buzzing and constant scraping at my energy feels like leeches wriggling beneath my skin. It has from the moment I crossed into this realm. As soon as I touched this cursed stone altar, I knew in my bones it didn’t feel right. But I was so desperate to save Orbai and Serik, and eager to be in the realm of the Eternal Blue among others who believed as I did. I was so desperate to be a warrior, I was willing to overlook the signs.

Serik was right to leave. To question my judgment.

And Ghoa may have been wrong about many things, but she was right about this—as much as it pains me to admit.

Ashkar will fall because of him.

And I didn’t listen because I didn’t think anyone else could betray me so completely. By the time our battalions at the war front learn Sagaan is under attack, the city will be lost. Because I brought these termites into our home.

I gaze across the ever-shifting landscape—the sky split with spiderwebs of black and the fields blooming one second then wilting the next—and scream for Orbai. But still she doesn’t come. I suppose I don’t blame her.

I do, however, blame the Lady of the Sky.

“Why would you allow this to happen?” I mutter up at the insidious blue. I know this isn’t Her realm. The true realm of the Eternal Blue is probably worlds away—if it exists at all. But I shout anyway, just in case She can hear. “I was going about your work. You confirmed this was the right course, but it clearly isn’t. Am I nothing but a mockery to you?

“Or are you a liar?” I say in a quiet, accusatory voice. “Or maybe you’re not there at all. Maybe the Sky King is right and you never have been.”

Part of me wants it to be true. But my pathetic, loyal heart cries out at the wrongness of these claims. The core of who I am, the innermost essence of Enebish, has always been and will always be intrinsically tied to the sky. As much as I want to deny every last shred of my faith, I can’t. Because the Lady of the Sky lives inside me. Denying Her would be denying myself. One cannot exist without the other. This probably makes me foolish and naïve, but it also makes me me.

“Why?” I shout again. “If you’re with me, why?”

Footsteps crunch through the grass.

I stifle my cries and incline my head. Temujin makes his way slowly up the hill. Livid bruises still encircle his neck like a collar, and he walks with a limp that resembles mine. But he’s walking. And he’s clad in a fresh gray tunic and breeches, his boots polished to a high shine.

“You’re looking remarkably well for someone who nearly died,” I snap.

He trudges up the stone steps and leans against a jade pillar. “Allying with sorcerers has its benefits,” he says quietly, staring at his boots.

“The first truthful words from your lips. Have you come to gloat? To laugh at the poor, stupid girl you tricked into aiding you?”

“Does it look like I’m gloating?” He drags a hand through his damp hair and I hack to expel the cloying scent of tea soap. I hate that smell. Almost as much as I hate the imploring look in his golden eyes. And the fact that I once relished our shared heritage. And how I wrote with him in his Book of Whisperings and shivered at the feel of his fingertips on my scars.

“It wasn’t all a lie,” he continues. “I really was abandoned at Novesti. My battalion left me bleeding in the snow.”

“Do you expect me to feel sorry for you?”

“The Lady of the Sky didn’t heal me.”

I snort and glower at him. “I gathered as much.”

“Kartok did. He was healing his warriors with Loridium and executing the wounded—stabbing an enchanted spear through each Ashkarian gut—but I cried out. Vowed to do anything they asked if he would spare me. So we struck a bargain. He and the other Zemyan sorcerers had invented a xanav—that’s what they call this place: a pocket world in which to hide their armies—but they couldn’t venture far enough across Ashkar’s border to plant it. And sorcerers cannot enter a realm of their own creation or the weft of the magic frays and collapses—as you’re witnessing now. I agreed to plant the xanav, to raise a rebel army and ferry soldiers across the border, in exchange for my life—and a better life once the Zemyans are in command. I am to be governor of Sagaan.”

“Again, do you expect me to congratulate you? Why are you wasting your breath telling me this?”

He steps into the temple and crouches beside me. Too close. I lurch away from the terrible warmth of his skin.

He has the gall to look hurt. “It doesn’t have to be like this, En. You don’t have to be a prisoner. We don’t have to leech your Kalima power from you. You could help us of your own accord. Use your darkness and starfire to help us take Ashkar, and together we can restore peace and prosperity to Verdenet and Chotgor and Namaag. We can help the starving refugees and children sent like chaff to the war front. This is the only way to end the conflict and help our people. To restore our way of life.”

I laugh so hard, I choke. “Restore our way of life? Last I checked, you have little autonomy when you’re enslaved. There will be nothing left of any nation, other than Zemya, once Empress Danashti is finished with us.”

“You’re wrong. Her Noble Excellency doesn’t share the greed and conquering mentality of the Sky King. She simply wants us to stop battering her border. We have always been the aggressors. The Zemyans are only defending what’s rightfully theirs. Empress Danashti plans to give us full independence in exchange for a small tax. Not only that, she is a rigorous supporter of religious freedom and cultural expression. We won’t have to live in fear of losing ourselves and our ways of life.” He gestures to the rings in his ears and the ink on his calves. “We will finally be able to worship the Lady of the Sky in peace.”

“You’re even more deluded than I am if you believe such empty promises! We’ve been at war with the Zemyans for centuries. There will be consequences. Fallout. And you can’t honestly expect me to believe you care a whit about ‘worshiping the Lady of the Sky in peace’ after making such a mockery of Her. Pretending to be Goddess-touched! Calling this despicable world of Zemyan magic the realm of the Eternal Blue!”

Temujin bites his lip and looks down, spinning the rings on his hands. “I’d like to think the Lady of the Sky understands. That She approves of my dedication and diligence.”

The words he scrawled into his Book of Whisperings reappear in my mind with a new meaning: Are we ever beyond redemption?

I shake my head and scoff.

He hadn’t written them for me. He had been thinking only of himself.

“I had to recruit people to our cause,” he explains when I say nothing, “and this was the only way I could think to gain support.”

“And do you expect to keep their support once they know you’re a lying, treasonous heretic?”

He flinches slightly, then makes a point of sitting taller. “I do. As it stands, the majority of our ranks are Zemyan and the rest are people like Chanar, who have been wronged by the Sky King and are desperate for vengeance and change. The few who have been deceived will fall in line. They can’t be too angry, when we’re clearly in the right. The people adore us. We have been providing rations and clothing and shelter and protection….”

“How silly of me to think you were doing those things out of genuine concern,” I mutter.

“Of course it’s out of genuine concern! Everything I do is for the people. Can’t you see that? I’m not the villain.” He takes a steadying breath. “This is the best way, the only way. Under this new regime, the people will finally be free and well cared for. Her Noble Excellency has even offered us a gift as a show of her goodwill.”

“The only gift Empress Danashti will offer us after so many years of war is an extermination order.”

“You’re wrong. She’s promised us access to their enchanted hot springs. To Zemyan magic. We can all partake and become sorcerers. We can all be blessed with a gift, rather than a chosen few. No more distinctions. No more exploitation of the magic-barren. Everyone will be able to defend themselves.”

I gape at him. Of all the preposterous drivel he’s spat at me, this is by far the worst. “Do you honestly think the Lady of the Sky would approve of that? You claim to follow Her but have no regard for Her judgment!”

“She must approve.” Temujin raises his hands in the world’s most condescending shrug. “Would this plan be succeeding if it weren’t Her will?”

I bite down hard on my lip. I want to argue, but how can I? Clearly I don’t know the mind or will of the Goddess. As far as I can tell, She led me into this trap.

“Ashkar is changing for the better, Enebish, and I’m begging you to help us. To cast your lot with the winning side. My side. I need you.” He gently takes my hand and flashes that silvery grin that used to make my toes curl. Now it only makes me feel cold. And sick.

I yank my hand away and spit on his perfectly polished boots. “The charade is up. No need to act like you care for me.”

“I do care for you.”

“You’re right—you care about how you can use me.”

Temujin blinks and fumbles for words. It’s probably the first time in his life his charm hasn’t gotten him exactly what he wanted. The thought brings the tiniest smile to my lips.

He sucks in a breath through his teeth and stands, looming over me. “I didn’t want it to be this way, but you will help us. Whether by your own choice or by force.” He nods to the rows of urns. “You, Enebish the Destroyer, will lead us into Sagaan under a cover of darkness and batter the Imperial Army with a deluge of starfire.”

“Don’t call me that,” I say, enunciating each word carefully. “I am not responsible for Nariin. I am not a monster.”

“I believe you, of course, but the people won’t—not after your little performance today … blazing your starfire through the Grand Courtyard, setting the Sky Palace aflame. How much more monstrous can it get?”

Roaring with frustration, I kick at Temujin’s ankles. Under normal circumstances, he could easily dodge my foot, but he’s still weak from the hanging and the ground rolls with ceaseless tremors. I sweep his legs out from under him and brim with wicked satisfaction as he crashes into a jade pillar. I relish the crack of his head against the stone.

When he pushes to his elbows, a dribble of blood seeps from his forehead. “You can’t say I didn’t try,” he mutters as he wipes his brow and clambers to his feet. “I wanted you to be one of us. Kartok’s offer will not be so generous.”

“At least it will be honest!” I shout as Temujin limps away like the mangy dog he is.
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Kartok doesn’t come for several hours, knowing I will count every minute, sweat every second.

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” he calls as he finally glides toward the temple. “There’s much to do. Planning the siege of a capital takes a monstrous amount of effort. And I wanted to give you plenty of time to digest all that’s happened. To consider your options …” He chuckles, because I clearly have no options. He leans over me, and his artificial skin sags. A fist-sized chunk of flesh droops from his chin like melted wax, revealing the pale-haired, cunning-eyed stranger beneath.

The true Kartok.

Kartok the Zemyan sorcerer.

The loss of my pockmarked friend brings an unexpected pang.

“I’m afraid it’s a bit of a mess when the magic unravels.” Kartok gestures to his face. “But all will be set to right soon enough.”

I shudder and turn over. Nothing will be right while he is in Ashkar.

“What? No sad stories or tender musings to share with me today, Destroyer? I grew so fond of our little heart-to-hearts.”

“There’s nothing left to say,” I grind out. “You’ve made your intentions perfectly clear. As have I. I won’t help you—at least not willingly.” My eyes flick to the rows and rows of massive urns behind the altar, wishing I could bring every star crashing from the heavens to obliterate them.

“Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong. You will help us. Happily and voluntarily.”

“Never.”

Kartok shrugs. “Have you seen your eagle lately?”

I roll over with a growl. “What have you done to her? Leave Orbai alone!”

“No need to be feral.” Kartok tuts his tongue. “Or they really will think you’re a monster.” He places two fingers in his mouth and whistles.

Several seconds later Orbai’s shadow smudges the sky. I sigh with relief as she wings into the temple and turns a tight circle around the altar. I wait for her to alight on the ground beside me and nibble the ropes around my wrists. But she flies over me without a glance and lands on Kartok’s arm.

He offers her a nut, which she happily takes. “So hungry, this one.”

I gape at Orbai on Kartok’s arm, my mouth dry, my ears ringing. She despises strangers.

“Get your hands off my bird!” I bellow. The ground is bucking beneath me, but I buck even harder. Desperate to reach Orbai. To get the Zemyan’s filthy hands off her.

“If she’s your bird,” Kartok says, “call her.”

“What are you talking about? Of course she’s my bird!”

“Call her.”

“This is ridiculous,” I snarl, but I steady my voice and call her name. When she doesn’t budge, I call again. Louder. I cluck my tongue and whistle, but Orbai simply cocks her head and gazes at me with vacant yellow eyes. As if I’m the stranger. “What have you done to her?”

Kartok strokes Orbai’s back. “What do you suppose Loridium is made of? Surely not the tears of Father Guzan …”

I think back to the little leather chest, to the black powder and green liquid—I had never seen anything like it. “You poisoned her with your vile Zemyan magic.”

“No, I saved her with my ‘vile Zemyan magic.’ But magic has a price. It’s only fair I get something in return … such as loyalty.’”

“You can’t fabricate loyalty. It has to be earned.”

“Can’t I?” He looks at Orbai with genuine pride, and I can’t refute his claim because she’s been drifting from me for weeks now, growing less and less responsive as his sorcery tainted her. Shifting her allegiance. “She lives because of me, which is why she is now bound to me. As is Temujin. As you soon will be.” He sets Orbai on the altar, removes the chest from his cloak, and places it beside her.

My heart skips a panicked beat. “But I’m not dying.”

“That can be easily fixed.” A curved blade whips from Kartok’s sleeve, as fast and efficient as when he disposed of the guards at the fort. He brings the serrated edge beneath my chin and I try to scream, but my voice no longer works. A bright burst of pain pricks beneath my jawbone. I tense, waiting for it to slash across my throat. Waiting for a curtain of blood to spill down my tunic. But a boom as loud as cannon fire rends the air.

Even larger swells roll across the fields and crash through the temple like waves. The knife slips from Kartok’s hand and he collides with the nearest pillar. I’m thrown backward, into the altar. I gasp, savoring the air that hits my lungs because it means my throat is miraculously still in one piece. Plaster crackles from the domed ceiling. The mosaic floor beneath me shatters, spitting shards of jeweled teeth. A second later a pulse of heat ripples the sky, followed by a blinding burst of light.

Through raining fragments of stone, I watch the colorful Shoniin encampment explode in the valley below. The gauzy tents crumple. Plumes of dust and debris geyser into the air. Blue flames from the bonfire flash across the field of globeflowers. Spreading. Devouring.

Kartok wheels around, clutching his head and spitting Zemyan oaths. “It wasn’t supposed to collapse so quickly.” He sprints toward the encampment without sparing a glance for me. Orbai follows with a screech.

“Wait!” I beg, but she’s already gone, winging into the smoke.

I watch the flames billow higher, raging across the field with unnatural speed. The temple will be surrounded in minutes.

Move, Enebish.

I roll to my stomach and fling myself forward. Shards from the broken floor rake my arms like claws, and I position myself on top of a particularly large fragment of ruby. As I pitch myself forward and back, the serrated edge slowly saws the rope. When it finally snaps, I fumble with bloody fingers to untie the binding around my ankles. Then I climb to my feet and spin a circle, surveying the inferno. Even from the top of the hill, heat laps my face. Smoke strangles me with its noxious fingers, and my heart pounds wildly at the sheer impossibility of what I have to do: cross the fiery fields, steal a portal stone from the decimated encampment without being caught, and make it to the gateway before I’m burned to a crisp.

Hysterical laughter pours from my lips as I limp for the stairs, but I halt on the final step and glance back at the urns—filled with my darkness and starfire.

I can’t just leave them.

A true warrior would never save themselves and condemn the rest of Ashkar.

Wheeling back around, I lower my shoulder and run at the pots. I slam against the largest obsidian urn, but it doesn’t so much as rattle. I push and heave and kick at every pot down the line, but it’s as if they’re glued to the floor with mortar. When I try to reach my hand inside, my fingers smash against an invisible barrier.

I scream and fall to my knees, burying my face in my hands.

“This is no time to be praying, Enebish,” a familiar voice scolds.

Shivers flash down my body, and I squeeze my eyes shut. I’m hearing things now. Imagining the impossible.

“Do I have to carry you out of here? I’m strong enough, of course, but it would be faster if you’d—”

I bolt up from the floor and a wail bursts from my lips when a face materializes through the smoke—freckled cheeks covered in black powder, hazel eyes squished into half-moon crescents.

“Miss me?” Serik attempts a devious grin but it wobbles at the edges, becoming earnest and apologetic.

It feels like a punch to the gut. Like coming home.

An eternity passes before I find my voice, and even then, it’s so small and warbling it sounds nothing like me. “You’re alive.”

He vaults up the steps and crushes me in an embrace. “I’m alive.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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I BURY MY FACE IN THE HOLLOW OF HIS NECK AND INHALE the familiar scents of parchment and pine ink. I twine my fists in his crimson robe and melt into the warmth of his arms, my skin smoldering at every point of contact.

He’s real.

Alive.

“How?” I blubber. “Ghoa said you were dead. I saw the papers….”

Serik huffs out an indignant breath and rolls his eyes, and the reaction is so unapologetically him, I laugh through welling sobs.

“I’m offended you think Ghoa could kill me so easily. I have always been the stronger cousin—or the more cunning cousin, anyway. Give me a little credit.” His eyes sparkle, drinking me in as if I’m a pitcher of cool water on a scorching day.

“But she had your cloak! And if you weren’t dead, where have you been all this time? How did you open the gateway?”

“As eager as I am to regale you with details of my daring escape and this ingenious rescue, we need to get a move on. I sort of blew up the Shoniin’s encampment, and that fire will wait for no one.” He points to the cerulean blaze, rushing ever closer.

“That was you?” I slap my forehead. “Of course it was you. But how? It would take a dozen cannons to create an explosion like that.”

“That … is also an explanation for another time. We have a lot to catch up on.” Serik flashes his most squinty-eyed smile, grabs my hand, and pulls me down the temple steps. The air around us burns like an oven, nearly too hot to breathe.

When we reach the bottom of the hill, Serik stops and looks back. “Where’s Orbai?”

“She isn’t coming.” My voice wobbles and I can’t meet Serik’s eyes. I wave him forward, but he digs his heels in like the stubborn mule he is.

“Why not?”

“Just go!”

He searches my watery eyes for a long second, then nods grimly.

Muffled wails puncture the roar of the blaze as we race across the fields to the gateway. Shadows weave and dart through the smoke, and I swear I feel the brush of fingers at one point. Whether the Shoniin are hunting us, or racing for the portal themselves, I’d rather not find out.

When we reach the top of the crest, I fold into a cough. The smoke is so oppressive, I can hardly see Serik and his face is a hand’s breadth from mine. “How will we get out? How did you get in?”

“After you gave me that portal stone, I took a little detour through camp and snatched a few more before fleeing this hellhole. I wasn’t about to leave you behind without taking insurance.” He shakes his cloak and a handful of blue portal stones rattle inside the pocket. Just like the alms money he stole from the abba to buy our winterberry pies at Qusbegi.

“You’re brilliant,” I say as he tosses a stone into the air.

“Try not to sound so surprised. Monks can be just as dashing as deserters. Maybe even more so.”

Cries flare up behind us when the gateway sparks into existence—blinding white against the burning blue. Serik and I dive through the portal, and I offer up a prayer to the Lady of the Sky, begging Her to seal it before the Shoniin follow.

We tear across the empty Ram’s Head and out onto the murky streets of Sagaan. It should be bitter cold, but the heat from the inferno has followed us through the realms. I’m breathing so hard and sweating so much, I may never be cold again.

When we reach the nearest intersection, we turn an aimless circle. The royal complex looms to our left, where Ghoa and the king are undoubtedly plotting my capture and death. The grasslands extend to our right, where the Zemyans are advancing, trampling our magic-barren warriors like wilted globeflowers. And the tavern is behind us—a cocoon of wickedness, bursting at the seams. It won’t be long before Kartok and Temujin spill into the city and claim it for Empress Danashti.

I steal a nervous glance over my shoulder. “What now?”

Serik shrugs. “I was hoping you might contribute a few ideas. This is as far as my plan extended.”

“Only you would storm into battle with a half-formed plan.”

“It’s worked, hasn’t it? There’s something to be said for the element of surprise.”

“You are nothing if not surprising,” I agree as I scan the empty streets. The city is so quiet, it feels deserted. Every shutter is drawn, every door barred. The braziers lining the roads are dark and cold. Everyone has gone to ground after the horrors that unfolded at Temujin’s execution. I don’t blame them. The Sky Palace still pulses like an ember in the dark, the ravaged timbers glowing like shards of exposed bone.

A knot lodges in my throat.

They are hiding from me. From Enebish the Destroyer.

I am not the enemy! I want to shout the truth so loud that they can hear it clear from the icy tundra of Chotgor all the way down to the deserts of Verdenet: Temujin has betrayed you. The Sky King has forsaken you.

But saying it won’t change their minds. I have to prove it. Show them.

Save them, somehow.

Not knowing what else to do, I lead Serik down an alleyway and stitch the night around us. “We have to make a plan,” I say, pacing the narrow space. “Temujin and Kartok are going to lay siege to Sagaan. They have my darkness and starfire. We have to protect the people, get them out of the city, but they will never follow me after what I did to the Sky Palace. Especially not without Temujin. And if we don’t find shelter tonight, we’ll freeze to death. Even though I still feel like I’m burning alive—”

“Take a breath, En.” Serik steps into my path and puts his hands on my shoulders, which only makes me hotter.

“There isn’t time to breathe!”

“Let’s focus on one thing at a time—the things we can control.”

“And what’s that?” I snap.

“No matter where we stay tonight, I can guarantee we won’t freeze to death.”

“How? Did you miraculously smuggle a tent through the realms too?” I fling my hands into the air and yelp when my bad arm twinges.

“Remember when you asked how I was able to blow up the Shoniin’s encampment? Well …” He holds up both hands and wags his fingers. A fiery orb blooms to life. The air around it wavers like the air directly over a fire.

I gape in stunned silence and bring the tip of my finger to the tip of his. I immediately pull back with a hiss. “You’re a …”

The smile that lights Serik’s face is so giddy, for a second I see him not as he is, but how he was before: the terrified but determined boy who befriended me on Ghoa’s parents’ estate. Desperate to prove himself. Desperate to carve out a new identity, separate from his criminal father and ailing mother. Desperate to make a difference. “I’m a Sun Stoker,” he proudly confirms.

“How? When?”

“After leaving the realm of the Eternal Blue, I joined a caravan to Visva, but the farther west we traveled, the more the pit in my stomach festered. Everything you told me about the war front felt wrong, so I slipped away and went to scout the remains of Ivolga. What I found was even more sickening than anything you reported. Bodies covered the fields like midwinter snow, but only warriors from the Unified Empire numbered the dead. Not a single Zemyan. Our cannons had been turned on our own soldiers, En, and there was no sign of hand-to-hand combat, which meant the Zemyans didn’t have to cut through our ranks to reach our artillery. It was fired by our own side.”

Even though I knew Zemyans were killing our warriors and posing as recruits, a flood of fresh ire washes through me as I think of Temujin’s grave face when he told me about Ivolga. And how acutely I could feel Inkar’s fear and Chanar’s rage. It had been so raw, so palpable.

Lies, all of it.

Serik reaches for me, squeezing strength into me. “Once I realized what Temujin was up to and who he was in league with, I knew you were in trouble, so I hurried back to Sagaan. But travel this time of year isn’t exactly quick or easy, especially alone. I had to seek shelter from snow squalls for days at a time in any cave or roadside ditch I could find. By the time I arrived in Sagaan, Ghoa had already captured you. Not knowing what else to do, I prayed to the Lady of the Sky, asking Her to help me save you—”

“Wait,” I interrupt. “You prayed?”

“Shocking, I know,” Serik says.

“In earnest?”

“It must have been earnest enough. I wormed my way into the square, prepared to launch myself onto the platform and either save you or die at your side, but there was obviously no need. You saved yourself.” He looks at me like it’s a good thing, something to be proud of.

“I may have saved myself, but I hurt hundreds, maybe thousands, of people in the process,” I mumble darkly. “You saw the Grand Courtyard.”

“You did what you thought was right with the information you had. That’s all any of us can do.”

“I had literally just learned I wasn’t responsible for Nariin. Then I turned around and did something equally appalling.”

“What do you mean you learned you weren’t responsible for Nariin? If you weren’t responsible, who …” Serik’s voice trails off and his eyes fill with grim understanding that morphs swiftly into rage. “I’m going to kill her.”

He springs forward, as if he plans to return to the Grand Courtyard and cut Ghoa down immediately.

I grab his robe and yank him back. “Let it go, Serik.”

“How can I let it go? She framed you! It ruined your life. Don’t you want justice?”

“Not at the cost of more innocent lives,” I say quietly. Then I steer the subject back to Serik. “I can’t believe the Lady of the Sky blessed a heathen monk with Her power.” I flash him a teasing smile, but the truth is, I know precisely why She did. Stubborn, difficult, bullheaded Serik refused to be duped by Temujin and his Shoniin. He refused to stop searching for answers. When he was supposed to go into hiding for his own safety, he went to the war front instead to discover the truth. He was willing to die for me. Things only a true Kalima warrior would do.

And he prayed—that was his true test. In his darkest hour, he lifted his face to the sky.

I’m not the least bit surprised the Goddess made him a Sun Stoker. He has always been the fire to Ghoa’s ice.

And fire makes heat.

A fountain of hope burbles to life inside of me as I stare at the light blazing in Serik’s hands. His gift from the Lady and the Father is a gift for me as well. A gift for the shepherds, freezing on the grazing lands. It’s our answer. The way forward. I see it in my mind as clearly as if it had been written in my Book of Whisperings.

“We have to go now, to the grazing lands, before the city falls,” I say as I rush from the alleyway.

For the first time in our lives, Serik gapes as if I’m the irrational one. “It’s so late, and we don’t have a plan.”

Oh, but I do have a plan. “We’re going to Verdenet,” I announce. “And we’re taking the shepherds with us.”

“Why would we go to Verdenet? It’s overrun with soldiers. The king’s been replaced by an imperial governor. And how do you plan to get there? It’s clear across the grasslands and the snow squalls—”

I squash a finger against his lips. “You will take care of the snow squalls, obviously. And that’s precisely why we must go to Verdenet—to reinstate King Minoak and raise an army of our own.”

“How do you plan to reinstate a king who’s vanished? No one has seen him since the assassination attempt. He could be—”

“He isn’t dead. The Imperial Army hasn’t found him because they’re not looking in the right places. They’re trying to solve a Verdenese riddle using Ashkarian logic, which will never work. They can’t see the answer because they’ve never made an effort to get to know us.”

“If we can find King Minoak”—Serik’s tone makes it clear he doesn’t like our odds—“do you honestly think an army of Verdenese crafts workers and exhausted shepherds stand a chance against the Imperial Army and Zemya?”

“No. But it’s a start. King Minoak’s sister is married to the vice chancellor of Namaag. If we alert them to the truth, they may be willing to fight. And if what Temujin told me about the conditions in Chotgor is true, they have no reason not to join us. Without the Protected Territories, Ashkar is small. And weak.”

Serik chews the inside of his cheek. “You realize this is outrageous? Not to mention dangerous?” I fold my arms and stand taller, gathering up every shred of ammunition I can think of to volley back at him, but a sly grin creeps across his face and he claps. “Which is exactly why I like it. Let’s raise another rebel army and find ourselves a missing king.”

We skirt around the city center and down to the river. My feet hesitate when they reach the wheel-riddled streets of the grazing lands. The shepherds won’t be glad to see me, and they definitely won’t want to follow me—not without Temujin.

“Do you want me to go first?” Serik grabs my elbow, but I shake my head and take a decisive step forward. I’m done hiding in the shadows. I’m done trailing behind like an obedient dog. From now on, I think for myself. Speak for myself.

Trust in myself.

With a nod of encouragement, Serik falls in beside me and we advance across the frozen fields. With every step, I let the night peel away, fluttering to the ground like fall leaves until we’re standing, exposed, in the middle of the grazing lands.

The shepherds huddled around their cooking fires murmur and point. As the gasps escalate to shouts, more and more people pour from their tents. I want to draw my hood or retreat behind my hair. But I raise my chin and let them look. I let them see the good and bad, the fair and ugly. All of it.

All of me.

“What are you doing here?” someone demands.

“Did you come to incinerate our camp like the Sky Palace?” another shepherd jeers.

Serik lunges forward, but I grab his elbow and pull him back. “I came to guide you to safety,” I say with far more conviction than I feel. “Zemyans have infiltrated the capital. Sagaan will fall and you will fall with it, unless you come with us now.”

The majority of the multitude stares as if slugs are dripping from my mouth. A few outright laugh.

“Where’s Temujin?” several voices call. “If what you claim is true, shouldn’t he be leading us?”

“Temujin has joined ranks with the Zemyans. The aid he provided was not as selfless or as noble as it seemed.”

Cries of disbelief and disapproval pelt me like arrows. A good portion of the crowd turns away. My breath goes with them, sucked from my belly as if jabbed by the butt of a saber. The burning hollow it leaves hurts even more than expected.

“You’ll be the first to perish!” I yell. “The Sky King made it clear he won’t protect you. And Temujin’s help extends only so far as it benefits him. I’m begging you, let me lead you to safety. To freedom and a better future.”

“And where exactly is this ‘better future’?” a sardonic voice presses.

The question is clearly a mockery, but I answer anyway. “In Verdenet! We will reinstate King Minoak. And prepare to make a stand against Zemya.”

The laughter is so loud, it slaps me across the face.

A bone-thin man steps forward. “Do we look prepared to ‘make a stand’ against an army?”

“Not to mention we won’t survive the journey!” another disembodied voice adds.

“Actually, you will.” Serik steps forward and raises his hands. When nothing happens, he waves his arms and pumps his fists. The shepherds start snickering and Serik’s ears turn pink. “I’m still hammering out the kinks,” he grumbles. After another unsuccessful minute, the crowd turns away.

“Blazing, burning skies!” Serik slams his hands to his sides with a growl and a torrent of heat blasts across the grazing lands, rippling just above eye level. For several glorious seconds, it feels like a summer’s day.

The shepherds wheel back around. A stampede of people rushes toward Serik, grabbing at his hands as if he can distribute warmth like ration sacks.

“Whether or not Zemya attacks, you won’t survive the winter here,” I say. “But with us, you’ll at least stand a chance.”

The shepherds exchange furtive glances. Their scoffs become hushed conversations.

“We can’t just march a caravan this size across the grasslands to Verdenet,” a woman calls. “We’ll be caught fleeing. Or the soldiers in Verdenet will kill us on sight.”

“So we’ll make sure they don’t see us,” Serik says, throwing me a sly glance.

I bite my lips together and look down at my hands. A few short months ago it would have been impossible. I had relinquished the power of the sky. I had consigned myself to Ikh Zuree and given up all hope of reclaiming my former life. Of unburying Enebish the Warrior.

But now …

I am prepared and well practiced. I ferried hundreds of warriors across the grasslands. It may not have been for the purpose I originally intended, but it was for a purpose.

Her purpose.

I feel the gentle hands of the Lady of the Sky rest upon my cheeks. I feel Her quiet strength flowing into me, sealing the final fissures of doubt. Raising me up to be the servant She needs me to be.

This is why She allowed me to be misled.

This is why I had to suffer Temujin’s and Ghoa’s betrayals.

I would have never found the courage to believe in myself and embrace the darkness if I hadn’t joined with Temujin and his Shoniin. I would have never known the truth about Ghoa or had the strength to defy her if I didn’t experience her cruelty firsthand. And I would have never believed I could lead these people—I would have never even known about their suffering, and the suffering in the Protected Territories—if I hadn’t been sentenced to Ikh Zuree and removed from the war front. So my eyes could truly be opened. So I could become the Kalima warrior they need.

It was all part of Her plan.

It was all leading up to this moment.

“I can shield you with the darkness … if you’ll follow me.”

I hold my breath, praying they can’t tell how tightly my fists are clenched. Or how badly my legs are shaking. It’s quiet for one excruciating minute, then two. It’s like waiting for the executioner’s blade to drop.

Just when I’m about to retreat, a stampede of little feet bursts from the center of the crowd. “We’ll follow you!” Tears pulse in my eyes as the children I helped Inkar train scrabble forward and surround me, sliding their hands into mine.

“And I.” The old man who stole my staff steps forward and raises it like a saber.

After that, the pitter-patter of agreement becomes a cloudburst—a torrential downpour that drenches me. Cleanses me.

Serik slips his arm around my shoulders and looks at me with the most adoring crinkled smile. “And I.”

While the shepherds collapse their tents and gather their belongings, Serik and I slump beneath a tree to catch our breaths. The entire length of his side presses against mine, and even through our clothes, the rush of heat is electric, sparking up and down my body. And not just because he’s a Sun Stoker.

“This is what I dreamed of, all those days we spent lying under the larch trees,” he murmurs. “You and me, against the world.” His fingers trace a maddening trail up my arm and when I turn my head, I find he’s already looking down at me. My eyes inadvertently drop to his lips—so close, I can practically taste their heat. My heart’s hammering so wildly, he can probably feel it echoing through his chest.

“Stop looking at me like that.” I jab my elbow into his side. “It’s distracting, and we still have very important matters to discuss. Plans to make.”

Serik feigns a groan. “Would it kill you to relax for a minute?”

“I still don’t understand how you survived. Ghoa had your cloak, and you’d never give it to her. She’d have to pry it from your cold dead body.”

“Which was very nearly the case. One of Ghoa’s minions spotted me while I was traveling with the caravan to Visva. They chased me down an alley and caught the back of my cloak when I tried to hop the fence. It was either the cloak or my life. I seriously considered choosing the cloak.”

I chuckle and he flashes a wicked grin. “Once Ghoa had the cloak, she must have started wearing it, knowing you’d be scouring the city for me if we had separated. That it would only be a matter of time before you delivered yourself—and Temujin—into her hands.”

I cringe because it’s so devious. So underhanded. So like Ghoa—preying on my feelings. And so like me, playing right into her plan.

“Don’t look so exasperated,” Serik murmurs in my ear. “I’m delighted to know it’s common knowledge that you can’t live without me.”

“I can live without you,” I grumble, but Serik wags a finger in my face.

“Actually, you’d be facedown in that temple, burned to a crisp.”

“I still can’t believe you came back for me. That you were going to leap onto the palace steps and save me.”

“You know I’d do anything for you,” Serik repeats the declaration I made in the supply shack, and my stomach flips end over end. There’s only one word for that kind of devotion. One reason you’d sacrifice yourself for someone else.

A slow, heady tingling starts in my chest and seeps outward like honey, until my entire body is glazed with sweet, liquid heat. My skin buzzes with an energy even stronger than my Kalima power.

This is the feeling I searched for all those nights on the rooftops of Ikh Zuree. I’m not just flying; I have become the sky.

Serik cups my face in his hands and gently strokes my scars. Fragments of my former self tell me to look away, to shrink and retreat. Anything this perfect must be a lie. But I’ve been fooled by enough lies lately to recognize a truth this undeniable.

Wherever the battle takes us, we will charge into the fray side by side.

I place my hands over Serik’s and lean closer.

Closer.

Until our foreheads touch.

Serik’s eyelashes flutter and he lets out a wheezy breath. “For a minute there I thought you were going to kiss me.”

I reach up and tweak his nose. “This is no time for kissing. We have Zemyans to evade and shepherds to ferry and a lost king to reinstate. If we manage all of that, maybe then you’ll deserve a kiss. In the meantime …” I gesture to the long line of shepherds, laden with packs and satchels and wagons. They’re ready, waiting. Looking at us as if we’re their salvation.

Maybe we are.

I take Serik’s hand, and we charge forward, into the grasslands. Away from the lights of Sagaan and into a shadowy future, filled with a million unknowns.

But this I know for certain: the Lady of the Sky is guiding us, pointing our way to the dawn.

With a confident smile, I twine my fingers in the threads of darkness, tightening my fist until our caravan vanishes beneath a cloak of night.

END OF BOOK ONE
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