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A BROKEN PROPHECY

In a land where an ancient prophecy is renewed every generation, two countries are trapped in a repeating cycle of war. But the cycle is broken, and destiny is beginning to unravel.

TWO PEOPLE BOUND BY FATE

Luminara, a palace servant, sneaks into the birthday party of the newly anointed ruler, Rianthran, where the two form a forbidden bond.

As Rianthran prepares for the sacred ritual of Ascension, Luminara’s secret powers start to make themselves known. Haunted by visions of the past and terrified of what it means for her country’s future, Luminara must choose a side.

ONE CHANCE TO RIGHT THE WORLD

As war looms, the Empire teeters on the edge of upheaval. Can the cycle be mended, the shared destiny of its people restored? Or will they forge a new future, free from the chains of prophecy?

The Ascension of Souls is the first book in an epic new fantasy series with intricate worldbuilding, complex characters and intriguing political schemes.
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To destiny and all who dare to shatter it.
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‘When I die, I want to be buried in a sweet place. A place full of wildflowers, where the Fair Folk can visit my grave and leave their flowering mushrooms in their wake. The smallest chapel in the greenest glen, where I can see the sky.

When I die, bury me in Svarnish silk and braid my hair. Let it be peaceful.’

– Tallulah of Croy, Princess of Xanthos and ruler of the Fíorcren Empire
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PROLOGUE

‘The history of light and shadow will be written in blood,’ the orc began, leafing through the worn tome in her broad hands. ‘That’s usually how it starts, anyway.’

‘Go on. I’m not particularly fussed about the wording,’ the bard prompted. He was not unaware of how intimidating this situation was, for a young woman. She may have sought the bard out, but she had not expected to get an audience with him, let alone with his entire band of merry travellers.

The bard’s troupe was crowded around the firepit, hanging on her every word. The dusky-skinned drummer was midway through doling out bowls of stew, foot tapping away rhythmically as he worked. Though the camp was abuzz with the fuss of dinnertime, they were not disguising their curiosity. All eyes lay upon their visitor.

The orc cleared her throat. ‘The history of light and shadow will be written in blood, and within the shifting tides of destiny the story of Loghar and Fíorcre unfolds. A story older than written history … though that does not mean terribly much since all of written history reset when the Fíorcren empire was established a few centuries back.’

‘Five centuries,’ the knight mused. He was the only one out of the communal dinner who had settled, idly playing with his bowl of stew as he watched the proceedings. Against the blazing light of the hearth, his golden hair was rendered ghostly white. ‘Fíorcre was settled five centuries ago.’

The orc nodded thoughtfully as she flipped the page. ‘From holy light comes holy fire, and through the crucible of destiny a hero is forged.’ The telling began, as it usually did, with a little of the orc’s earnest flair. The more she spoke, the more apparent her youth became. She was yet to lose all of her baby fat, her breath quickening alongside the heightened nerves that came with speaking before strangers. It did not help that this was a test.

‘There are three. The Vahmeon, in the west, a god of rebirth and ash. Driven to remake the world, it is bound to the people of the desert in a desperate plea to save them from extinction. For that, it asks only one thing of its human avatar – to turn the world gold.’ The radiance of the fire set her olive-green features aglow, her cheeks flushed with the warmth. ‘In the east lay the Sorcha. A god of abundance who predates the Fíorcren empire, whose domain is life and prosperity. When faced with the Vahmeon’s promise of destruction, the Sorcha draws tight the strings of destiny and crystallises its magick into a singular being: the Hero of Fíorcre. And finally, there is humanity itself – ruled by no deities, presiding over their own kingdom.’

The troupe made the appropriate noises of amazement, delighted by the chance to witness a performance instead of being the ones on stage.

‘So, the way the story goes, a very long time ago a prophet looked up to the sky and foresaw all of this. A bond made between a man and a fiery god, a deity of plenty looking to protect its cornucopia, and the inevitable clash between the two. Blessed of Heart or Mind, this Seer unwittingly spoke the words into existence but did not finish the prophecy itself. Depending on the region, the reason for the broken prophecy varies from a simple interruption to her being struck in the chest mid-prophecy and dying to the arrow.’

The knight snorted. The bard shot him a look. It was not the orc’s fault that she was wrong. The story was convoluted, a confusing wreath of destiny. Though the orc flushed, she pressed on with the telling.

‘So, the first avatar of the Vahmeon goes to war with the first child of the Sorcha. The Vahmeon loses because the Sorcha’s shining knight, the Hero of Fíorcre, is backed by the power of abundance itself. There’s not much that can defeat a god of good fortune. One would think that would be the end of it, but a half-century after the first battle between Loghar and Fíorcre, a new destined pair are born beneath the Blood Moon. With them, another seer is birthed into the world. Another human prophet. Just like the first who spoke the prophecy into existence – but this one is instead fated to protect humanity.’

‘Again, they battle. The Vahmeon’s avatar is struck down and the Sorcha’s hero saves the princess from certain doom, and when all is said and done, a golden-eyed girl sits on the throne of Xanthos, in the heart of Fíorcre. A seer princess transformed into an empress by the end of the cycle. A half-century later comes another Blood Moon. And another battle. Something about the original prophecy broke the machinations of destiny within this land and left its people adrift, trapped in a never-ending cycle of life and death. Of rebirth. In a sense, despite historically being the loser of the ongoing war, the Vahmeon has had its way with Fíorcre.’

‘And why does this interest you?’ the bard asked gently. ‘The orcs’ Golden Library has never had a hand in Fíorcre’s affairs. Surely there are more interesting things happening over in the Nordlund.’

‘Why wouldn’t it interest me?’ the orc countered. ‘Why wouldn’t it interest anyone? Five hundred years ago, a prophet walked the earth, so powerful she drove the destiny of gods and men. The written history is fractured and inconsistent due to Fíorcre’s scholarly pursuits being biased by the agendas of the empresses who have sat in the seat of Xanthos. The Fíorcren colonies write their own stories, so wildly different from the empire’s that one must wonder if they do so in rebellion of their occupation. There is nothing about this anomaly that isn’t interesting.’

Her telling of the story was flawed, as were all versions the bard had heard. She had connected unrelated strings to make sense of something that could not be made logical. He rolled his head thoughtfully, nodding in approval. There was no ambition in the orc’s storytelling, no malice in the delight she took when presented with this kingdom-wide puzzle. He had a sense for those who only followed the prophecy in the hope of forging their name, and he did not think Medea the Brass was one of them.

‘On the western wind comes the singing war, a war of the new and old.’ The bard hummed, plucking up his lute from where he’d laid it on the ground. ‘From holy light comes holy fire and through the crucible of destiny, a hero is foretold.’

‘I haven’t heard that verse before,’ the orc remarked, flipping rapidly through her book. It was comically small in her hands, but she handled it delicately, her brows furrowed in confusion. ‘I have sixteen iterations and I’ve never seen mention of the western wind.’

‘It’s an old verse, one I’m retooling to include in a ballad I’ve been working on.’ That was a lie. A small one but an old one, to obscure the truth of what lay before Medea. ‘It is nice to meet you, Medea, and your version of the little prophecy that has ruled my life. I am Jivin, the bard of prophecy. Welcome to my troupe.’




PART ONE

‘If there’s one thing to be said about the western country of Loghar, nestled in Fíorcre’s side, it is that they have survived through almost insurmountable odds. Through a millennium of war and doom, they have persisted where most countries would have collapsed. The others that came up against the empire’s might could not say the same.’

– Queen Taena, the Golden Queen of Svarna




CHAPTER ONE

It was an auspicious day in the long desert. The days in Suthuras began long before the sun rose so the city’s people could avoid the hottest reaches of the afternoon, but this day started earlier than most. Stars still gleamed in the broken firmament when Luminara left the quicksilver palace. She was a messenger bird in her golden visor and ivory linens, taking to the narrow streets with luck on her heels and a celebration brewing in the quiet that came with the dawn.

Suthuras was the spectre of a beautiful society. The concentric walls of Loghar’s capital city had once been a moving beast powered by the arcane, but they now stood immobile. There were no longer magi left to tend to the iridescent, shimmering panes that slotted the streets together. Luminara’s mother had raised her on stories of a city that breathed, utterly impenetrable because it would lose any invaders in its shifting streets. Now, those who lived in Suthuras no longer had to worry about the temperament of their Blessed city.

Luminara hooked her legs over the edge of a water wall, a divisionary structure that carried an aqueduct atop it. These walls branched out all over Suthuras to deliver water to its people, though the locals understood that boiling one’s water was always wise. She hopped from one side of the wall to the other and then onto the nearest roof, that of the local weavers, and swung her way to the ground.

Growing up long-limbed had its benefits and Luminara had learnt to climb before she’d learnt to walk. She had clambered over everything, including every nurse or auntie who had tried to hold her still.

‘Ayana Zinat, you tread carefully!’ a wizened woman warned as Luminara dropped onto the weavers’ balcony. Luminara grinned at her and continued on, the curve of her mouth written with the unspoken promise that she would never tread carefully in her own city.

She dropped onto the roof of a house that hugged the side of the weavers’ tower, a house owned by a couple who had recently married but left every evening to work through the night. She would need to change her path when they birthed the child brewing within the wife’s belly and were forced to stay home to care for it, but for now this was the swiftest way to the market.

Ayana Zinat was how most knew her. Daughter of Zinat – Zinat, who had been a palace servant first and made friends with all. Half of them didn’t even know she had been named Luminara.

If the city of Suthuras was a beast, its great market sat in the beast’s belly. Nestled beneath Suthuras’s palace and its once-shifting walls, the lowest part of the city opened out into the great reaches of the long desert. Merchants gathered there each morning, ready to ply their trade and their goods in the shadow of the towering palace that stood watch over all of Loghar.

As Luminara went, she ran through the list in the back of her mind. The salts and oils and fruits she was supposed to collect, as instructed by Orotho the night before. Her fingers twitched anxiously along the strap of her satchel as she counted through what she needed and the sitra she’d been given. Orotho was not strict with the kitchen’s funds, but being his ward set a certain responsibility on her shoulders to handle those funds with the appropriate forethought.

The city lacked the magick that had once powered it, but its people still carried themselves with the pride. Nowhere was this more apparent than in Suthuras’s marketplace. Merchants wore long strings of sitra around their necks, coins made from the same iridescent glass that was threaded through the city and its walls. Luminara had never owned enough sitra to be able to flaunt her wealth so openly. It was something the tea girls dreamed of, marrying a man of note who would crown them in crystal on the morning of their wedding.

Luminara was so unused to it she did not even enjoy carrying sitra, frightened it would slip through her fingers like water when she wasn’t paying attention.

She worked her way through the spices first. Bartered her way through fragrant jewel-toned powders in bags that were bound tight and piled meticulously into her satchel, followed by dried heartseeds and cloves. She bounced between three different traders for what she needed, arguing and sniping and shouldering her way through the crowded market with the confidence of a much older man.

She paid for everything with three and a half sitras, snapping one cleanly into two halves to pass to a spice trader with a gilded Blessing along his brow. He bit it between his front teeth then nodded, dumping a small jar of cinnamon sugar into Luminara’s satchel.

The traders would rather barter with her than with the head of the palace kitchens. One did not barter with Orotho, with his hard jaw and solid shoulders. There was little room to move with someone immovable. What Luminara was bringing back to the palace wouldn’t just be noble fare. It wouldn’t simply grace the table of a preening peacock; it would land on Orotho’s table. To have one’s food enjoyed by Orotho was to have frequent business from within the palace’s walls. Orotho knew fine food better than any princeling.

Luminara traded another half-piece of sitra for a bottle of oil mixed with herbs and a wrapped packet of salts before she slipped between two tents and into a different branch of the market. A butcher was tucked away in the western arm of the market, in a permanent shopfront, but Luminara went in search for Iguila, one of the nomadic hunters who floated through Suthuras. He’d have good wild pork and potentially a bit of duskwing turkey, if she was lucky.

As she headed towards the furthest reaches of Suthuras, she entered the domain of the dead. The occasional tombs grew dense along the outer wall of the city, where most of the Loghari residents buried their dead. She ducked her head and kept her tread quiet, eternally unsettled by the spectres who watched from within their ivory homes. She had not had the money to entomb her mother’s ashes after her passing. Unblessed and a servant, Zinat had not been allowed that luxury.

The dead were a font of magick themselves. One their descendants could draw upon, if they were wise enough and rich enough to pay their way through. Though Luminara had only seen glimpses of the ritual, through cracked windows and open doorframes, her understanding of it was that an ancestral ascension was horribly complicated to manage on one’s own and often people saved up a great deal of sitra to pay spiritual guides to help them through it. More sitra than Luminara had ever laid her eyes upon.

Silver-skinned Iguila was seated by one of the outward gates that led into the long desert, wrapped in mottled linens and his feathered cloak. He laughed when he saw Luminara and kissed her on the hand, the two having once been children together. She spent some time there with him, cooing and gossiping about the frantic energy of the marketplace, until she managed to flirt out a better price for the duskwing turkey legs that Orotho had sent her along to fetch.

Iguila had always been easy company. Luminara felt time slipping away as they talked, and eventually she was the one who had to drag herself from the gates. He was a good man. She could not picture herself marrying but she could imagine many a long day in bed with him.

Luminara pressed a kiss to his jaw before she left, moving as swiftly as her feet could take her along that instinctual path home.

A child born at the very centre of Suthuras, Luminara was welcomed by the city. She knew each alleyway and its colourful squares, and today the city was awash with joy. Banners hung from rooftops and windows, streaming flashes of colour against an iridescent canvas. The streets were overflowing with chatter as Luminara left the market, excitement for the evening sure to follow once the sun had rolled through the sky.

Tonight, all of Loghar would take the chance to share their joy beneath the Ramosani’s Moon.

Their holy leader. Herald of a new age, if the Hastria were to be believed.

But first, there were people waiting for Luminara’s return. The stars had vanished from sight by the time she was done with her work, and Orotho would already be well into his day, so she began to work her way home to Silhuehta, the silver palace, the gleaming heart of Suthuras. Silhuehta was named not only for the silver roofs that glowed in the sun and the grey walls that ringed it – it was also named for Bialnutre, the titanic tree that grew at the very heart of the palace. Bialnutre’s branches could be seen from any corner of Suthuras, starlit wood and rich green leaves a crown atop a once glorious city.

When she came to the garden gate, Luminara tipped her head to the guards who stood watch.

Nejla Dubhashi was sitting in the courtyard, a vision in sunlight and emerald silk. Her skin was a deep golden brown, shining black hair bound in a long silken rope. One hand was propped on her round hip as she flipped through a small leather-bound book, eyes twinkling with amusement. As Luminara approached, Nejla snapped the book neatly shut and tucked it into a deep pocket. ‘The poetry is terrible. Mennatullah said this was her favourite, an utter masterpiece, but the further I get the more I suspect it’s simply romantically disguised smut.’

‘Am I growing predictable, for you to corner me so easily?’ Luminara asked. She did not think herself such a routine creature. A noblewoman from birth, Nejla had the water gardens to luxuriate in if she so pleased. She had chosen this courtyard in the interest of pinning Luminara down. ‘You know Mennatullah once tried to get Abd al-Latif to marry her and asked two hundred and fifty sitra for her dowry. Abd al-Latif is a fine man, but he’s never had fifty sitra in his life, let alone two hundred. Point being, she doesn’t have the best judgement.’

‘You have a point. You also promised you’d come with me tonight, and I’ve come to make certain you keep that promise,’ Nejla said, her words skittering along the stonework. ‘I’ve been plotting with Orotho all season to have you free for this. I can’t go without you. You must help me capture a heart tonight, it’s horribly important to me.’

‘Orotho goes too easily on you,’ Luminara shot back, closing the space between them. ‘I’ll be coming with you. I’ve decided it may be nice to attend a party on my creation day, though I suspect I’m making that judgement in a moment of wild heatstroke.’

A sunny smile bloomed on Nejla’s features and the woman bounced happily, pleased she’d gotten her way. Luminara reached out and helped her bosom friend to her feet, noting the bevy of lady’s maids lingering back in the shade. Nejla’s sleeping companion, Mridula, watched Luminara with her hawk stare.

There was an understanding between them that no fuss would be made over Luminara’s passing age. Each season her creation day passed, it was overtaken by the Ramosani’s own celebrations and Luminara’s grief that she no longer had her mother to spend the day alongside. She would much rather her day be lost beneath the cacophony of his holiness’s great festival. Let her disappear on this day.

Nejla and Luminara’s sisterhood had been a serendipitous accident. A shared batch of chocolates between children that blossomed into secrets, pleasures and time spent hand in hand. They were not bound by blood, which Luminara suspected helped the matter. Luminara’s understanding of Nejla’s relationship with her family was that it was a strained one.

Unlike the Dubhashi siblings, Luminara and Nejla had never fought, not in any way that mattered.

‘I have convinced Orotho to unearth some of your mother’s finery from his little chest of treasures.’ Nejla intertwined her arm with Luminara’s and off they went. Though Nejla bore no Blessings, she had been in the palace since she was a girl. Her father was a prolific and powerful merchant who had sent his youngest daughter to Silhuehta to be trained as a concubine in the hope that she would end up as the Ramosani’s first wife. It was to the world’s pleasure that Nejla had flourished here, unfettered from a faithless family. ‘He really did seem fond of Zinat. He talks of her with such adoration – how romantic they must have been.’

‘They were close. I am surprised she had any finery to speak of – I never saw any of it,’ Luminara said, sidestepping the topic of any romance between Orotho and her mother. All of her memories of Zinat were marked by her mother’s slight frame and striking face with eyes of emerald green. She had not been one to worry about adornments.

Together, they wandered through the palace halls, winding their way down into the service quarter. It was far from Nejla’s quarters but where Luminara was most at home, with service staff and tea girls alike hurrying to their posts beneath the nobility who treaded heavily in the higher halls. Silhuehta’s kitchens were an eternal machine constantly in motion, many limbs and teeth whirring to keep the palace people fat and full. The sisters peeked into the kitchen to assess the bustling pathways and bubbling stoves – schools of servants flooded through the narrow passageways with platters in hand. Mridula followed the two of them at a distance, a shadow in Luminara’s peripheral vision.

Bent over a hob, Orotho towered over the tallest of the staff who swam around him. He was a man carved from hard Loghari earth. His hair was clipped short in a practical measure and had greyed heavily throughout the years, a change he attributed entirely to Luminara. If one were to ask Orotho about his aching hip or his bad shoulder, he would say it was the result of raising a precocious daughter with a penchant for stealing fruit and an inability to keep out of trouble’s way.

‘You two sit over there until this service is out,’ he bellowed, waving a thick hand. Together, Luminara and Nejla squeezed onto a nearby countertop empty of foodstuff or spice, folding their feet neatly beneath them to keep out of the way. Luminara was a fixture in these kitchens and Nejla a welcome guest. The luxury of being Nejla’s companion allowed Luminara a touch of space where there shouldn’t have been one; no one who slept in the service corner had not heard of Nejla’s endless charity.

A tray of candied oranges floated by and Nejla swiped two slices for them, which they savoured as they sat.

‘Are you excited to meet your Ramosani?’ Luminara asked, needling Nejla in the side. ‘Are you prepared to fall desperately in love with him? At this point it seems unavoidable.’

‘It’s a pleasant thought,’ Nejla said, licking the sugar from her fingertips. ‘If they decide to let a Zamurradi get anywhere near their boy king, I might have a chance. I’m going to have to work my own brand of magick to speak with him tonight.’

She did such a good job at maintaining a sense of calm that Luminara turned to look at the noblewoman properly, quirking a brow at her.

The question came soon after. ‘Do you think he’ll like me? Do you think he’ll want children soon, or will he want to wait a few summers? I think we should try for a little boy as quickly as we can – I’d love a little son of my own.’

There it was. Luminara rolled her eyes, stifling a chuckle.

‘Only the Vahmeon knows,’ Luminara said, uninterested in the thought of losing another friend to childbearing. ‘All I know is that tonight, we bless our Ramosani for an evening of celebration.’

It was Nejla’s dream to be surrounded by rosy-cheeked children who looked like her, but Luminara couldn’t feign enthusiasm at the thought of her youth lost to anklebiters. The platters and plates filtered out of the kitchen as they spoke, leaving only a handful of younger servants looking for a moment to gossip among one another before they were thrust into a long day of work. They were Luminara’s friends, also born into service within the palace walls.

Out of the corner of her eye, Luminara spotted Orotho vanishing out one of the kitchen doors and they all knew it was safe to idle – if only for a moment.

Abd al-Latif spoke first from the lingering lot, the son of a guard who was likely awaiting his father to finish his morning work so that they could retire together. His brow was set in a sceptical line, a question brewing within his eyes before he’d even spoken. ‘If this boy really is the Ramosani, does it mean the Golden Terror walks the earth once more?’

‘That’s what they say,’ Luminara responded mildly.

Sadia snorted. ‘The Golden Terror is a fairytale. An aggregation of every Knight of the Blessing who’s ever committed a crime against the Loghari. A knight of golden plate who’s never given a name, just summoned from the ether to wreak havoc upon us.’ The picture of reluctance among the bustle of a morning service, Sadia was paired with her elder sister Nadiyya, Luminara’s fellow tea girls. Tea girls were less like people in the hierarchy of palace servantry and more akin to elegant statues permanently fixed with a teapot in hand. ‘It is just an idea they use to inflict fear. You know, our baba said that our grandmama was reincarnated from a royal mother – it’s not that spectacular an occurrence. A person’s soul must go somewhere when they pass.’

The sisters carried Blessings of the foot, donning sheer slippers to accentuate them in the hope of catching the eye of a passing lord. Luminara had never been able to figure out what having magickal feet got a person, beside the claim of being the seventh generation of Blessing bearers. Magick that had chosen to live within human flesh, as if the gods themselves had leant down from beyond to kiss the sisters’ perfectly golden feet.

Nadiyya hissed and jabbed Sadia. ‘Don’t invoke the Golden Terror in Silhuehta – that’s terrible luck. You’ll bring the knights down upon us with such an attitude. Do you not want your children to grow up within the safety of our Ramosani’s reign?’

‘I don’t wish to destroy my beautiful body with a babe in the first place.’ Sadia sniffed.

‘There’s always one Knight of the Blessing that those Fíorcren lords like to pretend is some great monster,’ Luminara mused. She had certainly heard enough retellings of the old tale, though she had no clue what the formal books said.

‘The Golden Terror is very real,’ Orotho boomed from behind their gathering, shockingly sneaky upon his return to the kitchen. The group leapt, frightened far more by the promise of a hard rap over the knuckles than the thought of some mythic knight of old. They were servants, not people of prophecy – what did anyone in the kitchen have to fear from godly wars? What did the moles in the earth have to fear from the warring mountain goats? ‘And if you don’t get out of my kitchens, he’ll come to us in the night and snatch you out of your beds. At least then I’ll be rid of you layabouts.’

The servants scattered, Abd al-Latif winking at Luminara as he went. Nadiyya and Sadia went together, scooping up their pots of tea as they went. Days ago, the group had made several promises to find each other in the long hours of the night to have their own little celebration. The servantry deserved to celebrate, too.

‘Not you, Nejla,’ Orotho said, gentler. ‘You’re always welcome here.’

Luminara did not think anything of her exclusion. She hopped off the counter and freed herself of the satchel on her shoulder, unpacking the supplies on the nearest free countertop. Out came cardamom and fragrant saffron, and the slab of dusk-wing turkey she had nabbed on the way home. All the smaller bags she’d acquired in the course of her outing and the gleaming glass bottles of oil. A collection of measuring cups to replace a broken set.

‘This is what’s left of today’s allowance.’ She handed Orotho the roughly constructed sitra roll and he emptied it into his broad hands, thumbing through what was left. He did not ask for an itinerary of what had been spent and he never would.

‘Good work,’ he said gruffly with a short nod before waving Luminara and Nejla towards the back of the kitchen, through a narrow door covered by only a thick curtain that blocked it from the rest of the space. ‘Come on, then.’

They hurried along, crowding together into the far narrower offshoot of chambers where Orotho elected to keep his quarters. They were not built for living, but it was where he and Luminara slept. He had fitted a narrow bed against the far wall of the largest room, a trunk beneath it and a small reading corner for them both. Willowy and taller than most, Luminara had swiftly outgrown the room but found herself at home stooping to fit within the space Orotho made for her. She slept in a hammock by the window most evenings, where she could watch the sky shift through the evening hues.

‘You may not understand the importance of tonight, being girls who have no memory of the last Blood Moon. To you it is one great celebration – and do not grow morose, it shall be great – but it will also draw the gaze of Fíorcre. The Hastria have made quite the show of announcing our new Ramosani to the world, and when that curtain falls, I would like you to both be prepared for the conflict that will come next.’ Orotho explained all of this as he hauled his trunk out from beneath the bed and pulled it open. ‘You have both always lived in a losing country. One that has not won the fights of its pasts. Savaged, assaulted, denied the human decency we’re allowed. If this boy they’re crowning is truly the one of prophecy, that gives Loghar another chance. A chance to regain respect within the eyes of the world.’

This was the first open celebration the Hastria had thrown for the boy. Each year for as long as Luminara had lived there had been whispers of the boy’s name day ensorcelled in smaller celebrations kept within the palace walls, but this was the year he finally became a man, which meant he was finally holy enough to grace the masses with a glimpse of him. It meant he was grown enough to lead.

Luminara listened attentively enough, Nejla taking up an appropriately respectful stance at her side. Orotho turned for a moment to fix them both with a hard warning in his grey eyes. ‘And even if you two girls don’t really care for the sentiment, you’ll behave tonight, because some of us have grown up in the shadow of our nation’s last disgrace. In the shadow of our last Ramosani’s loss. Do you understand me?’

A great deal of nodding followed. Luminara suspected hers was the less convincing nod of the two – she was reluctant to go to this party at all and rarely savoured the thought of walking among nobility. She was already pondering how she would speak to them without immediately being struck as out of place and was quite content that she would likely spend most of the night silent.

‘I can’t tell you what to do with this clothing. You are your mother’s child and you have more right to this than I do. It would be kind of you, though, to be careful of it. We have very little left of Zinat in this world.’

The swath of silk that Orotho pulled from his trunk was more opulent than anything Luminara had ever worn. A gown of midnight blue shot through with pale silver. She took it in her hands with a feather-light touch and turned it over, keen eyes identifying loose stitching and pinprick holes in the delicate silk. It was edged with a fine, faded brocade she dared not touch for fear of it falling apart. Small crystalline beads had been sewn into the bodice, arranged by deft hands with an eye for detail.

‘You can borrow my jewels.’ There was a glimmer of mischief in Nejla’s dark eyes. There was no point in objecting. ‘Tonight will be glorious.’

Luminara sighed, struck by bone-deep grief and an unfamiliar uncertainty.

‘Nejla,’ Orotho began, turning to clasp Nejla’s hands. Her bejewelled fingers were dwarfed by his calloused ones. ‘I am entrusting you to protect Luminara tonight. I am no fool – the patriots will have their spirits up tonight, which means that if the mood strikes them, our Luminara may find herself in danger. You must make sure that if they’re looking for a symbol of Fíorcre to destroy, she’s not in sight. Promise me, or I will keep her with me tonight and make it up to you both by cooking a banquet for her creation day.’

Luminara found herself looking away from them both in an effort to give them some semblance of privacy. Though the Loghari had a broad and varied look to them, Luminara was fairer than most. Not silver-skinned like Iguila or dusky like Orotho, there was something in the soft shape of Luminara’s chin and the set of her nose that gave her away. A whisper of a rumour about little Zinat bedding a passing Fíorcren.

It had been impossible to live within Silhuehta and ignore the sentiment that followed Luminara’s existence. Zinat had become a cautionary tale: if Loghari women lay with Fíorcren men, they were left with troublesome children and ghostly husbands who left them pregnant.

It does not matter how much milk you add to tea, little bobcat. It is still tea.




CHAPTER TWO

It should have been more difficult to sneak into a palace.

Jivin was dumbstruck by how easy it was. Suthuras had been harder to pass through, the sprawling labyrinth of a city a maze too complex for foreigners to traverse. It had been Wirru’s work that allowed them to navigate Suthuras at all, the titanic knight’s unerring internal compass leading them and their caravan through the city’s encircling walls. Once Jivin’s troupe reached the palace it was far simpler, thanks to his silver tongue and reputation. It had simply been a matter of talking their way past some befuddled and bemused dignitaries. They slipped beyond the walls of the silver palace with a bold and simple lie.

‘I am the bard of lore, Jivin, and I have come to commemorate the Ramosani’s creation day!’

Though he had never been to Suthuras, thirteen years playing his way across half of the known kingdoms had left its mark upon his reputation. A boy had fled the Svarnish war with little more than a lute upon his back, and now a man stood in his place with such a prolific body of music that his name was spoken in the furthest reaches of the land.

The lie to gain entry into the palace hinged upon the fact that there was no bluster to the whispers on the wind that there was truly a Ramosani housed within Silhuehta. It was why they had come here, set upon investigating. So, when the guard ushered the troupe within the palace, out of the burning sun, it confirmed there was a fox in the woods to hunt.

The other half of the job was figuring out if it was the particular fox they’d been awaiting.

Without an of-age Ramosani, it had been left to the Hastria to care for Loghar. A collection of gilded lords in heavy mithril chains, each more bemused than the last as the troupe was juggled from one lord to the next. They refused to acknowledge they had not known Jivin was coming, a prideful lot who each presumed another responsible for the bard’s presence. It was only the Zamurradi Hastria in their jewel-toned robes who closed rank and openly questioned one another about whether or not they’d booked Jivin, though they showed no intention of asking their Loghari counterparts.

But in the end they were all willing to use Jivin’s name to legitimise the evening’s affairs. The presence of a bard of prophecy, uninvited or not, would give their new Ramosani the authenticity of legend. In a country where legend had shaped the winds of history, this would mean a great deal in the years to come.

For Jivin and his troupe, the emergence of a new Ramosani was more than a mild concern. That was why the other members had followed their vocalist into the long desert, though they were wise enough to leave the talking to Jivin.

It was with a string of honeyed words that he talked their way into Silhuehta, with its mirror-shine roofs and whispering walls, and they ended up in a grand chamber at the heart of the palace – the sort likely reserved for only the most raucous of events. Great parties and lavish feasts, where all the palace-folk would gather. Above their troupe stood a titanic tree, seemingly forged from starlight. As the moon rose, it set the tree ablaze with light.

‘I don’t know how you did that,’ Hayat muttered beneath his breath once they were deep within the palace, fiddling with the tension of his drumskin as they awaited the commencement of the celebrations. A murmuring wave of laughter rose from the rest of the troupe. A sharp note burst from Medea’s flute, the orc’s muffled amusement also making itself known.

Loghar had let a pack of wolves within their walls and would not know it until long after they’d left.

‘I’ve told you, people will believe anything you say if you do so with enough confidence,’ Jivin whispered. It had served him well when he’d emerged from a battered boat on the coast of Fíorcre with only an inherited lute and the clothes he’d worn across the vast ocean. Confidence was the platter upon which bards served all performances. ‘Now, play well, otherwise they’ll place us as a bunch of harried frauds.’

As the revelry begun, the Loghari nobility filtered into the grand chamber, swathed in silver and crystal. Jivin scanned the sea of interesting faces, none of which he recognised. There was a clear visual divide in the crowd, something which marked the descendants of a bygone land. The country of Zamurrad, the eastern borderland between Loghar and Fíorcre, had collapsed two centuries prior, and though its people had been welcomed into Loghar, they had not entirely forgotten their sovereign ancestry.

A shapely young woman in a golden gown slipped through the crowd, as radiant as the sun. A goddess of Zamurrad in the flesh, a stark contrast to the silver Loghari that flanked her. The woman’s companion was willowy and tall, long-limbed like the tree that watched over the procession, her gaze obscured from view by a golden facial covering that hid her eyes. She was draped in midnight silk that gleamed in a quieter way, drawing Jivin’s eye.

His breath hitched. The sun and the moon, they were, clutching hands as children did.

His Blessed hands missed a beat before they continued dancing along the neck of his lute. Nobody noticed the momentary lapse in focus – the crowd barely regarded him whatsoever. His position as a bard was not to be the star of the proceedings: it was to enhance the atmosphere as a conductor of the crowd, a filler of quiet.

Jivin and his troupe had been playing together since he was barely more than a boy. He trusted them to catch his fallen notes.

There were words spoken in old Loghari, a language Jivin had not yet perfected. There was a speech delivered by the elderly Zamurradi Hastria, which Jivin was certain was very important. He would get a recitation later from Wirru, who would certainly trim the fat.

Jivin was far more interested in the young man who stood behind the Loghari lords, shoulders ablaze with fractured starlight. Growing in something of a beard to conceal the softness of his face, hands fidgeting nervously with the fittings on his robe. His opulence gave him away before the lord ever spoke his name. The boy stepped out from behind the lords and pressed his hands together. A fan of blue flame burst outwards from him, turning upwards to the sky above, the radiance of his Blessing at work setting the crowd aglow. A proclamation in sight of his ancestors and theirs, with the stars watching from their posts high above.

This was the boy they had named the next Ramosani. The avatar of the Vahmeon, destroyer of worlds.

The crowd erupted into applause, except for the Moon, who had gone entirely still. While the Sun clapped riotously, joy echoing from every movement, her sister was fixed upon the boy.

Ah, sweet woman. Folks who live within the bounds of prophecy rarely have the time for us mere mortals.

The celebration continued on, and though Jivin would not be getting paid for this performance, he would not have a black mark upon his name. He transitioned from his idle strumming to joyous Loghari jigs and tunes fit for a night of drunken dancing. He managed a ballad, then three, epic retellings of old done in verse. With a bit of work, he set the party into a fervour and hoped that when the night had passed, he and his troupe would largely be forgotten by the intoxicated crowd. Jivin would rather be rendered some loose, refracted memory than an honest echo of himself.

His Loghari accent was not passable among the diplomats and nobility. Three tongues were more than enough for Jivin – he had never quite caught up with Loghar. There were not enough Loghari speakers in Fíorcre to help him practise enough to become adept at the language.

He kept his ears open as he watched the rich folk flit about. His ears were far more keen than his tongue where languages were concerned. The boy king travelled alongside a long-fingered spider of a man who was going out of his way to introduce him to every feminine person in the hall. The boy’s hands avoided lingering as they shook each woman’s; he took a half-step back whenever they pressed too close. A murmur of sympathy emerged in Jivin’s mind. He could not bring himself to envy such a position.

The feast blurred swiftly into nothingness. Wirru patrolled the chamber in the corner of Jivin’s eyes, unnoticed despite his suit of heavy plate and his stature. It was one of those small magicks Jivin had only ever seen practised by the grey-eyed titan – subtle and tricky and easy to miss if one was not attuned to the way of the arcane.

At one point, the young Ramosani broke away from the masses of dancing people and the fluttering, preening ladies to approach the troupe. Jivin let his strumming peter off for politeness’s sake as he realised that the Ramosani was truly set upon speaking with them. His band carried on, compensating for the loss of Jivin’s lute with their own infallible gusto.

‘Your holiness,’ Jivin greeted him. He bowed to a depth he believed respectful, despite how the boy king seemed younger than himself. ‘To what do I owe this honour?’

‘You are mistaken. I believe I owe you the palace’s thanks.’ The Ramosani spoke in perfectly articulated Common Tongue, countering Jivin’s questionably common Loghari. ‘A Svarnish bard travelling this far to play in Loghar – my Hastria told me that you were Jivin. A bard of lore.’

Jivin’s smile only deepened, allowing himself to look humbled in the face of a formal title that did not quite fit him. ‘I suppose I can’t escape my own reputation, can I? There is no need to thank me. Such a celebration should have the music to match.’

‘You play as only a master of our music would.’ Over the Ramosani’s trim shoulders, Wirru was slipping through the shifting crowd. Jivin shared a look with the knight and took a moment to tuck a lock of hair behind his left ear. Wirru’s approach halted and he changed path, reluctantly. ‘Albeit with less of the qanun. How did you come to find yourself in Loghar, so far from Svarna?’

‘The war makes refugees of all men, good and worse.’ Jivin would not lie about his homeland. He often missed it – the colourful roofs and the warm ocean wind that lived within the memories of his childhood. He could not return, but his love for the place remained endless. ‘I was but a boy when it started. Fled north on a boat that looped through the elvish isles before coming to Fíorcre. It wasn’t easy, but I’ve made a home of this land. I have found my family, as I hope all do.’

‘It is commendable that you’ve made it thus far.’ The boy patted Jivin’s shoulder, his eyes full of earnest compassion. ‘My apologies that Loghar’s military has no travelling arm, otherwise I would have had the Hastria make a move on assisting your people. I do think the Svarnish have the best shot at winning a war with the Imperium. Your dragons are unmatched in the matter of aerial warfare.’

The Imperium was so far from Loghar, it felt strange to hear them invoked within these walls. They were a distant, sprawling empire that swallowed all it encountered and had been working on swallowing Jivin’s homeland whole.

Svarna was losing the war. Svarna had been losing the war for a long time, since their queen was struck down in her home. Their temples had been invaded, raided of holy books and treasures, their dragons slowly slaughtered. League by league, Svarna was losing their land to the Imperium and it had caused a wound within Jivin that refused to heal. The polite dishonesty laced into the Ramosani’s reassuring words needled that wound.

He was not being disingenuous when he spoke next. ‘Enjoy your day of creation, your holiness.’

That was all Jivin had to say to the young king. He knew in his marrow, as they exchanged pleasantries, that they were going to have to kill him.



CHAPTER THREE

Luminara had never been more out of place than she was that evening, dressed in her mother’s finery and Nejla’s fat sapphires.

Her fingers tangled tightly with Nejla’s, grasping for her sister like she was a saviour from the masses of palace folk that swanned past them. Bialnutre’s chamber was utterly incandescent with light, its towering walls covered in lanterns. At the very centre of the city, in this chamber, Bialnutre stood tall, and the concentric circles of Suthuras’s architecture came to a head in a singular cylindrical testament to Loghari craftsmanship. Though Luminara often travelled from floor to floor, she rarely had the chance to appreciate how monolithic this castle was within. Clusters of candles adorned the tables and scattered balconies that faced inwards towards the heart of Loghar, families crowding around them to catch a glimpse of the celebration in the chamber itself.

Orotho’s tireless work had paid off in a feast fit for the Vahmeon. The banquet was piled as artfully as any painting, heaping poultry and peacock alongside towers of cakes covered in powdered sugar. Yet beneath the light of the full moon shining down through Bialnutre’s latticework of branches, the tree rendered this chamber an aesthetic masterwork. The mammoth tree sat nestled in a bed of carefully curated greenery and running water, its bark shining.

To say that Luminara was overwhelmed was a decided understatement.

Nejla gently pulled her along as Luminara’s eyes, hungry to understand more, drank in all they could.

The Hastria stood on a platform set up around Bialnutre. The men stood as sentinels of the palace: six of them, shoulder to shoulder, four dressed in Loghari silvers, the other two – Hastria Muhsin and Hastria Prem – in traditional Zamurradi finery, their robes embroidered with the emerald-green waves that marked their forgotten land.

It was Muhsin who stepped forward to address the crowd, the oldest of the Hastria. So old there was a betting pool among the servantry about when he would pass.

‘Muhsin braided his whiskers. Do you think he hopes to impress some young filly with that?’ Nejla whispered.

Luminara’s mouth twisted in amusement but she pressed her lips together. It was unfortunate that whatever young filly Muhsin set his eyes upon would likely have little say in it. Men of importance would always have their way. The sitra they wore in long strings around their necks, draped over their shoulders, made certain of that.

‘Fellow countrymen. Silhuehta welcomes you for an evening of our finest festivities to herald in a new age and to celebrate a creation day that means a phenomenal amount to our dear country.’ Muhsin’s creaking voice grew louder as some small spell sent the sound projecting all over the great chamber. ‘Twenty-one years ago, a tea girl within this very palace became with child as our last Ramosani fell upon a Fíorcren blade. What a serendipitous surprise that was! Though we have been unable to share the boy with you in an effort to ensure his safety, today he comes of age.

‘Today it is my immense pleasure to introduce our new Ramosani to the rest of Loghar. Ayano Kamal ud-Din Rianthran.’

A young man emerged from behind Hastria Idris, donning a mantel of molten silver. He was built from a collection of trim, lean lines and warm dusky skin. The illumination caught between the branches of Bialnutre and struck him in the chest, casting him in a glorious haze of moonlight. Something within Luminara’s chest wound itself into knots as she tilted her head and saw a knot of destiny bound around the man, a thousand threads branching into the palace air.

She heard a summer storm beneath the blood that had begun to pound in her ears. She saw a thousand futures spinning out before them.

Rianthran stepped forward and clasped his hands together. A fountain of blue flame arced outwards from him, and Luminara forced her eyes to focus upon the fire instead of the man, trying to ground the pounding drum within her skull.

‘Here to bring Loghar into a bright day,’ Hastria Muhsin concluded.

The music picked up again and Luminara steadied herself. Nejla was the first of the rabble to break into applause as she dropped Luminara’s hands, whooping and cheering, sparkling with the excitement of the night. The ovation that came forth from the crowd was born from Nejla’s hands, thunderous, and their great party began with a bang.
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It was not much later in the evening that Luminara found herself hiding from the rabble, tucked away in the heart of Bialnutre’s chamber as her sister dazzled above.

She had certainly tried joining Nejla for the dancing and socialising, indulging Nejla’s fancies until the third son of a landowning lord had attempted to run his uninvited hand through her river of hair. Luminara decided this was all an ill-formed attempt to shuffle her into a marriage that would tie her to some distant blood of Nejla’s and promptly excused herself.

Nejla believed that a well-forged marriage was the pinnacle of happiness. That was not Luminara’s destiny. She would rather choke than surrender herself to a marriage of convenience.

So, she had escaped. As she always would. She had gone to the starlit bark of Bialnutre and the garlands of flowers that covered its roots, sidling her way down onto the tiered fountain that provided water for the tree. It was an elaborate thing that echoed Suthurus’s great waterways, many smaller waterfalls spouting crystalline shoots into one great pool set into the ground. A century or four ago, the architects had built a collection of platforms into the fountain for people to sit and relax, but they failed to consider that the tree that aspired to the heavens would eventually overrun their craftsmanship.

This was a fine way to spend her creation day, Luminara decided, as she sat and stared upwards through the opening at the very peak of Silhuehta. The domed chamber opened up to the sky, and through the canopy Luminara could watch the stars inch their way along the firmament.

A soft, masculine voice cursed somewhere above her head. Far closer than the rest of the rabble. Luminara glanced upwards – then pressed her lips together as she found herself staring at their new Ramosani, clinging to Bialnutre as one might a raft. His inky hair was knotted on top of his head with a shining stick, and he was sucking in shaking breaths as he smoothed his beaded tunic. If she hadn’t known better, Luminara would have suspected the new monarch would be sick on their beloved tree.

This was a different man than the one who’d displayed his Blessing with such pride. Luminara empathised. The palace folk were hungry for a new toy to play with, a new power to find themselves in favour.

‘Down here,’ Luminara whispered from where she sat. Reluctant to give up her spot but willing to extend an arm to the stranger, she waved him down. Ayano Kamal ud-Din’s head snapped down towards her, having entirely missed her at first. ‘The roots are sturdy and ancient; they’ll hold your weight.’

Legend had it the tree was older than Suthuras. It would hold two young Loghari.

‘Mercy,’ the Ramosani breathed, sliding down the edge of the perch. He sat with a boyish sensibility, crossing his legs as he blew out a relieved sigh. ‘The Hastria won’t leave me be. They were about to introduce me to the twelfth woman of impeccable breeding and very little substance. I was hoping to have a moment to enjoy the music.’

‘You’d think they threw you this party to sell you off like a fine horse, your holiness.’ Luminara chuckled, studying his profile out of the corner of her eyes. He had a noble, straight nose and a rounded mouth. ‘Is that what I should call you? I’ve never had to address a Ramosani before. I think in Fíorcre, it’s your majesty.’

His ears flushed crimson, face warming with embarrassment.

‘Rianthran,’ he said, his voice soft. The way he spoke his name felt different from the ponce of Hastria Muhsin’s pronouncement. Luminara repeated it back to him, rolling it around on her tongue, savouring the feel of it said in privacy. This wasn’t at all what Luminara had pictured when she’d thought of Nejla’s future husband. She always pictured someone far more rambunctious. A strapping man with the charisma to match her sister’s eternal sunshine. Nejla would need a firm, tempering force.

He was certainly not tall enough to meet Nejla’s preferred type. Not broad enough to carry her around like a sack of particularly attractive flour.

‘I am Rianthran before I am a Ramosani, especially to those who share their hiding spots with me. Ayano Kamal ud-Din Rianthran, if you please.’

‘It’s not my hiding spot to share, it’s Bialnutre’s. She provides for us all.’ Luminara nudged him gently with her shoulder, treating him as she would any other young man. ‘You’re handling all of those peacocks well enough, Rianthran. I don’t believe I could handle the attention showered upon you. A man stroked my hair earlier and I just about emptied the contents of my stomach onto his very handsome ensemble. Perhaps we should simply remain here for a little while and enjoy the music from afar – I find the atmosphere of a celebration worth the proximity, with a bit of distance.’

‘A genius notion,’ Rianthran remarked. ‘What is your name, lady? I have given you mine.’

‘I am no one.’ She kept her tone light. It was the silken armour she wore that empowered her enough to refuse his request for her name. Luminara would get in devastating trouble if the nobility realised that servantry had snuck into the royal affair, and to refuse a lord would mean more than a simple lashing. ‘Treat me as you would a beautiful spectre. Some fanciful creature who’ll vanish into the sunrise.’

His eyes glittered in the candlelight as he watched her. Luminara could feel it in the intensity of his gaze – he was trying to find his way beneath her visor, beneath the golden whorls and her mother’s silk. He looked down and caught a glimpse of the crimson lines that marked her left arm. There upon her fair skin lay an elaborate, delicate tattoo on the soft underside of her forearm that showed several phases of the moon wreathed by twilight flowers. The one that she had been born beneath was marked at the centre, a bountifully full red moon that encircled a young jackal.

Rianthran tilted his head. ‘You were born under my moon,’ he stated, glancing at his own arm. ‘The Jackal Moon. There were fewer than a dozen children born beneath that Blood Moon.’

Electing to remain mysterious, she remained silent. Rianthran spoke of the event so easily, as if it was not a black mark upon recent Loghari history. Days after a bloody moon rose in Loghar’s sky, Fíorcre’s knights descended upon Loghar to cull the children born beneath that crimson light. They targeted midwives and doctors, any whispers of childbirth, leaving bloody cradles and broken mothers in their wake. It was only by Zinat’s grace and shrewd intuition that Luminara was alive still.

‘So – you share my creation day,’ he continued, the realisation dawning upon him. He quieted for a moment, humming uncertainly. ‘Have you had some of the feast, at least? There are caramel concoctions from my kitchens that are delectable.’

She knew the pastries. She also knew if she were caught gorging herself on them, she’d be rapped over the knuckles so hard she wouldn’t be able to hold a teapot for a week.

‘I believe those were made just for you, were they not?’ Their arms were touching. He was warm against her, like a blazing hearth.

‘Nonsense, any of the nobility are welcome to the banquet. I may not be able to atone for a lifetime of ruined creation days, but you can enjoy the spoils of one – I will fetch them for you.’

Luminara did not respond. Ramosanis were meant to rule Loghar, wrought from utter iron. Warriors who battled against the impenetrable Fíorcren forces. They were not boys who fetched sweets for girls to apologise for things for which they weren’t responsible.

Seemingly emboldened by her befuddled silence, Rianthran thrust himself to his feet and went scrambling back up the fountain.

She blew out a long breath.

‘Your holiness!’ somebody called.

‘One moment!’ Rianthran’s voice returned, Luminara’s keen ears following its traversal across the chamber. ‘I wish to leave an offering for Bialnutre!’

A cheery flood of laughter rose from the rabble, the palace itself seemingly struck by an inebriated haze. Deftly, Luminara hopped back onto her feet and pulled herself up until she was peering through the roots at the party. Rianthran was trotting back already, cheeks warm and his eyes gleaming, holding a tray of piled pastries she would have died to gorge herself on as a child. He fled after he’d laid them down on a flat spot near the base of Bialnutre, winking at her as he went.

Luminara stood alone, staring at the spun caramel cloud on those gilded plates. When she was certain nobody was paying the plate any mind, she retrieved it and nestled back in within Bialnutre’s twisted roots.

What a peculiar thing.
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It was only when Nejla was tipsy on Loghari wine and Luminara’s belly was full of sugar that the sisters escaped the celebrations, Mridula a distant shadow following at their backs.

They found themselves in a wandering waltz through the palace, giggling as they went. They danced together into the servant’s quarters, intent upon continuing the party with a livelier crowd. Nejla’s other maids had fled with courtiers and companions, having been given the evening to breathe while the Ramosani’s creation day overtook Loghar.

Outside the kitchens, in the little labyrinth of courtyards that surrounded the palace, the servants partied in their own small way. They helped themselves to dishes of much cheaper fare than the exquisite sugar lingering on Luminara’s tongue. They stacked bottles of wine together to share among the many. Abd al-Latif swept Luminara into the revelry, a bottle in one hand, his other arm looped around her shoulders. She looked at him through the lovely haze and swell of confidence that came with a swig of summerwine, beaming broadly.

She reached out with her fair hand and ran a finger along his brow, swooping down to the tip of his nose as she let out a burbling laugh.

‘Happy creation day,’ he stammered, offering her the bottle. It was cheap wine that burnt her throat, washing away the luxury of hours past, but it was a gift shared between friends. There was a collective cheer from her compatriots. ‘You deserve a party as grand as his. There’s nothing that makes him any better than you.’

This crush Abd al-Latif had on her was likely a fleeting thing from a young man expected to marry above Luminara’s station. But he was perfectly tall and fun to play cards with. She seized him by the shoulders and pressed a full kiss to his mouth, dissolving into riotous laughter as they pulled away from one another. His face flushed. It was not Luminara’s first kiss, which had been lost in a round of Ifrini’s Dice to a cook several years her elder, but it was a happy one. An easy one.

She was content. What a peculiar thing.




CHAPTER FOUR

Rianthran awoke the morning after his creation day covered in a thick layer of sweat, the room shimmering with the heat of his dreams. He lay still for an eternity in the threatening, creeping dawn, uncertain of what could have frightened him enough to leave him in such a state.

The heat cooled as he lay there. His breathing settled and he sucked the heat back within his frame. The lantern light, which had burnt so brightly it had hurt his eyes upon waking, softened as he sat up. From his balcony, he could see the far reaches of northern Loghar – the desert lying in long, radiant planes as the sun rose and turned the sand molten. The celestial machinations always calmed him – but it also informed him, swiftly, that he had overslept.

He went to bathe.

His maid had drawn a bath for him while he slept, leaving his quarters now largely free of prying eyes. As he sunk into the bath, he drew its warmth back into himself until he floated in a bed of frosty water, which sharpened his mind into a workable state.

He had thought for an entire season that his creation day would have been a more private event, but the Hastria had decided the grand reveal necessitated something of a larger scale. They had surprised him with it mere hours before the event, when cajoling him into all of that formal wear.

He scrubbed himself until his skin was flushed with the force of the work and then wandered naked through his rooms, his chest aglow with the radiance of his Blessing. Despite bearing an internal Blessing, the magick that lay within him made itself known by shining through the bone and flesh that made Rianthran a man.

Dressing down, Rianthran picked loose-fitting clothing with little embroidery and an open chest. He had barely stepped into his trousers when Hastria Idris swung his chamber doors open.

‘You need to knock,’ Rianthran warned. He avoided the man’s stare as he fixed his trousers, glad at least that his maid Inaaya followed at Idris’s shoulder. The Ramosani and his maid shared a fleeting, exasperated glance.

‘My deepest apologies, lahlali. I have brought your morning meal – we were waiting some time for your awakening.’

There was a distant, quiet ringing in Rianthran’s ears, but he inclined his head to allow the man in. As if his opinion mattered.

Idris entered, a river of warm ochre linen, clearly unbothered by the ire in Rianthran’s features. From behind him came servants with bronze platters of food they deposited on the table, the same place where Rianthran had sat for meals since he was a boy, even though he preferred the balcony. It was only Hastria Prem who entertained such leisure. The other lords only dined with him to ply their agendas and their angles, in the hopes that Rianthran might lend them the weight of his favour.

Usually, the words swam around him like a school of fish parting in his wake, distant and fleeting and of no real importance.

That was how this meal continued. He allowed Idris to drone on, knowing his uncle would be placated by the morning’s end. Idris spoke of the party and how the palace folk had enjoyed the whole affair. How they would send gifts to show their appreciation, some of which would most certainly be split up among the Hastria before they made it to Rianthran. But the gifts were of no consequence to him; he’d told the Hastria all he wanted for his creation day were more books.

Once he got to the tail end of his meal, he allowed his eyes to wander from his uncle and his burnished silver skin.

‘What is going on in Qaryat?’ Rianthran asked when there was finally a lapse in Idris’s speech. The town’s name was featured on a map amid Idris’s papers; it was the southernmost settlement in Loghar. Rianthran knew his history. Qaryat was a region that had swapped wardenship several times in the last hundred years, far too close to Fíorcre to evade the hungry teeth of the empire. It had been where his predecessor had built a home.

A ghost of fear flew across Idris’s features, and Rianthran made a show of straightening his seat. He placed his spoon in a bowl of thick persimmon yoghurt. He waited. The two sat at an impasse before Idris sighed and reached for the map, carefully spreading it out on the table. It was a detailed record of Loghar’s south, which was divided by the Ienai Mountains, a range that crossed into Fíorcren land and made traversing the area incredibly tricky, if the books were to be believed.

There was a singular path marked in red ink that cut through an old stronghold in the mountains, one the previous Ramosani had built to stand watch over that distant corner of the earth.

From the back of his mind, Rianthran peeled away paintings of the mountain range and its seat of power mid-construction. When one spent the first twenty summers of their life trapped within a crystal tower, they spent a good deal of time reading anything they could get their hands on to make the world feel expansive.

‘Qaryat is having some trouble with the harvest. Far too many mouths to feed. We sent some local merchants to ferry food into the settlement but the local stronghold and its Fíorcren lady are making matters difficult.’ Idris tapped at a spot on the trade route. ‘It’s guarded by the daughter of Galahad the Great, Áine, and she has been unwilling to budge even an ounce upon passage.’

‘Galahad? It’s an ill omen, having the Prime Knight of Xanthos involved.’ Rianthran sighed. Galahad was not simply some errant Fíorcren lord who’d settled over Qaryat. As the leader of the Knights of the Blessing, he was a functional emperor in the eyes of the many.

Idris nodded. ‘And it does not matter to Áine that the castle she lives in was ours only thirty years ago. Fíorcre has claimed it as compensation for the suffering Faysal caused.’

Ayano Imtiyaz Faysal had been their last Ramosani, disdained by most for his collapse into madness. His name was rarely uttered within Silhuehta. ‘The Alahl was a fool,’ Rianthran remarked softly. ‘His folly continues to complicate things for us, even now.’

Faysal lay in the earth somewhere far from Suthuras’s walls but the people he’d crossed lived on, thorns in Loghar’s side nearly twenty years later. The Hastria never spoke of Faysal in any real way, invoking his name only as a way of trying to frighten Rianthran into place. Idris had a gentler temperament than most, which was the only reason Rianthran tolerated their lengthy meals together.

‘How long has this been going on?’ Rianthran asked, staring down at Qaryat.

‘The messenger only came last week.’ Idris reached out and squeezed Rianthran’s shoulder. ‘It will be handled, lahlali. There is nothing in this world that we cannot handle.’

‘Tell me if things get worse,’ he said, despising how young he sounded.

Idris tucked the paper away, ensuring it sat beneath the table with a tome of his work for the day. ‘Now, as for your first wife. There are some women you did not get the chance to meet last night. Did anyone you meet catch your eye?’ The question held that slanted, desperate tilt the Hastria had started to adopt where women were involved.

Rianthran plucked his spoon from where he’d abandoned it. He trawled through the evening for a name. ‘Ayana Qamar Nejla made good conversation.’

It was no secret Nejla was the preferred marital prospect among the palace servantry. Rianthran was not immune to the gossip; his ears pricked for any glimpse of the world outside of his shining chambers. The servants spoke frequently of how kind she was, how bright, how well she treated her flock of handmaids. They were better judges of character than he was. Inaaya always knew what to think of people when Rianthran found himself lost.

‘The Zamurradi heir?’ Idris asked, his tone distinctly ambivalent.

‘Yes. Qamar Dubhashi’s girl.’ The rift between the Loghari and Zamurradi ran deeper than Rianthran could comprehend. He had been raised by Inaaya, with her deep brown skin and sparkling eyes; he could not comprehend how one could look upon her and see anything but love. ‘She made good conversation.’

Rianthran supposed he could have liked Nejla, if he had been the sort who liked women. She had a warm, happy countenance and a politeness that had not been eagerness. Jovial and beautiful in the way paintings were – soft and round. He took several quick mouthfuls of yoghurt, swallowed, and then found himself admitting something foolish.

‘And there was another.’

Hope sparked in Idris’s grey eyes. How desperate the Hastria were to line him up with some Loghari girl they could ply their politics upon.

‘A woman,’ Rianthran continued reluctantly. ‘She didn’t give me her name. Fair-skinned and slim, wearing a facial covering. Loghari, by her tongue.’

It was a betrayal, somehow. He felt that in his chest.

‘I will look for her,’ Idris said, all shining teeth and fatherly pride. It only unsettled Rianthran further. ‘But you also liked Nejla?’

He had barely spoken to Nejla. But she was the correct choice in the eyes of the servantry and one of the Hastria he valued most. He had spent seasons weathering these womanly whispers that had slowly, gently, eased Nejla into the light of the royal eye.

Rianthran busied himself eating and refused to speak of betrothal for the rest of the morn.
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The construct flew at Rianthran, a blur of dark movement and a glinting blade.

He back-pedalled, heart drumming, hands clapping together as the thing teetered towards him. The air simmered with heat, shattering the cool veneer of the evening air. He planted a foot and thrust his hands forward and the flame that billowed forth was so immense that it vaporised the construct on impact. His chest filled with a burning wind that roiled at his sternum, his Blessing at work. There was a clatter as the blade dropped to the ground and another construct launched itself into his peripheral vision.

He reached for the shape of the flame in the air and swung it towards his new aggressor, but the inferno was less solid now, burning deep but not scorching through the form. He swore ineloquently.

‘More force!’ the command came.

Rianthran took a sharp breath and swung, allowing the first wave of fire to fall away as the second manifested. He closed his fist and the construct dissolved, layers of magick giving way beneath the brute force of the Vahmeon. The heat of Loghar’s phoenix was greater than any earthly flame.

‘Faster!’

Faster than Rianthran could flinch came a third attacker. This construct stunk of burning hair and thick, cloying honey. He stumbled, narrowly avoiding one blow to the side of the head and taking a second to the shoulder. It clawed at him, dropping its weight to try and drag him down to the floor. He swore even less eloquently – violently, in fact, and in several languages – recentering his stance before the thing could take his footing from him. He shoved his hand into the construct’s blank, useless face and found his panic freed his flame as efficiently as any rage might.

A wave of steam poured from him as he breathed. To touch magick so solid sent a violent wave of needles reverberating through the muscles in his forearm. A spark transformed into a tornado of flame that encircled him and wicked the construct from existence. He did not feel the warmth of his own flame upon his skin, instead bathed in ghostlight and a violent chill.

That was not the end. Hastria Zurik would not give up, and pain blossomed in Rianthran’s ribs as what might have been an arrow flew through the air and found purchase in his side. Rianthran’s eyes jerked towards the Hastria and found three arrows slowly forming in the air before him, honed upon their Ramosani.

They whistled as they were let loose, and he threw himself out of their way. Zurik’s assault never stood a chance, though, as a hard emerald disk swirled to life between them and blocked the arrows from finding their target.

‘That’s enough,’ came the sonorous call of Hastria Prem. He stood to the side of the ring, an elegant wand held aloft in one hand. The wood of the wand was so dark it was nigh onyx, a slender emerald wrapped at its end, glowing with its mage’s power. The tip of the wand twirled gently, mirroring the swirling energy of the shield that protected Rianthran. Prem smiled gently at him. ‘You are too harsh on him, Zurik. He does well even without a qualified tutor.’

Zurik made a disdainful noise, waving a hand as the magick of the arena dissipated and only the heat of the cast-off flame remained. Rianthran allowed the night air to reclaim that heat, uninterested in containing his warmth among the lords. That left only Prem with his Blessed circlet of magick casting a radiant light down upon his shoulders. Prem’s Blessing sat just beneath the skin: it was a thin golden band that wrapped around the entirety of his skull, disappearing beneath his dark hair. He looked almost kingly when cast against the opulent backdrop of Silhuehta’s crystal architecture.

Zurik turned to Prem. ‘Maybe if the Zamurrad hadn’t seceded to Fíorcre, we would have an academy to send our firelight to. Unfortunately, we are trapped working with the resources that we have.’

Rianthran stayed quiet, watching the familiar argument unfold. The two Hastria were of vastly different positions in life and disagreed on almost all things.

Prem’s jaw ticked. ‘You are a cruel little man, Zurik. How about you leave us young bucks to our business, now that your work here is done?’

They were far past thinly veiled malice now. The air simmered while Rianthran weighed up who would win if their magick came to blows. Zurik was a greying man, considered elite among the palace folk but lacking even a whisper of tenderness in his narrow frame. Ever imperious, Zurik glared at the younger Hastria.

Idris was presiding over the arrangement of Rianthran’s Ascension, Zurik his training and Prem his diplomacy, but the two magi brawled verbally for dominance where his Blessing was concerned.

‘Let’s just remember whose people have the majority vote when the important decisions are made, friend.’ Zurik swept out of the room, never bothering to glance back. In his wake, Prem’s smile was a tad strained, more akin to an animal baring its teeth than a man usually the picture of charm. Once Zurik had vanished, the youngest Zamurradi Hastria smoothed the anger from his features.

There was kindness in his eyes as Prem turned back to Rianthran, regarding him with a sympathetic smile. ‘They’ve finally bullied you into picking a woman, have they?’ Prem was draped in an iridescent shawl edged with golden fringe and it shifted between rainbow hues as he strode through the open courtyard. Prem was one of the few nobles of Loghar who didn’t cover himself in silver. The gold sung to the warmth of his skin. ‘I’ve told them they shouldn’t pressure you. You’ll come to these decisions in your own time, in your own way.’

Rianthran blew out a long, steaming sigh and broke away to the side of the chamber. He shucked off his clothing as he went, heading for the pool that ran along the perimeter of his private courtyard. Rather than talk more about a wife who would be sentenced to this poor life with him, he climbed in among the waterlilies and vibrantly coloured fish.

He was determined to be rid of this sweat, to be rid of the way Prem watched him keenly as he holstered his wand. The arcane focuses that Zurik and Prem wielded were a mystery to Rianthran. Prem had once promised that if Rianthran ever showed an inclination towards proper magickal training, he would allow him to play with his wand. Being foolishly young at the time, Rianthran had not quite registered that it was not a euphemism. Rianthran dove into the pool and lingered within that underwater world, savouring the quiet before his lung capacity forced him to resurface.

‘I wanted Idris off my back,’ Rianthran admitted. Slowly, he shifted onto his back to float idly as he spoke. ‘He was so overjoyed to simply have a name. Just a name. You would have thought I’d told him I had an heir on the way.’

Prem sat at the lip of the pool, feet folded beneath him. He hummed as Rianthran spoke, his Blessing aglow as he cast his magick through the pool. The water took up a luminous sheen as Rianthran floated, gentle tendrils of magick helping him remain aloft.

‘Nejla’s a good choice, Rian. She’s sweet but sharper than anyone ever thinks her. She’ll make the effort to understand you rather than just going for blind appeal.’ Prem paused to swirl a hand in the water, sending sparkling lights through it with a flick of his wrist. ‘Who is this stranger you’ve named alongside our Nejla, though? Certainly not one of the concubines who floated around your birthday celebrations so hopefully.’

‘Just someone I had an interesting conversation with.’ Rianthran picked a spot on the domed roof of the courtyard and stuck his eyes there, on an elaborate carving of a winged whale. It mirrored a carving of the Vahmeon, a phoenix with its wings spread wide, in a repeating pattern along the architecture. He already regretted telling Idris anything and thrusting the Hastria onto that poor woman who would have rather remained a mystery. ‘I don’t even know why I mentioned it. Nejla is the obvious choice. Of course.’

He had an inclination towards pleasing Prem. It was something he’d always wanted to do.

‘Of course.’ The words held a self-satisfied note that chafed against Rianthran’s temper. ‘And once this is all through and sorted, we can look at arranging your Ascension.’

The ritual of Ascension was preferable fare to women, which said a lot considering it involved the remains of the dead. Rianthran plunged back beneath the water and pushed away from the wall, deciding he would much rather be lost in the prisms of the patterned tiles than contemplating what destiny lay ahead of him.



CHAPTER FIVE

If Nejla were given the opportunity to remake the world, there would be manifest differences compared to the one she lived in.

She’d plotted out many changes as she’d matured, not all of which people would have expected. She would not have deigned to give herself a Blessing, which was the first change most of her nonmagickal friends would have made. She would have built herself a husband with joy in his bones and a tender heart, and she would have given him the longing for a great family and the will to practise plenty. Nejla would carry all of her babes, of course. And he would have a brother who’d marry Luminara. That would make them true sisters in Loghari eyes.

She would have given her husband a love of Mridula, too. She could not fathom a life without her sleeping companion, so she would have made the days lazy and long so she could lounge with Mridula for endless, golden mornings.

After that, she’d wipe Fíorcre from the map. She would find noble leaders among the colonies, people who truly believed in working towards a proper peace. In no world would it have been an easy task, but in her daydreams she took to it with care, reinstating her ancestral home to its former glory and herding her people back within its borders. She would have ensured that the Knights of the Blessing never took up blades again.

After that work, she’d take a deft hand to Loghar. It was never that easy, though. If Nejla had been able to will the world right, things would have been straightened by her sixteenth creation day.

She was now nearing twenty-three and the world was just as broken as when she’d come into it.

Rianthran, in the end, had been not at all like the husband Nejla would have constructed for herself. She suspected, however, that she could make things work. The softly spoken young man with his gentle manner … She pondered his face as she dressed, her maids curating their morning meal on the sun-soaked balcony her father’s money had afforded them. Her quarters sat in the prime position around Silhuehta’s water gardens, somewhere that would remain cool in the daylight hours and catch a breeze when it needed to. Qamar Dubhashi would not have one of his children living in anything less than opulence. He had ensured this luxury for Nejla and was content to leave her in it, far from home.

It was over a crisp cup of orange tea that the knock came. Her handmaids flew to the door in a flurry, each wanting to be the first to pull it open. Only Mridula did not budge from her place at Nejla’s side, buried within the poetry book that Mennatullah had sworn was a lyrical symphonic.

Her maids were hoping for the Ramosani but received a man of a different position.

Hastria Prem was not a distasteful looking man. There was certainly a lifetime in which they could have been married, had it not been for Prem’s proclivities. He had a strong set to his shoulders and an honest, open face; his dark facial hair was well-manicured and shaped flatteringly. He was a charismatic, unapologetic representation of their Zamurradi ancestors, though he wrapped his hair in the daylight hours like a follower of the Vahmeon.

He was flanked by two of his three wives, Varsha and Jayanthi, with his three-year-old child in tow. They wore robes of indigo and emerald green, presenting united in a flood of colour. The handmaids burst into delighted greetings as the Hastria’s family swept into Nejla’s quarters. Another child, a young boy of six, followed quietly behind his boisterous parents.

‘My apologies that Priti could not make it. The babe is growing quite the burden for her to carry – she is spending the day being pampered by our midwives.’ Three wives, three children, each three winters apart. Priti was Prem’s youngest and most delicate wife, who’d be having her babe entirely too soon for Nejla’s comfort. So many children popping into existence and she was yet to have a single one.

‘Has there been news?’

‘Of what?’ Prem teased. ‘Of if they’ve found Faysal’s tomb? Or if Fíorcre has finally come to their senses and thrown down their arms? Maybe the city Xanthos, that great stone horse, has finally come to life and is galloping towards Suthuras at this moment?’

He patted his son’s shoulder and ushered him out onto the balcony. While he spoke, he took his toddler from Jayanthi and passed the boy to Mennatullah. Varsha took the hands of two of Nejla’s maids and they went after Prem’s oldest son. It would not take them long to flee into the water gardens, the square magickally chilled by wards that had been lowed into the foundations of Silhuehta. Nejla crossed to where Prem stood, taking both of his hands in hers.

‘I’m sorry,’ Nejla said with a dramatic swoon. ‘My lovely, darling companion. Sweet friend of mine. Most resplendent of the Hastria, truly the most exquisite mage to ever walk—’

‘Okay, okay, stop.’ Prem interrupted, his voice lilting with laughter. ‘You have made your point, beautiful Nejla. There has been some news. Rian has stated his favour of two women in his morning talks with Idris.’

He crossed to sit at the table where they’d just taken their morning meal. Mridula silently placed her poetry book down and picked up the titanic teapot the tea girls had brought with breakfast, taking great care as she poured Prem a cup. He muttered his thanks as he settled, rarely willing to take a drink he had not watched being made.

It did not help that Hastria Kamal ud-Din had passed to poisoned tea before he’d had the chance to raise his fiery son. From all that Nejla had heard, they were better off without Kamal ud-Din’s influence.

Prem hummed and his eyes glimmered with the glow of the arcane as he cast a spell she could not place, his tea shifting hues before their eyes. When it had finally shifted to a vibrant blue, he took a long sip.

‘You, Nejla Dubhashi, and a woman with no name. One in fine blue silks, with a golden facial covering. Idris is asking that the other Hastria find her.’

Nejla sucked in a deep breath and found herself sitting once more, a hand pressed to her cheek. ‘Luminara.’ Nejla’s mind reeled. ‘She’s named Luminara. Did you give him her name?’

He took another moment to sip his tea. Each sip was carefully chosen, to allow them a moment to process.

In all of her planning, Nejla had never thought she would be competing with Luminara. Never Lumi. Effervescent, ethereal Lumi. There was no competing with that.

‘I will do so if the others prove incompetent in locating her. Idris wasn’t thrilled by the thought of a Zamurradi woman being the first to bed the Ramosani, but I think when they discover Luminara’s servantry they’ll find themselves middling. I came to you first to at least give you the day.’ Prem seemed unfazed by this development, with his endless patience. He remained level and cheery at all costs. ‘This is not the end of the world, Nejla. He doesn’t even know he’s asking for a servant yet.’

Luminara’s status could save them. The Hastria would never allow a servant to marry the Ramosani, though if this was orchestrated carefully, they might be able to position her as a concubine. Nejla’s mind whirled.

For the sake of the Zamurradi, Nejla needed the role as Ramosana. She needed that crown. Luminara did not.

‘You haven’t seen it, Prem. You don’t know what it’s like being around Luminara. Orotho has to keep her sequestered in the kitchens because people trip over themselves when they see her. Half of the unmarried noblemen in these walls would pay handsomely to have her company, and she’s utterly oblivious to their attentions.’ She looked down at her teacup and longed for something far more potent. ‘It’s unnatural. The Loghari are a cloistered, nervous people and they should be warier of her. It’s common knowledge among the servantry that her mother bedded a Fíorcren knight, quite proudly, and yet Luminara faces little opposition from the world. She could have anyone.’

It had taken time, but Nejla, as she’d grown, had become acutely aware of the peculiar draw that surrounded her sister. A magnetism, a sparkle. Luminara had never exhibited an attraction towards the feminine sex, and so Nejla had been exempt from that draw, but it was a bizarre anomaly within Luminara’s continued existence. It was not born from any Blessing or needled bit of magick. It was just Lumi.

‘You shine no less than she does. You’re a woman of good Zamurradi breeding, your father is one of the richest men in this country, and though you lack a Blessing you certainly carry magickal blood within your veins. There is no reason for our little Rian to pick a servant girl over you for the crown.’ Prem reached out and clasped her hands in his. ‘Even a pretty servant girl would be at a loss if left to compete with your radiance.’

Prem’s departure was swift, but he left his wives and children to busy Nejla’s handmaids. She sat for a while at the table with Mridula, turning over the information Prem had laid within her mind. She needed to start plucking at the threads of destiny. The youngest and least powerful daughter of a dynasty of seamstresses and silk merchants, she was familiar with unpicking seams to make finery fit better.

‘If the others ask, I am going to fetch cakes from Orotho,’ she told Mridula, who nodded and said nothing.

Nejla set off into the halls of Silhuehta without a maid or errant ear to listen in on her. She found Luminara without any trouble. Once her sister’s early service had passed in the kitchens and the day eased into a blazing afternoon, Luminara often retired in the network of shaded courtyards to spend several hours alone. Today she sat tucked into a cushioned alcove crowned by a narrow sapling that grew from the earth beside her. She was basking in the shade, fingers strumming idly through a stream of sunbeams.

Oh, Lumi. Achingly beautiful Lumi. It was no wonder she had somehow caught the Ramosani’s eye. Had he seen her flitting through the crowd and grown enamoured at first glance?

Perhaps the boy wasn’t so stable. Perhaps he was simply shallow.

Oh, let him not be shallow.

‘Lumi,’ Nejla called, making her voice light. ‘Where have you been? I thought we’d have sweets together, but everyone said that you were indisposed.’

It was an entirely too easy lie. Luminara smiled apologetically and unfolded from her refuge.

‘I have been hiding from the others,’ she confessed. As she shifted, she ran a fingertip in circles on her wrist at the base of her lunar mark. Nejla had never understood why Luminara’s mother had picked such a prominent placement. After Nejla’s first blood, her father had allowed to pick her own placement, and she had tucked her waning moon into the curve of her back. Being born beneath the Hopping Mouse Moon was not something Nejla considered glamorous. ‘I couldn’t handle the noise today.’

‘I have news from the celebration.’ Nejla tamped down on the adversarial spike in her gut. ‘The Ramosani named his favoured choices from the women he met on his day of creation. I was among the list, of course, but so was another. A beautiful woman with a facial covering who nobody seems capable of naming.’

A distinctly awkward silence stretched between the two sisters as Luminara sat, lips parted in surprise. Nejla probed further only when she grew quite certain that Luminara wasn’t going to speak first. ‘You spoke to him?’

‘Only briefly. We were by Bialnutre,’ Luminara admitted, though she did take her sweet time. ‘He was just taking a moment away from the party. He wanted to catch a breath, Nejla, we only talked for a moment. I didn’t think anything of it.’

With each word that Luminara carefully picked, Nejla was struck by the impression that she was lying. They had shared too many secrets throughout the years for Nejla not to be able to place a half-truth falling from Luminara’s lips.

It was Luminara who scrambled across the courtyard, to close the space between them.

‘You didn’t mention it,’ Nejla stated. ‘I thought you’d mention it if you crossed paths with him.’

‘Oh, no, Nejla, I wouldn’t – the palace would eat me alive if I were even considered for a noble betrothal. I don’t want to be a concubine or a wife, certainly not a Ramosana. I don’t want to be involved in any of that royal nonsense.’

Nejla’s face warmed, growing flushed as she was suddenly swamped with embarrassment. ‘Nonsense? You know what this means to me.’ Her voice felt thick in her throat as she tried to draw away from Luminara. ‘If I don’t succeed, there’s no place for me back with my father. Most of the other women hoping for his hand are noble girls who will simply retreat to their loving families. Marrying the Ramosani is my only option.’

‘I know, Nejla, I know.’ Luminara pulled her into a crushing hug, refusing to allow her to flee from the conversation. ‘He just seemed anxious about the whole event. I thought he looked as if he needed a friend – and that our new Ramosani probably shouldn’t be left emptying his stomach alone in the roots of Bialnutre.’

Tears of frustration pricked to life in Nejla’s eyes. She hugged Luminara back but it was a weak thing, less loving than she’d hoped.

‘I could help you,’ Luminara said after a great pause. ‘Even if he wants me, which he might, I don’t want to be the Ramosana. You’re the only choice for it. I can tell him that, if he asks.’

‘You would do that?’

Luminara nodded. They were on the same page. Relief flooded Nejla so thoroughly she found herself sobbing, shoulders shaking within Luminara’s arms.

‘Nejla.’ Luminara stroked her hair. ‘I would do anything for you.’




CHAPTER SIX

Brewing their morning tea was a sacred ritual for the tea girls of Silhuehta.

The tea girls were part of an ancient tradition. Most were masters of their small craft, taught to brew the finest teas in all of Loghar. Some were plucked from the streets, urchins with pretty hands and an elegant walk; others were generational, the art passed down from mother to daughter. A number of the tea girls made bedfellows of noble men or their guards, ending up married or a spoilt mistress – they transformed themselves into pretty treasures, more jewel than woman.

Girls was not exactly a misnomer. The tea girls were among the unmarried servantry of Silhuehta, deemed beautiful enough to serve as showpieces of Loghari breeding. Other criterion decided their position, but they were more obscure. The girls had to be thick-skinned but quick to learn, as well as the sort who would not find themselves underfoot of the nobility. They also had to be capable of making an excellent pot of tea.

Luminara had learnt this all from her mother. Brewing tea had been Zinat’s most meditative service, and they had spent many a morning curled up on the stools together, heads lolling as the water boiled. There was something incredibly calming about beginning her day among the sisterhood she’d grown up within. So many of them had been children together, pottering after their mothers’ skirts.

‘Girl!’ Orotho’s brusque voice cut through Luminara’s bleary-eyed haze as he strode into the kitchens, flanked by two Hastria.

Luminara swallowed. She shifted her pot from the large ring of flame it had been sitting on. She locked eyes with Orotho first, seeing a mild alarm in his heavy features. There was not enough fear within his dark eyes to frighten Luminara into thinking their ruse had been discovered.

‘This is the girl?’ Hastria Idris was decidedly more harried than usual, shifting his weight uncertainly as he glanced between them. He had been one of the men who Zinat had served each dawn and Luminara had grown accustomed to his moods – but what lay before her unsettled her, left her gaze shifting around the room to identify the threat at hand.

Hastria Zurik stood at Orotho’s other shoulder, a twisted tree that should have died seasons ago. A long time ago, something had turned Zurik bitter and now those who stood beneath his branches paid for that ancient slight.

It was one of Loghar’s greatest jokes that Zurik had been born with a Blessed heart, the mark of a true magi.

He glided into her chamber alongside Idris, staring at her with his sea-glass eyes, picking her apart. Her faded sleepclothes, the bare stretch of skin along her collarbone. Having been born to a Zamurradi mother, Luminara had never adopted the Loghari veiling favoured by the followers of the Vahmeon. It meant that she was labelled as prideful and troublesome and never truly Loghari, but the Vahmeon had never done anything for Luminara.

‘This is her,’ Orotho said gruffly, his eyes never leaving Luminara. She straightened and tucked her hands neatly into the small of her back.

‘Why do you wear that covering, girl?’ Zurik asked, scathing. He was staring at her headdress, the gilded whorls of metal that hid her eyes from view.

Luminara shifted on her bare feet. Although veiling was common among the devotees of the Vahmeon, her visor hid nothing of her river of hair, crowning her head in a swirl of pale silk and hard metal. The style had been in fashion in her mother’s youth but an oddity in Luminara’s time.

‘When I was a babe, my left eye was disfigured by a midwife who botched my delivery. The covering was my mother’s solution to ensure my position as a ward of Silhuehta, as there was nothing the healers could do for me by the time I was taken to them.’ She explained it matter-of-factly, studying Zurik for any glimmer of disbelief or recognition. ‘I can see through it without issue. My mother saved for one made by a Blessed craftsman, thinking it would refine my appearance so that my disfigurement would not offend the honourable uncles within Silhuehta.’

‘Your mother served the palace?’ Idris interjected, brow furrowed.

‘She did, before she passed. I am Ayana Zinat.’ As Zinat’s name left Luminara’s mouth, she watched the Hastria. Zurik’s composed mask remained carefully intact. If she looked too closely at him, Luminara imagined she might see the seam of it running along the edge of his sun-scorched features.

‘Well, you’ll have to do,’ Zurik concluded. ‘The boy will throw a tantrum if we do not at least make the effort of bringing you to him. The Ramosani has requested your presence, girl.’

There was a peculiar fluttering beneath her sternum – some form of loose butterfly, unwound by a plucked nerve. It was a feeling she was not at all familiar with.

‘Bring your tea,’ Orotho commanded. ‘And your sense.’ She had never been good at the latter.
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The bobcat who goes unseen catches all the prey and avoids being skinned by the local hunters. Walk silently, little bobcat, and avoid the ire of spiders.

There was a certain safety in going unseen. It was a tenet of Luminara’s upbringing, and she knew in her gut, as she followed the two Hastria into the Ramosani’s hallowed halls, that she had made some awful mistake. This was a place where prophecy stalked those who slept and served, desperate to claim another life.

She did not know how much she believed in all their talk of prophecy. It seemed like noble hogwash to her, the thought that the gods’ chosen few got their pick of the world. No – people had full control over the paths their lives took. She’d seen no proof that deities had any sway in mortal matters.

Zinat had walked these halls for two decades. She had been a slight woman, smaller than everyone she’d stood beside. She had been almost a myth within the palace walls, a true fixture of Silhuehta known to have a tea brew for every ailment. She had helped birth a dozen children, mended hundreds of small wounds for those who hadn’t been able to afford a proper doctor.

She had only been near mythic, though, adjacent to the prophecies and tales spun by the rich. The shadow at the shoulder of great men. She died unceremoniously and left Luminara in her wake – an echo of her mother with little more than a drop of her magick, told to walk unseen but not nearly as talented at it. Ayana Zinat was no witch, no medicine woman or healer.

Here they were, at grand gilded doors with a stranger awaiting them. Two Hastria, a Zamurradi maid she did not recognise, and herself, the lowest of tea servants. What an oddity it was to be dragged into the light despite how concertedly she’d tried to settle into obscurity. She shifted her hands beneath her teapot, finding her balance once more.

‘You will not address the Ramosani as anything other than his title or Ayano Kamal ud-Din. You will be respectful. You will not touch the boy without our express approval.’ Zurik’s tone was decidedly terse. Luminara pressed her lips together, trying to avoid a sudden and intrusive fantasy of his holiness crushed into an alcove with her, their skin hot as they pressed against one another. ‘You will tell us everything of the conversation when it is finished. Do you understand?’

The Zamurradi woman standing to the side of the Hastria was older than Luminara but still had a ten-fold moon on Zurik. Her features were lined with age and her silvering hair was braided simply. Not a tea girl, she was instead wearing plain linens.

The nursemaid, Luminara thought. He has a nursemaid. Someone who raised him.

He had a mother. Someone to keep the boy company in his ivory tower. The Zamurradi nursemaid said nothing, only watching Luminara with her deer’s stare – flighty and suspicious but wise from an eternity of hard exchanges in the palace wilderness. She was trying to peer beneath the headdress as well, trying to crack Luminara’s shell apart and rifle through the contents.

‘Firelight,’ Zurik called, tapping on the door. He said nothing more before he pushed the door open, ushering her inside with a roll of his eyes. Luminara sidled into the chamber, jumping as the door was shut sharply behind her.

These rooms were so close to the sky that as she turned her eyes on them, Luminara thought the clouds themselves had poured in through the open balconies. Her mind stumbled as she beheld the spinning firmament with its sprawling pale brushstrokes, an eternally shifting canvas stretched out over the world. The city of Suthuras fell away to Loghar and its endless plains, from the sands to the distant mountain peaks. There was the faint whistle of bird call far above her head. Enraptured, Luminara placed the teapot aside.

‘Ah – it’s you,’ a stilted voice brought Luminara out of oblivion. She turned and found Rianthran sitting outside on the balcony, a platter of fruit and a chaotic array of leather books set before him. He was regarding her as if she was a qilin that had spontaneously dropped out of the sky, his eyes wide. ‘The ghost!’

A huge hound sat at Rianthran’s feet, whose limbs looked entirely too long for its form. A small horse covered in fine cream-coloured fur. Its honey-gold eyes were fixed on her as its head rested upon its paws, tail thumping. She glanced between the beast and Rianthran, who gave her a gentle smile.

‘This is Fidda,’ he said. ‘She’s friendly. Fidda, greet.’

Fidda hopped up and trotted to Luminara. She dropped to her knees before the hound, ruffling her silky fur with both hands.

‘I apologise for summoning you in such a manner.’ He closed the book that sat open before him. ‘I didn’t ask for this, really.’

A laugh burbled up from within her, a broken river she’d been struggling to dam since the absurdity of this procession began. ‘You’re okay. I – I imagine you can summon whoever you please, your holiness.’ Rianthran’s ears glowed. It was that instance of embarrassment that eased some of Luminara’s uncertainty, eroding the panic building within her. This was manageable. This bright-eyed boy who felt embarrassment, who wanted her attention so badly he’d sent his uncles to fetch her. ‘This isn’t how I’d expect to be courted, but there’s certain chivalry to it, even if it is a little clumsy.’ She could take the concept of a Ramosani and collapse it into a more mortal box – a feat that was not difficult when he was staring at her like that. ‘I thought we had agreed I was to be a ghost to you. Is this what you want, your holiness? To be haunted?’

‘There are far worse things that could haunt a man.’

A long quiet stretched out between them, comfortable and easy. Luminara slowly closed the distance between them with Fidda clinging to her legs. She studied the books piled before him. They were fine tomes, written in what she believed to be many different languages. She could discern the distinctive slant of Loghari letters, but the words shifted beneath her eyes as she tried to discern some semblance of meaning. That particular skill continued to escape her.

‘I’ve never had a tea girl. I never particularly liked the idea of someone lingering over my shoulder … but exceptions could be made for someone with special charm. Are you in the service of anyone within this palace?’

‘Only Orotho.’ Orotho had kept her out of the pool of the permanently stationed tea girls, shuffling her away from the Hastria and nobility when they came looking for a new ornament. ‘If you would like me to serve you, you would have to share me with him. I am the closest thing he has to family.’

Letting Rianthran chew over that, she allowed her gaze to wander around his rooms. His chambers looked as if they split apart, three sets of rooms joined by a central living area. She wondered idly who the adjoining quarters were meant for; one for the prospective Ramosana, surely, but the other?

For me. Since making her promise to Nejla, a possible arrangement had begun to form in the back of her mind, which Luminara struggled to make sense of. She was not aware she had that much ambition hidden within her.

‘I would have you,’ Rianthran said finally, rising to his feet. ‘I won’t ask much of you. You can bring the tea, if you wish, but I would have you. I would like to speak with you. If we spend the time together and find companionship disagreeable, we can part ways and I will not be sore or hurt in any way. You can go back to the kitchens and I will go back to Inaaya’s fussing.’

Stripped of his finery, the young man beneath the silver was a more relaxed sort. She was treated to the lean planes of his chest, exposed by his open tunic. Had it been any other man standing before her in such a state, desire in his eyes, she would have been possessed to touch him.

‘I would not be opposed to the thought of being had, though I might think to ask something of you for it.’ She hesitated to establish a transactional nature to his offer, but to his credit, Rianthran did not flinch. He approached her gradually, entering the quarters until they were in arm’s reach of one another. He reached a hand towards her, but it was only when she gave him a gentle smile that he twisted a lock of her hair between his fingers, so delicately it made her face warm.

‘Name it,’ he said. ‘Consider whatever it is a gift from me. I don’t often make new friends to gift things to.’

‘Is that what we’re to be? Friends?’ The thought amused Luminara. ‘You may not be so forthright when you hear my request. All of Suthuras awaits your choice of Ramosana, and though I have no ambitions towards the position myself, a close friend of mine is among the hopefuls. Ayana Qamar Nejla.’

His eyes were fixed on the dark strand of her hair that he still held, a stolen moment they were not meant to have.

The Ramosani was the avatar of the Vahmeon. Chosen by their founding fiery god, his position was that of the noble warrior. He fought every adversary who brought their blade to Loghari land. The Ramosana was a ruler meant for the people, the matriarch of all children born with Loghari starlight in their blood. Nejla would be good at that. She could care for the many.

‘I cannot promise that she will be chosen,’ he admitted. ‘In truth, I have little interest in picking my prospective Ramosana at all. I am not looking for needless pleasure with a woman I do not know, and I am not particularly fond of the thought of having children at a young age. I can promise that we can talk about it, though. I can show her an appreciation the other hopefuls have not been afforded.’

That was all Luminara needed. Nejla would do the rest of the work. She was certain that, given the opportunity, Rianthran would be so dazzled by Nejla he would make her Ramosana on her own merit.

He reached up and skimmed a thumb over the edge of her cheekbone, drawing her from her thoughts. The smile he gave her was a warm, gracious, honest thing.

They stood so close to one another that the thread of destiny running between them was barely visible.

‘Well,’ Luminara said. ‘I suppose I ought to figure out how you prefer your tea.’



CHAPTER SEVEN

Prophecies bred death.

That was always the way of it. Seers shared some vague, far-reaching tale of villainy and heroism and people began to die, blood blooming across the land. Wirru had never blamed the Seers, children born with Blessed eyes who were simply speaking the words their magick gave them. They had little say in the way their poetry was interpreted by glory-chasers who imagined themselves on the winning end of destiny.

Wirru had always been a child of prophecy. His fate floated between the lines of the oldest of illuminated manuscripts. He worked through each turn of the wheel, levelling the existential stage as he went. Righting the wrongs of the world.

He was not sure when it had started, but another turn had begun, the wheel of prophecy rattling to life in its rickety, rotten frame. The others had begun silent and swift, without warning. This time it groaned to life, and he had not expected it. Here he stood again, thunder in his chest, sensing the approach of the celestial. A boy was born under a bloody moon in Loghar, and that boy had grown into a young man, one who had to die before he turned his fiery god out upon the world. Wirru did not know if he could kill him as swiftly as he wished, but the thought lingered like a dark cloud. Better a cradle soiled with blood than a country scorched to ash.

Dawn had not yet broken on Suthuras when Wirru slipped away from Jivin, leaving under only Medea’s disinterested gaze. The orc knew there was work to be done and that it had to be Wirru to do it.

The city’s labyrinthine paths carried the knight to Silhuehta, unable to hide the palace from him despite its best efforts. He found the ringed wall at the city’s centre, an ancient acquaintance, and followed it until he approached a narrow break in the structure.

At the gates, the tired guards lent him a decidedly unfriendly look. ‘Who goes there?’

Wirru smiled, his teeth sharp and many in the pre-dawn shade. ‘Ayano Gamil Abd al-Latif.’

He spoke the words and made them true. The guards peered at him, befuddled by his silvering blond hair and his green eyes. Abd al-Latif was the red-cheeked son of a guard who wore his dark hair cropped short, his curls tickling his ears. In his marrow, Wirru was not Abd al-Latif, but it did not matter. A few magick words muttered beneath his breath, power drawn from the well that lay beating in the heart of this land, and he was cloaked in it. To him, nothing changed. He was the same fair-skinned man, broad-shouldered and wrought with the aches of a lifetime of war.

One of the guards spoke first. ‘I didn’t know you were out! Went for a morning trot?’

‘It’s the best way to rouse the mind,’ Wirru responded amicably. ‘My condolences to those of you on this shift – rising at dusk must mean you often miss the morning meal. I’ll bring you back something.’

There was a peculiarity in taking someone else’s shape. No matter how carefully he watched a person before asking their name, Wirru would never be able to pin down the intricacies of their character. If he spoke too much, it often gave the game away – so he kept his head down and his words few, simply waiting for the guards to allow him through. He passed through the gate without either guard voicing a single worried word.

Silhuehta had not changed much since his last foray within its walls. That was the nature of ancestral, sacred buildings. They rarely evolved, their residents the only changing fixtures as the wheel turned. Wirru wandered through the languid halls, passing under the watchful gazes of those who saw nothing; they saw only Abd al-Latif, who had every right to walk among them.

It was not long before he found the grand chamber where the troupe had spent the evening on the Ramosani’s day of creation. It had been many days since the celebration, nearly an entire turn of the moon, but Wirru had known this palace for far longer than that boy had been alive – he would not easily lose his way. At the back of the open chamber was the silver mammoth Loghar had named Bialnutre, the Starlight Tree. Wirru wandered beneath its shining branches to the base of the tree. It had been nearly a century since he had last seen the tree, somewhere far from these opulent walls; even the deserts had their secrets. Amid the thick knit of the tree’s great roots, Wirru placed a calloused hand on the trunk, humming gently.

A child of the forest, it opened to him.

There was a child. He saw it through the tree, crystalline and perfect: a child hidden behind a sheath of silver leaves. The tree sang, ringing in his fingertips, yet as Bialnutre turned to focus on the image, it drew away from him. It was a protective manoeuvre he could not fault it for; time made strangers of the closest of friends.

‘Even here, you persist?’ Wirru asked the tree fondly, skimming his hand along it. The bark, if harvested, would make the finest armour, but the trunk was unmarked by a blade. That was a good sign. ‘Stay safe, friend.’

He moved on. As he passed through a kitchen, Wirru took a platter of grapes from a titanic counter and continued on, never pausing long enough to allow someone to make small talk or reprimand him – Abd al-Latif – for moving needlessly. He was nothing but another shapeless servant among the rabble. He made his way through the palace with his destination held at the front of his mind.

It did not take him long to find his intended spot amid the opulent maze. Wirru broke through a sunlit hallway and found himself in a broad circular chamber. There were no doors at the entryway anymore; they had all been removed at the hinges.

Wirru saw the ghost of what once was in the architecture, though the sitting room had been transformed into a garden chamber. Planters lined the walls, a cascade of budding flowers pouring from the hollows in the walls where weapons had once been mounted. There had been a truly concerted effort to erase Faysal’s presence, the lines carved where he once walked; a man rendered dead by Wirru’s own blade twenty-three years ago.

A tiny, grey-skinned woman was tidying a vase of crimson flowers and watching Wirru as he lingered in the wreckages of an old life, wearing the face of another. She had a clay watering pot hooked over one wrist and was staring entirely too intently at Wirru for his liking. Servants had often proven, in Wirru’s experience, to be far more observant than nobility.

‘Are those for the Ramosani?’ the woman asked. ‘Did Nadiyya truly want to avoid her service so thoroughly?’

Wirru made the effort to look mildly embarrassed, bowing his head with a chuckle.

‘She seemed exhausted. I was doing her a favour, but it seems I’ve gone astray.’ He did not know what Abd al-Latif would say to this woman who seemed to know him in some peripheral manner. These were some of the hardest people to fool.

‘She flirts with you boys plenty to avoid having to walk where the Hastria tread,’ the gardener said with a wave of her hand. Her fingertips appeared to have been dipped in scarlet ink. ‘Not your fault, though next time I would have you refuse her. You want to go upstairs; you’re in the right part of the castle, simply too low. Climb the stairwell at the back wall until you can go no further. You’ll know you’ve struck the right rooms when there are more guards than one man should ever need. Give the tray to Inaaya; Inaaya will give it to his holiness.’

Wirru muttered his awkward thanks in Loghari and turned on his heel, intent upon being out of the woman’s sight. He climbed the stairwell, unbothered by anyone he crossed paths with. When he had no more stairs to climb, he turned and found himself in a set of broad hallways manned by lingering eyes. When he sensed that their heads were turned, Wirru passed straight across the hallway and through one of the open doors that lined these halls to promote airflow within the palace walls.

The internal anatomy of Bialnutre’s chamber was peppered with balconies that marked the quarters of the richest, most highly regarded palace folk. Largely married men and their wives. Many of the Hastria’s traditional quarters overlooked Bialnutre, the men set on stationing themselves amid the stars. The interloper found easy tread as he jumped to a lower pergola, platter balanced in one hand as he climbed onto the bridging balconies that lead to the royal quarters.

It was almost laughably easy to identify the Ramosani’s rooms; his balconies were the largest by far. And with a talented hand, they were easy to scale.

Landing lightly on the balcony, Wirru turned inwards to the linen drapes and the living quarters contained within, his grey eyes narrowing as he studied the space. The place was so light; the air swum with a green breeze that had travelled far from Fíorcre’s distant border, setting Wirru’s skin tingling. His gaze landed upon an array of disorganised papers and several maps of Fíorcre.


The tradition of entombment in Fíorcre is an ancient and longstanding practice. When a Blessed person passes, their presence often persists in a spectral form for a time span that can stretch from several years to decades depending upon the strength of their magick. To both appease the dead and ensure their generational magick is assured, the Fíorcren empire began building tombs of varying sizes for the deceased.

This practice devolved into a tactic of war when the Knights of the Blessing decided they would attempt to delay the plans of their Loghari neighbours by stealing the Ramosani’s corpse and entombing it under another person’s name. It exacerbated tensions between both countries, as it has forced Loghar’s Hastria to sully burial sites time and time again to achieve the new Ramosani’s Ascension.

The Ascension ritual, requiring the remains of the dead ruler, has been the key to establishing Loghar’s leader and his profound magick for several centuries. Many of the noble families in Loghar and its Zamurrad colony rely on the generational magick that is carried through the ritual, whereas Fíorcre has always considered it forbidden.



Wirru continued to scan the desk, seeking information he could use. The boy’s interest in the Ascension of the Soul was to be expected – but there was more here.

He knew the look of the southern reaches of Loghar, bordered by the Ienai Mountains, knew the city of Qaryat from a battle three cycles ago. Galahad ó Maoilriain’s name sat amid the maps of Qaryat and the merchant missives, as well as his daughter, Áine. Wirru’s focus snapped to their names, laid out before him in elegant script, connecting the research into a singular truth.

He would have to send a missive to Áine when he departed Suthuras, to warn her of their interest in Qaryat. He was not the woman’s greatest admirer, and she barely had a claim to the castle, but her family lived there, babes and all.

‘—totally insufferable,’ a young voice spoke, shattering Wirru’s focus. ‘He will talk forever about the way of the world, but I can’t even leave the castle without it being utterly cataclysmic.’

The doors swung open. A boy donning pale turquoise stood beside a tea girl who was tall and slim, a facial covering shielding her eyes from view. She had been dressed as a noblewoman on the Ramosani’s day of creation, just another peacock in the flock of palace folk. Here she was something entirely different. Her covering could not protect the woman beneath it entirely from Wirru’s eyes, though. Beneath the visor, her slender jaw and rounded mouth gave her away.

The boy regarded Wirru warily, a childish shadow of his predecessor. In his features Wirru saw a remnant of Faysal’s broad shoulders and the tense set of the ghost’s jaw. There was no open hostility in his dark stare, but there was an undercurrent of fear that ran beneath it; the boy king was afraid of this intrusion, even from one of his own.

‘What are you doing in my quarters?’ the boy demanded.

‘Hastria Muhsin sent me up to the drop off the tray of fruit,’ Wirru answered in fluent Loghari. He wondered if his phrasing was old-fashioned; he had learnt his Loghari in a different age. ‘The closest spare pair of hands was as good as any to them.’

‘He should know better,’ the boy responded, though there was no harshness to his tone, only the protectiveness of someone whose privacy had been impeded upon. The tea girl was inscrutable beneath her half-mask. ‘Not your fault. My thanks for bringing the tray, all the same.’

The young woman reached out to grasp the boy’s hand, squeezed it slightly. ‘Rianthran.’

‘It’s just a stray servant,’ the young Ramosani said, smiling generously in Wirru’s direction. He was entirely docile, the magick that lay buried within his chest dormant; Wirru could not sense the slightest flicker of fire within him. ‘Nothing to worry about. Just leave the tray anywhere, friend. We’ll move it where we please.’

Wirru did not need to be told twice. He placed the tray on the nearest open surface and promptly left. He wanted the boy dead but something in him blanched at the thought of traumatising another woman with his blade. He need not make a martyr of this Ramosani. He had wanted to make the death a silent one. Lost within the margins of history. It need not be this.

He hooked his hands into his pockets and trotted down the hallway, mentally mapping the swiftest way out of the palace.

‘Pardon!’ a voice called in the Common Tongue. The language was clumsy, thick with unfamiliarity. Nobody within Silhuehta’s walls spoke the Common Tongue to one another, not this high in the palace; he should never have seemed foreign enough for them to switch from Loghari.

Wirru turned. The tea girl did not have a weapon and yet she stood tense, her feet spread apart as if preparing for combat. Her centre of balance was askew, though, fists clenched in such a way she would have broken her thumb had she landed a blow.

He could have won a brawl between them with his eyes closed and his hands bound behind his back. He remained silent, watching her through the eyes of a stranger.

‘Who are you?’ Not a flicker of doubt lived within those words and the question spun out along the halls.

Wirru stilled, his breath quieting. The guards in the hall were listening to them, bemusement written on the features of men who paid entirely too little attention to their positions. Tea girls were not supposed to address people out of turn in their service hours. It was as if the men were watching a cat hop upon its hind legs to beg for food – a curiosity rather than an omen of something black in the water. Wirru sidled further along the hall, knowing she would follow. He made a show of it, as if he needed to have a private conversation with the girl.

‘I am Ayano Gamil Abd al-Latif,’ Wirru said when they were just out of earshot. His voice became flat and calm. ‘My father’s a guard. I was just doing a favour for a friend. My apologies that I did not give the tray to Inaaya.’

The boy he was impersonating would be in a heaping of trouble shortly, whenever he managed to wander in from the tavern where he’d spent the night getting incredibly intoxicated with Jivin’s troupe.

‘I play cards with Abd al-Latif. I know him well.’

Wirru blew out a long breath.

‘You’re not Abd al-Latif.’

It was not some shallow magick that allowed Wirru to borrow someone’s being. The magick he wielded was older than the scrawled borders on any Fíorcren map. So it could not be shallow magick that saw his illusion undone. He weighed up his options silently, not moving as he scoured through the types of magick that could have seen beneath the cover of Fíorcre’s first forest. He looked at this young woman with her golden visor and found his answer.

He had to leave.

‘I’m not sure what you’re talking about. You must be confused.’ He smiled at her and allowed his teeth to show for what they were, unafraid of his smiling appearing too broad or his teeth too many. ‘I have to get going – my father is waiting for me.’

‘Lumi, is everything okay?’ The door at the tea girl’s back cracked open and the boy emerged, concern written on his fine features. She turned to look at him and then sharply back, as if Wirru would vanish if she took her gaze from him. Instead, he stalled, bouncing impatiently as he waited. ‘Abd al-Latif has dropped things off to Inaaya before, Luminara. It’s okay. Gamil served my father.’

‘That’s not …’ her voice trailed off. Wirru took a long step away from them and then another as she mulled over what to say next. He needed to be far from here; he needed to speak with Jivin. ‘Perhaps I was confused. Are you certain?’

‘I recognise him, Luminara, just from afar. There’s no need to worry.’

As swiftly as his feet could carry him, Wirru slipped away and vanished into the palace halls.




CHAPTER EIGHT

When one was invited to a morning meal with their future betrothed and his suspiciously beautiful companion, Nejla suspected that one was supposed to dress nicely.

Luminara had been imperiously clear that the tea wasn’t a matter of seduction.

‘It’s an introduction,’ was what she had said in a peculiar tone, a gift from the Ramosani to them both.

Nejla resolved to not simply dress nicely but to be the picture of femininity. If she was to be introduced to the true Rianthran, to the man he was behind closed doors, she would present herself as the ideal wife. She found rich pink silks in her wardrobe that would work and braided ribbons into her hair. Her maids fluffed about as she strategised, fixed upon her own reflection in the mirror. She wore a cuff of star sapphires, the most flawed of the lot that had been passed onto her. They were a peculiar jewel, deep blue in colouring with great silvery stars glowing within them. The more flawed the jewel, the more brilliant the star – but her sisters had discarded them, uninterested in anything not known to be flawless.

Luminara had been in Rianthran’s service for nigh on three weeks now.

It had taken a mere handful of afternoons for the rumours to flourish, gossip tittering along the walls. Within a week all of Silhuehta knew Rianthran had picked a tea girl for himself and the two were proving quick allies. In response, Nejla had sent her maids to whisper in any and all ears of how loved Luminara was by Orotho. Nejla knew better than most how a person’s proximity to power could breed a venomous sort of resentment.

There had even been talks of an affair, a lewd accusation no one would have dared level at them directly. So Nejla, thinking of her sister, made quite the show of meeting them for tea, ensuring she was among other women who resided within the water gardens when the invitation arrived, carried by her maid Karima.

It didn’t matter that the note was written in Mridula’s script.

Now, perched on a bench on the Ramosani’s balcony, Nejla flaunted her familial wealth as her mother would have. She had not received a single letter from her mother since she’d arrived at the palace, only heard snippets of how she was doing in her father’s clipped missives. He had sworn that once the betrothal was sorted, he’d bring Nirupama to Silhuehta to see her.

The course of what was spoken throughout the tea didn’t really matter, Nejla realised quickly. Luminara lingered with her pot but only served the brew briefly, until Rianthran dismissed the other servants from the balcony. Then he took to pouring it himself, half as gracefully, while Luminara wandered away from the table to allow them some semblance of privacy.

It was a façade. This was all a façade.

Rianthran was a perfect gentleman; he asked questions of Nejla’s family and her interests. He ate politely, picking apart his food as she spoke to allow her space to thrive within the conversation. He was perfectly appropriate as they sat together.

He was objectively the perfect suitor, straight-edged and kind but not presumptuous. He did not pry when he raised the subject of Nejla’s father and her mouth twisted in an ugly way. Yet his attention was split.

When he turned away for a moment to pat his beautiful dog, Nejla shifted her attention to Mridula and found her maid’s dark eyes leering with a quiet judgement.

‘You have found an infatuation in Luminara.’ Nejla tried to keep her tone mild, lacing her fingers together in her lap. Rianthran looked over to the corner of the balcony Luminara had retreated to. She was leaning over the railing, her shimmering hair streaming behind her in the wind as she gazed down upon Suthuras.

Nejla had been braced for this and yet it was still a needle in her gut. ‘I suppose I’m not shocked. She’s quite beautiful, isn’t she?’

‘It’s not that you’re not beautiful,’ he said quickly. ‘You are undeniably beautiful.’

‘I’m just not Luminara.’ She avoided his gaze, pressing her lips into a stubborn smile as she recalculated her options. ‘And I cannot say that I intend on trying to be, even if you’re fond of her. You want Luminara, but I daresay you do not need her.’

The Ramosani coughed, his voice sterner when he spoke again. ‘Explain.’

She had been playing this game for so long. She had been hopeful that the new Ramosani would be intelligent and compassionate, and that he would be hers. But men were what they were, and one as privileged – as sheltered – as Rianthran could have easily turned out cruel and stupid. Still, it was her dream of a true partner that had fuelled her. To position herself as a queen once more rather than yet another pawn in these courtly games. With that failing, this interaction became yet another play to tack onto her ever-shifting web of political chess.

‘Lumi is lovely, that is undeniable. She’s bright and beautiful and has a way of dragging people into her orbit, but …’ Nejla swirled a finger on the rim of her teacup. ‘She has no interest in the glory you must chase to succeed as the Ramosani. She has no interest in politics and has utterly no idea how this country works other than the nebulous thought that the Hastria have ruined it. I personally suspect that you don’t know, either, do you?’

Rianthran’s silence lingered.

Emboldened by the lack of objection to her open display of disrespect, Nejla pressed on. ‘I don’t think you know how this kingdom runs or how the Hastria run it. You’ve been tucked away in your tower your whole life, out of fear of Fíorcren assassins murdering you before you had the chance to come into your own. But I can teach you. I can help you. I’ve been around Loghari nobility since I was a girl, but I do not come from them. I owe them no loyalty. I want nothing from this country but for the people within it to thrive, and you need someone like that. Not a frilly-headed concubine or a beautiful servant with no interest in politics – you need a strategist.’

‘You have an interest in politics?’ Rianthran asked mildly.

‘I would not be here if I didn’t,’ Nejla responded curtly. ‘I wouldn’t have made a bosom friend of Prem had I not been interested in the machinations of the Loghari engine.’

Rianthran plucked a sugar cube from a small bowl on the table and dropped it into his cup, his dark eyes watching the sugar fall apart. He pressed one of his hands on the table and quietly waved the other over his tea, drawing steam from tea that had largely cooled. Nejla’s cup warmed beneath her palm, her drink now simmering. After a good deal of consideration, Rianthran fixed her with a new look, a shrewd glint to his eye. She seized that glint, recognising like for like.

‘Why do you want anything for this country, when you fancy yourself such a proud Zamurradi?’ Rianthran asked.

Nejla looked away from him, her eyes stinging despite herself. ‘Loghar may not recognise the Zamurradi as kindred but we do not have the privilege of rejecting our silver-skinned sisters.’ Nejla had always been deeply aware of how she had been othered among the palace ladies. A much younger, more insecure girl might have tried to claw her way into their good graces, but the Dubhashis were a proud lot. ‘Your people are my people. You could not recognise every Zamurradi who has crossed your path, because they’ve been a part of Loghar for so long they’ve gained two tongues. They are of our blood but now they are also Loghari daughters and sons, navigating two heritages at once. I am proud because of how my people have persisted, which means that I must be proud also to be a ward of the Vahmeon.’

She had thought she’d outgrown having to rationalise her life within the palace, and perhaps the sharp edge of her tongue gave that away, but it also gave the young Ramosani something to chew over. He himself was certainly not a pure-blooded Loghari man; he did not bear silver skin.

‘Do you know much about Fíorcre’s workings?’ he asked, finally, when he had made some final inscrutable decision regarding her answer.

‘The Duhbashi estate resides within Fíorcren borders, in what once was Zamurrad; we gained clemency within the empire because of our ancestral work within the Fíorcren royal court of Xanthos. I am well educated on the matters of that country.’ Spending her childhood within the empire had been a tense, uncertain position for her. Nejla had grown up knowing that her family had been one sanction away from fleeing to the safety of Loghar, that their place in the Fíorcren empire was sustained only by the goodwill among the nobility of Xanthos for their family. Qamar Dubhashi was a stubborn man. He had persisted. ‘I have studied plenty on the matter of Fíorcre’s inner workings. I do not believe in the uneducated hate of a nation; I’d like to know what I’m facing.’

‘And what would you want from me?’ Rianthran asked. ‘In this arrangement between us?’

‘I am unfortunately in no position to give my allegiance to someone as a matter of charity, though I wish I could offer goodwill.’ Her smile faltered. A hand squeezed her shoulder lightly and she did not need to look up to know that Mridula had crossed the balcony to settle her. ‘I suppose asking to be Ramosana would be overreaching, but I would like the world to think that perhaps such a role might be in the cards for me. I wish to be publicly courted and gifted the appropriate romantic adornments for a woman of my station. You can ask Mridula about what pretty thing I might prefer.’

She was her mother’s creation, wasn’t she?

Nejla would have her way even if it cost her the version of herself she’d tried so meticulously to curate. This was her way home.

‘You don’t mind that I am fond of your sister?’ Rianthran pressed. ‘I am not going to set her aside for the companionship of anyone. I think you’ll find I’m quite comfortable as I am.’

She could only pray that the cheer in her voice didn’t ring too false when she spoke next. ‘Luminara and I share many things. We would have to share you with all of Loghar; what is it to share with each other?’

‘That’s an interesting thought,’ he murmured. ‘I suppose I can discuss that with her. It seems like something she and I should talk about.’

Pleasantries filtered out as they resumed their performance, Luminara wandering back to them to pilfer a small collection of layered pastries from their plates. Shortly thereafter the morning meal came to its end and Nejla departed them both, managing a smile all the while. Rianthran pressed a quick kiss to her emerald ring before they split apart, both still calculating what they thought of one another.

Nejla lashed down on the rising feeling in her chest, a fluttering of panic and despair. Her maid Parvati awaited as her spotter and Nejla whistled once for her as she hurried away from the Ramosani’s quarters. She could not be caught panicking in public, not when the Hastria had eyes all over Silhuehta.

Mridula walked with her, intertwining her arm with Nejla’s to slow her stride. They rounded the inner circles of Silhuehta, the halls that hugged Bialnutre’s chamber, passing from door to door, brows furrowed. Parvati did indeed follow at their tail, though she asked nothing and did not speak an errant word of the tea.

Hastria Prem’s quarters were extensive; he and his wives took up an entire corner of the floor where they’d been stationed. The luxury of having a prolific family meant that their chambers were no less lofty than their Ramosani’s. Prem’s doors were marked by elaborately carved whorls and bouquets of marigolds lined the entryway, fragrant and fresh at all hours of the day. Nejla knocked hard on the door, rapping as she swallowed a lump in her throat. She let out a relieved, strangled sound when her Zamurradi cousin was the one who opened the door.

He took one swift, cursory look at her and ushered her within; that had always been the way with the two of them. Their welcome was an unconditional thing.

‘What’s happened?’ Prem asked as Nejla dissolved into heaving breaths, fanning herself with both hands as if it would allow more air into her lungs. Her father would leave her to the wolves if he discovered what was unfolding within the royal house of the Ramosani; she would never be welcome back within the Dubhashi estate.

‘He’s not going to marry Nejla,’ Mridula spoke, finding Nejla’s tongue for her. ‘The Ramosani is enamoured with Ayana Zinat.’




CHAPTER NINE

‘I have something to show you,’ Rianthran murmured, once they’d tidied away the remnants of their morning meal. ‘Another secret to keep between us. How about it?’

The tea with Nejla, despite all the potential complications that could have interfered with this mess, had gone well. It was the standards laid upon them by the world that would complicate the strange little alliance they were attempting to forge. Luminara had left Nejla to work what magick she could with Rianthran, and, unfettered by the expectations of the nobility she had found a moment to breathe in the palace chaos.

She would refrain from interrogating Rianthran regarding the exact contents of his and Nejla’s conversation. As far as Luminara was concerned, the only thing that mattered to her was what occurred between the two of them.

There was a boyish charm in the soft smile that now dawned on Rianthran’s face; he’d clearly settled on some form of mischief. Luminara found herself becoming more enamoured with each of his smiles, which was a dangerous thing – but she nodded, and when he reached a hand towards her, she took it and its blazing warmth in hers with an eagerness that would have enraged the Hastria. Rianthran drew her along, walking her past his rooms and into a narrow hallway within his sleeping area.

‘I am quite enjoying acquainting myself with your secrets,’ Luminara responded, squeezing his hand gently.

Rianthran led her down a passage between the triad of rooms that constituted his quarters. She had been trying to be so careful not to interfere with where he slept or bathed and it felt strange to intrude upon it now, mere weeks after joining his service.

Fidda followed. The passage was barely broad enough to carry them shoulder to shoulder, the walls made from carved latticework and stained glass rather than plain stone. At the end of the hall, Rianthran ushered her through the door and into a stairwell. The spiralling stairs remained narrow but the wood gave way to more stained glass awash in watercolour hues, depicting a tall field of flowers in the delicate panes. This stained-glass daydream was where Rianthran vanished to when she was not around.

‘I’ve never had the chance to welcome anyone into my little world before. Only the Hastria are allowed up here,’ he explained as they arrived at the very top of the stairs. Fidda tangled through their legs and shot out from between them, her tail high. Luminara followed and stepped out onto what felt like the very heavens.

Bialnutre’s highest branches stretched out at the far end of the roof, the tree’s broad leaves swaying in the wind. The floor here was tiled in blues and whites, as vibrant as the sky above or the grand stretches of the ocean she had glimpsed in storybooks. Spiderweb patterns in ivory swirled beneath her feet as Rianthran stepped forward – it could have been a dream.

A great fountain at the centre of the roof filled the air with the chill of fresh, running water. Behind it lay what Luminara thought to be a greenhouse, a building largely built from glass with pale framework, filled with an array of vibrant greenery. There were more hounds frolicking in the water here: some small and full-bellied, some older with rougher coats and bleary eyes. All heads were swinging in the direction of their approach.

Joy exploded within Luminara, pure delight bursting into sparkling flowers beneath her sternum. They walked further together and she found herself stumped by the fact that this paradise existed within the bounds of Silhuehta and she’d never laid eyes upon it before.

‘My father supposedly bred hounds, and though some were too vicious to keep, I couldn’t have just one. They thrive in packs.’ He freed her hand and Luminara did not wait permission before she plunged ankle-deep in the fountain as Fidda leapt to greet her. The puppies came next, legs entirely too gangly but with the same fluffy ears as their parents. ‘They’re hunting dogs by nature. I take the adults out occasionally under the cover of darkness, but I would much rather they spend their days enjoying a life of luxury. That’s Dhahab and Nuhas, that’s Dakshi. The others are probably resting in the kennel.’

‘There’s a kennel? There’s more of them?’ She looked at Rianthran sharply and a laugh burst out from the man, a cry of utter delight.

‘I knew you were the right person to show this to,’ he said, waving towards the greenhouse. ‘Would you like to see the aviary?’

As if Luminara’s answer would ever be no. He reached for her again, wading through the fountain with her. He pulled her towards him and she allowed herself to be dragged through the water and tickled by his soaked trousers. The pair took off together, trailed by the hounds as they approached the verdant building. Its contents were greener than anything that Luminara had ever seen – each leaf looked like a fat emerald beneath the glasswork.

‘Hastria Prem enables the trees flourish,’ Rianthran explained. He pressed his hand to the elaborate lock set into the glass and it swung open beneath his touch, allowing them both to slip inside. ‘Zamurradi magick – he makes himself useful. The birds here are all well fed and hand reared, so they shouldn’t flinch at your company. Simply wait and one will come to you.’

Hair rose on the nape of Luminara’s neck as her slippers hit soft, damp earth. The tittering of birds filled her ears, the rustling of many leaves brushing against one another. Gooseflesh rose on her arms as she wandered within the alien landscape. A fat bird with mottled brown feathers and a turquoise neck trotted past, unbothered by the interlopers in its midst.

Home was an abstract concept to Luminara. For most of her life home had been the belly of Silhuehta – the alcove in Orotho’s rooms, tucked beneath a window in a great shaft of sunlight. For a while it had been within her mother’s arms, wherever they might have been. She had never felt an infallible sense of home settled in place, but now, as she stood in this greenhouse, it was as if her heart had been pulled out over oblivion. In another life she might have been born somewhere like this, in a quiet paradise with a thick canopy. She glanced back and saw Rianthran watching her, hands slack at his side.

‘Would you like to meet my hawks—’

‘Yes. I would love to meet your hawks,’ she said, so quickly that the words tumbled forth before he’d even finished his. She beamed at him, unable to contain her wonder.

He stared at her for entirely too long before he stuck two fingers in his mouth and whistled, summoning a feathery flutter as birds flocked to his call. Clustered in the branches were birds in every hue she’d ever seen, from silver-wings to snowy whites. They sang as Rianthran dipped a hand into a metal bucket hanging from the wall and began tossing strips of meat into the air.

‘This is Mahbub,’ Rianthran remarked, whistling to a hawk who had fluttered all the way down to sit on a branch above her shoulder.

Mahbub hopped closer to her along the branch, fixing Luminara with a curious look. The hawk tilted its head as if it was still composing a larger image of her; she whistled tentatively at her new feathered friend, trying to form a sound with her mouth that resembled a bird call. Rianthran smothered a laugh and he closed the distance between them, reaching up a hand to stroke Mahbub’s feathers. The Ramosani’s face was entirely closer than she’d anticipated when Luminara turned towards him. Rianthran’s dark eyes were beholding her as if she was the most wondrous thing in the world.

What a lovely thing it was, to be wanted.

‘You are the most beguiling creature I’ve ever met, Ayana Zinat. Luminara.’ Rianthran’s voice was hoarse and tender; his words reached out and clasped at her heartstrings. They tied them together and tangled them around the young man who’d snuck his way into her chest. It was not love. It was too quick, too giddy, too haphazardly formed to be such a thing – but it was certainly something.

Not one to be outdone, Luminara pressed her lips against his. Her hands slid up his neck to cup his face and found his body set ablaze beneath her touch. She drew back for a moment to steal a breath and he pressed closer, desperate for her. For a man who was often as quiet and cool as an owl in the night, Rianthran’s touch felt like the sun itself.

Luminara yielded to him as he pushed her backwards, pressing her back against smooth bark. It was only when he grasped her waist, pulling her silks towards him as if he could hold her there, that she laughed breathlessly. She detangled herself from his hands, trying to shake that heady feeling from her mind. His intensity was that of a great tiger spotting a deer through the brush – it was a chase she felt in her marrow.

‘Well,’ Luminara said. ‘If you want more of that you’re going to have to work for it.’

She turned on her heel and fled into the trees. Rianthran, seeing the game for what it was, waited moments before he gave chase.

Let them whisper. This might just be worth the gossip.




CHAPTER TEN

One of the wondrous benefits of Rianthran’s newfound freedom among the palace folk was the ability to finally explore Silhuehta beyond its highest floors, something he had been itching to do all his life. A full turn of the moon after his creation day, that was all he wished to do. A dog let loose from his cushioned kennel, he roamed like a restless beast in the woods.

In Luminara’s service hours, he took her with him.

As they wandered Luminara pointed out each alcove and nook where they could hide, and when it was exceptionally empty, they stole moments there. Her lips tasted of honey and the smell of vanilla lingered around her in a quiet cloud. Luminara introduced him, from afar, to people he should have known all his life. Guards, cooks, stablehands and tea girls. A pair of sisters, Nadiyya and Sadia, both dressed in contrasting shades of blue. They flirted intensely until Luminara awkwardly hurried them off, which left Rianthran chuckling.

She showed him her friends and the places she could claim as her own, cracks in the world, as a trade-off for his greenhouse. She was almost certainly keeping secrets, but they both had boundaries and there was no need to impede upon hers when he did not need to.

It was on one of these outings that they stumbled upon a pair of strangers dressed in worn linens, surrounded in a maelstrom of distress.

Rianthran and Luminara watched from their quiet corner as the woman, who wore a faded periwinkle veil, sobbed into her hands while Hastria Muhsin spoke to the pair with detached orderliness. When Muhsin tugged his hands free of the distraught man he was speaking with, Rianthran’s temper frayed in an uncomfortable way. It was a nigh physical sensation, a heightened awareness of the seams of his clothing and the chafing heat in his chest. He tore his eyes away from the strangers and caught the way Luminara’s jaw ticked, a curious display of a frustration he had not seen in her before.

‘Do you see how the Hastria handle your people?’ Luminara muttered. ‘They lack heart.’

‘Are they all like that when I’m not watching?’ Rianthran asked. Luminara pressed her mouth shut and rolled her shoulders. ‘Be honest. You are my servant; you have little to fear from them.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ she shot back. ‘The Hastria have reach you have yet to acquire. For twenty years they have been the Loghari authority on how the wheel turns. I would be foolish not to fear them.’

So, the common folk feared the Hastria. Luminara had been mindful thus far of not speaking about his uncles in any detail. He looked at her, her expression inscrutable beneath her visor.

He was hard-pressed to disagree with her assessment as he studied Muhsin’s posture from their alcove. Rianthran stepped into the courtyard warily, out from the shade, and began to close the space between them. The strangers were older, their faces lined from a lifetime of labour beneath the burning sun. The woman spotted him first, her grey gaze connecting with his, a newborn hope flooding her face.

‘They sent a depiction of you to every hold in Loghar, I think,’ Luminara explained, clocking Rianthran’s confusion. The explanation made sense: they did not know him. They had no reason to put so much faith in him.

‘Muhsin,’ Rianthran called, dropping his voice into a tone he hoped was appropriately grave. He felt the strain in the back of his throat.

Muhsin whirled, a muddled alarm in his elderly features. He stepped towards Rianthran, putting himself between them. Rianthran’s eyes stayed fixed upon the two commonfolk.

‘Firelight! These visitors will be departing Silhuehta shortly – you need not concern yourself here.’

Rianthran glanced away from the distressed woman for a moment to shoot the Hastria a dark look, something stolen from a fading memory of his father. As a child, he had fled frequently from beneath his father’s heavy boots and murderous looks, Rianthran having been the slightest and least ambitious of his small brood of half-siblings. He couldn’t even remember his sisters’ names now. He could barely remember his father. His earliest youth was a disconcerting, confusing blur.

‘I will judge that for myself,’ Rianthran stated. ‘You are dismissed. I suggest you leave with haste.’

All of his darkness, he borrowed from his ancestors. The lamps that decorated the courtyard flickered to life, flames growing long in Muhsin’s wake.

‘Your holiness,’ Muhsin began, though Rianthran did not stop. He had seen Prem blow past the Hastria on many an occasion, whenever he needed to seize control of a room. It was just a shame he did not have a shawl to toss over his shoulder as he went.

The weeping guests told their story over mint tea and hefty platters of bread and meat.

Their names were Amin and Ines, and they lived on the eastern border of Loghar, alongside Ines’s sister and her family. Their family had been working a large farm there since the first Zamurradi migration. They had made the long journey to Suthuras because their child was one of many who had been kidnapped and taken across the Fíorcren border.

It had been an otherwise innocuous day. They had been caring for their sheep, Amin settling in to check on the studs of the flock. Ines had been fussing over a new lamb, too small by half and born for comfort. Their daughter, Roisin, had wandered. Their farm had always been a sanctuary; there was little concern in a child wandering away from their flock of sheep. If there had been danger the dogs should have spotted it.

They had two older children, Roisin’s brothers, who had never had trouble in the hills. It had made sense to have Roisin with them, too. The land took care of their family.

The bandits had come like shadows. Fíorcren men on great, grey horses that Amin had never seen before. They slipped through the land, setting the dogs barking. Ines had been the one closer to Roisin. When she lunged for her girl, the horses swept past and one of the riders wrenched her up with a scream.

Amin tried to make chase, but he knew little of the green land across the border. He lost the rider in the woods and was forced to return, lest they find him alone on unfriendly soil.

Roisin had been in her eleventh summer. She now belonged to a collection of children who had been taken from Loghar, stolen by the empire. She was Amin and Ines’s only daughter and by the time their tale was done, Rianthran was sitting. He held Ines’s hands, his gaze fixed upon the lost mother. Amin and Ines had heard similar stories from the settlements and farms that shared property lines with them – stories of children who’d vanished without a whisper of investigation. Luminara stood at Amin’s shoulder, filling his cup whenever it dried.

She had been silent since their story began.

‘The eastern house that guards the border … that’s Hasan’s house?’ Rianthran asked. Ines nodded, a shy bob of the head. ‘Have they not been told about this?’

Ayano Barda Hasan was the warden of the west. He guarded the most populated stretch of the border between Loghar and Fíorcre and was largely considered a steadfast sort, if correspondence between the Hastria was to be believed.

After a second of contemplation, Rianthran answered his own question. The Hastria had a talent for burying unsavoury information, much preferring to handle it quietly. He had yet to figure out what to do about that. There was great complexity in being one against six.

‘I won’t let this go unheard. I will write to Hasan and his children myself to inform them of what’s going on – I will set them the task of finding these men.’ Hastria Prem would have warned Rianthran against making promises he could not keep. ‘I can’t promise that it will bring Roisin back. Fíorcre is a vast and formidable nation. But I can promise you that if I find these men, I will make them face the justice of the Vahmeon. As they should.’

It did not surprise him that Nejla Dubhashi had been right. He did not know how Loghar truly worked; he could not comprehend how the Hastria had thought to sweep this way from his attention.

The woman had transformed from every Loghari mother’s ideal choice for their son into a cunning strategist, intent upon manoeuvring her way into Rianthran’s circle. Nejla had avoided directly insulting him since their tea. She spent her mornings teaching him and otherwise being an unending pool of knowledge for him to draw upon. She answered all his questions and yet Rianthran remained lost.

There had been problems, whispers of trouble on the border, but there was always trouble on the border of Fíorcre. The Hastria thrust other menial tasks at Rianthran to preoccupy him – the training, the inevitability of the Ascension, the matter of his Ramosana and the concubines that would follow afterwards. The Hastria shuffled him out of proper politicking, left him utterly lost in the matters of the nation he was meant to care for.
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Incensed and driven by that familiar restless, raging instinct within him, Rianthran walked.

He had family he had to speak with, and if he did not do it while that rage roiled within him, he feared his conviction would evaporate with the setting sun. He had spoken with Nejla. He had spoken with Luminara. Now, he would speak with the Hastria who had dared raise him.

Rianthran had to believe that Hastria Muhsin, in his advanced age, had not grasped the gravity of the situation with Amin and Ines. It could not have been blatant incompetence. The Hastria were not meant to be diplomats or kings, they were not meant to rule. They were meant to stand as guardians of Loghar, but what were they choosing to protect?

When Rianthran came to the meeting chamber, after a great mental spiral, he found Muhsin simpering to the Hastria in Zamurradi. He was almost certainly whining about Rianthran’s intervention with Amin and Ines – the peasants were being cared for by the servants Luminara had handpicked, guarded by Fidda’s father Mumtaz. Rianthran lingered in the chamber doorway until the Hastria noticed him and turned to fix upon him. Hastria Zurik’s eyes narrowed.

‘I know this is usually a space for you, uncles, and I would like to continue to respect that. I do, however, feel it’s important I speak to something disturbing I observed today.’ He expected to be interrupted, bracing for the objection, but was instead met with an alarmed silence. He stepped, slowly, into the Hastrias’ domain. ‘I should have been told about the children going missing on the eastern border. I may be your boy, but I am also a Ramosani. I am the avatar of the Vahmeon. Though you have all cared for my people in my absence, I am overdue to take on some real responsibility.’

He continued, despite how deeply he feared the words that would follow.

‘I have written to Ayano Hasan to investigate this for us. His family were among the best of Faysal’s men, and Hastria Idris has mentioned how carefully their clan has minded their duty. When he writes back to me, I will learn if anyone here had even cared enough to write to them before my intervention.’ He let that threat linger, taking a breath. ‘I will inform you all of what he writes. I will tell you if they catch the men stealing these children, be these children Zamurradi or Loghari.’

It was Hastria Devrim who opened his mouth to interrupt, surprising Rianthran. Always so neutral, ambivalent towards the world and only ever sliding his chips of power when it suited the more vocal of his allies. ‘Your holiness—’

Rianthran held up a trembling hand. ‘I am also here to inform you, my honourable Hastria, that I am nominating Nejla Dubhashi as my choice of Ramosana. As a woman of Zamurrad, her preference is to be addressed by that name instead of Ayana Qamar, and I expect that to be respected. She is to be moved into my hall at her own leisure, with her bevy of maids. I have been taking morning tea with her. I enjoy her.’

The silence that filled the room was more deafening than any objection they could have made. He searched their faces for anger or disappointment, flickers of emotion he might have recognised in the men who had raised him. They were all terribly impossible to read, other than Prem.

The Zamurradi was smiling.

Rianthran left on light feet, and behind him the room erupted.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

No one in Silhuehta made appointments when the sun was at the apex of its path through the sky; the world sweltered and the people of the palace grew lazy as the shadows shrank. Nejla and her maids, when faced with this time of day, took to the shelter of the water gardens.

It was a time of day when the women thrived among one another, any venom passed between them forgotten in the wake of their universal want to remain cool. The concubines’ quarters were a sanctuary for the women and their children. That was the unspoken understanding in place for all the years that Nejla had lived here, which was the only reason her father had agreed to let his daughter stay unchaperoned by the Dubhashi guard. The women needed a place for themselves, and the water gardens, in their opulence, had been built in tribute to the more feminine sex.

When Hastria Zurik arrived in the blazing heat of the afternoon, Nejla knew she had waded into treacherous waters. He was flanked by servants with broad fans, half-hidden beneath a huge hat, and he watched Nejla intently as he made his way along the languid pools.

She whistled softly and her maids snapped to attention. It was Parvati who spotted the man among the many first, who plucked Mridula’s veil from where it had been delicately placed and threw it to Nejla’s sleeping companion.

This was an imposition Nejla should have expected, but even as she crept closer to Rianthran, she had not anticipated such a brazen display from the otherwise reserved elder. Zurik kept out of the women’s way, rendered largely uncomfortable and silent in their wake. There was a jab shared often among the concubines and maids who had crossed his path that he didn’t consider them human at all; they were simply pets, to tease and tolerate.

He loomed over Nejla, his long shadow blotting out the sun. ‘Ayana Qamar. May I speak with you?’

‘At this very moment?’ Nejla made quite the show of looking down at herself, pushing her drenched hair away from her face. There were many eyes watching them. ‘I am not decent. You will come back later – there is a reason those who are not family require an appointment to speak with me of business.’

She had thought she’d made that very clear. Mridula was a veiled follower of the Vahmeon, and Nejla had told every Hastria’s aide and guard that they would not be allowed within her quarters without at least some notice.

‘I will not return later.’ It was a statement with the edge of a threat.

She wanted to swear but instead she grew still and seethed beneath a mask of mild disdain. Nejla knew why Zurik had chosen today to pick this fight; in the dark of the previous evening, Mridula had brought a missive from Rianthran that said all it needed to: Brace yourself. The winds weather us both at once.

Prem spoke plenty of Zurik, too.

‘Then you will allow me to collect myself, or would you rather speak to me while I am waist deep in water?’ The Hastria’s eyes leered downwards, roaming over the floating cotton that swam around her. She had gone to swim in little more than a slip, just as most of the women in the water gardens would. Nejla took towards the edge of the pool, taking her time as she rose from the water onto the shallow stairs that lead down to the gardens. She stood as a proud woman of Zamurrad, in pale cotton with a river of unbound ebony hair, followed by her many maids. The other women, wards of the Dubhashi family, were plucking up their belongings and standing one by one. ‘Come, Hastria. I will speak with you.’

Something was boiling within Zurik, for he could not manage a polite word to her. Nejla called him with a wave of her hand and he followed her. Mridula looped her arm through Nejla’s and they walked together back to their quarters, the gates to their balconies still left ajar.

Perhaps her father had not been a fool when he’d sent her to Silhuehta with these women, for she felt stronger with them at her side. Nejla enjoyed knowing that they outnumbered the servants that Zurik had brought with him.

She would never wear armour, had not taken to blades, but she had her girls. They flocked into the quarters, each maid taking up their carefully curated station at the edges of the room. Nejla stood dripping on the polished floors of her sitting room, settling herself. Mridula squeezed her arm once and stepped aside, remaining within arm’s reach but knowing that Nejla had to face this specific challenge on her own.

Nejla was patient. She listened until she heard the balcony gate drawn shut, heard Zurik step into her domain.

‘You presume a lot of me,’ she began. ‘You intrude upon my time with my maids, you insist upon speaking with me. Tell me – is someone dying who only I could save?’

‘No. Some of us have earnt the right not to be kept waiting.’

Gradually she turned on Zurik, finding him standing alone in her rooms. His servants stood on the balcony, kept out of the discussion that was about to unfold between the pair. Nejla rapped her fingers against her thigh, studying the Hastria’s impassable wall of composure.

‘You’ve earnt no rapport with me, Hastria. You have made no effort to befriend me, showed me no whisper of favour. I will turn anyone away if they choose to approach me without lending me the respect I have given every nobleman within Silhuehta’s walls.’ Nejla’s jaw ticked and for a moment, she was her father’s daughter. ‘I am not a tea girl, Zurik. I am no ward of Silhuehta. I am a guest. You may not respect me, but you will respect the rules of hospitality. You will respect my name.’

‘Ayano Kamal ud-Din has named himself your suitor, which will make you his first wife.’ Zurik picked his way through those words slowly and Nejla did not bother to feign surprise. The game she and Rianthran were playing at was meant to be that of a courtship; they were meant to be confidantes. Evidently their show had been grand and worrying enough that Luminara had slipped the Hastria’s notice. He was here, trying to frighten Nejla from her post rather than bullying a servant. ‘You, Ayana Qamar, have clawed your way out of Zamurradi purgatory.’

‘And I have done it on my own feet. With my own hands.’ She would have never thought of the opulent concubine quarters as purgatory. A sitting room, perhaps, but that view was shaped by her desperation. For many women this was where they spent the entirety of their lives, completely at ease with what Zurik would see as their shackles. Marriage did shackle some women, when it was thrust upon them, but Loghar was not like that. Perhaps the Hastria’s wife had simply found him wanting and it had left something bitter beneath his tongue. ‘Your little firelight is such a sweet man, Zurik. There is nothing in the world I do not think he would do for me. He wants for so much that he cannot have.’

‘I will not have a Fíorcren whore as a Ramosana.’ At those words, it was her turn to sneer. Her maids hissed and Nejla’s diplomatic mask shattered at one mere insult hurled across the room. ‘I do not care what the boy says. You are not one of us. You have no right to a crown.’

‘I may have no right, but I have a want.’ Nejla’s eyes flicked around the room. ‘It seems to me that’s all one needs in this country to find themselves abreast with power. Rianthran is a young man who has the potential to shape into a brilliant leader, but the court does not know him. The people do not trust him. They might trust in the nebulous concept of a Ramosani you have sold them, but he’s not what you’ve led them to believe. I am.’

She had the privilege of having composed her image within the palace folk for years. Nejla had remained polite at all costs; she had forced herself to leash her temper and loose it only in private. Having her own maids to mind her privacy had given her far more freedom than she cared to admit, protecting her from the poisonous rumours that possessed the court. Zurik could not understand the restraint she’d had to exhibit, a man who had floated within these walls for so long he’d forgotten that for some it was still work. The Hastria’s pale eyes were measuring the weight of the woman that stood before him.

Of course, he knew nothing of her. They had never had even a sparing conversation before this one. Zurik had presumed her an empty-headed romantic and thought her heart overflowed with peony petals. But she was no fool.

‘You aren’t a leader, Ayana Qamar. You’re a merchant’s girl. You should be leagues away from here, fluffing with your silks – not playing at politicking you could not possibly understand. You’re a mouse among men.’

She had not been a leader when she’d arrived in Silhuehta’s holy halls in her eleventh summer, but she’d constructed a home for herself in this viper’s nest. She had rallied five girls who’d had little in common other than a tenuous loyalty to the Dubhashis and had made them indomitable.

‘I can fluff with my silks all I want in Silhuehta.’ Nejla recognised desperation on another. She knew what it was like to feel the world one was comfortable with slipping away from them – to feel the void at their feet. Instead of allowing him to rattle her, she smiled, broad and wide, the charming thing she had perfected to dazzle people. ‘You would retain your seat, Zurik, whether I sit by Rianthran’s side or not. You have had your seat for fifty years. I will not be the one to take it from you.’

Something shuddered within the Hastria’s form before he let out a frustrated shout and launched himself at Nejla. She wrenched herself away, stumbling back as her maids flooded in to protect her. Mridula was the quickest, drawing a sword from the wall and swinging it into the Hastria’s path; she held the fury of a holy murderess in her burning stare and, in her calloused hands, the weapon of a woman he’d been foolish to ignore. Zurik did not do them all the favour of falling on the blade; he stopped sharply before it, eyes narrowing.

‘Do not think me defenceless, Hastria. I may have been born beneath the Hopping Mouse Moon, but I am not a woman who frightens easily.’ She looked up at him over the top of Mridula’s ornate sword, a ceremonial weapon they kept hidden in their sitting room for this very purpose.

When people needed killing, that was women’s work.

The illustrious Zurik stared down at her, horror at the truth of who Nejla was dawning in his eyes.

‘I will have your firelight and a crown if I please. The next time you need to speak to me, send a servant.’




CHAPTER TWELVE

When Zurik did not show up for their scheduled sparring the day after Ines and Amin’s confession, Rianthran thought little of it.

As he awaited Zurik’s arrival, he took to practising his martial form and stretching the lanternlight long while Luminara idled in the pools. She was chest deep in the water, unbothered by the machinations of the world, a languid form in direct contrast with his sharp exertions. As he worked, he frequently grew distracted, needing to look over every few minutes to assure himself that she was still there. Ever since they’d begun stealing kisses from one another, they were entirely unable to stop. He snatched glimpses of her whenever he could, afraid that the tentative bond spun between them would splinter beneath the weight of his attention.

Yet it didn’t. He had grown attuned to the wry humour that twisted her mouth when she was amused, how her face did not flush but her ears burnt hot when she was flustered. Rianthran studied her often when she lingered in his periphery, the rare moments in which her attention lapsed and she forgot about his presence.

The chamber doors flew open and Luminara slid out of the pool. Rianthran’s eyes jerked towards the heavy footfall and found the lean Hastria Zurik finally attending to their scheduled training session. It took a singular appraising look to discern that something had thrown the Hastria horribly, terribly off balance. The flame within Rianthran that usually roiled and burnt now flickered, an echo of a far more frightened child.

‘What a day this has been.’ Zurik sighed. ‘My apologies for the delay. It seemed an outing in the heat got to me.’

Rianthran took a deep breath, inhaling the warmth he’d allowed to bloom around the chamber. It resisted him, unwilling to be bound, but his Blessing wrestled with the flame and won. Left behind in the evening air was nothing but a distinct chill. Zurik went about shedding his formal wears and the wrappings of a follower of the Vahmeon until his silvering hair shone in the moonlight.

‘Now that you have named yourself a suitor, it seems to me that we could benefit from a different kind of lesson today.’ Zurik sounded very much his age as he turned his attention on Rianthran, as well as the intensity of his gaze. Loghari to his core, the elderly man was shaded in the tones of dusk. ‘A lesson in defence. You, who have always been trained to be a weapon, shall learn what it means to protect something from harm.’

It was those words, spoken in such a courteous manner, that plucked at Rianthran’s nerves. His fingers twitched reflexively.

‘Your new tea girl. Bring her over here.’ Zurik made a sharp motion with his fingers, waving in Luminara’s direction. Rianthran turned slowly to look at her, scrabbling mentally for some purchase.

‘Ayana Zinat,’ Rianthran said. Luminara swallowed, climbing to her feet and quickly making her way around the edge of the room and crossing to where he stood. His gaze bore a hole in the facial covering she wore, in the hope she would heed the warning within his eyes.

‘Today, I will come at you with the sole intent of reaching your tea girl. You shall defend.’ Zurik murmured an incantation and wove his hands in the air, summoning the staff with which he cast all his spells, the stately arcane stave appearing from nothing.

‘My Blessing is not a defensive one, uncle. I’m ill-suited for such a task.’ The nature of wielding flame was that it was a wild thing. A weapon. It made him a boy well-suited to the art of war, but in all of his years of training, Rianthran had never contemplated having to defend anyone but himself. Prem was the protector, talented with shields of all sorts. Flame could not halt an approach, only incinerate it. It did not take him long to realise, as he studied Zurik, that this was the point. His jaw ticked.

‘Then it is about time we rectify this hole in your training.’ Zurik hummed and the sphere at the top of the staff began to glow, a luminous flare of blackened amethyst. ‘Hastria Prem might be content spoiling you with his own talents, but now that you are a man, you’ll need to learn to protect yourself in a far more substantial manner.’

Man they named him but a child Rianthran remained, eyes anxiously darting to the sides of the room out of the hope that Prem might have been around the corner. He would have taken any form of saviour to sweep in and intervene on his behalf. He could have argued with Zurik himself. Perhaps he should have. But Zurik’s lessons were hard to earn, and though there was little more than begrudging acknowledgement on the other end of them, when the lesson was done, Rianthran would have more leeway.

‘Stay behind me,’ Rianthran told Luminara. ‘Close. Stay in my shadow.’

She made an affirmative noise and he heard her step towards him, felt her breath upon his back. She was wise enough not to speak. He gritted his teeth as he tentatively allowed his magick to unfurl, nervous at having someone so close to his inferno.

‘Is this about me naming Nejla as a prospective bride?’ he asked Zurik.

‘This is about teaching you the complexities of defence. What it means to truly protect someone from the world.’

And so, the assault began.

There was very little for Rianthran to say. As the true danger of the encounter grew to a head, shadowy constructs began to pull themselves together from the dust and the rock beneath them.

He set his stance. He did not have the capacity to move backwards, so he drew a line in his mind and knew he could not back up further than that. The first construct came headfirst and was easy to dispatch with a sharp burst of flame, but two more followed in quick succession, forcing him to set his Blessing to work. Though he did not feel the heat of his own flame in a traditional sense, Luminara’s breathing grew more laboured at his back and he knew it was already too warm for her.

The stone beneath him shot up, morphing into an ill-formed body that grasped for his left arm. Rianthran pulled hard against it and found it entirely immovable, as if Silhuehta itself now bound him down. He twisted within the construct’s grasp to press his hand upon it, snarling as he forced his rage into Zurik’s creation. The stone rippled, turning molten beneath Rianthran’s touch, but the process was slower than it needed to be. There was a flash of movement on his right and reflexively, he swept a hand and an arcing blue flame in its direction.

A scream erupted at his back and Rianthran whirled, panic thrumming in his ears.

His magick had caught. Flame was racing up Luminara’s arm as she stumbled away from him, the very world splintering between them as he reached for her. For his fire. He could feel his own furore within the inferno, turning her sleeves to cinders and ripping apart the fair skin and soft muscle within. Rianthran mentally grabbed at it, trying to draw it in but finding his magick entirely out of his control.

Luminara launched herself towards the pool and thrust her arm in the water, only to discover the truth about Rianthran’s flame. He had known it since he was a boy: even submerged in the water, holy fire burnt to the bone.

After her first scream, she began to gasp. It was as if each time she tried to speak, her voice was stolen from her. The skin on her arm was bubbling and turning a hot, flushed crimson. It would begin to buckle and wrinkle, soon, before his fire made its way to the fatty tissue beneath.

He had to regain control of himself. Steady his breathing. If he could recall the flame properly, chill the air again, perhaps they could save her—

‘Unfortunate,’ the Hastria Zurik began, ‘but inevitable.’

Rianthran whirled towards his uncle and the air between them shimmered, thick with the Vahmeon’s magick. By the time Rianthran turned back to the pool, his heart dropped.

Luminara was already gone.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

She could not stay in Silhuehta as the fire scored its way through her. Rational thought rendered null by the sheer heat clawing its way beneath her skin, Luminara was left only with her gut and her mother’s warnings.

Do not stand around and wait for danger to strike you.

She dragged herself out of the water with her uninjured arm and fled, unable to withstand another whisper of heat. She felt as if she might disintegrate entirely if Rianthran struck her again.

Luminara stumbled to one of the far walls of the courtyard and, scrambling, opened a panel in the wall that fed into the servant’s passages. Her body screamed, howled, a visceral reaction to the heat eating at her. It was not a mere mortal pain but a blackening – destruction in its purest form. There was a beast digging its claws into her body, demanding its pound of flesh, and there was little Luminara could do but run.

The world blinked, turned black, and she fell. She pulled herself back to her body, opening her eyes to realise she was at the bottom of a short flight of stairs. She had fallen – just as her mother had. But Zinat’s fall had killed her. There was a sharp spike of pain in Luminara’s ankle that grounded her back in her body. Whimpering and beaten, she allowed herself to languish there for a moment before forcing herself back to her feet.

On your feet now, bobcat.

Beyond her pounding heart, her screaming flesh and her mother’s voice, she was just aware enough to register someone calling her name. The sound of it of far less concern beneath the din of a burning arm and a badly twisted ankle.

Once she determined that her ankle could bear her weight, Luminara set off running once more.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

If heroism was defined by the grand acts in history that toppled the evildoer’s regime and lopped off their head, it was also defined by the mundane turns of the moon that preceded those rare moments.

Since arriving for the Ramosani’s creation day celebration, Wirru had spent weeks watching Silhuehta, stalking the walled city as he wore the names of people long forgotten. Jivin’s troupe was happy enough to bring a little revelry to the Loghari people and make a little money off of their dwindling sitra. It had been so long since Loghar’s economy had thrived, and the hope that Rianthran brought had put energy back into Suthuras’s crystalline walls. It had brought enthusiasm.

While the musicians poured their song into the world, Wirru worked. He righted small things as he did, guiding lost children away from the path of tragedy and lifting stolen coin from pickpockets who thought themselves incredibly skilled.

An eternity of practice had made him a habitual hero. It was second nature – he did all of it with a weary familiarity, knowing his designated place in the world was to make things a little more just. A little kinder.

Decisions had been made regarding the young Ramosani. The troupe refused to allow the sanction of his death – yet – judging him to be little more than a boy in his father’s seat of power. Kamal ud-Din had been a de facto ruler while Faysal had worked for peace in the east and Rianthran, notoriously, was his spitting image. Wirru had tried to argue the point only to be faced with Jivin’s steadfast, quiet refusal to turn towards violence before a blade had been turned upon them. There was no moving the bard on it. They would wait until Rianthran stepped out of line and only then would they move, to break the cycle before it could make a full turn on the wheel of destiny. Frustrated by the discussion and the circumstances surrounding it, Wirru took to walking while the troupe took to their performance.

As he approached the peripherals of the prophecy, destiny was once more thrust upon him – this time in the form of a tea girl fleeing the palace.

She was clutching her burnt arm – a mistake, given how delicate the marred skin would be. He followed at a brisk stride, keeping himself pressed against the alley wall as he bore witness to her escape.

A voice carried her name on the wind, a hoarse shout from afar. ‘Luminara!’

She did not falter until she turned into a gap between two shopfronts that was almost too narrow to pass as a road. It was a crack in the world that broad-shouldered Wirru had to turn sideways to slip within. The tea girl stopped halfway down the alley, slumping against one of the buildings as she took frantic breaths, trying to calm herself as her arm continued to smoulder at her side.

The woman they called Luminara did not notice Wirru until he was already standing over her, well within arm’s reach. As her head tilted upwards, he marked the creeping heat on her fair skin. The flame had climbed so high it was crawling along her jaw.

‘You’ll want to get it in water. It won’t stop burning but it’ll soften the pain,’ Wirru said quietly.

Luminara’s mouth opened and the sound she tried to make turned from a word to a heaving sob. Wirru crouched and wrapped an arm around the woman’s legs. He hoisted her up.

‘Hold your arm away from me.’ He maintained the same quiet, even tone he always had. As he walked, he used his energy to grasp at the latent magick beneath Suthuras; it flowed through all the world, and Wirru could take advantage of the ley lines that aligned perfectly within this city. He bundled them both within that magick, thanking it silently as he siphoned off another wave and said, ‘Imith.’

They were rendered invisible – unnoticeable against the brickwork, simply fixtures of the city for passing eyes to gloss over as Wirru carried Luminara further down the crack in the world. He kept her aloft on his shoulders, above anyone who might have brushed against her. He was disturbed by the sheer heat that radiated from her. Her body was shutting down, shuddering and curling up on his shoulder. He continued to pull magick from the land, taking from each arcane river as he went and promising he would return it later once he had taken what he needed.

There were few things in this corner of the world that drew directly from the land anymore, but it was not as if Suthuras was lacking for natural magicks with Bialnutre at its centre.

He grew brusquer with the crowd as the invisibility became ironclad around them. It mattered not if he shouldered into someone, pushing them aside to allow them through; the nonmagickal would turn and blame another, or think that perhaps they had stumbled over some unseen fault in the road.

Wirru carried Luminara away from Silhuehta, ignoring the distant clamour. There was a raucous noise building from within the palace and Wirru would not stand around and wait to see what happened when it caught up with them.

Though not built for travellers, the outskirts of the city welcomed Wirru. He swore beneath his breath as he realised how far away the troupe was. It took far too long to finally reach the square in which the Svarnish caravans were set; the troupe was scattered among them, only Hayat at work pounding on one of his smaller drums.

Children crowded around Hayat to watch, eternally fascinated by his boundless energy. It was the fountain that Wirru was focused on. He took Luminara to it and forced her to thrust her arm in the water.

Shock, a coping mechanism of the body when experiencing unmanageable trauma, was useful for the preservation of a person’s sanity, but not so much for Wirru’s purposes. It was easier to heal a lucid person than someone who was lost in their pain. He was indelicate as he held her arm beneath the fountain water, sending her struggling to the edges of her consciousness.

He whistled once, hard, cutting through the ambiance of the square. Swathes of faces turned and were slowly forced back as the magick he’d draped himself and Luminara in strongarmed their ignorance. He was an ancient thing, and his power would not be bested by these strangers. But Jivin knew him. The Svarnishman saw him from across the square, attention drawn by the sound as the air was rewritten around them. In the bystanders’ minds, his whistle would be reworked as a falcon call or a shout – something distracting and far away from the towering man and the injured woman at his side.

Wirru hauled Luminara out of the water, striding through the square with her in tow. It was easy to hold her aloft when she was built so lightly, barely more than a bird caught in his grip.

‘Get Medea,’ he grunted to Jivin as he passed, clambering up the broad steps of his caravan and twisting beneath the open door. He dropped down to fit inside without knocking Luminara’s head on the doorframe, unwilling to add a concussion to her long list of injuries.

Wirru kicked out the chair tucked into one corner and sat her on it, watching as she curled up on herself with her burnt arm folded against her stomach. The skin was beginning to slough off in sheets at the shoulder, leaving blotchy, pinkish stretches of flesh beneath it. Medea blotted out the doorway, a hefty sword in hand; the end of the pommel was a transparent ball full of iridescent liquid that she now unscrewed.

‘I can’t spare anything more,’ Medea said. It was not meant maliciously – the magick in her weapon wasn’t something she could replenish in the way that Wirru did.

‘The sprites can’t heal without a direct vein to use.’ Wirru turned his attention to the jars hanging from his baldric and freed each of their woven covers, watching as their occupants emerged. They could easily be mistaken for moths, no taller than his palm – long, small creatures with fluffy shoulders and soft multicoloured wings. Their feathery antennae twitched as they chittered into the air, curious as to why they’d been freed until they laid their eyes upon Luminara. Wirru pried her gently up from where she had collapsed on the chair, turning to take the sphere from Medea and unstoppering it over the girl’s body.

Distilled magick was a curious thing, difficult to pin down. The orcs took extensive measures to mine it and process it into a physical essence. For their purposes, they kept it trapped within Prismarium glass, channelling it into their blades and weapons. Unleashed from that physical trapping, the magick became pure light once more, draping itself over Luminara’s body.

As if fascinated by the wounded arm, the magick clung to it, gathering in bundles along the exposed flesh. Luminara’s breath hitched before the sprites descended upon her, their wings spread. They let off a gentle golden glow, thrumming as they fell over the glowing cloud of magick. Only one sprite floated upwards to Wirru instead, the delicate creature’s wings a cascade of burnt oranges and umber.

Boy hurt by The Storm? The Storm returns?

The sprites were not fantastic with names. They identified people by the effect they had upon the world – they had known the previous Ramosani, Faysal, only for the storms his Blessing had brought upon the world.

The silks the tea girl wore had been charred around the shoulder, leaving them gaping at the chest. The flat, masculine planes of her chest were what had confused the sprite further. There was dissonance there, but it was not the time to ponder it. The sprites knew nothing of the finer aspects of human mannerisms or the notion of gendered clothing.

Bucket was the only sprite still scarred from the reign of the last Ramosani, the first of his spritely companions that Tallulah had named. The sprite watched Wirru with their dark, dewy eyes as they vibrated with concern.

‘The Storm has returned for a little while,’ Wirru said. ‘Do what you can for her, Bucket.’




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

‘You did what?’ The words escaped Nejla before she had the chance to think them through. She gaped at the man standing in her doorway, certain she must have misheard him. Was she hallucinating?

‘It was an accident – a training exercise. I don’t even know how the flame caught, Nejla, I was aiming forward. She was behind me.’ Each excuse felt ill-formed and stumbling, as if Rianthran was a child who’d come running to inform her of some sibling brawl that had gone awry. She’d heard far too many of such poor excuses in the Dubhashi family halls.

‘You set Luminara on fire,’ Nejla said, one hand flying through the air and striking him on the cheek. Pain burst open in her palm – she hadn’t struck another person in years, not since some unfortunate decisions in her youth. ‘You set my sister on fire, Rian!’

The Ramosani was far more solid than she’d anticipated, but she struck him again anyway. He didn’t object, simply cast his gaze away as Nejla unleashed her fury upon him. When she could not bring herself to strike him anymore, she reeled back into her room; she was acutely aware that people might be listening to them in the hall so she stuffed her anger back down within her mortal frame. She was aghast but they could not afford a grand argument in public.

‘It was stupid,’ Rianthran murmured, following her inside. He sounded halfway between heartbroken and devastated, and Nejla could not tell if he was trying to cover for himself or throw himself on the sword. ‘I didn’t know how to get out of it, Nejla. Zurik was trying to prove a point.’

‘Did he hold you at knifepoint?’ she asked, only to be met with a lengthy silence. She had her answer.

He was a foolish boy, in this light. A self-absorbed, desperate boy who had done something devastatingly stupid to try to prove himself to his uncle. She whirled around the room to get away from him and found her own thoughts echoed in the eyes of her maids. Nejla’s gaze settled upon Mridula, whose alarm was thinly veiled in the shadows of their quarters.

Luminara had nowhere to go outside of Silhuehta. Nejla’s mind raced through her sister’s many hiding spots, pressing a hand to her mouth as she considered the pathways she might have taken. Ayana Zinat leant on none of the people who knew her; she was the pillar who stood strong for everyone else.

‘I will find her,’ Nejla said to Rianthran. ‘While I find her, you will deal with the Hastria. Ruminate on what you’ve done and figure out how to protect Luminara from yourself.’ This was not simply Rianthran’s fault. If Hastria Zurik had been involved, especially after their initial and only altercation, Nejla had a responsibility for it, too. She took his chin in one of her hands and forced him to look at her. ‘You have done something terrible, Rian, and it is time for you to right it. Go, while I figure out where she’s gone.’

He was halfway down the hall when she called after him.

‘Rianthran – how badly did you hurt her?’ It would inform her of how radically she needed to move. His dark eyes flicked back over his shoulder, and the look within them didn’t entirely feel as if it was his own.

‘Terribly,’ Rianthran muttered. ‘She’s not going to forgive me for this.’
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Unfamiliar with crisis on such a drastic level, Nejla coped by buckling down in a mercenary manner. She dispatched each of her maids, with sending stones on their wrists, to a sliver of Silhuehta to search while she went to the kitchens. There weren’t many sending stones left in this corner of the world and the Dubhashis had accrued most of them, enabling Nejla to send her maids messages from opposite ends of the city.

She sent Mridula after Rianthran to mind the young Ramosani. Nejla was the one who’d have to tell Orotho about this; no one else had delivered the news to him.

Orotho was midway through carving a pig when Nejla arrived in the kitchen, the servantry well into their evening rounds of service. She took him to the back room he shared with Luminara and asked if he’d seen her.

Orotho looked at her with a thick, furrowed brow and the concerned eyes of a father. ‘No, she’s been with the Ramosani all day. What’s happened?’

Nejla spun Orotho a version of the tale that was far less emotional than the one Rianthran had spun for her. It was an approximation of what had happened that laid the blame at the feet of Hastria Zurik rather than a stressed boy with the Blessing of war.

She made it clear that an accident had most certainly occurred, Luminara caught in the crossfire and fleeing the scene before anyone could check her wounds. They needed to find her. It was their personal connection that assigned them this responsibility, rather than the palace guards. Though Nejla was not a servant, she was not oblivious to their immovable honour code; the kitchen staff were supposed to be a family.

Orotho wasn’t stupid. He read between the lines and flushed red with fatherly fury at the end of the retelling, but within that furore, Nejla saw something else, something visceral. Panic.

‘Heads up!’ Orotho roared as they re-entered the kitchens. The servantry fell quiet, their service grinding to a halt as a sea of heads turned to fix on them both. The man slammed his hand on the nearest counter. ‘My girl, Luminara, is lost and wounded somewhere in Suthuras. Those of you who were going to work through the night upstairs as in-betweener staff are now on my dime. You split up and you find her. The rich folk can wait a little longer for their tea if one of our own needs our help. Sadia, you head towards the western markets; and Nadiyya, you go east. Between you all, check the healers, the inns and anywhere someone might hide; you’re all young, you know the hidey-holes better than I do.’

A wave of nodding flowed over the crowd, as well as a slow flood of whispers. The servantry fractured away from their teapots and dishes to discuss strategy among themselves. One group crowded around the map of Suthuras on the kitchen wall, originally placed there to mark the city’s gardens and sellers who worked with the kitchens. The map became a hunting ground for them now as several pairs of hands roamed along it, taking chalk to the walls as they begun marking areas to search.

‘Nejla, you go upstairs and handle the nobility. Let the Hastria know their servants are preoccupied because their Ramosani chose to harm a ward of Silhuehta,’ Orotho said, his stare cutting through Nejla. It was not the look of the kindly patron who had watched over their youth. Every inch of her was rendered glass under his discerning eyes.

He knew she was covering for Rianthran. In that moment, she lost Orotho’s trust – a part of it had cracked away and drifted off. She’d never recover his unwavering faith in her and she stalled momentarily beneath that realisation, reluctant to tear herself away from him.

He said her name once more, stressing the sound of it to draw her from her reverie. ‘Nejla.’

Gathering herself, she nodded. ‘Of course.’

Nejla Dubhashi set to work.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The cosmos fell away from Luminara and then came screaming back, dragging her by the throat into an endless vision.

She saw many things in small, jilted moments that did not quite string together. The planes of a country and its green fields, the slanted mountains leaning on one another as if some great giant had pushed them together. A leonine man afloat in a black storm, lit only by the lightning that crashed through the sky behind him and the Blessing that crowned him. As she stood on the wet grass, barefoot and freezing, Luminara knew the stranger saw her; he was coming for her with a gale of wind that threatened to lift her from her feet. She opened her mouth to shout something but the burning, freezing wind filled her lungs instead.

She saw a message written in blood on glass.

She was sitting in a field of plants that stretched above her head, nestled between endless sentinels who watched her at their feet. Her mother was calling her name, but not in Loghari – in some distant tongue she didn’t recognise. The breeze that sung over the land was cool on her warm cheeks and her burning shoulders.

She was standing on a hill overlooking the farm, watching the land flood with dark water.

She stood in the oldest forest at the very edge of the world and watched as a boy emerged from a tree taller than even Bialnutre, let loose from within a bed of golden bark. He was fairer than anyone she’d ever seen, made from moonlight and white lilies, and he looked at her. He opened his mouth to speak and she heard nothing but a distant whisper.

‘Tallulah,’ a boy’s voice called. ‘Tallulah, why are you here?’ She tried to reply and found herself making only noise, unable to form words.

I’m lost, she tried to say. I need to go home.

Dragged away from the forest, Luminara thought the cosmos had answered her call. She was standing in Silhuehta once more; she recognised these polished halls. Her vision had brought her home to Bialnutre’s chamber, the mirror-planes of the floor reflecting the night sky back at her. The man from the storm stood before Bialnutre – he was tall, broad-shouldered and every part the Ramosani, with the Blood Moon marked upon the nape of his neck.

‘She was my wife in the last cycle. If I could simply make her see that our nations could be united …’ he said, the words hanging crisply in the evening air. ‘She just doesn’t understand yet. If I could convince the Aos Sí, they could make her a remembrancer. They could help. Sitara was certain of it while she lived. All we need is one cycle where the Saved takes up within our palace—’

‘She might have been your wife in the last cycle, but she’s little more than a girl in this one,’ a familiar voice said. Luminara saw the man, then, who stood beside the Ramosani – the angular slant to his features and his lanky build. Zurik manifested before her, less as a person, more as a collection of peculiar angles and impressions hovering at the man’s shoulder. ‘It seems more important that we focus upon our country instead of worrying over the wiles of some Fíorcren princess.’

The Ramosani shook his head dismissively, brows drawing together as the shadow of frustration fell over his features. ‘You will not tell me what to do about my wife, not when she’s trapped over there among those damned knights. They cling to that prophecy only because they benefit from it, because they can claim themselves holy and righteous for striking down an evil they created. She wanted nothing to do with them.’

Good hand, the thought whispered. Luminara glanced down and found she could not pick out the details of her hands. They turned to a blur as she waved them in front of her, her brows furrowing. They did not feel real before her eyes – there was no world in which any of this could be real.

She was Ayana Zinat, child of Silhuehta. She was not some phantom spinning out beneath the throes of the cosmos.

‘The knights have turned the whole world away from us, made us out to be the enemies of progress. If we can take her from them, they’re lost. She was my wife, Zurik. I know in my marrow that if we can show her the truth of the matter, she’ll take up the Loghari sword.’

‘You knew her in the last lifetime,’ the impression of Zurik said. ‘Not this one.’
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Luminara woke in a strange bed, arm throbbing at her side and her face bare. She lurched upwards when she realised her visor was gone. But she was dizzy and exhausted, and her head swam.

‘Easy there, sweetheart,’ a lilting voice warned as her surroundings came into focus. The Svarnish bard from the creation day celebration sat at the far corner of the cramped room, propped beside the open doorway. His titanic companion sat by a narrow desk in front of the door, his hands toiling over a collection of stone bowls and glass bottles. He barely spared Luminara a glance. The room was unfamiliar – small and wooden, cluttered with potted plants beneath the windowsills, their broad green leaves falling over every inch of sunlight.

The bard went on. ‘You’ve been down for a while. You might be a little sore on the way up.’

As if summoned to life by his words, Luminara’s left arm slipped out beneath her as the pain rose to swallow her. The Svarnishman closed the space between them, gently helping her upright.

‘You undressed me,’ she said blandly, realising she was wearing an oversized linen tunic that was sleeveless and laced up over her chest. She eyed the titanic man as he looked over at her. ‘You were the one masquerading as Abd al-Latif.’

Luminara had almost managed to convince herself that interaction had been a fever dream, driven by an overactive hallucination and an errant Blessing. Yet here the stranger stood, with his lily-white skin and hawk eyes.

‘The sleeve on your uniform was destroyed by the flame and it left the chest in tatters. I thought you’d want something a little more intact and so I dressed you while I was healing you. I had to be sure nothing else was burnt.’ The grey-eyed man waved towards a woven bucket beneath his desk as well as the remains of her tea wear. ‘And yes, I was masquerading as your friend. Silhuehta deserves to be spied upon – you Loghari are so secretive.’

He lifted a broad hand to his shoulder where a creature sat. She hadn’t noticed the small humanoid thing with a fuzzy abdomen and wings painted like a sunset. She shook herself, trying to discern if her eyes were playing tricks upon her.

‘Bucket wants to know if they should refer to you as a boy or a girl. They aren’t particularly good with human gender, and, frankly, we wouldn’t want to misidentify you either.’

It was not the first time someone had discovered this about Luminara, though those who had were wise enough to keep it to themselves.

‘Bucket?’ Had someone’s parents truly named them Bucket?

‘Bucket,’ the man said, as if it made all the sense in the world. ‘I’m Wirru, the pretty boy is Jivin. You are?’

‘Luminara – Lumi.’ Of course that’s who she was. She was Ayana Zinat. She was her mother’s daughter, a ward and a servant of Silhuehta. She shifted uncomfortably, her sharpening consciousness drawing a sneaking pain into proper focus. ‘Not particularly a boy or a girl but girl is often easiest, I suppose.’

‘Pleasure to meet you, Luminara,’ Jivin said from across the room, lingering on the sound of her name. His shapely lips pressed into a smile, though he seemed more concerned than amused as he studied her. The horned bard was an overtly beautiful man, with a shining mane of dark hair that trailed down over his broad shoulders. ‘Wish it could have been under more pleasant circumstances.’

It was as if the fire had burrowed its way within her skin and could not break free. She peeked under the tunic and saw hot flesh on her shoulder, the skin crumpled and wet. It was covered in a thick, sweet coating – the same smell wafted from the table where Wirru worked. Her fingers twitched as she remembered the feeling of the flame catching hold of her, aching with the memory of it all.

‘Here,’ Jivin said as he plucked a mirror off of the wall with his gilded hands, holding it out to Luminara. ‘You might want to take a look at yourself. Take a moment if you need to, then we ought to ask you what happened.’

She had always been pretty beneath her visor. With so few luxuries in her life, she had thought it the one thing she might keep for herself, but now she braced at the thought of having to look upon her reflection.

Taking the mirror, Luminara looked at herself with uncovered eyes, her Blessing for once on full display. Within the small confines of the mirror, she saw the golden smoke that covered her eyes – it erased any impression of an iris or a pupil with its magick.

As a baby, Luminara had often been assumed blind by Orotho and Zinat because of the look of her Blessing; they thought she must not have been able to see through the golden cloud.

The wounds left by Rianthran’s holy fire had almost reached her eyes – the smallest of the burns were wisps upon her cheekbones. It looked as if someone had carved away slips of her skin.

Luminara took a deep breath and twisted, intent upon seeing the worst of the damage.

Her beautiful skin, once the colour of milky tea, had been left a battleground. Layers of skin had fallen away, pastry peeled away to a strawberry heart. Wirru had healed what he could. The seam upon the shoulder where her body had met destruction was patched by woven bandages as if they could stop the tide of flame.

Despite herself, a lump formed at the bottom of her throat as she found herself mourning the loss of her glamour. Her beauty had slipped away from her and she knew people would now look upon her and see this thing first and foremost. A tragedy.

‘Well,’ Luminara said finally, her voice cracking as she thrust the mirror back at the bard. ‘Something had to humble me eventually.’

Both men were left at a temporary loss, an uncomfortable silence stretching out for several moments before she managed a weak laugh.

‘Do you have my visor?’ Luminara asked, determined not to linger on any sense of pity. ‘The covering for my eyes.’

‘Ah – yes,’ Jivin said, nudging Wirru, who was still bent over his table. Without looking up, Wirru shoved his hand into a gap beneath the desk and pulled out the visor. She took it from him and cupped it in her hands, leaving it in her lap. If the jig was up, then there was little left to be done. ‘We had to take it off – whatever did this to you also heated up the metal framework of your covering. I feared your eyes would be destroyed.’

‘What did this to you?’ Wirru asked, the titan’s tone far drier than that of his companion. His grey eyes fixed on her. He already knew the answer: she saw the clarity of his mind as if it were an open gem laid before her. Her eyes fluttered away from his, unsettled by the intensity of his gaze.

‘It …’ It was an accident, Luminara had been about to say, before she reconsidered. It was not an accident, not something she’d slipped and fallen into. ‘It was a training exercise gone awry.’

The men simply sat and watched her, waiting for more information. It came slowly from her, drawn like blood from a stone.

‘I serve the Ramosani. He has an extremely powerful Blessing – you would have seen a display of it on his creation day.’ As the explanation came, she found it stilted and strange on her tongue. ‘There is no formal magick academy in Loghar anymore, so he is trained by his uncles, the Hastria. This wound was the byproduct of a lesson gone wrong. They made me stand behind him as he defended an assault on his forward front. He failed to do so, and I was caught in the crossfire.’

‘He chose to put you in harm’s way,’ Wirru stated, as delicately as a warhammer. ‘Is that correct?’

He was not wrong. Rianthran had gambled Luminara’s safety for the chance to prove himself – and he had not even managed that.

Her eyes swam.

‘Yes,’ she admitted. ‘I suppose it is.’




PART TWO

‘It has been a long time since someone has won out against a prophecy. Once the words are spoken there is no taking them back, not when a Seer is behind them. When a Seer’s words are twisted, there is only the person who hears the prophecy first and the victim who ends up on the wrong side of the fated knife.’

– Ayano Yanig Imtiyaz




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

‘The biggest thing you’re going to struggle with when that burn settles is that it will dry out. If it dries out too much, it will crack and cause an open wound to form – to put two and two together, on a burn of that size, that’ll be hell,’ Wirru explained as he ushered Luminara out of his caravan.

She realised she had overstayed her welcome now that she was back on her feet, but at least she had the bottle he’d given her in hand. It was full of a peculiarly luminescent goop. As she watched, Bucket fled into one of several jars the titan had hanging from him – full of green plants that hid the creature from view.

‘The bottle will keep you going for a while,’ Wirru said, ‘but once it’s gone you’ll have to find another healer to create more. It won’t be cheap, but that burn won’t heal normally, so you’ll have to do this for years. At least until you’ve regained some mobility.’

Luminara nodded dutifully, though she had nowhere to tuck the ointment away. She settled for clutching it in her uninjured hand as the huge man led her around the side of the caravan.

An orc was seated against the caravan beside them, a green-skinned woman buried in a book that Luminara recognised as a Loghari romance: the tale of the Ramosana who fell for a shepherd, a sweet story the orc appeared very invested in. Wirru leant over and rifled through a bag beside the orc, withdrawing a roll of bandages and a glass bottle that he tucked beneath one arm.

‘What did you see?’ he asked Luminara, holding a hand out towards her arm. She offered it without thought, hissing as she shifted it. He dowsed it with whatever was within the glass bottle; the liquid was clear and sent a cooling wash over her arm, though the relief was akin to sprinkling water on a bonfire.

‘I’m not sure what you mean.’ The lie fell naturally from Luminara, who was accustomed to covering for her visions, though she was at least half-sure Wirru saw through it. She was still trying to make sense of what she’d seen, the visions collapsing as dreams would when one rose to the waking world.

Wirru unspooled the roll of bandages. ‘Most Seers experience extreme visions when exposed to a direct vein of the arcane. I had to use a splash of distilled magick to stop the burn from spreading any further.’ He paused as he began to wrap her arm, glancing up from the process. ‘I suppose you may be the exception to the rule.’

‘Wirru!’ Jivin stuck his head out of the caravan door, his horns preceding him. ‘Stop it. I can hear you.’

The titan’s mouth twitched in a half-smile. Wirru was older than Luminara and Jivin, closer to Orotho’s age – though the more she stared at him, the more curious he looked beneath her gaze. His features were lined, but it was as if someone had taken a shining knight and left him out in the sun to fade rather than the natural progression of age. His long hair had begun to silver at the temples, but it was a washed blond otherwise, the colour of wheat.

While Wirru wrapped her burning, aching arm she took the time to commit this curiosity to memory, her brows knitted with focus. The longer she watched him, the more obscure her sense of his age became, like she was peering into an abstract painting.

‘What do they teach you of the twin kingdom prophecy, Luminara?’ Wirru asked, an eyebrow cocked. She did not like the way he spoke to her with a hint of derision, as if he was certain he knew more than she did. ‘Do they tell you how it has actually played out in history, or do they only tell you Loghar’s gilded version of it?’

‘The Loghari version,’ Luminara replied.

Wirru settled himself against the side of the caravan as he finished wrapping her arm, a surprising deftness in his scarred hands. They were marked by notches and pale scatterings of scar tissue; the hands of someone who had spent an eternity at work. ‘Jivin would tell the tale with all of the flowery language in the world beneath it, and potentially accompanied by several songs, but the original telling is more pared down.’ His voice rolled into the rhythmic nature of a familiar story told a hundred times. ‘The Blood Moon does not bring the Ramosani; the Ramosani’s birth is what summons blood into the sky. That is why all attempts to predict the Blood Moon’s arrival have failed, and why the Knights of the Blessing’s assault upon Loghar is always frantic. They do not plan it. They’re as taken off guard by it as the rest of the world, and you can’t see the Blood Moon outside of Loghari land.

‘The slaughter beneath every Blood Moon has murdered many a Ramosani. There is a reason why Loghar is left with pretenders as rulers for great stretches of your history – weak men with no real power. Having met a true avatar of the Vahmeon, you’d laugh if you’d met the poor souls who thought they could pretend at greatness. The avatars of the Vahmeon are destroyers cursed with noble purpose, creatures who are warring within themselves against what you call the holy flame. They have mortal passions, mortal wants, but they are otherwise possessed by a need to find balance in the world. There is no balance in the world.’

Luminara swallowed, a lump forming in her throat.

‘At some point, when one of your Ramosanis survives into adulthood, he acquires some balls and backing and invades Fíorcre. It always happens. Where an empire exists there is inherent imbalance and the Vahmeon looks to fix it through his avatar; he pisses across the border or sticks a toe over it and the damage is done, for he no longer respects the kingdom’s borders or the people within it. The rest of the detail is a bit middling, because destiny isn’t a straight line. Sometimes the Ramosani lives forty summers in relative peace, incrementally breaking into the borders of Fíorcre to try and take land for Loghar. Does Loghar deserve what he steals? Probably. Your country is only growing poorer, and Fíorcre’s trade embargos along your border do not help the matter.

‘But here’s the thing. He always oversteps. He burns something or destroys a city – or in a particularly historic move, he murders the child of a Prime Knight and strings the boy up above his carriage. Fíorcre, having allowed much, does not tolerate such disrespect. Small displays of rebellion are one thing, but the avatar of the Vahmeon is possessed to test the imperial boundary. So, they go to war.

‘Around that time, a young squire is anointed a Knight of the Blessing and the Hero of Fíorcre. He is sent out to defend the land from whatever ravages the Ramosani has unleashed upon it. They clash, several times. At some point in the tale, the Ramosani often murders the Hero’s beloved and that action sets the young knight on a path to defeat him. They clash some more during the war, thousands of Fíorcren people die but Loghar has it worse, and finally the Hero strikes your Ramosani down. Loghar continues to die a slow death.’

None of this was particularly surprising to Luminara, who had grown up a servant who’d heard a dozen different versions of the prophecy before she’d learnt how to brew her own tea. She had not lied to Wirru: she only knew the Loghari version of the myth – but their storytelling tradition was an oral one. Every version of the mythic prophecy had its own small nuance in the turn of the tongue, some small biases wound within it. His just seemed more elaborate.

‘Sounds terribly bleak,’ Luminara remarked blandly. ‘What about the Fíorcren princess? She often features in the tale, does she not? Why are the women always a sidenote in these stories?’

‘Because the men are the ones who tell the tale.’ Wirru snorted as he packed away the unused bandages. ‘They’re the historians and the knights, the earls and dukes and princes. They tell the stories and write their wives, mothers and daughters into the footnotes.’

‘I have some epic songs about women,’ Jivin said wistfully over the titan’s shoulder. ‘But Wirru is indeed right – the men gild themselves in glory even when the women are often the decision makers.’

‘How do the knights know to attack Loghar if they can’t see the Blood Moon from Fíorcre?’ Luminara asked, picking apart the holes in Wirru’s tale in the back of her mind.

‘Zamurrad has been both independent and part of Fíorcre throughout the last millennium. There are several strongholds in the old Zamurradi homeland that house Fíorcren knights.’ The information pouring from Wirru was a fascinating distraction from the pain that distantly demanded her attention. Luminara shook it off.

‘They’re watch posts,’ she said, putting the pieces together. Fíorcre had stationed people to watch for the Blood Moon, the moon under which she and Rianthran had been born. ‘I do not think Loghar is dying, snowman. We are weaker than we once were but not dying. Perhaps that is optimistic of me.’

Wirru snorted.

She was lying. Even Suthuras was a crowded shadow of the old paintings, the city’s once-gilded streets now worn away to stone. The Fíorcren empire would steal from the whole world if it were left unguarded, a dragon hoarding other cultures as if they were mere trinkets to add to its collection. She ran her uninjured hand over the bandage Wirru had secured in a neat knot at her thumb.

‘I like optimism,’ Jivin said with a laugh. ‘There’s not enough of it in this world, I think. We could all use a touch more hope.’

He wore golden charms upon his horns, connected to bands that sat along their dark surface. They chimed as he laughed, the shake of his shoulders sending them spinning.

Luminara tested the mobility of her arm gradually, her shoulder grinding away beneath her. It was only then that she realised how dark the sky had become – the firmament above her was black velvet, broken only by a waning moon. Bialnutre stood luminous over Silhuehta, summoning her back home.

‘You shouldn’t go back,’ Wirru warned. He was watching her through eyes that were the colour of the deepest forest floor, darker than emeralds. ‘Prophets never fare well when people start wanting to make history. You’ll be chained to the palace walls forever once they figure out that your Blessing would serve them. Someone will always figure out that you’re a Seer. The excuses, the visor – it might have saved you thus far, but the men in power are a paranoid lot.’

Her mother and Nejla had both often discussed the phenomenon facing the nobility – how they believed the servantry were somehow disposable. Even Orotho, who feared little, was wary of his tea girls’ arrangements with noblemen. Zinat had fallen victim to the orbit of Kamal ud-Din when she would not give herself up to him; if Luminara coalesced any closer to her mother’s echo, she would be left a walking tragedy.

‘I have nowhere else to go.’ She sighed. ‘My family is in Silhuehta. My father, my sister, what I have left of my mother … they’re all in the palace. I don’t know how I’d live elsewhere in the world after spending my whole life there – I don’t even have any proper money to my name.’

Wirru looked to Jivin, who was still standing outside the caravan door, a certain deference in his gaze despite how Luminara imagined he could have dominated the bard. The beautiful Svarnishman wore a thoughtful expression, his gilded fingers laced. It was such a purposeful look the pair shared.

‘Most of that may be true but one thing is not – you do have somewhere to go,’ Jivin said as he wound his thick mane of hair into a topknot, tying it with a beaded wrap from his wrist. ‘You can come with us. My troupe is small but well known and protected by our reputation. We have the space for you. If you wanted to be free of him, you could simply choose not to go back.’

‘That’s absurd.’ Luminara laughed. These perfectly nice, perfectly handsome strangers offering her an escape from Silhuehta was bizarre beyond reason. ‘You don’t know me. I don’t know you! And I’m quite certain your friend here isn’t human. You might be a pair of Blessing harvesters for all I know.’

‘You wouldn’t say that if you’d ever seen one before,’ Wirru mused.

She rolled her eyes, massaging the back of her head as she contemplated the offer before her. Jivin descended from his perch by the caravan slowly and stepped onto the cobbles beside them, gently taking Luminara’s maimed hand in his. The moment the light of his Blessing brushed against her fingers, the fire within them recoiled.

‘I think you know we’re not harvesters, Luminara.’ He spoke quietly, infusing his voice with so much charm she felt her ears burning red. ‘If we wanted your eyes, we had plenty of opportunity to grab them while Wirru was fixing you up. I understand that it is scary to consider leaving your home. But I don’t want to discover your death in a season. You can come with us if you need people to travel with. We can get you out of Suthuras.’

‘Luminara?’ Orotho’s voice cut through the quiet of the square. It reached within her and grasped at something in her chest – she could not remember the last time she’d heard his voice outside of the palace walls. Luminara twisted away from Jivin and spotted Orotho easily among the scattering of people. He shouldered his way past the crowd, dressed in plain clothes and wrapped in a swath of dark fabric. As their eyes met, his stern expression dissolved, a stone wall crumbling into a stream of tears as he strode across the square. ‘Rouhi!’

He scooped her into his great, iron arms and clasped her to his chest as he sobbed – huge, shuddering sobs that would break the mountains themselves apart beneath his weight. She clutched at him.

‘Baba,’ Luminara croaked, her voice hoarse as Orotho held her aloft.

‘What did he do to you?’ he asked as he placed her back on her feet, noticing her arm was wrapped from her shoulder to her knuckles. His jaw fell slack as he took her in, scrubbing the tears from his face as that wave of emotion transformed into a righteous fury. His broad hands hovered in the air over her arm, skimming along the bandages. ‘I’ll kill him. I’ll tear his arms from his body. I will fillet him and feed him to those fucking dogs of his.’

‘No, you won’t,’ she responded gently. That had never been Orotho’s way. ‘You’re not a violent man. It was an accident.’

‘Misfire,’ Jivin shot over her shoulder.

‘Baba, this is Jivin the bard and his guard, Wirru,’ she explained, motioning to them both. The Loghari temperament after several centuries of war had grown introspective and wary of foreigners. ‘They tended to my wound and gave me ointment to care for it. They’re good folk.’

‘We sent for the kitchen staff,’ Jivin said. ‘I thought someone there might know you, little moon.’

She dared not tell Orotho how badly the burn ached, or that Wirru had warned her it would continue to smoulder. Even now there was a sharp spike of pain driving into her joint as she shifted it, as if the fire was trying to find its way inwards. She held her arm still, though the force of it set her other hand trembling.

‘They helped you?’ Orotho asked, narrowing his eyes at the foreign pair by the caravan. She reached out and squeezed his arm with her unburnt hand. It did not help that Wirru was not hiding behind someone’s face; he looked distinctly Fíorcren. Orotho glanced between them briefly, reading the set in Luminara’s jaw and the reassurance in her palm. He dug out his purse from within his cloak and held out a chunk of sitra towards the bard. ‘For helping my rouhi.’

‘Oh, absolutely not.’ Jivin shook his head and Luminara repressed a smile, knowing that the refusal of the sitra would win the bard points with Orotho. ‘We won’t take money for something like that. That would be bad juju, no? In my country healers don’t take pay from their patients – they are paid by the cities and temples. Something like that should not be a matter of trade.’

‘You are good folk,’ Orotho concluded with a nod. ‘I cannot thank you enough for helping Luminara, but we should be going. We need to return home. Everyone’s out looking for you, rouhi.’

Luminara knew that in Orotho’s mind it must have been the practical thing, to send people out after her, but she was mortified; to have so many people turn their attention to her all at once was a truly embarrassing thought. Her ears burnt as Orotho clasped her hand, delicately pulling her along.

‘Thank you,’ she started, at a loss for words as to how she might have thanked the bard and the titan properly.

‘Do you think she’s safe back in Silhuehta?’ Wirru was the one who posed the question, his voice quiet yet sonorous. It sung along the stone of Suthuras and Luminara planted her feet, dragging them both to a stop. She looked back at the warrior, meeting his gaze; there was a ghastly cast to his grey eyes. He carried an omen in him, something ancient.

‘He won’t get the chance to do this again,’ Orotho said with a firm nod of his head.

‘Silhuehta is my home,’ Luminara affirmed shakily. ‘There’s no place safer for me.’




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Rianthran could not sleep with Luminara missing and, a tiger in his cage, he paced.

We should be better than this. ‘I know,’ he snapped, rounding on the voice and finding his quarters empty. There was only Fidda and Dakshi sitting sprawled beneath his reading table, watching him warily from afar. Rianthran could not imagine what they thought of him in such a state, bedraggled and in his undershirt. He raked a hand through his hair as he spoke to the open air. ‘I know we should be better than this – I’m trying.’

Try harder, the spectre responded, now on his other side. Rianthran turned with a snarl, whirling in the hope of catching someone, but the voice simply laughed. He longed for some hint of a figure or a face, something to strike at. How good it would feel to break something after the day he’d had.

‘It shouldn’t have hit her!’ He had done nothing but replay the moment in his mind since he’d left Nejla’s quarters, trying to track the trajectory of his flame that morning. He could not make sense of it. He struck himself on the side of the leg – once, twice, thrice. Fidda whined and trotted over, nudging Rianthran with her nose. He was frightening her. He dropped shakily to his knees, gently stroking the top of her head.

‘Don’t let those voices lie to you,’ a whispering, familiar voice said. Inaaya pottered towards him, wrapped in a dark shawl with an elderly hound at her side. Mridula floated uncertainly at Inaaya’s shoulder, a servant entirely out of place. ‘No Ramosani has had an easy time with their Blessing. We all like to think that those who came before us were somehow grander, made bigger and more powerful by history, but they were all human. They all struggled.’

Rianthran could not trust his own tongue, so he sat. He ran his hand over the hound’s golden fur as she snuffled at him; this was why he preferred the company of his hounds to people when things began to grow treacherous within his treacherous mind. Animals had such an infinite, endless sense of understanding.

‘The girl will be found. You will apologise. She will be showered with the care of the best healers and physicians Silhuehta can provide. There’s nothing more that we can do.’

As if it was that simple – as if this could be fixed with an apology. What if his flame had already eaten away to Luminara’s bones? What if she was lying dead in some dark corner of Suthuras where no one would ever find her?

‘You can throw yourself at her feet when she returns, but do pick yourself up from the floor now.’ Inaaya had already spent most of the evening trying to console him to no avail, and now she pressed past without lingering. There was only so much of his hysterics she was willing to put up with, and Rianthran did not blame her; he could only handle so much of his own hysteria. He did not rise from where he’d sat with Fidda.

‘You are doing what you can,’ Inaaya added as she settled into a seat, tucking her feet beneath her as she unfolded one of her Zamurradi novels. ‘Just wait. That is all you can do.’

His sulking did not last long. Once the quiet had lingered too much, he climbed to the rooftop and stripped to his trousers, working his muscles in the exercises Idris had taught him. He worked up a fervour beneath Bialnutre’s swaying leaves, because it was the only way he could express the restlessness within him. He had begged Prem to let him out into Suthuras to help search for her, but the Hastria had set a hard boundary, citing their apparent need to keep him safe.

A soft voice broke his focus. ‘The avatars of the Vahmeon always struggle. That is the way of those who stand between the mortal and divine.’

Mridula stood at the top of the stairwell; her hands tucked neatly at her back. He allowed himself to collapse into a sweaty heap, casting his eyes upon the maid. He had not taken any notice of her before. He presumed that was the point of Nejla having so many maids flock around her, each dressed in the plainest fineries afforded to a servant, yet Mridula was a curiosity. She was slight, her features marked as distinct by her huge eyes that were a muddled mix of warm brown and leafy greens. She had the posture of a guard, intensely upright and purposeful in bearing.

‘The Vahmeon longs for balance and rebirth, a cycle which the world is opposed to. Those beyond our silver land see death not as an inevitability but as something to be fought against. To be battled. They long for immortality, and they pluck the dead from the ground as if it is not an aberration of the natural way of things. You are filled with the want to see the world right, but the world is resistant to change.’ She dared only take a handful of steps closer, though there was no fear in her features. ‘The war within you is not one only you have had to fight. Faysal, Imtiyaz – they went through the same throes. People in this world do not care if the way they live is right and just, they only care that they live. The Vahmeon could not comprehend such selfishness.’

The followers of the Vahmeon were prolific, but those who wore veils were a more pious sort, who sought to live with justice at their backs. Mridula stood veiled in cerulean, her expression contemplative. Struck by the realisation that he stood with a follower who he had not previously recognised as such, he smoothed his robes. Straightened his spine. He could not be anything less than what he was, not when one of the pious stood before him.

‘You are a devotee of the Vahmeon?’ He phrased it as a question, though he knew the answer. The maid nodded. ‘Your words – they are much appreciated.’

With new thoughts to churn over, he found his rage temporarily stilled. Eventually in that quiet, Mridula came and sat beside him; her skirts pooled upon the stone and they were silent together, a pleasant whisper of peace in the chaos.

It was approaching dawn when Inaaya reappeared at the top of the stairs, Nejla peeking over her back.

‘Rianthran!’ Nejla called. ‘They’ve found Luminara!’

He picked himself up and did not bother to dress or pause. He ran, Fidda following hurriedly at his tail. His feet carried him towards the palace kitchens, and he ignored the shouts of protest in his wake. He had never been allowed to descend this far within Silhuehta; it was far too close for the Hastria’s liking to the passages that could have carried him out to the common folk. He ran until he was out of breath, his lungs aching for reprieve, and then ran further until he stood in front of the kitchens.

A cluster of people gathered here in the gut of the palace, more servants than Rianthran had ever seen in one place, and far more than should have been awake at this hour. He faltered in the hallway, stumbling as he dragged himself through the doorway. He scoured the kitchen for her, eyes dancing from tea girl to kitchen hand until he saw a glint of gold.

Luminara looked smaller amid the crowd, weary and swallowed by the cloak of a thick man, sheltering beneath his outstretched arm.

He did not realise that Nejla was so close at his heels, but she flew into the crowd ahead of him now, slipping through the throng as only an expert could. She took Luminara’s uninjured hand delicately in hers and promptly burst into tears, setting off a wave of exhausted laughter among those who stood around them. Rianthran stalled, but the huge man who sheltered Luminara spotted him hovering in the doorway and stepped forward to block the path between them, his face growing red with anger.

‘You don’t come near her,’ the man snarled and Rianthran realised that he had to be Orotho. He had never actually spoken with the kitchen master – any words traded between them had been mediated by other servantry. ‘You don’t touch her again, you hear me? I don’t care if you think you’re the Vahmeon, that’s my girl. She’s all I have.’

Rianthran threw his hands up in a show of nonviolence, but he flinched when he saw Orotho recoil, the huge man’s eyes shooting to Rianthran’s fingers. He lowered his hands slowly, keeping them far apart in the hopes that it would not frighten the man any further. He did not want these people to see him as a threat.

They have every right to be afraid of you.

‘I need to see how bad it is,’ Rianthran said. ‘If I don’t know how bad it is, I can’t even attempt to cope.’

‘Baba,’ a tired voice croaked from behind Orotho. ‘We talked about this.’

Luminara was dressed not in her servant’s silks but in an oversized tunic laced to the throat and loose pants in a foreign cut. But Riathran’s eyes were hooked on something else; skin that had once been smooth and unmarked was now a patchwork of burnt flesh that spiderwebbed over Luminara’s neck and jaw. From the shoulder, the limb had been wrapped in a bandage – it hid the damage away from prying eyes. Each of her fingers had been meticulously wrapped and knotted at the joint to allow her some range of movement. Some healer had truly tried to repair what they could. Orotho looked down at her painstakingly dressed hand on his shoulder as his daughter sidled around him.

‘Luminara,’ Rianthran began. ‘I – I—’

‘You’re sorry,’ she said, blowing out a long breath. ‘I know, Rianthran.’

Now that she was within Silhuehta’s walls again, Rianthran was at a loss for what to say that could repair this. He stared at her bandaged arm instead, fixed on the texture of each strip. As Ayano Kamal ud-Din, the Vahmeon, Rianthran was truly the most calamitous thing that could have happened to her.

Luminara took his face in her unburnt hand, holding it by the chin and dragging him towards her. He did not resist. They stood mere inches apart, his forehead resting against her golden visor. Not for the first time, Rianthran tried to search through the golden whorls to find her eyes. He had never dared to try to shift the cover, had never tried to catch Luminara at an angle where he might have captured a glimpse of what lay beneath it, but he could not deny that he wished he could see how she looked at him.

Her voice was low as she spoke, so quiet that no one else would hear the words shared between the wounded pair. ‘If you ever set your flame on me again, I’ll kill you. I’ll poison you or I’ll strangle you in your sleep – it doesn’t really matter. You’ll be dead, Rianthran.’

He swallowed. Luminara reached up and pulled him into a hard, one-armed embrace.

‘If I ever do anything like that, I’ll lie down and let you.’
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Luminara did not come back to his quarters. Instead, Rianthran sat in the kitchens and watched her friends flutter around her: Nadiyya and Sadia, each with golden feet; and Abd al-Latif, who regarded Rianthran uncertainly. So many of the women who served tea to the Hastria crossed through the kitchens during those hours, in their patterned silks with flowers braided into their hair. Rianthran, sensing he was an outsider, removed himself to a corner and let Fidda be the one who stood ever-present at Luminara’s side.

He was not the only one relegated to the outer perimeter of the kitchens. As he watched the passage of people, he did not miss the fact that Nejla was being guarded. She was separated from the crowd, too – not by any direct method that would have tread upon the lady’s toes or dishonoured her, but the servantry was not welcoming. Orotho stood subtly in the way, as if shielding Luminara from her sister.

She was always going to end up isolated from them when she was being considered for a crown.

‘Nejla,’ Rianthran called, his voice soft beneath the chatter.

He was uncertain if she’d hear him, but she turned all the same, her mouth quivering and a flash of tears in her eyes that threatened to turn into a deluge. He waved her over. He reached out and took one of her hands in both of his, clutching it carefully. He breathed a touch of warmth into his palms, just a whisper, in the same way he warmed a room or a mug that had cooled too far.

What had he done, truly, to bind himself to a woman he didn’t know?

He had always known that Nejla wanted what any woman would expect from such an arrangement with a Ramosani: to be married and to foster some form of family with him. He had thought this arrangement was an easy fix for a longstanding issue of his – that he could simply keep her as a prospective Ramosana for a little while – but that had been naive.

He would have to learn to love her.

He would have to make them both happy, just as the Hastria had hoped. If Luminara and Nejla could remain happy and safe, he would manage the rest.

He would deal with the Hastria, he would run the country. He would keep them safe. He could not misstep again.

He pulled Nejla into an embrace.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

‘I’m going to say what we’re all thinking,’ Hayat said, midway through their meal.

‘I’d rather you didn’t, actually,’ Wirru muttered, prodding at his dinner. The troupe was set up around their own fire pit in the cosy confines of the traveller’s square, having purchased a hunk of meat from a nearby tavern earlier and squirrelled it away so they could have their meal with some semblance of privacy. Jivin did not take his meals in taverns where he would be recognised. It was difficult to have a relaxing meal when all eyes ended up fixed upon them. Wirru had known many a bard who would have taken advantage of Jivin’s following, to glean free fare from any passing opportunity, but the Svarnishman was deeply shy. If he was not intentionally taking centre stage, Jivin much preferred solitude to a screaming crowd.

‘Are we really letting that girl go back into the arms of the man who maimed her?’ Hayat asked, placing down his plate. The drummer was a colony boy with warm brown skin and a head of braided hair who wore boots made from soft calf leather with a copper disc in each sole. The discs conducted the magick that flowed from his Blessed feet, magick so prominent he was prone to almost constant tapping; even as he spoke now, his heels drummed absent-mindedly against the stone. ‘We can all agree that was stupid, right?’

A contemplative silence stretched out between the troupe, dissatisfaction settling over their supper. Wirru wrinkled his nose at it, sensing an oncoming conversation he would much rather smother. He did not disagree with Hayat, yet it meant little in the grand scheme of things.

Medea was the only one who continued eating, permanently nonplussed by the chaos of the world. She tore a strip of meat from her leg of mutton and chewed it as Jivin set his food down. A nervous habit had the bard picking up his lute and strumming it.

‘Well, we weren’t there,’ Medea said after a moment from her spot beside the drummer. She was almost a foot taller than him and sat with a leg draped atop his, her braids bound to keep them out of her face as she ate. ‘So, none of us know what exactly happened. We can’t be certain of anything.’

‘Respectfully agree to disagree, love. At the very least it’s a gross mismanagement of someone’s magick – anyone practising their Blessing in a decent establishment would never allow something like that to happen.’ Hayat huffed good-naturedly, patting Medea’s thigh. Having been trained in one of the scattering of magi schools in the Fíorcren colonies, he would know. Wirru supposed now was not the time to break down several centuries of economic politics surrounding Loghar and the destruction of any outlying magi schools that had lain within Fíorcren reach. Hayat wasn’t uneducated but he was often too gutsy for his own good, prone to shows of explosive bravery.

‘She conceded he made a mistake putting her in harm’s way.’ Jivin’s hand continued to work over his lute as he strung together a lilting, long tune with a melancholic edge. ‘He could have killed her.’

‘Would have killed her,’ Daire cut in, fiddling with a roasted potato, ‘had she not run into the most magickal man this side of Céad Coillte. That’s some damn luck.’

‘You want me to save her,’ Wirru stated. It was not a question.

Hayat coughed, thumping his chest with a fist. ‘Not just you – I think we should. I don’t think we should have let her go back to the palace to begin with.’

‘Yes, Hayat, because you’ll be doing the saving,’ Wirru shot back, rolling his eyes. ‘You’ll take your gunpowder into Silhuehta and blow the whole palace to the sun, I suppose.’

‘If that’s what it takes.’ Hayat shrugged, still drumming his boots into the stone as if he had a chance of cracking the cobble with the force of it. Medea wiped her hands and reciprocated the pat on the thigh he’d given her earlier, as if to calm the endless energy that burnt within her partner. ‘If you don’t want to save her, maybe I will.’

‘Pardon me if I don’t leap to help every damsel who ignores me when I tell her she’s in danger,’ Wirru muttered resentfully. ‘I tried to warn Tallulah about Faysal, but she wanted to play friends with him and now they’re both dead. I am tired of people waltzing back into death’s arms as if they do not see the scythe above their head.’

‘That girl isn’t Tallulah,’ Daire said. He was trying to be kind but it earnt little more than a baleful glance from Wirru.

‘What do you think, love?’ Hayat prompted, nudging Medea gently in a not-so-subtle way of diverting the conversation.

‘The Golden Library doesn’t intervene in the machinations of history,’ Medea said. She kept her voice level, walking her way slowly around the statement – she knew the sense of disinterest was likely to raise ire from the rest of the troupe. ‘I’m obliged to leave them be. To let it run out of the way it’s meant to be, even if that means the girl is in danger. We’re historians, not heroes.’

‘The two are not mutually exclusive,’ Daire responded. He was the oldest of them by a handful of years, his hair turned entirely silver. He never rushed to decisions, approaching them slowly instead and settling over them like a thoughtful housecat. He tapped at his mug, his gaze distant and distracted by the crackling fire they had congregated around. ‘I’m not one to consider tearing someone away from their family, but even her father didn’t seem to think she was entirely safe. He might be amenable to joining her. Perhaps it would be for the best if they leave Suthuras with us, together – that way she’d at least have some family with her.’

‘I like that plan,’ Medea said after a moment. ‘It still means one of us will have to find her once more and convince her to leave. But she wouldn’t be alone. She wouldn’t be entirely reliant on us. That’s a good plan.’

Wirru sighed. ‘She told us she didn’t have any means to travel. That all her family was in that palace. She chose to walk back into that place after we’d warned her of what would happen. If she can’t recognise the danger in front of her, we’re not rescuing her. We don’t even have the space for another two people in the troupe, unless Daire or Jivin are about to start sharing their beds.’

Jivin struck a flat note in his melody, his steadfast fingers faltering.

‘Had we had a few more minutes with her, she might have reconsidered,’ the bard proposed. It was such a rare thing that he pressed his opinion among the troupe, prone to sacrificing his point of view for the comfort of the many. ‘And I wouldn’t mind sharing my bed with such a beautiful woman – I think she’d make pleasant company.’

‘Had we had a few more seconds within that palace, we should have killed him,’ Wirru bit out the words from between clenched teeth. ‘You all wanted to believe in the goodness of that boy so much that you’ve allowed this to happen – and now it will be left to me to clean up the mess, as per usual.’

Daire took to staring intently at the wagon. Medea turned away. Hayat did not flinch, heels still tapping against the ground impatiently – he’d been the only one willing to look violence in the face, like Wirru, but he had been outvoted by those who flanked him.

Wirru and Jivin shared a long look, then the bard picked up a tune once more, ducking his head to avoid the intensity of the man’s glare. The new tune was a more peculiar, staccato sound the bard and the knight both knew well enough from years before – a reminder of where they’d come from.

Wirru huffed. ‘You can’t save them all.’

Treating this as the end of the discussion, Wirru placed his barren plate down and picked himself up from his chair. He left, leaving the troupe to mull over his disdain without him.




CHAPTER TWENTY

Jivin left it, for a little while.

In the eight summers or so he and Wirru had spent travelling together, he’d learnt not to press his luck with the knight. Wirru was physically at least twice as old as Jivin and a veteran of battle, which meant that when he didn’t want to do something, it was often for good reason.

He was seeing something that Jivin had missed – some tiny detail that skewed things out of their favour.

So, Jivin left it. He let Wirru pace through all of Suthuras, the warrior disappearing into the winding streets and moving like there was something in his body he needed to escape. Jivin could honour that need. He waited, took to his own caravan and stared through the skylight until he was almost certain Wirru had returned. The knight brought a dampening with him wherever he went, a settling in the air that softened the noise of the broader world.

‘You don’t actually think Luminara is stupid.’ Jivin broke the early morning quiet as he descended from his caravan.

‘No, I suppose not,’ Wirru responded after a lengthy pause before going back to tending his blade. It was only because Wirru’s tone was so weary that the bard took it as an invitation to sit beside the knight on the steps of his own caravan. The Fíorcren fixed him with his forest-green stare, studying everything from the slant of Jivin’s stance to the hollows beneath his eyes. ‘You do know I’m the only one in this troupe who can afford to skip sleep, Jivin.’

‘Really? I thought eventually exhaustion turns madness into genius.’ In truth, several hours of pondering the existential dread of having potentially sent Luminara to her doom was enough to rouse the insomniac in Jivin. He did not want to think about the fact that the skin on her arm had continued to wrinkle and blister despite the absence of an active flame. ‘I know you don’t want to talk about it.’

‘Yet you’re still going to try,’ Wirru muttered and Jivin nodded sagely.

‘I think Luminara deserves saving.’ Jivin believed most people deserved saving, in truth, but the woman had struck a sore spot with the bard. He knew what it was to have no means to escape a situation but to see the danger approaching all the while. There was an incomparable sense of dread in that. ‘And I think we’re a little responsible as a troupe at this point. We saw the maiming; we should at least be mindful that she doesn’t end up dead.’

Wirru sighed as he ran his scarred hands through his hair, untying his silvering mane from its loose knot. ‘Everyone thought that Faysal was well natured, too, Jivin, back when he rose to power. Everyone loved him in the beginning and nobody would have thought he meant to hurt his people.’

The knight had so many ghosts. He rarely offered his own insight to Jivin, maybe not wanting to thrust the burden of the dead upon him. It mattered not that Jivin caught glimpses of the ghosts in his books and his melodies, in songs passed along from those who’d long since gone to the heavenly winds. He tilted his head to the side, waited.

When left to contemplate it, Wirru began to talk. ‘Faysal wasn’t a royal child. He wasn’t indoctrinated into the Loghari way like this kid. He was born to a merchant woman who carried spices from town to town. She raised him well – the only reason they escaped the slaughter of his Blood Moon was because she’d given birth on the Zamurrad border and no one thought to check on her, not knowing she’d arrived in town. When he realised, as a boy, that his dreams of another life were memories of the last Ramosani, Faysal convinced his mother to take him to Silhuehta. He managed to convince the Hastria that he was the Ramosani in a single sitting, which is essentially unheard of in the turning of the wheel. No one except those present know what was said on that day, but it must have been damn convincing, because he went from merchant’s son to Ramosani in mere hours.

‘History likes to pretend he was the first Ramosani to try to broker peace between Fíorcre and Loghar. That is a lie. He was simply the first to be so dogged about it. He wrote to every Fíorcren lord requesting formal permission to pass through their lands and converse with them, to argue his case for a proper trade agreement between the two countries. I sat and watched his rise to power from the wayside, him with his silver tongue and his apparently unending patience. With time, everyone in the Fíorcren court decided he was well-meaning, if foolhardy. Not a single knight was swayed by the peace talks, so he tried to present himself as a suitor to marry Tallulah. If the Ramosani of Loghar married Fíorcre’s Saved Empress, then the war could theoretically be at an end. Faysal claimed they were married in the lifetime before his, which was not entirely a lie, but that had been the previous cycle. It shouldn’t have mattered in the next.’

‘And Tallulah didn’t want to marry him,’ Jivin said simply.

‘No, she didn’t. Tallulah could sense desperation like a bloodhound. Everyone else thought it was just amusing – they chuckled about it to themselves and ignored me when I tried to raise my concern about his obsession with her. They thought it was funny and I was watching that man fucking unravel at the seams.’

‘What tipped you off?’ Jivin watched him carefully, having rarely heard him speak so many words in a row.

‘Experience. The Ramosani always unravels. It’s as simple as that.’ Wirru took a long breath and Jivin stilled, trying not to be unsettled by those words. ‘The god that gives him his magick is not a stable one. But people need to learn when someone is dangerous on their own terms, with their own eyes. They need to figure out how to save themselves. I’ve done my part, Jivin – I warned Luminara. If she can’t see what’s in front of her own Blessed eyes, there’s nothing I can do to help. If this life has taught me one thing, it’s that I can’t save everyone.’

‘Do you think being set ablaze equates to the first sign of danger?’ Jivin pressed, twisting the thick ring he wore on his thumb. It was a worn, golden band engraved with Svarnish lily, his mother’s favourite flower. Wirru wanted to help, Jivin could tell. He was not the sort to spend so much time discussing a singular person if he did not want to see her safe. ‘I suspect we have surpassed the first sign of danger. Danger is now looming over us, has ripped off our arm and will likely go for the throat next.’

‘In this metaphor, is the danger a bear?’ Wirru asked, a hint of exhausted mischief in his voice. That was a good sign to Jivin, who had spent years attuning himself to every slight tonal change that heralded the knight’s many moods. Most of them were still something of a mystery, but with time, he was determined to know them all. There was a passage Jivin had found in a journal left by another bard, several generations ago, that listed off a variety of Wirru’s grumblings and their many meanings: it had proven quite useful.

‘A fey bear, I think. A big monstrous creature made from vines with giants for teeth.’ Jivin waggled his golden fingers at Wirru in a show of fake claws.

‘You are missing the point,’ Wirru grumbled. But as Jivin nudged him with his shoulder and the man pushed back, now smiling, and that was enough for Jivin to know he had made headway through whatever mental wall Wirru had erected.

‘I do not think you should go barging back into Silhuehta, sword in hand, and pluck the girl from her home. I think that’s a little gung-ho, even for us. I just think it wouldn’t hurt to look for her – to make sure that, if she is trying to leave, we can get her out of there.’

Conceding in his own way, Wirru nodded. ‘I’ll keep an eye on it.’




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

If there was one thing that brought people together, it was a baby.

Hastria Prem’s third child picked the most dramatic time to arrive. Luminara had barely been back within Silhuehta’s walls for a week when Priti’s water broke all over Rianthran’s fine carpet, taking a roomful of women by surprise. Totally misunderstanding what had happened, Rianthran had regarded it all from the balcony with the mild shock and concern of a man who’d thought the pregnant woman had been unable to control her bladder. It was Luminara, sprawled on her side in the sun, who’d looked up and remarked, ‘She’s having her baby.’

Then Rianthran’s quarters grew very busy and, sensing it unwise to question the sheer amount of people in his rooms, he stayed huddled on his balcony with his dogs. He didn’t mind, truly, though it would have been nice if someone had asked him. But the Vahmeon was meant to have made the land a sanctuary for his people, so Rianthran supposed that could extend to his chambers. Even if he did find it deeply strange that someone was whelping on his bed.

A switch flipped; Nejla became a head of household he would not have wanted to cross. Her maids went out, shouting about a birth, then returned in a flurry with towels, great tubs of water and a group of Loghari midwives. Nejla hurried out the kitchen hands and sent for healers and family while they stripped Rianthran’s linens, replacing them with birthing bedding. Gifted a purpose, she was half a Ramosana beneath Rianthran’s eyes. Priti giving birth was a hard reflection of what Nejla wanted, and though he wished he could want the same thing for her, all he saw was a great deal of pain splitting a woman in two. Surely, they should have figured out a better way to bear children than this sweaty process.

Eventually Hastria Prem hurried into the quarters, swathed in tourmaline-coloured silk, with his other wives, Jayanthi and Varsha, in tow. In Loghar the delivery rooms were generally considered a place for adults, so their children had been briefly left behind in favour of open hands to be put to work. In contrast to the stress writ across Priti’s face, Prem was the picture of fatherly joy. He was radiant with excitement. Rianthran found himself fonder of Prem than he had ever been, the Hastria unburdened by the weight of democracy, nearly bouncing on his feet. The happiness made Prem a man of his age.

‘Do you want me to be here?’ Prem asked Priti, clasping her hand. It was decidedly dramatic and romantic, which would have sent a whole host of palace women swooning. Prem’s wives were no normal women, though. Priti, the youngest of his wives, looked at him with the exasperated ire only reserved for a spouse.

‘Of course not! Where are my loves?’ Her words were so certain, bursting from her, that Luminara exploded in a fit of giggling as Jayanthi and Varsha flocked to the wailing woman.

It was only then that someone finally realised Rianthran and Luminara were still tucked away on the balcony, Prem turning and stopping at the sight of them.

The Hastria’s features shifted from mild bewilderment to amused joy as he threw his hands in the air. ‘Firelight! You should most certainly not be here. Come with me – now that you are a man, you can join in on the wine tasting. Bring your tea girl.’

Rianthran would have taken almost any excuse to be free of this room. He wasn’t quite prepared for the thought of Fidda watching a human labour, either, so they brought the hound with them to Prem’s quarters. He was less certain of bringing Luminara, but she seemed twice as uncomfortable with childbirth, so he wasn’t going to leave her behind.

Within Prem’s rooms, formality had been abandoned for celebration, great bouquets of flowers adorning every open surface other than the table on which he took his meals.

‘Whenever a Hastria has a child, it is tradition that – if the wife does not want them in the birthing room – we celebrate!’ Prem explained. ‘Largely with wine, for those of us who drink, juices and chocolates for those who don’t. It’s about time you joined.’

Rianthran had never truly thought about whether or not he would drink wine – it had never been presented as an option before he came of age. The avatar of the Vahmeon probably should not consume alcohol, anyway, especially when his followers did not, but Prem thrust a glass of it into his hand as they settled around the table. He furrowed his brows, then took one tentative sip and decided it was probably polite to drink.

Luminara hovered uncertainly until Prem loudly beckoned her over. ‘Come sit, little hawk! It is impolite not to celebrate on a day of creation.’

The women worked and the men celebrated. It seemed less offensive than usual with Prem, who had two maidservants constantly running between the rooms to try to ensure his three wives did not decide he was suddenly needed. Rianthran couldn’t blame them: Prem was joyous but he was utterly useless when it came to practical matters. All he wanted to speak about was his plans for his child. It was not long before Rianthran was partly freed from the duty of small talk when Hastria Devrim joined them, the devout man veiled in iridescent crimson silk and a net of shining sitra.

If Prem had already been overwhelmed with joy, Devrim reflected it back upon him tenfold. The two men embraced and then collapsed into their seats, where Devrim meticulously began to break apart the chocolate platter set before them.

It was a revelation for Rianthran. Prem’s proclivities had always been his own, something he would manage on his terms, and Rianthran had always understood that the Hastria could not embrace that part of himself fully. It was why he had his wives, his children, his carefully curated image; for a long time Rianthran had presumed some of that was a façade. But watching Prem that evening, as his face glowed with pride before every visitor, Rianthran knew none of it was a falsehood. Hastria Prem loved his wives, wanted his children, and remained queer all the while.

‘How do you do this?’ Rianthran asked, when the evening stretched long and the two Hastria, Prem and Devrim, were reclining together on a lounge. Hastria Muhsin had dropped in to deliver a finely stitched blanket and a jewelled rattle for the new babe but had not stayed. Hastria Idris had stayed for several glasses of wine. Hastria Zurik had not bothered to come by at all. Luminara was tucked against Rianthran’s ribs as he spoke, one of his hands smoothing over her hair. ‘How do you make your family work?’

Rianthran knew that he loved Luminara, ardently. He knew that he needed to love Nejla, for he’d already chosen her in the eyes of the court. He could not trap her in a loveless marriage. But he had no clue how to manage both of those things at once, let alone giving Nejla a child. Yet Prem had figured it out, seemingly, without a shadow of distress. Prem fixed him with an indecipherable look, eyes glimmering with the light of his magick, then glanced down to his glass of wine. Realising it was on its last dregs, he plucked a bottle from the table and refilled it.

‘With love. It is work but the kind of work that can be accomplished with love and care, by keeping your wives in mind at all times.’ The Hastria drank from his cup and smiled broadly, nodding his head towards Luminara. ‘She’s quite beautiful, you know. I can see why you took a liking to her. You should have brought her to me sooner.’

Rianthran’s face burnt as he avoided eye contact with Luminara, mildly mortified at Prem’s directness. If she was bothered by the Hastria’s comments, she did not flinch. She did not shift at all.

‘My first priority,’ Rianthran began, ‘has not been my teenage infatuation. I’ve actually been trying to keep her away from the court. At least until I have Ascended.’

The mage laughed and Devrim did his best to conceal a snigger, but if they were allowing themselves to relax, perhaps Rianthran could afford a shred of honesty.

‘Keeping your beloved from court only works as long as everyone knows you’ve got no interest in them,’ Prem remarked. ‘Nejla is a good diversion for the gossipmongers, but they’ve caught whisper of this one. I do not wish to sully my babe’s creation day with talk of nonsense, but you’ll have quite the storm to weather if you do not pivot your attentions. I will help, of course, but my influence is not infinite. Especially not with war on the way.’

‘If they rob us of our children, they should expect nothing less,’ Devrim muttered.

Luminara shifted at Rianthran’s side, unsettled.

Prem had always tried to help Rianthran. He had been his magick tutor when Rianthran was a boy, when no one else had dared face the inferno. Perhaps that was why the young Ramosani’s clumsy heart had once stumbled over him and been rejected, gently, by a man who was too grown to entertain the affections of an emotionally stunted teen. Rianthran didn’t blame Prem for it, though there was a thorn that lived in his chest and it stung when the memory arose.

‘Do you want a boy?’ Luminara asked, breaking the contemplative quiet that lingered. ‘Or a girl?’

‘I would like a healthy babe,’ Prem responded with a grin. ‘The gender is of no matter to me – though Priti is hoping for a girl. She would love a little Zamurradi princess, especially because my other two children are boys.’

When the time came, it was Varsha who came to fetch Prem.

The quartet had fallen asleep in their cushioned seats while waiting for news of the birth. Together they rose, Rianthran bleary-eyed and tentative, following Prem back to the birthing room. He knew he would sleep badly anywhere that was not his, so he was relieved to return to his sanctuary with Luminara and Fidda at his heels.

When they arrived, they found Priti still in Rianthran’s bed, one of his hounds settled at her side, and a new babe in her arms. Prem took to her side first but when he brought the babe over to Rianthran, its little face was pinched as if someone had stuck a lime under its tongue; the barest traces of light emerged from her crown, a Blessing inherited from her father.

‘A little girl,’ Prem murmured in a wonder. In the light of the waking dawn streaming through Bialnutre’s branches, he stood among the heavens with the swaddled baby in hand. Rianthran stared, fascinated, at the newborn girl’s face. It seemed impossible to him that he had ever been so small and vulnerable.

It was hard to keep himself from smiling. ‘The Vahmeon blesses her.’




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Nejla was already awake when a quiet knock came at her door, cracking apart the shell of her sleepless night. Mridula was tucked against her side in their cushiony bed and did not stir as Nejla rose on bare feet. She found herself reluctant to leave Mridula at all but there was only one person who would call upon her so late, so subtly, knowing she’d likely still be awake. Rianthran’s quarters, where she now spent most of her time, were far vaster than Nejla’s but twice as quiet, which allowed her to catch the coded tap. She slid the door open, peering out into the gloom and finding Prem.

The Zamurradi man’s hair was loose and uncovered, most of his many layers shed so he was left in little more than his pyjamas. Ever since his new daughter had entered the world, her cousin was flush with the warmth of fatherhood; a pregnancy glow for the patriarch.

‘Do you want to do something devious?’ Prem asked, flashing Nejla one of those charming smiles that had always been a source of trouble. It was a flashback to their youth, to the antics of two children with similar predilections escaping into her father’s halls together. Prem had been the older sibling Nejla had always prayed for, one willing to take her along on every misshapen adventure they’d dared charge into headfirst.

‘Of course,’ she said, feeling a smile break across her tired features. ‘What are we doing?’

‘You’re going to go spy. I’m going to cast an invisibility spell upon you and take you, as our prospective Ramosana, to see how we Hastria really decide things in this blasted country.’ Prem said it all with such nonchalance but Nejla’s mind unfolded as she considered what was happening before her, the offer being held out.

‘Sounds like exactly what I need,’ she breathed. She needed to clear her head. It would be pleasant to put her mind to something political rather than interpersonal, and being allowed to eavesdrop upon the Hastria was Nejla’s dream. At least there, she would not be worrying about Luminara.

Orotho had made it decidedly tricky for Nejla to see Luminara within the waking hours, and when she’d finally made it down to the kitchens unstopped, she had found herself faced with the deeply monstrous wound that now lay upon her sister’s arm. It was difficult not to worry about what Luminara’s life would look like within the palace when she could not use both arms at once.

‘I didn’t know that you could still do that – make people invisible,’ she added.

‘And you will not tell a soul, little Ramosana.’ Prem extracted his wand from a slot at the belt. He spoke the Zamurradi spell as simply as a greeting. ‘Andarshan. Stay beside me as I walk, stay quiet, and don’t touch anything that will draw attention. The invisibility will hide your scent and your look, but it won’t hide your sound. I can see you because it’s my magick hiding you, so if you need to draw my attention just wave your hands about.’

‘Just like sneaking around back home.’

The two set off down the halls, Prem setting a solid pace with Nejla at his heel. Within the shadows of Silhuehta, struck by the blackest of eves, Nejla came alive.

Prem led her to the meeting chamber, an enclosed, luxurious expanse covered in cushions, with a long gaming table at its centre. It was a difficult thing, to get all six of the Hastria in a single room but as Nejla wandered in behind Prem, a cry went up among the men, an undercurrent of joy beneath it.

There was a place set on the table for each of the six Hastria and also for three men with whom Nejla was less familiar. One was Gamil, the head of the palace guard, Abd al-Latif’s father. She knew Gamil well by reputation and he was largely a jolly fellow, one who worried too much about his son. The second man was the guardian of the broader city of Suthuras; a slight, scholarly stranger who, at the very peripherals of her memory, she recalled as a third-generation diplomat. The third was a hunter who Nejla believed came from the sands of Loghar, one of the men who kept watch for the Fíorcren arms, in case they dared to tread across the border. They were Zurik’s and Idris’s men – mouthpieces who answered a call – which was why Nejla had never met them. She would need to know them if she was to be the Ramosana; she would need to understand how to use them.

‘The new father! We weren’t sure we’d have you at this meeting!’ Idris called.

‘My little princess is sleeping well tonight – but if Priti calls, I will have to return. The little one is still so new to the world it is a hard ask to stay away for long.’ As Prem stepped forward, through the doorway, Nejla sidled away. She hugged the wall as the Hastria greeted Prem in a chorus, calls and cups rising to greet his arrival. She did not fail to notice that Zurik alone didn’t greet Prem. The spider sat at the far side of the table facing Devrim, idly swirling a drink in his hand. Nejla almost felt seen as his pale eyes rolled around the room, passing over her, but she trusted Prem’s magick, trusted that no one was aware of her intrusion, so she pressed on.

Prem was the true archmage of Loghar. Zurik was a relic of the Alahl’s reign. He would keep his seat once she was Ramosana, but he’d hopefully pass quietly in the night shortly after Rianthran’s Ascension. Perhaps Mridula would help him.

‘You get one late pass for chess,’ Muhsin remarked, an impatient thrum in his tone. Prem laughed good-naturedly as he took his place beside Idris, waving to one of the tea girls, who produced a bottle of wine to fill his cup. The Hastrias’ tea girls each stood stationed around the perimeter of the room; out of reach of their lord but never so far away to make refreshments inconvenient. Half of the women looked decidedly exhausted as Nejla trod silently past them. More of the Hastria seemed to be drinking than their publicly espoused tenets would suggest, Nejla noticed as she glanced between the cups with narrowed eyes.

‘Chess is chess – it starts when we’re all here. Unless one of us is about to start playing a game against themselves, I think Prem is fine,’ Devrim remarked from the end of the table.

The first lady of Loghar wound through the scattered rainfall of pillows, keeping her feet flat and even. She found a corner between two servants where she tucked herself away, beside a painting of the Vahmeon; the holy phoenix, worshipped by the Loghari, its wings lined with soot, lit by the full moon – a bright mirrored sphere – set above it. The tea girls gave the mural a wide berth, so it was the perfect refuge for Nejla.

Djinn’s chess was a game that Nejla’s father had played and taught only to his sons, despite Nejla’s frequent pleas to be included. Still, she had observed them many times. Djinn’s chess could be played with any number of chessboards, but the game became truly elaborate after the second addition. Between the six Hastria and the three visitors were four chess boards. One chesspiece across the four boards would be a singular Djinn, disguised as another piece. Otherwise innocuous, it was marked by a jewel beneath its base that could only be observed by tilting or picking up the piece. The goal was simple: a player needed to acquire the Djinn piece and use it to set checkmate. With multiple boards, there could be any number of alliances forged between players to pass the Djinn between them if one had a better chance of winning the match.

It was well understood in Djinn’s chess that lying, stealing and strategy was the way to play, and so Nejla found it interesting that this game was how, evidently, the Hastria settled down to negotiate the matters of country. The humour was not lost on her. She had spent hours as a child watching her father determine business deals by who was the best cheater in a game of chess.

‘The Knights of the Blessing will not acknowledge Loghar’s children going missing along the eastern border, despite our boy’s dawning interest in it,’ Devrim started, seemingly beginning the collective game of chess as he moved a rook. ‘A missive was sent to Xanthos and promptly ignored. They wouldn’t even allow the messenger into their royal halls.’

‘Of course Fíorcre won’t acknowledge it,’ Zurik responded derisively. ‘As far as we know, the Knights of the Blessing don’t even have true authority over their nation. If they follow their own rules, they simply stand as placeholders until a true ruler emerges from the rabble. They’re probably as agreeable about the matter as we are – if Galahad won’t speak with us, it’s pointless trying to converse with any of them.’

‘They’re probably less agreeable than us,’ Muhsin chuckled. ‘Those who think themselves so superior often are.’

How amusing Luminara would have found this conversation had she been able to stand alongside Nejla, another fly on the wall; to hear these men, who were so superior in their own respective worlds, make out as if they were the humble ones was downright laughable. As if plucking Nejla’s thoughts from the air, Prem made a rude noise and moved his knight against Idris. ‘If we’re starting that particular discussion now, I’ll need more to drink. It’ll need to be stronger.’

That set off idle chuckles and chess pieces began to move at faster speed. Nejla’s eyes flicked between the boards as she tried to keep track of what was occurring.

‘Is there any progress finding Faysal’s burial site?’ Zurik asked, his voice cutting through the chatter. The men shared unsettled looks before each letting out their own doubtful noises.

‘We know after the last war, they spent a good deal of time building two tombs somewhere south of Xanthos, but we still do not know where those tombs are. They buried the details many turns of the moon ago. We can only presume that one of them is in fact Faysal’s tomb, considering the time and lengths Fíorcre has gone to in order to hide any record of it from the public eye – neither tomb is listed in any of their easily accessible archives,’ Idris explained between nervous sips. It was no secret that he tended to defer to Zurik in these discussions, if gently. ‘We’ve resorted to looking through construction records from the era using Hasan’s connections. There are always plenty of those to go through after a war, especially with how much infrastructure Faysal destroyed. Our hope is that someone slipped up and archived one of the tombs in a peripheral manner. There are tradespeople within Loghar’s border who seemed to have sold stock to the knights and craftsmen; it’s just a matter of finding them. My messenger is looking along the old thoroughfares for any sign of them.’

‘And your messenger can be trusted?’ Zurik pressed.

‘My own nephew has taken up this honourable work for us, far from home. There’s no one I would trust more than him, apart from my own children,’ Idris stated.

‘It’s a shame you didn’t send them,’ Devrim joked, making Prem and Muhsin break into another round of chuckles. The two toasted one another from afar with a tilt of their glasses, ignoring Idris’s flustered huffing. Nejla knew Idris had a habit of pressing women onto Prem despite being fully aware of where his preferences lay, though he could never say as much to Idris’s face without risking political flattening; it had infused tension in the ley lines that marked their friendship.

Devrim continued. ‘Redirecting this mess of a conversation to something I’d rather talk about: Galahad still hasn’t loosened up his hold on the southern keep. His family are nesting within Chríoch Castle and turning away anyone who comes too close, despite knowing damn well that we need to pass through there to carry any produce or medicine down to Qaryat.’

‘Qaryat’s in a shitty position surrounded by those mountains,’ Zurik muttered at the end of the table. Qaryat was one of the southernmost cities in Loghar, ringed by mountains. It meant the only efficient path into the city was through the major road that crossed a patch of land recently stolen by Fíorcre. It left Qaryat at the mercy of the empire, which was no easy place to be. ‘At this point we’d almost be better off if they were taken in as a colony town – at least then we’d be done with Galahad. The man survives one war with Loghar and thinks that we’re all intending to murder Fíorcren children instead of just trying to keep our people alive.’

‘If we wanted to murder children, we’d become Knights of the Blessing.’ Devrim chortled.

‘He’s not even in the bloody castle.’ The guardian of Suthuras spoke – his name was Magan, Nejla finally recalled. ‘It’s not as if we’re impeding upon his personal homestead – the old bastard is cushioned up in Xanthos. At this point he’s just trying to starve Qaryat.’

‘Which we cannot allow. We must start contemplating moving through Chríoch with force if they continue to refuse our passage,’ Prem insisted. ‘Chríoch Castle isn’t as well guarded as they’d like to believe. It’s been a residential holding for nearly two decades, simply minded by Áine and Galahad’s family. If we need to force their hands, we have plenty of paths to do so. Áine has a wife and two children.’

Muhsin’s bishop glinted as he picked it up, a round glass gem at the base that he seemed to miss because he was midway through taking a swig of wine. Nejla pressed her lips together, studying the features of the Hastria. She raised a hand in the air and waved it, trying to draw Prem’s eye above Muhsin’s head.

‘If we move on Chríoch Castle, we’ll be starting war with Fíorcre. They won’t take that lying down,’ Muhsin said, once he was done with his drink. Prem’s gaze flicked up momentarily, his hand resting on a rook. He fixed Muhsin with an ingratiating look.

‘If we go to war, we should focus on Zamurrad first,’ Prem remarked. ‘Strategically, it kept Loghar safe and well fed when it was allied land, so if we reclaim Zamurrad from Fíorcre, we’ll be in a far better place to hold our own. Then we can turn our focus on Chríoch.’

‘Or we can go north and break through to Fíorcre,’ the hunter muttered as he moved a piece against Zurik. He was losing the game. ‘We need to get food to Qaryat, but if we trick them into diverting their forces north, then perhaps the merchants will be able to ferry the goods south while the Fíorcren armies are distracted. We’d be making progress rather than pandering to what Zamurrad wants.’

‘But pandering to what I want is so fun!’ Prem proclaimed, wiggling his fingers flirtatiously at the older man. The hunter refused to look at the Zamurradi Hastria directly, pulling away as he shifted a pawn on the board. ‘It does make me so much more fun to drink with and it makes life so much easier for me. Besides, that’s a stupid plan; if Fíorcre goes on the alert, we’ll probably never even get to the southern roads to Qaryat. Do you want our merchants slain on the road because you didn’t want to pander to those of us who actually think strategically?’

Devrim’s elbow surreptitiously nudged Idris’s glass of wine as he twisted to reach for a piece, sending it toppling into his lap. The Hastria jumped backwards, scrambling to his feet to avoid the fallen glass, but in the process he knocked Muhsin’s hand, who was halfway through having his tea girl refill his drink. Muhsin jerked back, spluttering at the commotion beside him, promptly dropping his own cup from beneath the tea girl’s pour and sending a flood of wine onto the table. Faster than Nejla could spot, Prem said something beneath his breath and in a burst of golden light set the boards and their many pieces afloat.

There was cursing all around as several of the tea girls rushed to mop up the spill, but Nejla wasn’t watching them. She was watching the pieces. Prem had shuffled out of the spill’s reach with his wineglass in hand, held to his mouth, and in a moment that she would have missed if she had blinked, Muhsin’s bishop flickered. It changed colours, just by a shade or two. Within moments, the tea girls had mopped up spilt wine, apologies pouring from their pretty lips as if a single one of them could have prevented what had happened. It was orchestrated chaos at its finest – Devrim and Prem at work.

‘Thank you, Prem,’ Zurik said from the end of the table, though it sounded physically painful for him to express the simple gratitude. ‘Now, if you’d please put the boards back.’

The Zamurradi Hastria smiled his blindingly white, charming grin. ‘Of course,’ he conceded. With an entirely over-complicated wave from Prem, the boards floated back to the table. ‘You have to be more careful, Devrim! You can’t ruin the game because you’ve had a drink or three.’

‘I may have started earlier,’ Devrim chuckled. ‘The wife likes a glass, too, but I didn’t think I was that deep in the drink.’

Quietly, Prem tipped his cup upwards in a casual way; Devrim tilted his chin slightly in return – a gentleman’s toast kept secret. They settled back into their seats and the game began once more, with Nejla still staring over their shoulders.

Prem did not immediately call his victory; it would have been too soon, too obvious. There was no rule against cheating in Djinn’s chess, but winning wasn’t Prem’s only goal. He wanted them all to think that he had won the game out of pure strategy, so Nejla was not surprised to see him swap the Djinn piece with Idris’s bishop.

Idris, who they had jostled with immediately upon sitting down, who they poked at often.

Idris, who was slowly and meticulously losing his game of chess against Prem.

The Zamurradi Hastria fell silent as the others picked back up their idle conversation, politics shifting to the machinations of the palace. Prem was the quietest among them now, sitting with one knee tucked loosely to his chest as his halo of Blessed light settled. He took piece after piece from Idris, trading an occasional pawn to steal a rook. He won most of these until he baited Idris’s bishop, the Djinn piece that had originally been his. Within two moves, he took the piece and, with an unerring stare, swapped the piece neatly for his. The winning bishop now sat once more in place on Prem’s side of the board and Idris inspected his opponent, quizzical.

Idris could have been claiming victory with that move, or he could have been falsely flagging a piece as the winning item. The game continued on, both men growing intently focused upon the board. Devrim sacrificed his game with a lighthearted laugh. Eventually, Prem manoeuvred his pieces into a pinning position, something Idris could not find his way out of.

‘I call Djinn,’ Prem said with a broad grin, tilting the bishop back to reveal the gem beneath.

‘Fucking hell,’ Idris swore.

Zurik, still settled at the end of the table, fixed Idris with a stare that could have drained the blood from any mere mortal. ‘You let him win?’

‘I didn’t let him do anything,’ Idris huffed back. ‘He won. I don’t know how, but he won.’

Prem finished his cup with a hard swig, slamming it onto the table with a sharp exhale. The man’s eyes sparked as he turned his body towards the rest of the table. Just like that, the game won, Prem took over the meeting. ‘Our next move, when we get the chance, should be to send a missive to Chríoch Castle informing them that if they don’t open up the southern trade road, we’ll be sending an army through it. As per the rules of hospitality owed to them as a civilian holding, we will give them a warning to open or vacate. With half a brain between the lot of them, they will bow rather than risk an all-out brawl.’

There was an unsettling grumbling amid the other men, but no one even dared to raise a whisper of an objection.

Now that the game was done, Nejla watched as their conversation filtered off. The frustration that radiated from Zurik was enough to set the group off balance, and so, once they’d sorted the path to Chríoch, the six Hastria and three men splintered. Prem was the last to leave, helping a pair of tea girls clear the table. He gave Nejla a knowing look and, without waiting any longer, she vanished with him into Silhuehta.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

For someone who’d recovered swiftly from every little injury that had ever befallen her – every sprained ankle and strained muscle – Luminara did not know how she was expected to cope with the fact that her arm would never heal.

A foolish part of her had thought the work Wirru had done would shift the proverbial scale within her. It had been healing work akin to Zinat’s – incomprehensible to anyone other than the practitioner, and so Luminara had dared to hope the stranger was capable of miracles.

Instead, Luminara was left to grow accustomed to a new, devastating resident within her body. The flame. It had lived within Rianthran and now it clung to her just as fiercely, never resting or quieting. It left her unsettled in her waking hours, utterly convinced that she would undress her arm and find it rendered nothing but blackened flesh and exposed bone.

It was strange, to not work. Stranger still that she was entirely unable to. She spent one morning forcing herself to persist through the morning service, hauling her teapot around with her left hand, but it was unwieldy and ill-fitting for the work. It could not move in the dexterous way her right hand had.

The pain did not deign to remain in the arm that had been devoured by holy flame, Luminara had learnt. As she manoeuvred through a simple brew, every awkward shift or changed angle sent lightning through her shoulders, snaking down between her ribs and making it hard to breathe.

She had barely managed to ease her teapot over the flame before her body demanded she stop, bent over the kitchen counter, panting from the sheer demand of such a simple task.

Her sisters in service hovered over her shoulder, all fluttering fingers and concerned murmurings, but they did not interfere. She did not have the luxury of recline – Luminara was no noble, wounded dove. The servantry could not afford to be injured in a way that stopped them from doing their duty. Palace servants, wards of Silhuehta: what would happen to them if they were unable to do the job for which they’d been bred?

Zinat had been a tea girl. Her mother had almost certainly been one as well. That was the way of the palace servants – it was one’s birth that launched them into these shining halls. Healthy children from healthy parents, reaped for service.

So, she stopped praying. She vowed that her body would recover. She asked Sadia to bring her herbs she’d seen Zinat buy, and she asked Orotho to grind them down to a powder that she steeped over hot water and drank, though she rankled against the bitter, acrid taste. It was mindless. There had been intention in the way that Zinat had done things, wisdom that she’d not had the chance to impart upon Luminara.

When Priti had her baby, Luminara had watched from behind a haze of pain as life was brought into the world. Nothing changed for the nobility, no matter how drastically her world had transformed. She played the attentive companion – she could do that, for a time, before inevitable questions arose about her capacity. Questions Zinat would have known how to answer.

So, she guessed. She griped. She recoiled in her den like a wounded jackal and sat there for days, attempting to conceptualise a reality in which she could continue on. In which she could survive. The less she moved, the less she feared her arm falling off in a hopeless, crackling heap.

Luminara – heartsick and spiralling – slept.

Rianthran came, when he could. She was not always conscious to see his arrival, her slumber weighing heavy upon her, but she felt him. She would wake like a ghoul from her dreamless sleep to find him seated in the small room she shared with Orotho. Rianthran, a book clutched in his uncalloused hands. He did not have a single mark of pain upon his skin, their young Ramosani. Not one pale scar besmirched his oaken complexion – how idyllic, he was, in contrast with what had become of her.

Yet, still, she barely knew him. What was a turn of the moon or three between total strangers? She knew Abd al-Latif, with his sandpaper palms. She had known him since he’d been little more than a foolish boy. Who was Rianthran, this young man made from starlight and ash?

Questions for a more pensive, more involved lover. Someone with enough time in the day to philosophise.

A half-turn of the moon into her recovery, Luminara awoke to a knock at her window.

‘Luminara,’ a whisper came. She twisted around to find Orotho still slumbering, snoring softly in his hard bed.

She knew that voice. As quietly as she could, Luminara eased out of her hammock. She would have kept the blanket wrapped around her but she realised the very act of holding it would require mobility she was not sure she had, so she left it in the hammock. Barefoot, she sidled by Orotho in his bed and out of the kitchens.

There was always servantry working in the kitchen, shadows bent over brewing pots and bubbling kettles. They were not the sort who would snitch, so Luminara paid them little mind as she wound her way away from them. They regarded her with such pity, now, such disregard.

Nejla stood cloaked in shadow, her eyes alight with the shrewd gleam of scheming. She was barefoot and dressed in little more than the slip she wore to lounge around her private quarters, causing Luminara to raise an eyebrow in question. If she were found wandering Silhuehta in such a manner, it would be more than scandal that lay before Nejla. This was unlike her.

‘Sis,’ Nejla began. There was an excited flush at the high points of her cheeks and she seemed bursting to speak, but her tongue caught upon something. She swallowed.

The two had not seen each other often since Luminara had been lit aflame. Luminara had not been enlightened as to why, but she understood it as thus: Nejla had lied to Orotho and he stood in opposition to her behavior. When faced with that quiet condemnation, Nejla had made herself incredibly scarce.

‘You won’t believe where I’ve been,’ Nejla said, continuing the other half of the thought she’d begun.

So, that was it. They would continue, as they always had. Luminara swallowed. She reached out with her left arm and squeezed Nejla’s arm.

She did not have the energy to foster a grudge against Nejla for her clumsy handling of Luminara’s maiming. There was no guide for something such as this.

‘Tell me,’ Luminara prompted, finally, when she felt the pause had grown too great to bear. ‘I’ve been cooped up in my room for so long, I miss adventure.’

She did not miss adventure. She missed normalcy. She missed her arm.

‘Did you know that the Hastria negotiate through chess? Djinn’s chess?’

Luminara did know this, not that she had ever cared for the machinations of the Hastria. They thought their meetings so very secret but they still needed tea girls for the event, lest they be forced to pour their own drink. But Nejla – she’d not known. Despite her relationship with the Hastria Prem, this was entirely new information for her.

Luminara hummed. ‘No. Did you land yourself an invitation, then? Your cousin finally dragged you along to their little club?’

Carefully, Luminara lowered herself to sit down upon the stonework of the little courtyard in which they stood.

‘He did! And it’s absurd, Luminara. They all sit together in their den and they play Djinn’s chess. Djinn’s chess – that’s how they decide all things in this country.’ The words poured from Nejla, a bubbling stream. Luminara sat through Nejla’s recount of it all, trying to pay the appropriate amount of attention to the colourful retelling of Nejla’s little heist. She had been invisible, Nejla told Luminara, less noticeable than even a fly on the wall.

An interesting spell to know that Hastria Prem had – Luminara had never seen him cast anything like it. Every spell Prem had ever cast in front of the servantry in Luminara’s lifetime had been quite flashy. Bright, emerald-green bubbles and huge shows of light cast over the castle from the Hastria’s balcony. Invisibility was a far different thing, an underhanded spell meant for spies and snakes and ambitious women who wanted to pry open the doors closed by men.

While Luminara pondered the thought, Nejla babbled on. ‘And those bastards want to go to war, can you believe it? They want to swing on Fíorcre over a dispute going on in the north. Some Xanthian lady has settled in the Alahl’s old castle and the Hastria are itching for a fight.’

The words struck her, like snow in the sand, and suddenly Luminara was no longer drowsy. She was intensely awake, her tailbone aching from the stone beneath her, muscles in her shoulder seizing tight.

‘What do you mean?’ she asked. War – such a grand term. Surely Nejla had misheard something. Surely, she was exaggerating. Nejla tended to long for the dramatic. It was far more interesting than the mundanity of palace life for a girl who dreamed of grandeur.

Obliviously, Nejla twirled. She was so excited by her night that she did not notice the alarm awakening within Luminara. ‘They talked of war, Luminara, and I was the first to hear of it.’

Nejla thought of war and, far from the battlefield, she thought of it as a faraway concept. Distant and strange. Luminara thought of war and she thought of blood. She thought of the fact that it had been a long time since Loghar had had an army of any note, and the people who’d be sworn in to fight the Fíorcren scourge were the shadows in the kitchen. She thought of Abd al-Latif. Nejla – sweet, generous Nejla – was not Loghari. She could not understand the ancestral fear of the east.

‘That … must have been exciting,’ Luminara managed. ‘To finally find yourself in the room where it all happens. The next time I leave my little den, you shall be running the game yourself.’

There was no point in dampening Nejla’s mood when she would not understand Luminara’s fear. Her mind was alight with a thousand stories she had heard throughout her youth, from the mouths of a hundred adults. Yet it was sitting here, opposite her sweet sister, that Luminara thought of her mother. Zinat had never made friends with nobility. She had never seen Zinat make small talk with a lord or lady – Luminara thought her mother had always regarded the upper class with an idle suspicion.

You were born in blood, little bobcat. If the gods were good, no mother would ever have to worry about their child coming into a world forged in violence.

‘Gosh, I do hope so. The things I could do, Lumi.’ Nejla drew her into an awkward, delicate embrace and Luminara made herself smile in response. ‘We are going to do so much good for Loghar.’

‘Of course you will,’ she said, the words rehearsed but reassuring enough to set Nejla at ease. The lady Dubhashi was rarely awake so late in the eve and must have been fervently tired. Luminara would sort her first and then turn her focus elsewhere. ‘But you will not do so in your slip, lingering with the servants before sunrise. Go back to your quarters, sis. We will talk soon.’

Nejla squeezed her hand before she left. Luminara watched her go, listened to her soft footsteps against the palace floor – the lilting, twisting melody that Nejla hummed as she walked. When her warm presence was gone, Luminara was alone with her mother’s ghost and the shadow of the Blood Moon. When Luminara left that narrow courtyard, she left to see if she could make the world a better place.

Fuck the Hastria. They did not take Loghar to war.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Passion was a strange beast, marked by churning flame and sleepless nights.

Luminara found herself somewhere between loneliness and longing for companionship when she found herself at Rianthran’s quarters. The shadows of the evening left the glittering halls in a peculiar gloom; grey drapery in every nook now looked like an easy hideaway for any manner of monster. Restless, driven nigh mad by the whisper of war on the wind, Luminara made her way through the palace.

The guards allowed her to pass. Nejla had not retired within these quarters that eve, a sisterly favour that Luminara was deeply grateful for. She knocked on Rianthran’s door softly, thinking perhaps he would simply be asleep. If he did not answer, she would let it go. She would try to push it all from her mind and return to her state of blissful ignorance.

We don’t get involved with the rich, her mother had once said as they watched the noblemen fluff over Zamurradi merchants. Luminara had watched the exchange from behind her mother’s skirts, flanked by a conclave of women drawn from the palace walls. That is how one remains safe from the powerful. That is our way.

Luminara apologised quietly to her mother, not for the first time, as Rianthran opened the door. He did not look much better than she did – there was exhaustion in his dark gaze that he had been hiding well come their mornings together. The young Ramosani straightened, cocking his head to one side in question as his eyes skated over her.

‘May I come in?’ she asked as he opened his mouth, raking her hand through her hair.

‘Why are you barefoot?’ he asked, apparently finding that to be the direst question in his mind as he stepped back to usher her within his chambers.

‘I couldn’t sleep,’ Luminara remarked.

‘That’s not an answer,’ Rianthran responded curtly, though he pressed no further. He was still studying her as she shuffled inside, as if seeking some ailment or injury. His eyes lingered on her maimed arm in the same way that everyone’s eyes did now. ‘Did something happen?’

She was not unfamiliar with the tight feeling knotting away in her chest, working itself into bundled muscle there. It was a serpent that tangled around her lungs and squeezed hard, sending her heart into a deafening thunder. In that moment, she was not sure what she was doing there at all. Rianthran closed the door behind her, the avatar of the Vahmeon at her beck and call. Luminara was not the woman who should have stood freely within these rooms, should not have known the desperation that lived beneath his skin. He wanted for so much.

‘Are you going to war with Fíorcre?’ the question stumbled forth, echoing out into the cavernous quiet of the night.

‘Of course Loghar is going to war with Fíorcre,’ Rianthran said slowly. The exhaustion in his stare was endless, a dark thing indicative of years far beyond his own. ‘It has to be done. We need more food, more land, more hold on the world stage to levy trade. There are other countries who might help us, but we have to reach them first, and the only way we do that is if we go through Fíorcre, taking our soldiers through the desert and heading to Gokyulke, the ancient bay. That would be catastrophic. The trip is too long and our resources too finite – it would take years before we’d be able to bring help back by sea. To bring soldiers.’ He explained it methodically, churning his way over the facts as if he was still convincing himself of it.

‘What happens to us? What happens to me when you go to war?’ Luminara found herself unable to control her distress any longer. She stamped a foot on the ground, an action that would have been far more impactful had she bothered to put on her shoes. ‘What happens to everyone here? My family … would Orotho be dragged into all of this? You look at me and try to lie to me, Rianthran. Look in my eyes and tell me they’ll be fine.’

As she realised what was happening, that he had already made the decision, Luminara tore off her visor. There were many reasons Zinat had hidden Luminara from the world, in her own ways. The largest of which now stared Rianthran in the face. There were easier ways to hide common Blessings: gloves, or sleeves or a simple wrap. Luminara’s covering had embraced her mother’s flair for aesthetic.

If one’s Blessing wasn’t used, the radiance of the magick would fade, but the marks would never vanish. Not when the gods had painted them. Luminara’s eyes were painted gold, luminescent with the arcane, for with every second she stared out of them, her Blessing was put to work. Seers were powerful creatures because they could not help how their magick strengthened throughout their life – a muscle exercised with their mere existence. They either nurtured their power or they blinded themselves.

‘You’re a Seer,’ Rianthran said. Luminara stayed silent. He glanced away for a moment and despite her gifts she could not see whatever he did in the darkness draped over Loghar, in the stars creeping over Suthuras. ‘What do you want to happen? Have you seen something happen?’

She shook her head. She could stare into the flames all she pleased, and she’d never see a vision she truly longed for. That was not how her Blessing worked – it could not be summoned like a cat to call. ‘I don’t want war to happen at all, Rianthran. I want us to be safe and happy in Silhuehta. I don’t want Fíorcre to threaten the peace here. I don’t want Orotho to have to live through a second war. I don’t want Nejla to be faced with the reality of losing you. I want you and me to stay here, like this, and be happy. I want to see a reign of Hastria who understand and see this nation for what it is, who do not lash out at the disenfranchised. Why can’t it be like that? Why do Loghar’s people have to rot in the belly of this conflict, a conflict we could stop with the right people at the helm of our country?’

She could not understand how anyone could wish for war. That damned prophecy made people chase utterly bizarre paths, and it hinged upon the idea that Loghar and Fíorcre simply could not be at peace. The words compelled them towards conflict. Loghari people wanted a victory, but they wanted prosperity more – those two things, in Luminara’s eyes, could not coexist. They wanted their children to live settled lives, to find spouses and raise families without fearing the slaughter wrought by monstrous knights from an empire beholden to one ancient prophecy. Their country would not withstand another war. Loghar would fall to pieces.

‘I wish it were that easy.’ Rianthran sighed. ‘I – I’ve been training to do this my whole life, Luminara. There are people relying on me. You’re relying on me. I have to Ascend. I need the knowledge of my predecessors if I’m to have any hope of getting Loghar through another cycle; I have to fight Fíorcre. Every year they press further within our borders in the hope of claiming back land that’s rightfully ours. In the last twenty years they’ve stolen almost all unoccupied corners of land. The border families have been trying to drive them out, but they need help. Once I’ve Ascended, I can give them an army.’

An army of men and women drawn from the followers of the Vahmeon, who would march to war behind their Ramosani with their jaws set in iron, because that was who they were.

‘You’re one person,’ Luminara breathed. In that moment he was immovable from his destiny, set in place, and so she pivoted. She tried something else. If there was one thing Luminara could do, it was improvise. ‘You can’t carry all of that, Rianthran. One person was not meant to feel the weight of Loghar on their back. I know as well as any other Loghari child that our gods leave us at odds with Fíorcre, but many hands make light work. If we chose non-violence, if both sides sat out, perhaps a difference could be made in our lifetime. Perhaps we could put an end to this.’

‘You would not be the first person to think so. Peace, however, is almost more complex to execute than war when that empire of theirs hungers for our blood. One cannot simply coexist with an empire, Luminara. They won’t allow it – and after my Ascension, I won’t just be one person in the grand scheme of things. Not exactly.’ He paced in a half circle as if to clear his thoughts, his eyes flickering back to his constantly evolving table of books that Luminara could not read. Perhaps if she could have spied on his scripts, she might have been able to catch wind of this approaching earlier, made sense of what was lined up in fate’s grand design.

‘At the very least I shall be privy to the experiences of the Ramosanis who came before me. The Ascension ritual. I thought you might have been familiar with it after being friends with Nejla for so long, but I suppose she doesn’t speak much of her father. You can only go through the Ascension of Souls with a Blessed spectre who considers themselves willing to give their magick to you. If they are not consenting, nothing at all will happen – that’s why most undertake it with their family. You sort of take both their magick and their memory; it allows you to carry far more, both physically and mentally. Your body grows sturdier, you gain knowledge, you gain magick. There is so much to it, Luminara.’

Horror dawned over Luminara’s tired mind as she contemplated what he laid before her. ‘So, you won’t … you won’t be you. You’ll turn into the Alahl!’

‘No, no, I’ll still be me!’ Rianthran took her unburnt hand in both of his, staring at her with those beautiful dark eyes that threatened to drag her into the abyss. ‘I’ve been studying historical accounts of Ascension rituals, and the person undergoing them often remains themselves. They retain a strong sense of personage. They gain their predecessors’ magick and the knowledge of their life, and that is what makes it such a wonderful process to undergo. I’ll still love you.’

She stumbled over her own train of thought, collapsing mentally into a heap as she realised what he’d just said. Her shoulders slumped as she peered up at him, with his ink black hair and rich skin.

‘You love me?’ she asked gently. Her heart quickened to a gallop in her chest as she watched his cheeks flush, the reddish warmth creeping down to his neck.

‘I love you most ardently, Luminara. As the moth loves the flame, as the sun loves the moon. You are my beating heart. I’ve loved you since we first spoke – with each word you’ve enthralled me. You are all I want in the world.’

Rianthran lived in poetry and it poured, lyrical and enamoured, from the silver tongue of an orator who had been trained by the finest scholars of this ancient kingdom. Was it normal for two people to love one another so swiftly? Never having been faced with emotion of such depth, Luminara’s heart fluttered and faltered.

But as she opened her mouth, she hesitated. She did not know if she could shape the words to articulate what she thought of Rianthran; her feelings were more complex than all of Suthuras’s twisted in twain.

Love is not instantaneous, little bobcat. It does not fall upon us like a storm. Love is something you build quietly at the back of your mind over time.

Yet this had not been instantaneous, Luminara thought. This had taken time. The season had birthed this bond that bound them like iron. She squeezed Rianthran’s hand and studied his earnest features, trying to make sense of the thunderous sound within herself. She took her maimed hand and grasped his collar, pulling him into a hard kiss, relishing in it even as her burnt fingers howled in pain. He melted against her, iron muscle and flesh swaying into her.

It was not what one would call a loving kiss.

Pain spiralled through each tendon in her hand and spiked into her arm as she clutched him, mouth pressed against his. He deepened the kiss as her lips parted, her body shouting for his as if he were the other half of her aching soul. Rianthran released her hand to wrap both of his lean arms around her, tangling his fingers into her sheet of shining hair. Only with a sudden spike of frustration did she drag herself away from him, wanting to speak once more. He would not release her entirely from his embrace, but he would allow her to speak, that much was certain.

‘I would go with you to war, but I do not want it to come to that.’ Luminara’s voice was tinged with bitter laughter, finding her words ridiculous even as she spoke them. She was so weak to kindness and soft-hearted company, and despite herself, she blamed her mother for it. ‘As if you have any place on a battlefield, the scholar of Silhuehta, who has never set foot out of the palace. Who would I be if I left my little Ramosani go off to war on his own? The world does not need another war manned by the children of Loghar; we have barely recovered from the last. Is one Seer’s prophecy truly so far reaching? Shouldn’t there be a way for us to break the cycle?’

What a thought it was. The words of a foolish girl who had spent most of her life disregarding prophecy entirely, but her brow furrowed as she spoke. It seemed to Luminara that if a few words from the tongue of a prophet had made their country what it was, there had to be words that could revert the world back to normal.

‘I would like to revisit the fact that you are a Seer,’ he ventured, hesitantly. His lips were reddened and his eyes marked by the haze of want. That was all they did, mortal and longing; they wanted. ‘Why did you take up station as a tea girl? With that Blessing you should be … revered. You shouldn’t be a servant. You should be worshipped within the palace’s walls, our own Seer.’

‘Because my mother was afraid a harvester would hear whisper of a girl with golden eyes and come along to pluck them out of my head. She wasn’t particularly fond of having a magickal half-breed the world would simply see as disposable, to be used for the sake of some malformed greater good.’

He had the sense to look mollified when met with her scathing tone, nodding as if her rant had answered the question.

The Ramosani’s eyes were molten in the midnight gloom, dark passion and lamplight shining back at her.

‘Your mother wanted to protect you. I want to protect you. If you do not want war, then I will not bring it to Loghar,’ Rianthran said, pressing a soft kiss to her forehead. ‘Not by my hand will it come – I swear it on my honour as a Ramosani. If you feel so passionately about it, I will … reprioritise to defence. I will talk to the Hastria and set a course for a peaceful Loghar. As long as this is your home, if war comes to Loghar, it will be on Fíorcre’s back.’

He withdrew the hand that had been tangled in her hair to offer her his little finger. Laughing weakly, she reached up and hooked her scorched little finger over his own. It was the type of promise children made; she and Nejla had done it dozens of times throughout their years of sisterhood.

‘I swear it. I swear on this finger I am so fond of. I will not bring war to Loghar.’

‘And I will hold you to that promise,’ Luminara swore. She prayed he was not so easily swayed when one of his Hastria attempted to shift him back on the warpath.

‘You are a revelation, Luminara,’ Rianthran breathed before kissing her once more. Her body was wrought from pain and passion as she grasped at his shoulders, allowing herself to be pushed against the table behind her. The glow of his Blessing was radiant between them as she tore open his soft sleeping tunic, exposing the knot of golden markings that lay upon the broad expanse of his chest. Her hands slipped beneath the fabric to roam over his bare skin, and their sleeplessness and their standing mattered not; a great star could have fallen from the firmament and split Silhuehta in two and Luminara would not have noticed.

Rianthran kissed her again and again, pressing his lips to her jaw and her throat. ‘You are torturous.’

She laughed breathlessly, heady with the lustrous warmth of him. It was only then that he slid his hand beneath her linen wrap, pulling free the knot that held it shut. She stilled, watching his face as his hand skimmed over her chest and found no breasts. No feminine shape. Her breath hitched.

‘It’s not wise to be a boy born beneath the Blood Moon in Loghar, even with a Ramosani crowned. It would have drawn the eye,’ she explained, slowly. ‘I never had much attachment to gender as a child, anyway. Being a girl as a babe just meant I got to be more like my mother, and I would have done anything to be her mirror.’

Rianthran nodded, going quiet in a way that was not unloving. He did not draw away from her – instead he reached up and delicately took her face in his hands. ‘Would you rather I continue referring to you as a girl?’

‘In front of others, yes,’ Luminara affirmed. ‘In private, I don’t mind how you refer to me. It might be refreshing to allow myself to be something other than this at times.’

‘I would have had no idea what to do if you’d had a woman’s anatomy,’ he admitted with an awkward, relieved chuckle. ‘I would have been lost.’

It was such an easy acceptance that Rianthran gave her, never turning his eyes away from the truth of what she was. Rianthran leant over and pressed a kiss to her collarbone and beneath the inferno of him, Luminara was made glass.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Rianthran left Luminara in his bed before dawn broke, Fidda lounging in the linens with her.

There was work to be done, and he had to be the one to do it, so Luminara did not mind that he simply kissed her brow and departed, leaving her to a languid morning among the clouds. She did not know how to enjoy this quiet but, intent upon savouring the feeling, she wandered through his quarters. She poured herself the tea he had left for her and consumed the buttery pastries as she sat in sheer clothes on the balcony and watched the sky change hue.

When it grew too sunny to risk burning her skin, she wandered back inside and to the bathing quarters. Rianthran had left his bath drawn, so she stripped and climbed within, washing the sweat and worry from her back.

She left the door agape so she could look through the Ramosani’s rooms, straight out to the balcony, keeping her little window of sky in view, but her mind certainly drifted.

Fidda let out a distracted bark that pulled Luminara out of her daydream and she looked up idly, straining over the edge of the tub to try to see the dog.

The guards that filled the doorway were not Silhuehta guards. Their armour was not marked by silver stars, their shoulders instead painted with beetles. Luminara’s teeth clicked as she straightened and the guards turned towards her.

‘The girl’s in here,’ one said gruffly. ‘You should see this.’

It was not entirely a surprise when Zurik stepped forward, gazing at the unmade bed first before turning his scathing stare upon her.

‘There’s no way,’ Zurik said beneath his breath. ‘The whoring half-breed is a Seer.’

How foolish she had been. Her visor lay abandoned on Rianthran’s bedroom floor, where she had left it the night before.

She swore darkly, eyes searching the bathroom for some saving grace. The horror of how exposed she was crashed upon her like a broken harpsichord.

She launched herself to the end of the tub, hauling herself up to try to get on dry ground, but she did not get the chance. One of Zurik’s guards swung and there was a harsh thud against her windpipe. She was thrown backwards in the water, wheezing hard. Six armed guards for one servant, each bearing staffs and swords, with one spider at their centre. Adrenaline and panic howled through Luminara – she did not need the magick in her veins to know this would spell the death of her.

‘I had a suspicion you were a man beneath those silks, but even I did not see this coming. Who gave you permission to climb into his bed, exactly?’ Zurik sighed. ‘And you had to be a palace servant, of all things.’

There was nowhere for Luminara to go. Cornered, naked, she stood trembling and furious in the water. The rage that broke loose alongside her panic was a hot gale of wind that set a haze of crimson over her vision. She would not cower for this man; she had spent every day of her life in this palace cowing her head and being soft, quiet, pliable beneath their gazes. Not today.

The ancient, terrible man they called Zurik stared down his nose at her.

‘You were too observant beneath that face covering to be blind,’ he said. ‘Too proud to have a disfigurement. You Seers – your kind are always an omen of ill tiding for this country. Do you know that? In the lengthy history of Loghar, whatever tragedies occur come about because of your glassy-eyed stares and your faux prophecies. Your people are the reason we’re in this eternal mess with Fíorcre. I can’t have you wandering about Silhuehta, spouting whatever prophecies you please.’

‘My people?’ Luminara shot back, barely restraining a hysterical laugh. ‘I am as Loghari as you are.’

Zurik scoffed. ‘Your mother’s whoring ensured you were never going to be a true Loghari.’ His eyes were that of death’s as they beheld her, hollow and hard. ‘I do remember your mother, after some thought. Little Zinat, the medicine woman. It took a while to recall her, but she was something special. She was quite open about the fact that she’d bent over for some stray knight from the green empire and was awaiting his return. She bent over for just about anyone, with a little playing.’

‘Liar,’ Luminara spat.

‘Maybe,’ Zurik admitted. ‘Not that it matters. Men – get the boy against the wall.’

One of the guards lunged for Luminara and she launched herself away from him, though her foot slipped against the tile and they both crashed down into the water. A burst of pain cracked through the back of her skull as hands grasped at her shoulders, trying to haul her up. She lashed out with her uninjured hand; she was not sure what she struck, but she clawed at flesh, screaming through her teeth. Someone else plunged into the water and grasped her by the hair, dragging her to her feet. She clutched at the edge of the tub to find some ground, leveraging herself against the floor to ease the pressure on her scalp.

The first guard who came for her waded across the tub to lift her out, and Luminara spat a mouthful of water in his face, lashing out with a kick. A third guard reached out and seized her maimed arm. Black stars burst to life in her eyes. It took three men to haul her out of the bath and thrust her against the cold, hard tiles on the nearby wall; a rivulet of warm blood trailed from beneath her hair, causing one of the guards to remove the hand that was crushing her face against the wall.

You hit your head on the way down, little bobcat, in the bath.

It was her mother’s voice. It was always her mother’s voice.

Focus. Injuries of the head bleed profusely but often look scarier than they are.

‘Do you understand the amount of blood and sweat it takes to raise a child? To shape him to be what this country needs?’ Zurik hissed. ‘And you think to undo our work with your companionship? To turn Rianthran soft?’

‘He’s a boy, not a tool,’ Luminara hissed back. ‘If he’s truly the Ramosani, why would it have taken so much work to bring him to heel? He despises you.’

She twisted, trying to see her assailants. A finger skimmed along the inside of her unburnt arm and her body rippled with revulsion. She tried to wrench herself away, but the guards that pinned her to the wall did not buckle.

Her voice rose, a profane sound beneath the weight that leant upon her lungs. ‘The Vahmeon take you – you are no Hastria of mine. I curse you, and your children, and your grandchildren, and anyone who has your blood in their veins. I curse them to be taken to the dark.’ If he feared her as an omen, let her be ominous. Let her herald a fate that would make Zurik tremble. ‘I curse you all to slow, torturous deaths as only you scavengers deserve.’

If her words shook him, Zurik did not voice it. ‘A shame there was never any record of another boy in the palace born under the Blood Moon.’ His tone was wistful as he lamented, that finger running up and down her arm. ‘I would have remembered you. Your mother could have made you quite the important figure in Loghar had she not been intent upon this deception – but we may make use of you yet.’

As a child, Luminara had wondered about the story they were all told, that one singular boy born beneath the Blood Moon was foretold to be the Ramosani of legend. It had never made any sense to her, as the second child born beneath that bloody sky. There were always other survivors who escaped Fíorcren blade.

The common telling of the prophecy never considered the other children born that night, yet the Knights of the Blessing certainly did. Loghar’s eternal adversaries knew something that the Loghari did not; they came with their swords, breaking down doors to tear infants from their mothers.

They left newborn children slaughtered in their cradles to ensure the safety of their jealous empire, but, inevitably, the Ramosani rose again – just like Wirru had said.

‘My mother wasn’t hiding me from Fíorcre, was she? She was hiding me from you.’ The accusation slipped out as the realisation struck Luminara, as harsh as a blow upside the head. ‘There’s no child chosen by the Vahmeon to become the Ramosani. You pick one. The Hastria rig the game and fulfil the prophecy themselves.’

‘You are intelligent. I see why the boy has attached himself to you – he has a preference for the perceptive.’ Zurik reached out and cupped Luminara’s face, dragging her around to face him. ‘Not that you’re not pretty, child, but you’re a certified radical. You’re a harbinger of war.’

‘I’m not the one who’s dragged two generations into this stupid feud,’ Luminara hissed. Her war was lost then – not in a grand show but against a bathroom wall. Not one for losing her battles without leaving a mark, Luminara found a harsh laugh filling her lungs as she stared him down. ‘You’re a relic of the Alahl, Hastria, and you’ve proven yourself as vile as him.’

She spat in his face and he reeled, releasing his grip on her face. Luminara pulled back hard and threw herself to the floor, slipping out from beneath the guards. Scrambling to her feet, she charged into Rianthran’s quarters and – unwilling to compromise on being at least somewhat covered – she wrenched on her trousers.

Luminara could think of nothing worse than having to flee Silhuehta entirely naked. She looked frantically for her visor but she had discarded it the evening before and wasn’t sure where it had fallen. By the time she had secured her pants, the guards blocked off the great double doors she would have used to flee into the palace.

‘Get the Seer,’ Zurik snarled. ‘We’ll put those visions to use.’

Luminara’s stomach dropped, Wirru’s warning echoing in the back of her skull. If she let them catch her, she’d end up chained to the walls of some Silhuehta dungeon, pouring vision after vision into the Hastria’s hands. Prophets never fare well when people start wanting to make history.

‘If there’s one person who can tell us where Faysal is buried, so our firelight can finally ascend, it’s a prophet.’

They would never fit into the spiralling staircase that led to the roof.

Luminara broke into a run, down the narrow passageway between the royal quarters with Fidda tight at her heels. A guard tried to grasp at her hair as it flew out behind her, but his fingers slipped through the soaking tresses; she was faster than they were, and unencumbered by armour. She raced up the stairwell and burst out onto the roof of Silhuehta. Back in her and Rianthran’s sanctuary, she stopped only once she was past the fountain. The guards streamed onto the roof after her but hesitated once they had realised where they were.

As they should. It was their Ramosani’s refuge they’d intruded upon.

‘Put this ridiculousness to bed, Luminara,’ Zurik called from behind the guards. ‘There’s nowhere for you to go.’

‘You could have any child in Loghar! There are thousands of men who’d sacrifice their lives to be the Ramosani – to go to war for your lies! You send him instead, a lamb to the slaughter, and you destroy our people to do so!’ She wondered how many of the Hastria were in on the façade. No one would be safe if Rianthran discovered the truth; he had been forced to bend for so long, she feared he would break. ‘We people, we know the truth of ourselves! Deep down he knows this isn’t where he’s supposed to be, and you all know it, too. This war will end Loghar if you let it!’

What was she doing, trying to appeal to this monster’s compassion? Zurik halted as he studied her from afar. Luminara was frantically combing through the places she could go at the back of her mind. The aviary would lead nowhere.

She should have gone out the hallway.

‘This isn’t the way it has always been in Loghar,’ Zurik said after a time. ‘But it is the way we must be out of necessity. The prophecy means that the war comes either way, and it’s our responsibility to defend ourselves when it does. It comes regardless of our intervention, and we are neighbours to an empire that only seeks to grow. For the Vahmeon’s sake, do you just expect us to go the way of Zamurrad? They thought they could just continue on without ever putting their foot down and their people were made refugees, their land assimilated into Fíorcre. Striking first is our only option.’

Bialnutre swayed in her peripheral vision, calling her in the way the titanic tree always had. Her eternal friend.

‘Loghar must persist, you stupid child! We are the last bastion holding out against the empire. If you’re worth anything, if you are one of our people, you’ll surrender to the guards and dedicate yourself to the cause just like the boy has.’

Fuck it.

‘Fidda stay!’ Luminara shouted before she turned towards the skyward chamber at Silhuehta’s centre, setting off at a sprint. She took a sharp breath and leapt, sailing into the air and into the branches of Bialnutre. As her chest hit the bark, the air was forced from her lungs and for a moment Luminara thought it was the end of the world, feeling only air beneath her feet. She swung an arm out. Her unburnt hand slammed into a thick branch and she forced her injured one up beside it, though she could feel the skin at her shoulder tearing like tissue paper at the seams.

She swung there for too long before her feet found a branch, broad enough for her stand upon. She dropped gently upon it.

‘Thank you,’ Luminara whispered against the tree, clinging to it. The way down was treacherous, made more so with how her head was swimming, with the pain that set her trembling, but she found that Bialnutre was more than happy to catch her as she slipped down through its branches. It was almost better to be barefoot while climbing down the tree, the same state in which she’d climbed things when she was a child. She inched down until she could see no more branches thick enough to hold her weight. She strained as she swung from the final sturdy branch, searching for another foothold below her. Some way to get down.

It was a sheer drop into the courtyard, and she would be risking her neck with it. The prospect of dropping from such a height set her panicking once more; it was not that far away from how her mother had passed – all it had taken was a fall to break fair Zinat’s neck. Yet Luminara didn’t have a choice. She either risked her life now or stayed in Bialnutre’s embrace until the guards came for her.

She could scream. She could pray there was someone nearby who would intervene on her behalf. But even if there was, Luminara was still a servant. Her voice meant nothing when set against the word of a Hastria.

She hadn’t bothered to serve the powerful, had not bothered to try and make companions of the noblemen – she had no backing other than Rianthran, and he had not exactly proven his ability to stand against them.

Zinat had tried that tactic; she had made herself the perfect servant and still ended up with a broken neck.

You need to go, little bobcat.

Luminara would not end up like her mother. She carefully lowered herself until she was dangling from the last strong branch – trying to plot her fall to the ground – and let go.
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‘Luminara?’

‘We need to get her up.’

Nadiyya and Sadia stared at her through worried hands; their features swirled into place as she tried to make sense of what lay before her eyes. As Luminara took a breath she found only excruciating pain in her body – she tried to speak but could only manage a wheeze. The two sisters looked at one another and nodded, helping Luminara to her feet with nimble hands. She found her voice, then, screaming as she was dragged upright. Her body had not been built to carry so much.

‘It’s okay, sister, we’ve got you.’ Between the two of them, they got Luminara to her feet. Nadiyya hesitated to grasp Luminara’s burnt arm but ended up needing to, hooking it over her shoulder to help support her once she was standing. The world winked out of existence, black and blue and devastating.

Sadia looked up as the halls filled with a distant rattling noise, her lips pursed in disapproval. Together they carried Luminara to the side of Bialnutre’s chamber. The sisters opened a servants’ passage and hurried inside; it was barely broad enough to fit the three of them.

‘Orotho,’ Luminara managed finally. The sisters stiffened but did not falter when faced with her golden stare. Bless their stars. Her breath was still catching on some invisible thorn in her side. The sisters nodded and set off down the hallway, a touch unsteady but safe when tucked within the quiet walls. Luminara was trying to catalogue the many pains within her body, to try and compartmentalise each injury, but she struggled to make sense of them.

She could not separate the thorn digging into her ribs from her bleeding shoulder or from the dull throb in her head, the burning in her temples. The pain coalesced into a droning thing that rendered it all into one singular knife, slicing her in half.

‘Zurik told me he didn’t need his tea this morning,’ Nadiyya explained as they trod carefully down the steep stairwells. ‘I thought it was odd, but he gave me no explanation. Did he hurt you?’

It was an awkward journey through the servants’ passage to Orotho’s kitchens, and as the walls narrowed, Luminara was forced to detach herself from the sisters and walk on her own.

She clutched her side and leant against the wall, where there was no railing mounted for the safety of the servantry. Nadiyya’s hands hovered over her shoulders, trying to keep her upright.

The question Nadiyya was really asking her was if Zurik had raped her.

If he had, they’d at least have some grounds to go to another Hastria; raping a tea girl of Silhuehta should have been enough to be beheaded, but Zurik was smarter than that. His attack was far more underhanded.

‘Not how you think.’ Luminara shook her head. ‘He wanted my eyes.’

‘You have to get out of Silhuehta, Lumi,’ Nadiyya whispered, though her words might have only seemed soft in contrast to the droning sound rising in Luminara’s head. ‘You can’t stay here if Zurik’s after you.’

Luminara knew she needed to leave. The bones of this precious place were threatening to collapse around her and leave her pinned. The trio slowed as they hit a plateau at the lowest corner of the passage, a narrow door carved into the side of the wall that was only wide enough for one person to squeeze through at a time.

Sadia was the one who pressed it open a crack, peering out into the palace; they waited there for several minutes before her head bobbed and she swung it open, beckoning them forward. Scurrying out into the open halls left them exposed.

‘Girls, halt!’ a cry came from behind them, and it took only a split-second glance for them to decide they would not be stopping. Sadia grabbed Luminara and pulled her forward as they fled down the polished hall, turning directly into one of the kitchen corridors. It was lined with chattering servants, the arched doors opening to reveal the sweltering warmth of a dozen ovens firing at once.

They barrelled through the crowd of servants, Luminara’s vision flashing with bright stars as she was thrown against several people in their rush.

They drew to a hard stop when they saw another pair of guards at the very end of the hall. These guards were peering through the crowd, attempting to figure out what was occurring.

‘Abd al-Latif!’ Sadia shouted, spotting him propped against a wall chatting to a trio of young men. ‘The guards!’

Bless this sweet-hearted man Luminara had grown up with: he took one quick look at them and then at the people at their backs before he scooped up a stack of dishes and stepped past the guards, entirely unafraid. As the son of a guard, he almost certainly knew the men chasing them. There was a clatter as something fell to the ground, the shattering of plates.

‘Careful now, friends!’ Abd al-Latif admonished the guards. ‘You can’t be rushing around like that down here!’

The three women burst into the heart of the kitchen. People jostled around them, and they were thrown into the throng, simple three more servants among the lot. Luminara reached out and found Sadia’s and Nadiyya’s hands, grasping them tightly and they wound their way through the crowd. They would have drawn more stares had the kitchens not been in their usual state of chaos.

‘We knew there was something going on with you, Luminara,’ Sadia said beneath the thunderous sound of the service rush. ‘It never mattered to us. You took care of all the tea girls with Orotho – you are ours.’

Nadiyya herded them both into Orotho’s quarters. Her eyes were lit with more ferocity than Luminara had ever seen from her, a determined set to her jaw. ‘I’ll find Orotho. No one else is going to lay a hand on you, sister.’

Luminara hauled her satchel out from where she’d tucked it, digging through its contents with her uninjured hand. There were bandages at the bottom and the bottle of ointment Wirru had given her.

‘You’re injured, Luminara, you shouldn’t be moving around—’

Infinitely weary, Luminara threw Sadia a long look that quieted her.

The young woman swallowed before she glanced around the room, searching. ‘Where are your boots?’

‘Under Orotho’s bed.’ They were the finest things Luminara owned, meant to last her whole life. Sadia crossed the room, fishing them out. ‘Socks in the dresser.’

Without speaking a word, Sadia fetched them too and then turned back to Luminara. She dropped to her knees and guided each of Luminara’s bruised feet into a sock first and then a boot. She laced them firmly, closing them with a tug before she retrieved another one of the servant’s tunics that Luminara had packed away. She helped Luminara into it, her eyes never roaming further than was appropriate. Sadia was halfway through buttoning it for her when she pulled Luminara into a gentle hug that set off an operatic of pain in her. She ignored it and folded her arm over Sadia’s narrow shoulders and clutched her there for a moment, taking in a deep breath of her musky perfume.

The curtain that divided Orotho’s quarters from the kitchens was thrown back and he flew inside, Nadiyya at his heels. Luminara was so battered – she could not contemplate how horrible she must have looked to him. There was an angry crimson splotch blooming across her ribs, unhidden by the half-buttoned tunic, the beginning of a bruise flowering to life on her side where she’d landed on it. As Luminara breathed there was a sharp pain in her side that set her vision ablur, but she was on her feet. She could remain on her feet – that was what mattered.

Orotho opened his mouth, disbelieving, yanking the curtain shut to block her from view from anyone who might pry. ‘Luminara, what happened?’

‘Zurik is going to either take my eyes or tie me up and get visions out of me by force,’ Luminara muttered through gritted teeth. ‘He doesn’t … I can’t do that, baba, not for this place. Not after what it has done to me and to Uhma. I don’t think he’ll rest while I’m still in the palace.’

‘He can’t do that,’ Orotho said. ‘He can’t do that to you, Luminara – you’re a child of Silhuehta. You have protections.’

‘He doesn’t care! I don’t think he’ll rest until I’m either enslaved or dead and Rianthran cannot protect me. That much is certain.’ Luminara slung the satchel over her good shoulder as Sadia helped her finish dressing. She swayed. ‘He caught me while I was bathing; he knows I’ve got a cock. He knows I was born under the Blood Moon – I can’t exist in a world where the Hastria want to pretend there’s one child born for the prophecy. Once the word gets out, he’ll have every one of his men ready to hunt me down.’

Orotho reeled. She could see the gears grinding away in his mind as he realised the scope of what had occurred, the panic in his face giving way to resignation.

‘You need to go,’ he murmured, regarding her as she turned towards him. ‘You do. I can’t protect you here. I – I couldn’t protect your mother and I can’t protect you.’

‘You’ve done everything within your power.’ She shook her head. She could not have Orotho blaming himself for this. ‘We’re … we’re not powerful people, baba. We are not the people the history books write about. We don’t command men like they do; we don’t have riches to throw at people. No one will remember my name.’

‘I will,’ Nadiyya whispered. Sadia nodded in agreement. ‘We will.’

Luminara smiled weakly at the sisters. It was something of a comfort to know her memory would not be lost in this place.

‘You were the best daughter,’ Orotho said, trembling. He took her face in his great, broad hands and drew her towards him until their heads rested against one another. It took one breath before her composure split apart, the porcelain veneer of it shattering as she watched her father’s heart break. ‘You were smarter than I ever was, and you were the perfect child. There was not a single day that I was not grateful for your smiles and your hugs, the way you put your whole heart into every cup of tea you ever made. Never think that you were anything less than the daughter I needed, the daughter I wanted, a woman Zinat would have been so proud of. I have always been so proud of you.’

A sob strangled her as she tried to speak, tying her vocal cords into knots. What strength was left within her battered frame fell to pieces as her vision swam, turning her last moments with her father into an indistinguishable mess. He drew away from her only when they heard shouting in the halls. He reached within his apron and pressed his tightly guarded sitra purse into Luminara’s hands. Abd al-Latif appeared in the doorway beside Nadiyya and Sadia; his face written with a question.

‘Abd al-Latif, Luminara will be leaving us,’ Orotho explained. ‘There are people waiting in the foreigners’ square who she’ll be travelling with, if they’re still there. If you can get her as far as you can …’

In all of Abd al-Latif’s earnestness and eagerness to help, he did not even seem surprised. ‘Of course, but we have to be quick. My boys are keeping the guards busy but that won’t last forever.’

‘I’ll manage the others,’ Orotho said between his tears. ‘No guard of Silhuehta is stupid enough to intrude upon a lunch service and risk the Hastria’s wrath if their meals run late. Go.’

Luminara made it only to the curtain divider between the kitchens and their quarters before she turned back, reaching out and grasping one of Orotho’s broad hands with her unmarked fingers. She looked at her father through her Blessed eyes, trying to immortalise him in her mind: she could not let him fade in her memory like her mother had; she could not forget any part of him. A promise slipped from her, one that she wasn’t sure she could keep. ‘Baba, I’ll see you again. I will. Tell Nejla that I love her. Tell Rianthran … if you can, tell him it was Zurik. He should know.’

With Abd al-Latif, Luminara plunged back into the chaos of the kitchens. He was broader than her and had an easier time cutting through the crowd, so he kept her close at his back as he passed around the edge of the chamber. He stuck out one hand behind him and Luminara placed her right hand in it, allowing him to pull her along.

‘Only Zurik’s guards are in on the hunt right now,’ he said as they slipped through a door and out into one of the palace’s narrow courtyards. Abd al-Latif was efficient in the way he manoeuvred through the palace, taking the duty of Luminara’s escape seriously. As they pressed out into Suthuras, climbing through a courtyard window to avoid the notice of the guards that stood at the palace gates, the city was quiet. It was entirely untouched by the chaos whirling within Luminara as her life fell apart; it appeared to be just another day to the people of Loghar. ‘It will spread quickly, though, once they start talking among themselves. They’re gossips.’

They pushed out onto one of the main roads, trotting as their hearts and feet pounded in tandem.

‘My son!’ a voice called to them, familiar enough that Abd al-Latif stopped in his tracks. He turned, panic creeping into his features as his eyes sought the voice in the midst of the city’s thoroughfare. Gamil, Abd al-Latif’s father, knew Luminara. He would recognise her. And he was a great friend of Zurik’s.

‘Luminara, run.’ She did not wait to be told twice. She dived against the flow of people, drawing far more eyes than she cared for. Acquaintances and city folk who’d watched her comings and goings all her life now stared, openly, bewildered by her beaten form and her golden eyes. When she reached the first break between buildings she shimmied into the narrow alleyway, momentarily safe when trapped in that liminal shade. She continued on until she was standing at the other end of the alleyway, staring out into the marketplace. There were more guards here. One strolled past, followed shortly by a group of Zurik’s guards who missed her only by a hair. She held her breath as they passed, as if the rabble of the markets would not conceal her.

There was only one place to go and nobody left to help her the rest of the way.

One-armed, with the world blackened and refusing to come into focus, Luminara climbed. She shimmied up a squat store’s windows and hauled herself onto the roofs of Suthuras as the burning afternoon bore down upon her, echoing the heat Rianthran had loosed within her driftwood bones. She moved forward, as swiftly as she could manage. She would not die as her mother had, at the behest of powerful men.

She was not a creature to be caged.

How relieved she was, when she came to one of Suthuras’s water walls. Luminara threw her satchel atop the aqueduct first before she began the climb, swearing as her burnt hand failed to grasp a beam properly. She went up one handed, using her other elbow to push herself upwards and trusting her feet to find purchase where her failing limb could not.

If they catch you, they will trap you, little bobcat.

She had learnt to climb before she’d learnt to swim. Luminara snarled as she launched herself onto the aqueduct, flooded with relief as the water swam around her torso. While there was little she could do for her bruised body, the kiss of the chill water on her burnt arm was nigh euphoric. The world blinked out, and it was her mother’s voice that brought her back to her body.

But first they will have to catch you.

She got to her feet, grabbed her bag, and ran. She ran until she was out of breath and the sun had wicked the water from her skin, stealing her moment of reprieve. As she ran, she kept her ears out for any semblance of Jivin’s troupe, any trailing sound of a Svarnish sitar or a thundering drum. All she heard from below was the ambience of the city that had forged her, the raucous sound of the marketplace fading as she proceeded along the water wall.

The descent was easier than the climb. She leapt from the top of the aqueduct onto the nearest roof and then onto the next, more willing to test her legs than force her arm to do anything more. Luminara was shocked that her legs had withstood the fall from Bialnutre – they were aching but whole – so she chanced it. Each fall seemed minute in comparison to that singular leap of faith from Bialnutre’s branches. It was only the very last jump from a roof to the ground beneath that rattled Luminara’s bones. She threw herself to the side as she landed, rolling rather than taking the full force of the impact in her ankles.

The blood drumming in her ears drowned out any whisper of fear she might have felt. She limped onwards, waving away the concerned shopkeeper who frantically came to check upon her.

A thread of music broke through the din. She took a great, heaving breath and drove towards it through the winding streets, trusting the city to carry her where she needed to go. When the blackness of the abyss began to creep in at the edges of her vision, Luminara allowed her eyes to refocus upon the web of destiny that her Blessing laid over the world. She had spent most of her life disregarding it, intent upon normality, but whatever magick flowed through her pulled her gaze right into place now. She found a single, gleaming thread. It extended outwards from her sternum and, glimmering and glittering, it called her to follow.

In the end, Luminara trusted her eyes. They had never betrayed her. They pulled her to her destiny, and when she looked up, at the very last moment before her collapse, destiny looked like a Svarnishman with golden hands.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

No Svarnishman worth his salt would allow a maiden to touch the earth when they swooned before him. It had been yet another performance within the traveller’s corner, music drumming against the cobble, driven by Hayat’s insistence that they keep their trade honed. Jivin should have known better. A bard of his luck only got so many uneventful performances in a row before destiny thrust itself upon him once more. He supposed he’d simply hoped that the next fiery mishap wouldn’t involve Luminara.

All this to say – when Luminara stumbled out from the crowd, battered and beaten, Jivin cared less for his lute than he did for the sanctity of her skull. Committing a crime against the law of all performance, he dropped his lute and lunged to catch Luminara as she fell. His Blessed hands worked quicker than his mind and he caught her head before it cracked against the cobblestones.

‘Wirru!’ he called, grateful to the knight for appearing from the ether to fetch his lute from the ground. Guilt formed a swift lump in Jivin’s throat as he saw confusion blooming across the faces of the children who’d been crowded about to watch the troupe’s performance. He liked the busker’s crowd better than the bard’s, but he needed them gone.

Entirely unprepared for Wirru’s swift shift from sentinel to bodyguard, the crowd was dispersed rapidly by Wirru’s roar: ‘Everybody clear out! Show’s over.’

Jivin looped Luminara’s arm over his shoulders and lifted her into his arms, years of Wirru’s training put to work. He swept her away from the square and back towards his caravan, jerking a chin at Daire. The Fíorcren wagon master was quick to move, trotting ahead of Jivin to open the caravan door for him.

‘I’ll get the horses up,’ Daire said, gone from Jivin’s side before he could respond.

They needed to leave, and they needed to do so before Luminara’s destiny caught up with them. He hollered for Wirru again, a hoarse urgency in Jivin’s voice that he was unfamiliar with.

Even in her unconscious state, Luminara was trembling like a leaf caught in the wind. He was careful as he lay her atop his bed, draping one of his many woven blankets around her. Wirru had put a great deal of work into repairing her arm yet somehow she looked far worse. Luminara was covered in lacerations that were beginning to bleed, her fair skin awash with crimson. Bruises were blooming across her frame, blackened purple and sapphire ink stains.

He heard Wirru enter and turned to see the knight’s eyes a hollow, tired grey.

‘Fix her.’ Jivin commanded, though he had no right. Wirru had no reason to take commands from a simple bard. But Jivin pinned him with a hard look, entirely unlike him, and did not back down. ‘Save her. We owe her that much.’

Wirru inclined his head and Jivin flew past him, leaving the knight alone with her.

How grateful he was, to realise his troupe was already setting to work. Hayat and Medea had packed up what was left of their equipment and were prepping Medea’s wagon to depart, watching Jivin closely for a cue on how to proceed. It was the fastest Jivin had ever taken his troupe to the wind, with less finesse than he would have liked. He was conscious of the eyes upon them as they fled the city – Daire in the first caravan, Jivin in the second, Medea in the third. Jivin had brought Daire on because he needed someone who knew Suthuras’s roads better than he did, who had a sense of every crack and root on their way.

Chaos tried to follow them. He could hear it, once he’d taken his place at the front of the caravan behind his horses and had their reins in hand. There was a raucous noise breaking through the city, men shouting in the streets, and Jivin knew better than to await their arrival.

They rode hard out of Suthuras and into the long desert, the city giving way to an endless stretch of sand that shimmered beneath the setting sun. Jivin sat upright all the while, his jaw clenched tight, plotting a path in the back of his mind. He would not let them have Luminara. Though Jivin was not sure who her pursuers were, he was certain of the outcome of this mess. He knew the black shadow of death well.

The troupe rode through the night, driven forward at an urgent pace by Daire’s hand. It was only when the first rays of the sun began to peek over the distant mountain range that Jivin allowed Daire to guide them to a stop at an abandoned outpost, somewhere that would provide enough shade to get them through the day.

Eternally the caring uncle, Daire began to set up the cookpot while Jivin retreated to check on their fallen ward.

Luminara lay still in Jivin’s bed, Wirru bent over her with a hooked needle in hand. Jivin winced at the way the needle pulled at Luminara’s skin, instead focusing his gaze upon her gritted teeth and bruised, swollen cheekbone.

Gingerly, he sidled over and sat beside her on the bed. He had not had the misfortune of such extensive bodily injuries and could not fathom the pain she was in. No pretty words or hummed melodies would soothe her wounds, so he settled for reaching out and gently clasping her hands.

Her eyes met his, molten gold and tear-bright. Not one to make false promises, Jivin instead resolved himself to sit with her until exhaustion finally took him.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Rianthran returned to his chambers come dusk, the palace lit by lanterns, exhausted of the Hastria and problems he could not fix.

He found his chamber quiet, empty of music or companionship. The bed was the only thing left askew, a tray of vibrant fruit picked over and abandoned. Luminara had to have tidied the quarters because even his books had been shuffled and straightened. Rianthran plucked a grape from the tray on the bed and ate it as he turned his ears to the quiet.

‘Luminara?’ he called, expecting some hum or flicker of noise. He was met with a deep, unerring silence. He did not think anything of it; he had given her the day to herself, and she must have wandered. He crossed to the bathing quarters, swinging the door open when his knocks went unanswered. The room sat unlit and grey, the tub full, towels tossed on the floor in a way that drew his gaze. He dipped his fingertips in the water and found it entirely cool.

He left, now intent upon finding her. The aviary was his first thought, their secret place among their feathered friends. He climbed to the roof, pushing the Hastria’s troublesome voices from the day from his mind. He had spent hours with his uncles, going back and forth with them on the matter of war, and finding them immovable all the while. There was too much in Loghar that needed fixing and saving; he would take his moment of peace with the other half of his soul.

In the aviary, the birds sat quietly on their perches, watching him with yellow eyes. One of the many hounds sat by the door, head tilting curiously at Rianthran’s approach.

‘Has she been through today?’ Rianthran cooed softly to his companions, though he got no answer. They did not sing to him the same way they did with Luminara; she was more friend to them than handler. But the roof was devoid of his golden-eyed companion. Luminara’s usual perch overlooking Suthuras was bare.

He kept looking. He checked the library with its many balconies, checked each nook and alcove Luminara might have filled. He checked the cosy, fireplace-facing chairs where she might have dozed off.

Nothing, he insisted to himself, he thought nothing of it. Perhaps Luminara had spent her day with Nejla. Rianthran paced the halls, his gaze growing hawk-like as he searched the palace for some sign of his companion, a whisper of that vanilla perfume oil she carried in her hair.

When Nejla was not sleeping within his quarters, she often took to visiting Prem’s family, so he made his way to their fragrant doors and knocked delicately, knowing never to barge into a women’s gathering without permission.

His body was drawn as taut as a bowstring, and he only noticed it when he felt how stiffly his fist was clenched as he rapped it against the wood. Nejla appeared in the doorway, swathed in soft linen; she took one long, calculating look at him.

‘Is she here?’ Rianthran asked, surprised by how strained his voice sounded.

Nejla cocked her head to one side. ‘Luminara?’ The question in her tone was enough of an answer. ‘I haven’t seen her all day. I’ve been here. Muhsin’s daughter requested my and Priti’s company. Is something wrong?’

Rianthran stepped back ever so slightly, mentally tracking back through his walk. He thought of the chill bathwater and the abandoned fruit, not replaced throughout the day but left to go soft from exposure and the sun. The hawks alone in the aviary. The towels discarded on the floor.

‘She must be with Orotho. I’ll send Parvati to fetch her. We can await her in your quarters,’ Nejla whispered. She did not worry or falter, speaking so matter of factly that there was no question. Rianthran nodded. He was bound by his duty to not make a scene, to not make a great show of how much Luminara mattered to him.

Nejla turned inside to dismiss her servants, leaving him at the door. Her maids and Muhsin’s daughter – Pushpa – flittered past him, though he did not think he imagined the way Pushpa glanced at him. There was something uncharacteristically wary in her dark eyes, a sense of awareness as to why he was there that unsettled him.

Nejla stepped out with Mridula after saying her farewells to Prem’s wives, closing the door tightly behind her. She offered her round, soft arm to Rianthran and then guided him back through the palace halls to his quarters, along the paths he had already checked. He would have thought Nejla perfectly calm had he not become so accustomed to the veneer of certainty she wore like porcelain armour. His quarters sat empty, lamplight swelling upon their approach.

‘Firelight,’ Nejla said, drawing him out of his stupor with a squeeze of his arm. ‘Sit while we wait for Orotho.’

He obliged, reluctantly.

The soft-footed saint floated around his surroundings, quietly straightening the bed and throwing the windows open. Mridula removed the fruit, her mottled eyes seeking something from the shadows. Nejla left the bathroom relatively undisturbed, that corner of his quarters a private enough place that she simply stared at it from the doorway. The two women circled the room until Nejla rounded on a corner of his quarters, crouching beside his bed. Rianthran watched her, panic clawing upwards and into this throat.

‘Rianthran,’ Nejla called, her voice grave as she held up the one thing that remained a fixture upon Luminara’s person. It glinted, lamplight dancing across the intricate golden whorls and spheres. ‘Her visor.’

There was a frantic hammering on the door. It was not, in fact, Orotho. In the end, it was Nadiyya and Sadia who brought the news.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Nejla sat aghast, watching Rianthran as the gravity of Nadiyya and Sadia’s words fell upon them.

It was the best of several horrible options – Luminara was not dead but exiled, forced to flee Silhuehta because her life was at risk. This had all played out while they were conveniently distracted by the meaningless motions of the day, with the people who had spent their waking hours keeping them busy. Pushpa had wanted so ardently to have Priti’s and Nejla’s opinions on her forthcoming wedding, and she’d gone to every length to keep them talking.

Nejla should have known. It should have been apparent to her that Pushpa had been trying to distract them, but she had been stupidly flattered by the attention.

‘We must find her, then. We must go find her,’ Rianthran demanded once the sisters were done, though he had not stopped pacing since their story began. Nejla ushered both sisters out of the room before she turned on him. Rianthran had stopped pacing now, a wild look in his dark eyes she did not quite trust. ‘You and I will go look for her. Luminara may have fled Silhuehta but she can’t have gone far – she has no money or means to travel. She has to be in Suthuras.’

Nejla wanted a moment, some time to think it through and figure out what would truly be the best method to look for Luminara without Orotho’s little army, but Rianthran was not giving her that. Mridula shook her head and Nejla knew it to be a warning, a warning she wanted to heed, but her sister needed her.

‘This is Zurik’s work,’ Mridula spoke, her quiet voice cutting through the panic. Both Nejla and Rianthran turned to look at the handmaid, whose façade of deference had shifted to reveal the shrewd mind beneath. ‘Nejla. You need to tell him.’

She took a breath, her mind whirring and uncertain. Her eyes flicked between her maid and her suitor, her brows furrowing.

‘What do you need to tell me?’ he asked, the words slow and quiet.

‘Zurik confronted us,’ Nejla began, ‘after you announced to the Hastria that I had your favour. He came all the way to the water gardens one afternoon to tell me how unworthy I was of the Ramosana’s crown. He didn’t threaten us – not in so many words. Mridula waved a sword at him, but his presence alone among the women of the palace carried an implication. He was brusque, rude, brutish and insulting, but even he would not physically threaten me in front of my handmaids.’

‘Mridula?’ Rianthran asked and, mortifyingly, Nejla realised he was cross-checking.

‘He came with a full procession of his guards in the water garden’s sanctuary hours. He demanded to speak with Nejla immediately and refused to leave until she’d attended to him.’ Mridula’s lip rose in a subtle sneer, her deep disdain for the Hastria now showing plainly upon her face. ‘It was a huge show of power aimed at one of the last Zamurradi noble families, who he has always been deeply exclusionary towards. What he did was as much of a threat as a Hastria can make beneath the eyes of the Vahmeon.’

The room swam with the heat that swarmed Rianthran, the air shimmering.

‘Rianthran,’ Nejla whispered.

As quicky as it came, the heat fell away. Rianthran took a breath. ‘We need to find Luminara.’ The Ramosani flexed his hand before pressing it against his thigh. ‘We need to find Luminara, and then I will deal with Zurik.’

Having grown up beneath the shadow of a man whose quiet furore could shake the walls, Nejla chose to leave Rianthran to simmer and instead went to work. She called for the rest of her maids and spoke with them as she packed a small bag. Her maids burst into a collective uproar when they discovered she’d be travelling without them. But Nejla needed them to watch Silhuehta while they were gone; by leaving the palace without explanation, she and Rianthran would be leaving turmoil in their wake. Asking her maids to remain would at least show Prem that she had left in a hurry and intended to return. She left him a scrawled note, crumpled and pressed into Mridula’s hand, who held her in place for a moment in their dark quarters.

‘I need to find Luminara,’ Nejla said, and Mridula let her go. Once she’d dealt with her maids and her bag, Rianthran walked her down to his stable and saddled two horses on his own, ignoring the flustered stablehands who leapt to assist him. Ever the befuddling gentleman, he helped Nejla onto a fine mare whose golden coat shone the colour of champagne in the dim light.

‘Should we get an escort? A guard, perhaps?’ Nejla asked, already certain Rianthran would refuse. She hadn’t been out openly in Loghar since her fourteenth day of creation, a little less than a decade ago.

Rianthran flashed her a look. ‘I promise you, Nejla, I am as scary as any guard. Nobody will bother you.’

She did not press the matter as he mounted a dark stallion, shouting for the guards to open the gate. With a sense of unprecedented authority, he barked orders and they stumbled to answer them. Moments later, he and Nejla had spurred their horses into Suthuras, leaving the security of Silhuehta’s walls.

In the knotwork of once-shifting streets, they wound their way through closed markets and broad squares, asking about a girl with golden eyes. When they crossed a lot of the lonely children who slept in Suthuras’s squares, Nejla talked to them in hushed tones. She pressed sitra into their palms for their time and their eyes – if they saw Luminara, they would charge back to Silhuehta and tell only Mridula, who would find a way to get a message to Nejla. The plan was not perfect, but it was the best she had. Rianthran watched the exchange from beneath furrowed brows. It was only after the children scattered that Nejla realised his bewilderment had likely been to do with their grubby faces and tattered clothes.

‘There are always those less fortunate than us,’ Nejla told him. ‘They have good eyes, though, and you have the power to make their lives easier when we return.’

They spent their first evening searching and found nothing, so she took Rianthran to an inn and paid for the room. The owner of the inn refused half of her sitra and stabled their horses free of charge. Neither of them took the bed; Nejla slept restlessly on the lounge and Rianthran paced endlessly.

At some point in the night, Hastria Idris found them, accompanied by a swathe of palace guards. A hushed conversation at their door was what had roused her, and she saw the altercation only in that liminal space between waking and rest.

The room shimmered with the heat of Rianthran’s rage, and in the dark, Nejla wanted Mridula. She wanted her girls. She awoke covered in a thick layer of sweat, tendrils of black hair stuck to her cheek. It was only when Rianthran turned away from the door to brood in a far corner of the tavern that Nejla dared rise, wrapping herself in a woven blanket despite the oppressive heat. She wished for anything to shield her from his deathly aura.

He paid her no mind. That was a habit of Rianthran’s. When she slipped into the tavern hall and pressed on towards the lower floor, she found the Hastria still milling about in the dark. Sitra traded hands quietly, likely in an attempt to dampen the flow of whispers from this simple place.

‘Idris,’ Nejla croaked. Her tongue was dry and she found herself parched. ‘His rage will pass.’

For once, the Hastria looked human in the dim light. His weathered face regarded her with the concern of an uncle, brows furrowed and a sympathetic set to his jaw.

‘Of course it will,’ he responded, after a long quiet. ‘It always has. You have not known him long, Nejla. We are intimately familiar with his tantrums. The older he grows, the more we all cow from him.’

‘The more you cow from him,’ she huffed. ‘I will not cow from my betrothed.’

The pity with which Idris looked at her would have made Nejla wither in place, were she a girl. Instead, she responded by gathering herself up to her full height. He might pity her but he would listen to her.

‘Let me work with him through this,’ Nejla began. ‘Let us look for Luminara. The people of Loghar will love the Hastria more for allowing the Ramosani out into the world to see the Vahmeon’s followers. There is a narrative to be strung here, uncle. There is a way that we all find ourselves better off on the other side of this.’

It was a ballsy, foolish gambit from a woman who had no real grounding upon which to press forward. She had been named as someone important, but it would be very easy for the broader stretches of the Loghari to disregard her presence at Rianthran’s side, if they thought themselves purists. Yet she looked at Idris, a man who suddenly seemed so weary, and she made a judgement of his character in that tiny inn.

There was a long pause and a thoughtful, steadying breath as Idris inspected the wooden ceiling. ‘Perhaps,’ he said, ‘that is a narrative we could spin.’

And after entrusting her with such a great boon, he left. He took the palace guard with him. Upon her return to their room, Rianthran asked nothing of the conversation that had been had downstairs. Nejla, curling up in the far corner of the room, did not bother to divulge anything more to her brooding betrothed. If he cared to calm down, perhaps they could talk when they were on steady footing once more.
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The next day, they took to the long desert, and that was where they spent the next five days.

The great plains of Loghar were vast but not empty in the way that deserts of fairytale often were. There was not endless sand and rolling dunes that turned into eternity. There were towns and villages and lone settlements with singular homesteads. Nejla and Rianthran bought travelling garb, wrapped their hair, and went to work. The nearest town of any note was Sufkan, half a day’s ride from Suthuras at a gallop; they took twice that to arrive, which Nejla largely attributed to her inexperience on a horse.

The people of Sufkan only had to take one look at the necklace Rianthran wore, the star of Silhuehta, to know to whom they spoke.

Nejla almost laughed at the absurdity of it – at how easy it would have been for an arrow to strike Rianthran down. The arrow never came.

In each village and town they passed through, they were welcomed with the utmost reverence, not a single finger raised against them. Nejla could see the realisation of his position in the greater world dawn on Rianthran as babies were thrust before him for blessings and he was promptly forced to manoeuvre through a broad range of conversations. He had never seen his people outside of Silhuehta’s walls; he had not expected they’d know who he was.

‘Why is the Ramosani gracing our village with his presence?’ a curious townsperson asked, starry-skinned and dazzled by Rianthran’s beleaguered attempts at charm.

‘He’s grown curious of the land outside of Silhuehta,’ Nejla remarked – just loud enough that the word would spread. People loved to gossip about nobility. A rumour cast to the sky about a curious, kind Ramosani would serve them well. ‘He’s come to acquaint himself with his people. He loves you all so dearly.’

There was no sign of Luminara in the sands, no report of her passing. If anyone had met a Seer fleeing Suthuras’s crystalline walls, they hid her well.

When five days had passed, they sat at some nameless outpost, watching the sun dwindle over the horizon and paint the world vermillion. Nejla felt Luminara’s absence as an unfamiliar hole in the world; it was as if her sister had been plucked from them by the gods, leaving behind only a golden whisper and their shared memories.

‘Rianthran,’ Nejla said, standing slowly on the slope. Her muscles ached and protested, worn into knots from their days of riding. ‘She mentioned she had made a friend out of one of your dogs – is that so?’

The Ramosani looked at her, his eyes bloodshot from intermittent bouts of silent tears that had possessed him during their journey. He nodded.

‘And one of your hawks as well? Are they not trained to find people? Are they not messengers?’ She fed him the idea, waiting for him to knit her train of thought together and make sense of where she was leading him.

Rianthran straightened, pushing himself slowly upwards and onto his own tired feet. ‘Yes,’ he said, clasping her into a desperate hug. He crushed her against his form, letting out a laugh that was nigh delirious. ‘Yes, they can find anyone.’




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Time passed and Luminara, battered and broken, slept not because she wanted to but because her body demanded that she must.

It was a strange, twilight state between consciousness and a dark catatonia. She was certain that she dreamed, in those fleeting moments of cognisance, but she remembered only a sparing, few things from the days spent within that strange void. A man, humming like honey, his hands tugging at bandages she did not remember being dressed with. A moth the size of a teacup sleeping upon the pillow next to her head, whose face looked like a child’s.

When she finally arose, she found herself back in that little caravan at the edge of the world – with its patterned sconces and colourful, woven blankets arranged into a cosy nest. Her body ached, but not in the way she expected. It ached from having slept on her side at an awkward, uneasy angle. It ached as if it recalled an old injury, instead of an actively broken rib shattered in her side and a head injury that should have sent her into a tailspin.

Luminara blew out a long breath. Yet again, she had been saved. Her arm had been freshly wrapped. The dressing, which should have lain in tatters, was clean and ivory once more.

She shook her legs out, trying to draw some feeling into them, and then hopped to her feet and left the caravan.

She stood in the long sand. The ocean of a desert that held Silhuehta at its heart, whose sand glimmered not vibrant gold but silver. She turned and saw nothing – as far as her Blessed eyes could tell, they were the only people travelling upon this road. The city of Silhuehta had fallen away and a long, sweeping wind ran along the earth and whipped her hair about as it passed by their little camp.

How long had she slumbered? They were more than a passing day out of the city, certainly. Luminara tried to shake herself awake. How bizarrely peaceful this morning was in contrast with the violence that had chased her into her slumber. With the sky above her and the sand beneath her, Luminara knew she was not being chased. Gradually, she turned her eyes towards the other residents of the camp.

There were four people running short sprints in the hard sand – the troupe that had swept her away from the palace. Two Fíorcrens, one great orc and one Svarnishman, their feet all pounding upon the dirt. A fifth figure watched from afar. The man known as Wirru stood stripped of his plate armour, in little more than a threadbare tunic and trousers, covered in the fine layer of sweat that followed physical exertion.

‘Pick up those feet, Hayat!’ Wirru hollered. ‘With Blessed feet you should not be dragging your heels!’

A stream of curses erupted from the brown-skinned Fíorcren, the only one running barefoot. His Blessing glowed so brightly that even in the early morning light he cast the whole group in radiance.

Slowly, Luminara shifted to sit upon the doorstep of the caravan from which she’d emerged. She was still uneasy and unsettled on her feet, stomach twisting with the hunger of someone who had not eaten for several days.

‘Ah, Luminara!’ Jivin called. The horned man was shirtless as well, devoid of all jewellery, his hair bound in a topknot to keep it out of the way. He jogged in place, eyes flicking between their pale sentinel and Luminara as he waved towards her. ‘Lumi’s awake!’

‘That doesn’t mean you get out of training!’ Wirru shouted back, but Jivin had already veered away from the others. He came trotting over to Luminara, huffing as he did.

‘How do you feel?’ he asked, throwing a wave over his shoulder as Wirru shot dark daggers at his back.

‘Shockingly good,’ she said, and it was true. She had not felt so good since she had last stood in this caravan, and she did not have to guess who was responsible for it. Wirru had barely glanced in her direction and yet Luminara knew he was the one who’d patched her back together. She’d never known another healer with such skill. ‘Where are we?’

‘Somewhere south-east of Silhuehta. The man with the grey stripe in his beard, Daire, travelled these parts for trade during the last blockade. He knows the quietest roads between here and Fíorcre. I’m just following his lead. I thought it best we get you out of that city,’ Jivin admitted. ‘There was a lot of hubbub in Suthuras and I thought we should prioritise getting you to safety and discuss the repercussions later.’

‘I would not be welcome back in the palace.’ Not after the horrendous chase that would have put all the servantry at risk of scrutiny. Not after Zurik had decided she would be better in a different sort of service. ‘You made the right call. Thank you for making it when I couldn’t.’

‘It’s – it’s no trouble,’ Jivin said, chuckling uncertainly. ‘I would’ve had to have been a rough sort to leave you behind after all I’ve seen you go through. Helping people is kind of what we are wont to do, when we can.’

‘Alright!’ Wirru’s harsh voice cut through their conversation. ‘You’re all done – you’ve worked enough this morning. You’re all too distracted, anyway. You hopeless louts.’

The insult fell light, twisted with enough humor that no one training in the sand seemed particularly hurt by his barbs. Drawn like horses to water, they turned towards where Luminara and Jivin now sat.

The first two came as a pair. Tall and small, the orc she’d glimpsed from afar and the younger Fíorcren with a head of narrow braids. He would have been a perfectly respectable height had he not been accompanied by six feet of lithe muscle and tusk.

‘We didn’t get the chance to meet – I’m Medea,’ the sage-green woman said, thrusting a hand in Luminara’s direction. When she looked down and realised that her choice of hand had been incompatible with Luminara’s bandaged one, the orc thrust her other hand forward. ‘I’m an acolyte of the Golden Library. And the youngest member of the troupe. It’s nice to meet you properly.’

As Medea spoke, Luminara’s impression of the orc shifted from woman to girl. She did not seem older than Luminara, based on the chipper stream pouring from her mouth. Luminara shook the orc’s hand with her left hand, impressed by the unending muscle her hand was met with. She would not have wanted to go up in a physical contest against her, even before she’d lost full use of her dominant arm.

‘And I’m Hayat!’ the Fíorcren spoke, his accent thick. ‘I’m the drummer. Glad to see you made it.’

As if to accentuate that point, he mimed drumming in the air. They had a similar energy, these two, and the threads of destiny between them were knotted a dozen times over. Not just lovers but true partners.

‘I bet you’re very good,’ Luminara said, feeling a little like she was validating a young child. That was how boys tended to be, though. She thought of Abd al-Latif and felt distinctly at home as the drummer grinned at her. ‘A pleasure to meet you both. Thank you for taking care of me.’

It was no trouble, they both insisted. Anyone would have done the same.

Luminara knew that to be false. Humanity had proven itself not only deeply selfish but also deeply self-involved. There were a hundred people who would have considered her far too much trouble if saving her had meant risking their own skin – a stark contrast to the five who had saved her.

Daire was the only one who did not directly introduce himself, instead placing a pot over the low campfire and starting on what she presumed to be some sort of stew. It was only when he caught her staring out of the corner of his eyes that he nodded, lifting his head in acknowledgement of her presence. He was an older man with soft features, marked distinctly by the shockingly white streak that ran through his beard.

She would introduce herself to him later, Luminara thought, when they had a moment alone. It was only polite to introduce herself to everyone she would be travelling with.

Slowly, Wirru approached. He was so pale that he looked, to Luminara, nigh luminescent in the sun. She was unsure how his pink skin would withstand the heat of the desert. There had been a girl in the water gardens born with such skin and she’d had to wear a veil in the daylight hours to ensure she did not go red and blotchy for weeks at a time.

‘You’re up,’ was all that he said. Luminara bobbed her head in response. ‘That’s good.’

It was hard not to notice how, even when removed from his plate mail, he was incredibly impressive to behold. He towered over Luminara, built from ivory and heaving muscle, and she had to make a concerted effort to keep her eyes upon his face.

‘Every day, you’ll train with me, too,’ Wirru said. He did not look her in the eye but that did not faze Luminara. She’d known many a stranger who’d conversed better when not maintaining eye contact. ‘Every day, we’ll work on your ability to defend yourself. To feed yourself. You’ll stay with the troupe until you decide where you’d like to settle.’

‘You could phrase it as a question, Wirru,’ Jivin said.

‘I could. It’s not a question. It is what we’ll be doing.’ He shrugged, finally looking at Luminara to assess her response to the regime he had presented to her. She was not sure what the sentinel expected from her. She did not have the energy to be upset with the circumstances that had been thrust upon her. If anything, she was simply grateful she remained walking upon the earth.

She cocked her head to one side. ‘Can you teach me how to stab someone?’

Wirru snorted. ‘Let’s start with defence, first. Before you lose a kidney to your endlessly bad luck.’




CHAPTER THIRTY

The troupe travelled into Fíorcre and into the broad, emerald hills. Wirru led the way quietly, never checking a map as he guided them over the Loghari border. The land they travelled through must have once been Nejla’s ancestral home, Luminara realised as the ground turned into a carpet of the richest green grass she had ever seen. She pondered asking where the troupe intended on taking her, though it didn’t really matter. She did not know this land or the next; there was nowhere for her to suggest they go. As long as she was travelling away from Loghar, she was safe from Zurik.

She did not train for weeks, despite Wirru’s request, for when she moved too quickly her entire body protested. It was only in stillness that she found her body capable of recollecting its former mobility.

For the first week, when allowed, Luminara did not move far from her bed – Jivin’s bed, really – but Jivin made sure the windows were open and he left a small pile of novels on his nightstand so she would not grow bored. The bard cared for her intently and he filled the quiet and whispering hills of an empire that had left its people behind. The rustling grasses mingled with his voice, as thick as honey, and the idle strumming of his gilded hands.

One morning Luminara found herself driven by a restlessness she had not felt in many moons. She forced herself out of her nest, into the peculiar cold of Fiorcre, to sit alongside Jivin in the driver’s seat. The Svarnishman glanced at her out of the corner of his eye, sliding along to make room for her as she collapsed onto the wood.

‘If you wish to be out here, I won’t stop you,’ he said, with his lilting tongue. ‘But you should listen to your body.’

Once Luminara could emerge without pain, he taught her to drive the horses so that he could play his music and the sweet-tempered beasts continued unperturbed. Once she gained the energy, she asked questions: of the land, of its forests and flowers, of its plants and trees.

Jivin could not always answer them but Wirru did, his voice a quiet constant. He was unflinching, describing each sprout and tree with immeasurable love. It did not surprise Luminara that Fíorcre’s warriors loved the land – it surprised her that the world seemed so endless.

The first thing Wirru taught her was how to forage. There was joy in plucking woodland strawberries from the grass, different to the crimson fruit that lived in Orotho’s kitchens. They stood on a sloping meadow among the long grass and wildflowers, staring out a far-off monolith; in the distance stood a wall of trees, so tightly wound together they seemed to let no light in. It was a dense and dark forest, as broad as a city built from dark wood. A whispering came from the forest that caught Luminara’s attention, as if someone was calling to her from afar. She could almost grasp at the sound of her name in the rustling grass, on the breeze that kissed her cheeks.

‘That’s Céad Coillte,’ Wirru explained, answering a question Luminara had not asked. ‘I believe your people call it the First Forest. It’s a natural barrier for the north-east side of Fíorcre and it stretches for leagues – it’s utterly impassable.

‘Why?’ Luminara asked, still distracted by that peculiar wind. It was a singing whistle that ran through the grass, as cool as any Loghari winter.

‘The common people say it’s populated by Fair Folk,’ Wirru responded, as if it was the simplest thought in the world: an impassable forest full of fairytales, apparently protecting a whole corner of a kingdom from intruders. ‘The Zamurrad people have beings called yaksa in their tales that might be close to our Fair Folk, though I’m not sure of the Loghari equivalent. I never really got the chance to listen to your fairytales … apparently me looming over someone’s street stories is a little intimidating.’

The troupe feasted on rabbit and strawberries. Luminara wondered quietly when it would strike her that she could not return home.
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Luminara had spent entirely too long in the lands of her enemy before she heard a whisper of home on the wind.

The troupe had settled in for the afternoon in a quiet meadow and left Luminara to wander. She understood, inherently, this freedom was granted only because she was being watched. Everything done within Jivin’s troupe was done with Wirru’s eyes watching keenly from afar, to ensure they would not slip and fall into some unfortunate pitfall. Unused to the strange lack of walls entrapping her, Luminara was possessed to wander.

Thick clouds covered their little corner of Fíorcre but the sunlight shone intensely from behind them, the heavens turning so luminescent she would have to squint were she to turn her eyes upwards. The web of destiny out in these great, sprawling meadows was far sparser than it was in the city. She followed gossamer-thin threads from their caravans and found little burrows in the dirt. A sleeping fawn settled in curling, long grass and an owl nestled in a hollow seemed entirely unbothered when Luminara poked her head into the tree to discover what hid within.

Home found Luminara in new threads snaking out of the air.

She could see it: a thread of gold on some desert wind blown through the ruins of old Zamurrad and into the stretching forests of Fíorcre. Luminara stood on the hill watching the slivers of moonlight dancing on the wind, feeling like a hound called to a whistle as she tried to discern what was happening beyond her gaze. The trees of Fíorcre seemed to conspire to create so much space for one to hide, crowding together in secretive pockets scattered across the land.

But as she watched, a hound emerged from a thicket of greenery and vanished into one of those forest pockets.

Fidda.

Luminara lifted herself onto her toes, seeking out a glimpse of the hound once more. Fidda had appeared like a gilded fish leaping out of a green ocean before dipping beneath the waves once more. Time seemed to stretch onwards into infinity as she rolled onto the balls of her feet, itching for another glimpse of familiarity in this alien land.

‘Wirru?’ Luminara called, unwilling to leave her post. Luminara did not know where Wirru was, but he always seemed to be within earshot. ‘I think there’s a dog in the forest!’

‘A dog?’ a voice queried, closer than she had expected. It was Medea who emerged from the greenery, the sharp-eyed half orc whose stealth continued to surprise Luminara. Following her was Wirru, in his gilded armour, his expression indecipherable.

‘A dog I know. She was just over the hill. Her name is Fidda.’ It could have been another dog, Luminara supposed, if her eyes had not been so keen. ‘One of Rianthran’s hounds.’

Together, they broke away from the forest and strode down to the nearest road – a short way from where the troupe remained. Threads of destiny led off of Wirru in all directions, but he moved along them with utter certainty, which drew Luminara alongside him.

They were twenty metres from the road when Fidda emerged from the grass, her tail wagging wildly. The hound broke into a sprint as she spotted Luminara, crossing the distance between them and throwing herself onto the Seer. She dropped down to her knees to greet Fidda, eyes swimming with tears.

‘It really was a dog,’ Wirru said mildly. Luminara’s heart had grown thunderously loud as she’d stood upon the hill, and it was only just beginning to settle when she heard them. The sound of horses, pounding along the road, the chatter of Loghari tongues. The silence of the great forest would have sheltered her from the din.

A Loghari cavalcade approached, bearing the silver banners of Silhuehta. They were nearly two-hundred men wide at a glance and painfully out of place in the Fíorcren greenery. Luminara should have seen them coming. They were the ones carrying the Loghari whispers from home, the slivers of destiny on the wind. Leading them was Rianthran.

There he was, mounted on a black stallion. Draped in woven moonlight and his glimmering mantle. There must have been roots growing from Luminara’s feet, for nothing in all the world could have made her move. Her stomach churned uncertainly as she tried to discern what she should do from here. Her naivety would drive her forward but Zinat’s voice, in her head kept her wary.

The well-fed do not understand the lean, little bobcat.

‘Rianthran,’ Luminara finally managed, only finding her tongue as he dismounted from his horse and turned those molten eyes upon her. ‘What is this?’

His step faltered. All of his noble purpose grew confused as he approached, leading his steed. How princely he looked in that moment, his dark gaze flicking down to Fidda and back to Luminara.

‘I’ve come to bring you home.’ Always so quiet at heart, her Rianthran, and yet always so thunderous in life. ‘You must come home, Luminara. I had Fidda find you.’

Any knowledge of language Luminara might have had was totally lost. Her eyes rolled over the cavalry that had escorted Rianthran. These were men of Suthuras from a variety of noble houses, scatterings of different sigils inked upon the cloth mantles they wore. She knew these families: they were palace people, but they were not diplomats. They were soldiers. Guards. Warriors. They were armed to the teeth, with swords and bladed whips and bows.

Far above Luminara’s head came the call of a hawk. Her eyes shot upwards and she spotted a familiar falcon descending from the air to perch on the top of Jivin’s caravan.

‘Rianthran. You will bring war down upon us. You swore you would not do this.’

How foolish he seemed to her in that moment. Rianthran regarded her with the earnest nature she had grown to love so dearly, but set against the stark contrast of the veritable army he had brought with him, it felt absurd to Luminara. She counted the towns she and the troupe had passed in the back of her mind, wondering how many people would have seen Rianthran’s path into Fíorcre. Jivin’s troupe had travelled through the countryside with relative ease, never pausing in town and instead camping in the wilderness. Such a small troupe had little trouble on the road and likely would have gone entirely without notice had it not been for Jivin’s lute trailing music behind them. But a Loghari army? She had no doubt in her mind that the Knights of the Blessing might fall upon them at any moment, having sensed an opportunity to fell Loghar’s latest Ramosani.

‘That I wouldn’t come for you?’ he asked. ‘I’d never let what happened to you stand in my court, Luminara.’

‘That you wouldn’t go to war with Fíorcre. You swore you wouldn’t put your people through this once more.’

‘I don’t know what you mean, Luminara,’ Rianthran said, his eyes flicking between Wirru and Medea. ‘I’ve done no such thing. This is an escort. This is not an army.’

She might have been young. She might not have lived through war, having been born in a lull in Loghar’s eternal conflict, but she did not think Fíorcre would make the distinction between an escort and an army. She did not think they cared.

‘You’ve invaded Fíorcre,’ Wirru said, his voice louder now. Rianthran glanced to him again and she saw a sudden spike of anger behind her Ramosani’s dark eyes, a glimmer of golden light emerging in his stare. ‘The Knights of the Blessing request written notes of passage before any official Loghari escort may cross into their land. Unless you’ve received permission from Xanthos, you’re invading, and considering Galahad hasn’t approved such a request in twenty years, I doubt he’s had a sudden change of heart.’

‘Nobody asked for your thoughts, knight.’ Rianthran’s voice was cutting as he turned the weight of his intensity upon Wirru, drawing himself up into regal posture as he waved a hand in the air. ‘You think I do not see you for what you are? I know you, Wirru.’

Dread bloomed between the trio, a broad flower with torn leaves that unfurled and left ash in Luminara’s mouth. She had missed something in this mess.

‘And?’ Wirru scoffed. ‘I didn’t set a woman on fire and unwittingly mount a small invasion. We’re not discussing me.’

The peculiar look in Rianthran’s eyes turned indecipherable.

‘You’ve done far worse than that in your existence,’ Rianthran retorted. His expression evened out, going from dark anger to pure righteousness. ‘You and I both know that. Luminara, do you know with whom you travel? Wirru O’Connor, the Knight of the Blessing, who took up his sword against Loghar in the last war. He killed Faysal. No one ever named where he came from, unlike all of his compatriots, because if they had he’d be known as Wirru O’Connor of the First Forest.’ Rianthran explained it all, inching forward step by step as he did. The glimmer of light within his eyes had turned into an arcane glow. ‘It gives the game away when you know the hero by their true name, doesn’t it?’

‘You’re the Hero of Fíorcre,’ Luminara breathed, stepping away from him. Her mind reeled. The Golden Terror was the worst shadow in Fíorcren history, the immortal hero bound to keep Loghar at the losing end of the war. He was meant to spell Loghar’s doom but The Golden Terror, also, was not real. The Golden Terror was an amalgamation of every horrific act enacted by a knight against the Loghari people. She had always understood that the figure could not be a singular individual, not if she understood the machinations of how histories were told.

Wirru was the flesh and blood beneath that myth. This gentle giant who had knitted her flesh back into something manageable, who had taught her to forage. The man Jivin trusted above all else.

‘Unfortunately,’ Wirru admitted, ‘I don’t pick what they name me.’ It was begrudging, with the knight refusing to meet Luminara’s eyes. ‘Where I come from, they call you a great many things, boy king.’

On the precipice of destiny, Rianthran and Wirru spun. As Luminara stood in the centre of this precarious balance, she was struck upside the head by the bizarreness of it all. She should not have been here, so far from where her mother had been laid to rest. She should not have been caught between this clash of titans.

‘I can’t come home with you, Rianthran,’ Luminara said, sending her golden eyes to the sky above. ‘Silhuehta isn’t safe for me. I’m nothing there. As far as the Hastria are concerned, I have been maimed and exiled like a feral dog who wandered into civilised company. Are you aware of how little power you have in the long desert?’

It was as if this was the first time in Rianthran’s life that the thought had truly occurred to him. It was a cruel thing for Luminara to say, but with his fire still licking at the inside of her skin, she found she had very little care for things that would have once struck her as mean. She wanted to go with him, to return to the silver sand – she longed for it as a bird longed for flight. It did not mean that she could.

Rianthran’s jaw ticked. ‘If you just give me a chance—’

‘If I give you another chance, I might lose my other arm! What would you ask I risk after that? Shall we start with my legs? Maybe my ears?’ Luminara’s arm screamed at her as she flung a hand out. ‘The Vahmeon knows my eyes are probably next. Perhaps Zurik would like to eat them? This world would take my home and my magick from me in one fell swoop.’

Rianthran stepped forward, apparently intent upon closing the distance between them, but she recoiled. The next time he spoke it was in Loghari, a plea. ‘I swear I’ll protect you, Luminara.’

‘We have seen how much your promises are worth,’ Wirru responded in the tongue of the Vahmeon, stepping in front of Luminara. Staring at his back now, she was faced with the two swords that sat upon his hips. One looked like a normal Fíorcren blade, but the other was a wooden thing seemingly constructed from living plants. Its pommel and grip were made of spiralling roots with narrow green shoots, the scabbard of leaves in autumnal hues. It was the wooden sword that Wirru rested his hand upon now.

The hairs on the nape of Luminara’s neck rose and the fire in her arm begun to writhe, furious, a living flame unfurling as the panic in her chest rose.

‘I think you’ve frightened Luminara enough,’ a Svarnish voice said, accompanied by an idle tune that broke the tense silence. Her eyes flicked towards the sound and found Jivin emerging from his caravan, his magick well at work. ‘Not only did you maim her, but you’ve now chased her into a different country and are disregarding her opinions about how she must preserve her own safety.’

Jivin sidled up on her wounded side, the radiance of his Blessing on full display as his hands worked along the lute. His horns were naked of their usual adornments, casting a shadow upon his shoulders.

‘Bard,’ Rianthran stated flatly, uninterested in this interjection.

‘Ayano Kamal ud-Din Rianthran,’ Jivin responded. ‘I understand that your Hastria may have sheltered you from the worst of Fíorcre’s war against your people, but you should take the warning you are being given. When the elves came for my people, they did not wait for an army to step across the Imperium’s perfect borders. They began to make excuses to push those borders further into our land. The Imperium was looking for a war and they manufactured what they needed to begin one with Svarna. Do not give Fíorcre a foolish reason to turn its eyes upon Loghar.’

Luminara’s chest tightened. The strumming paused as Jivin reached out and rested his hand upon her unmarked shoulder. ‘We did not steal Luminara. We offered her refuge. I take that quite seriously – she’ll come to no harm with us.’

‘How good of you, to offer me advice as you flee my country.’ Rianthran took a deep breath. Then he took another. ‘Lumi – Luminara. This is ridiculous. I will make Silhuehta safe for you again. You will come home. I won’t have you out here travelling with the Hero of Fíorcre, and I don’t believe any of your family would want that for you either.’

‘Let’s not use family against one another.’ Jivin hummed. ‘I believe it’s time for you to leave.’

Luminara turned away from Rianthran as he let out a string of low, muttered curses.

‘Fidda, come.’ The Ramosani’s voice was heavy with defeat, yet Fidda only looked back at him in confusion. The hound cocked her head to the side. ‘Come, please.’

Fidda had the audacity to respond to this by dropping to the ground, ears flat against her skull. Luminara could not hide her own surprise as she glanced between them, mouth falling open. She nudged Fidda with her hands, but the hound resisted it; she did not want to push the dog any harder.

‘Fidda, go,’ Luminara whispered in Loghari, praying that the hound would move. She did not want to take Fidda from him, this dog he had raised since she was a pup, yet for whatever reason Fidda would not leave. She lay flat against the earth, whining as she stared up at Luminara. Without saying another word, Rianthran strode back to his dark stallion and pulled himself onto the saddle. He had turned away by the time Luminara stepped towards him, tears beading in the corners of her eyes. She swiped at them as she pushed past Wirru and Jivin.

‘Rianthran,’ she called, her heart forming some sort of apology – a plea to take Fidda back. But as the words found shape, he was gone.




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

When the Ramosani returned to Silhuehta, the water gardens boiled as the palace was made a furnace.

Nejla hurried past the steaming pools, knots twisting in her belly, Mridula by her side. There was something awful about the hot wind coiled over Suthuras; the guard fanned themselves, shucking their heaviest layers as they peered around for the source of the unseasonable warmth. But for Nejla there was no question who had brought it. She burst into the central wing of the palace, away from the women’s refuge, and that was when she heard the bellowing.

Two men shouting at one another, the sound filling the halls. Nejla had never heard Rianthran raise his voice louder than a boisterous laugh and yet the louder voice was certainly his. The second was far older, far more panicked.

There had to be an open window somewhere, for the sound to filter so far.

There were children and elders in this palace, not to mention countless delicate birds. The heat needed to break or it would put the most vulnerable of the palace folk at risk. One of the many Ramosana hopefuls, Rawiya, was fanning herself in an alcove, an arm wrapped around the shoulders of a girl who looked no older than twelve.

‘Nejla! Do you know what’s happened?’ Rawiya asked. She wheezed as she reached out to clasp one of Nejla’s hands.

‘Go to my old rooms, Rawiya – take Mridula and speak with Parvati. They can cool the water there for you and your sister.’

There was a fear in the way that Rawiya nodded, clutching the girl to her side. Nejla could give her no explanation, nor promise this heat would abate, because it was not a promise she could make. Mridula nodded as Nejla waved them off, touching her arm gently as she departed with them. Once they were set on their path, Nejla ran. She passed by more concerned palace folk as she went, including a woman bouncing an infant on her hip.

Nejla’s pace slowed as she regarded the babe’s pinched, red cheeks and screaming face.

‘Go back inside, sit on your balcony with your child. The heat should not last long,’ Nejla said, waiting on the lady’s retreat before she continued. The distant din drew her along, a furious barrage of noise that bounced along the polished walls. It was coming from the Hastria’s meeting room, where Nejla had spied on their game of Djinn’s chess a half-moon ago. The further she ascended within Silhuehta, the more certain she grew – Rianthran was assailing the Hastria on their chess night.

‘You had no right you useless, maggot-brained bastard.’

As Nejla ran, the words became decipherable, senseless noise turning into a lament of rage. She was in the hallway that led to the meeting room and the air was thick with heat, shimmering as the walls were turned into an oven. Her head swam as she slowed, discarding the silk scarf that covered her hair; sweat and silks did not make friends of one another. The gathering room had been thrown open, the door tossed wide.

‘You exiled my only friend, my one companion!’

The tables that lined the centre of the room had been upturned, chess pieces littering the floor. Rianthran was still in his travelling garb, draped in dark linens instead of his usual heavenly silver, glowering over Zurik as he gripped the Hastria’s robe with a clenched fist. It was not only Rianthran’s chest that glowed: his entire body was luminous, the light of his magick left no corner of the room untouched by that Blessed radiance.

Prem was shielding Muhsin and a serving girl in one corner, Devrim a few steps away clutching an arm covered in a sheet of blood. Idris was the closest to Zurik while Magan and the hunter stood further away, mouths gaping like dying fish. They seemed incapable of finding the words to snuff out the match they had lit years ago, now suspended over a gunpowder keg. One of the tea girls had collapsed, her skirts fanning outwards in a pool of fabric on the ground. Another was crouched beside her, attempting to rouse her gently. They watched the scene through fearful, wet eyes that flicked to Nejla as she stepped through the broken doorway.

She knew that fear – that visceral feeling women were possessed with when faced with the violence of men.

Zurik reached up with trembling hands to clasp Rianthran’s arm but pulled away as his palms began to blister, skin swelling and turning crimson. Instead of pressing, he chose to grovel, throwing himself at Rianthran’s feet with more energy than Nejla had ever seen him possess. ‘He was deceiving you! That was no girl – that was a liar of a man. A man who was trying to bed you, your holiness.’

‘And what’s wrong with that?’ Rianthran asked, his voice turning deathly quiet amid the chaos. The youngest of seven siblings, Nejla strapped some of her familial steel to her spine and straightened.

‘Rianthran.’ Her voice sliced through the room.

The murderous look in his eyes vanished, the rage leeching out as he regarded her. Even though Nejla had spent the last ten summers in Loghar, she struggled to stay standing beneath the heat that filled the room. Her fists balled at her sides as she stood before the Avatar of the Vahmeon, their Ramosani, and tried to look unshaken. ‘Rianthran, the water in the palace is boiling. Look around you. Think of your birds.’

It struck the note she hoped it would. Rianthran took a long step back, the heat ebbing away. The night air flooded back into the room and she took a deep breath, savouring the flush of cool air in her lungs.

‘Yes,’ Rianthran said, dazed as his gaze skated over the room. He drank in the sight before him, from the cowering Hastria to the collapsed tea girl. ‘The birds.’

The Ramosani moved towards Nejla and she saw some of the man she had known return to Rianthran. He took in a long breath, and as he sucked in that air, more of the heat went with it. Nejla reached for him and their hands brushed, though she did not dare take his. He was nodding as he soundlessly made sense of what he had done.

‘What is wrong, Zurik, with men bedding men?’ It wasn’t Rianthran who broke the silence but Prem, who had now collected himself. Nejla looked to him desperately, hearing the rising temper beneath his tone. ‘That has never been an issue you’ve pressed with the court.’

Prem was catching Zurik in a lie, which was his way. An inconsistency in behaviour he could not let pass despite the insanity that had already occurred that night.

Devrim turned sharply towards the Zamurradi Hastria with a panicked laugh. ‘Are you kidding, Prem? You pull this right now?’

Prem did not justify Devrim’s panic with an answer, his gaze flaying Zurik where the man stood. Just as Nejla thought he was going to open his mouth and speak once more, he turned away – crossing to the collapsed tea girl and gently lifting her upwards. One of the other servants went to help him as Rianthran pressed his palms together, Blessing set alight so that his clothes glowed once more. The blue flame burst to life in one palm and a switch seemed to flip within Rianthran as he thrust his hand into Zurik’s face.

‘You took Luminara from me out of spite?’

Flesh boiled and bubbled, turning to candlewax as Zurik’s left eyelid slid downwards; the plane of his face twisted, turning lopsided beneath the force of Rianthran’s flame. Zurik screamed only once, a raw noise that was cut short when he collapsed. Nejla could do nothing but watch, rooted in place as bile filled her mouth and her mind thundered.

Ayano Kamal ud-Din stepped back, staring down at the man’s prone form. ‘That’s what spite does to you.’

Desperate to escape the smell of burning flesh and singed hair, Nejla tore herself away from the doorway. In the hall, she retched, emptying the contents of her stomach onto the palace floor.




PART THREE

‘When the world ends, it will not be ash that is left. It will not be the Vahmeon or the Sorcha; it will not be the final Ramosani, sitting on his blackened throne. It will be Wirru, grieving for all the people he has lost.’

– Tallulah of Croy, Princess of Xanthos and ruler of the Fíorcren Empire




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

If the vast, silvery seas of Loghar had been overwhelming, Fíorcre was a foreign embrace Luminara expected to tighten and crush her; yet that feeling never came. It did not take the air from her lungs but left her quiet in its midst – knee-deep in moss beside a bubbling brook. That was what continuously struck her as she gained a feel for Fíorcre and the difference in the way the land felt beneath her feet. Suthuras, as old as it had been, was every ounce a bustling thoroughfare. Fíorcre was so vast there were stretches of land that had seemingly never been settled, untouched by human hand.

She had never seen anything like it.

Jivin’s band travelled through narrow, winding roads, through long glens and dense woodland. Though Luminara was not sure of the rationale behind their circuitous route, she sensed something tender in the ways in which Wirru checked in on each village they passed through. Jivin played and drew a crowd, and their stalwart guardian spoke to the trees and elderly village folk, his hawkish gaze ensuring that all were safe. There was a destination, Luminara was certain of it, but they seemed in no rush to reach it.

The most alien thing to Luminara was how many people she saw on the journey, along with colourfully painted homesteads and clusters of cottages scattered by the road as they passed. The people of Fíorcre shouted after Jivin, letting out cheers and whooping down the long hills; children followed the caravans, calling to Luminara’s Svarnish companion. He seemed permanently embarrassed by the attention, flushing red whenever someone came to rave about his music.

For her part, Luminara rarely moved from her perch on Jivin’s caravan, having figured out a way to scramble atop their shared home and watch the world from the safety of that roof. If people thought much of her, they said little, peering at her with an uncertain curiosity. If they thought much of her eyes, she did not hear a whisper from them.

They stopped occasionally in small towns as they went, and Jivin put on a show for anyone who’d lend him an ear. He, Daire, Hayat and Medea took up those idle performances that most certainly weren’t for coin. When money flowed forward as payment, it trickled into their wallets in metal pieces from the hands of children, parents giving the young ones a small moment with the band of foreigners. Jivin spared time for each person who braved the chance to drop a coin in their open instrument cases, teasing the youngest and flattering the girls who mustered up the courage to sputter out a handful of words to this sculpture of a man.

Luminara watched it all, knowing she was too fond of Jivin already. He did not insist that she move from his caravan or his bed; they fell each evening into a dreamless sleep. Often they rested with Fidda sprawled between them, as Jivin seemed entirely unable to refuse the hound’s want to cling to their side. She preferred that – better the blackened pit than dreaming of the shining walls of Silhuehta and Rianthran’s bed.

The only person among them who had an intended route was Wirru, who plodded ahead with little interest in entertaining the locals. He made no show of heroism, and the onlookers barely paid him any mind. Wirru was as close to being a fixture of the wilderness as one man could be, often vanishing between the distant trees as if it was a normal thing that he was faster on foot than the horses drawing their caravans. Fidda was the only one who could keep pace with the titan. Each evening, he found his way back into camp, settling quietly on a makeshift seat for dinner and disappearing again as dawn broke.

He did not speak much, the river of words slowing to a crawl, though Luminara did not mind. He talked mostly when he bullied the band out into the greenery for hard bouts of training each morning, and he watched her with his forest-green stare. Luminara was certain he was making a show of how closely he was observing her, his brow furrowed.

They stopped in taverns occasionally, too. It did not take long for Luminara to figure out that they were being followed by a group lingering just out of sight. She saw them in the shadows and thought them fans, perhaps, and she was certain Wirru must have seen them in the same way he saw all things. So, when the troupe was sitting in a nondescript tavern east of Zamurrad and a man stepped inside who Luminara thought seemed familiar, just within reach of her peripheral vision, she didn’t think to mention it.

The angular man sat a table beside the door, ordered nothing, and Luminara watched him through narrowed eyes. He did not look particularly exceptional – if anything, he was purposefully unobtrusive. He was dressed in plain linens and light leather armour, any distinctive markings that might have been there now faded and worn down to nothing. He barely even glanced at one of the barmaids as she bounced past.

There was a nigh imperceptible sense of unease that ran through the room. Luminara sensed it only because she was not trapped in conversation with the other members of the troupe. She was peripherally aware of Hayat’s endless, streaming chatter as Medea tore into a hunk of indistinguishable roasted meat. She was watching the man who was doing nothing. The man who wasn’t there for ale or the food, who wasn’t here for the company. She listened as the clatter of flasks grew too loud. The conversation grew jilted around her. The room grew hot and crowded, and Luminara could feel the seams of her clothing as they scratched at her skin. Fidda’s tail stopped thumping at Jivin’s side, the hound homing in on something they had not yet noticed.

Wirru cleared his throat.

The titan’s grey eyes skated over the tavern and Luminara followed his gaze. There were other men now, milling about – two men in similarly worn leathers who had slipped in through the side door. A third stood in the tavern entryway, which made a quartet of them. Wirru’s gaze connected with Luminara’s as her adrenaline sparked, threatening to set her heart rate thrumming.

Do not stand around and wait for danger to arrive.

One of the men who had entered from the side door lunged towards the nearest table and the room exploded into chaos. Luminara slid beneath the table she was sitting at, maimed arm tucked at her side, crouching as Wirru unsheathed a blade. He roared a warning and swung towards the men. Someone smashed their glass. One of the barmaids shrieked in fear. Suddenly the entire tavern was dragged into this brawl. Luminara had never seen a fight so large, and she flinched as a spray of blood hit the floor alongside a severed hand with a wet thump, brought down by Wirru’s blade.

She spotted a break in the crowd, the clashing waves shifting if only for a moment, and she bolted. She scrambled past two large wooden tables and a man stubbornly attempting to finish his drink, while two others grappled across the table.

‘Sit the fuck down, you moss-brained bastards,’ Wirru shouted, and Luminara could hear Jivin strumming amid the chaos, but he was speaking in Svarnish, too quiet to break through the din.

The black pit of the evening awaited Luminara through the side door and she fled into the chill, the blustering wind burning against her skin as Fíorcre greeted her. She stumbled into the nowhere town; outside, the long dirt road was dotted with homesteads and the tavern behind her. She was so relieved to be free of the brawl that she trotted up the road, knowing that the troupe was far more capable than she was at handling the situation. They would fight and be out to join her shortly, once their adrenaline had cooled.

She had just pitched forward with her hands on her knees, letting out a choked laugh at the absurdity of it all, when the shadows moved behind her. Too late, she realised that there must have been another man lingering outside in the darkness. He was huge, she realised as he stepped forward, and there was a wrongness in the way his muscles fitted together. Her blood thundered in her ears as she stepped back, intent upon creating space between her and the strangeness.

The shadow man shifted faster, though, his legs bowing as if they were not made to bear his weight. He looked alien in the gloom, twisted and knitted together at all the wrong angles. He lunged for her and she slipped into panic, wrenched backwards as someone grasped at her river of hair.

A voice rumbled like the grinding of stones against one another in the darkness. ‘Hello, Seer.’

Pain burst across her temple and she fell into the abyss that awaited her.




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Luminara’s skull felt as if it were a tree trunk with an axe still lodged in its side, seeping sap and threatening to split with one more spring.

On your feet, little bobcat.

Her eyes flicked open. She was lying on a hard surface, staring up at a wooden roof and two men. One was the stranger she had first noticed sitting in the tavern, doing nothing, ordering no alcohol or food. He stared down at her with the idle sympathy of someone sorry for the deer they had caught – every bit the hunter in his garb and with his weapon in hand. The other was a hulking brute of a man who threatened to burst out of his armour, the linens and leathers straining across his form. He was the one who set off a screaming sense of fear within Luminara; he was covered in golden Blessings, a patchwork quilt of skin and gnarled lines as if he had been sewn together at each joint.

‘There you are,’ the smaller man said, patting Luminara on the side of her face as she tried to wrench away from him. ‘My apologies for my friend’s bedside manner. He wasn’t supposed to hit you quite so hard.’

As her body awoke, so did the pain within it. Her burnt shoulder screamed dully through the mental fog; it had been twisted back uncomfortably to bind her arms in place.

‘If you lay a closed fist on all of your bedmates, you’ve got shitty taste,’ Luminara snarled between gritted teeth, quietly testing the restraints as she shifted her weight. The rope tightened as she pulled against it, the grain digging into her as she tried to roll her wrists. Fuck. The blade tucked within her boot was far from reach.

The smaller man laughed at her, a nonchalant sound that rang ghostly against the quiet surrounds. His voice was sucked into the wooden walls of the cabin. No one would be able to hear him from outside, she was certain of that. This was a retreat built for this purpose, she guessed, taking in the size of it and the bear traps hanging on the wall. She was simply the latest deer to be dragged within this den to be slaughtered.

He spoke again. ‘It is hard to cut out your eyes when you have them closed, you know. We don’t exactly need your eyelids.’

‘We could have just eaten the eyelids,’ the huge man grumbled. ‘I would have just eaten the eyelids.’

‘Well, you’re not the one who’s going to have to eat them,’ the small man responded. He leant on the board Luminara was bound to, still staring down at her as he ran a calloused hand over her cheek. ‘You are a pretty thing. Fair skin, dark hair, fine bone structure; you’ll be just as pretty without the eyes. As long as we keep you from bleeding out, you’ll probably be better for it. Those eyes will cause you nothing but trouble.’

Luminara made a panicky, choked sound as she strained against the rope. Wirru would be looking for her. Jivin would be looking for her. The titan could find his way in the dark, surely. If she stalled for long enough, they would find her.

‘Did you not see who I travelled with?’ Luminara hissed. ‘Wirru O’Connor, Wirru of the First Forest, and he will come for you before you can take my eyes.’

She was not sure what malevolence possessed her. She managed to lodge her heel beneath her bent knees, her boot flat against the board. She had come too far to die in this grimy cabin among the carcasses of the Blessed. She could see the vague shapes of a ribcage from the corner of her eye, split open like a butcher had gone to work at it.

‘I’ll take my chances,’ the smaller man said after a lengthy pause, smiling magnanimously as he turned away, hands hovering over a table against the opposing wall. That left her with the multi-coloured nightmare of a man and his unflinching stare. She had resisted looking at the grotesque cast of his face thus far but now she could not miss his bulging eyes, both golden, yet mismatched. They were two differing golds, different patterns painted across each sclera.

Nausea churned in her stomach as she truly looked at him and saw each person that had come before. Each Blessed person – Fíorcren, Loghari, Svarnish, perhaps even Elvish – they had all come before her and been left dismembered in this monster’s wake. There was no man left beneath the wreckage of his violence. Luminara did not scream, though one begged for release from within her chest. The web of destiny was left tattered and twisted around these strangers.

There was a whistle in the woods. In the dead of the night, amid the trees, someone whistled an alien tune. The smaller man stilled by the table, and the monster jerked his thick head upwards to the door.

‘Hush,’ the hunter said, raising a finger in the air. ‘It’s probably just Jordan checking in.’

They were fools if they thought that sound was human. The world outside this cabin was entirely too quiet. The hunter crossed the floor on light feet, sliding the door open to look out into the evening void that lay on the other side. He had the tread of a man who walked through the underbrush often without alerting the wildlife, but he was painfully loud in contrast to the silent veil that had fallen over them.

‘Wow,’ a childish voice chirped from within the dark woods. ‘Waaaaooow.’

A droning filled the forest, the deafening sound of a multitude of cicadas. Fear rushed into the cabin then, an ice-cold hurricane that threw the two men from their feet. The hunter stumbled back from the door and as a shadowy figure filled the entryway, Luminara shrank back. The creature was half wrought of the night itself, humanoid but with amber eyes and a knot of spiny thorns lining its thick shoulders. The dim lamplight from the cabin caught on a pair of gossamer wings that wrapped around the creature’s back. It bared its teeth and she saw the horrific picture in aching detail as it leapt forward.

The hunter had made it far enough away from the door that the winged thing went for the monster towering over Luminara first. It leapt onto the harvester’s back and tore into his neck, a blur of violence. He roared and swung wildly to try and throw the creature off his back. He reached for an axe that had been mounted on the wall and flung it over his shoulder, but the monster ducked out of the way, that droning in the air transforming into an unsteady bout of laughter.

‘You fool, don’t fight them!’ the hunter shouted, but he had the benefit of not having a boggish spook mounted on his back. Only one of them was likely to survive this.

The next creature that emerged from the dark forest was an approximation of a woman. Willow-thin and wrapped in a thick robe adorned with innumerable baubles, she wore her hair in a braid that brushed against the forest floor. Luminara fell back against the board as she stared at the faceless woman. Amid the violence unfolding in the cabin’s narrow walls, she was possessed by the instinct that drawing attention to herself would be deeply unwise.

‘Oowo,’ the woman spoke – though that seemed like a misnomer. There was certainly intention in the sound that was coming from the creature, but it had no mouth. With no mouth, no tongue, no lips, was it still speech? The winged creature leapt off the harvester and bounced onto the walls before it threw itself upon the gargantuan man once more, knocking him to the ground. As he fell, he threw an arm out, grasping at the air, and threw the board Luminara was bound to over entirely.

The wisp of a woman stuck her hand beneath Luminara and the rope fell to pieces. Freed from her bindings, Luminara righted herself, letting out a choked noise as her burnt arm curled back into place. The flame pulsed quietly beneath her skin, throbbing in her shoulder; she hissed. The harvester had struck her on the side of the skull and the aftershocks of it destabilised her, sending her head spinning into oblivion as she tried to make sense of what lay before her.

‘Ooo-oo,’ the womanly creature said in that strange alien voice, urging Luminara up by tugging at her uninjured shoulder. She was viciously strong; no matter how slight the creature was, she was clearly built of steel. The hands that grasped Luminara did not feel like flesh and blood; they were unyielding. ‘Ooowow.’

Luminara’s mind was trying to make sense of the words, distracted by the oscillating void where the planes of the creature’s face should have taken up residence. Within the darkness, she saw points of light winking at her. The creature tilted its head at Luminara and from within that darkness the voice came again. ‘Awow.’

‘Hello,’ Luminara murmured. That was what it sounded like to her – a child trying to say hello without a proper grasp of consonants.

The bug-like creature who’d been ravaging – feeding on – the monster’s fallen corpse rose. The hunter had not lingered; the door on the opposite side of the cabin hung open. The creature crossed to Luminara’s other side, regarded her burnt arm with an utter bewilderment before clicking at its companion.

‘Oooooo-ooo,’ the waif pressed. If Luminara was not mistaken, she sounded miffed. Finally, the womanly creature reached out and grasped her other shoulder as Luminara swayed. When the other creature wouldn’t assist, it was the womanly one who pushed Luminara along; she led her out of the cabin while the winged beast darted ahead, disturbingly swift. Where it stepped, the underbrush parted and left a clear path for them to follow.

The woman cooed the whole time, softly, murmuring into the forest. Those steely hands pulled Luminara along, even as her stomach churned and her feet stumbled through the underbrush. But if the choice was between Blessing harvesters and these strangers from the woods, she’d pick the ones who weren’t intent upon consuming her eyes.

There were other creatures in the woods, though her sluggish mind only caught fractured glimpses. A feathered ruff, an angular body with legs that turned to hooves, a rounded face framed by petals; human echoes turned strange by the woods’ essence. The two helping her along gave her no time to gawk as they wound through the trees. It did not take them long to reach the edge of the forest, where the moonlight was able to filter through the dense canopy.

The slope of the woods led upwards and back to the nameless town where the brawl in the tavern had filtered out into the surrounds. The first person who Luminara saw from afar was Wirru, his pale armour glinting in the moonlight.

‘They’re still fighting,’ Luminara managed, though the words felt unwieldy and long beneath her tongue. She was learning swiftly that it was par for the course with head injuries – she needed to start wearing a helm. The void-faced woman slowly loosened her grip, allowing Luminara to find her own footing in the grass. She watched as Wirru knocked a man down with his armoured forearm, catapulting the man backwards.

From within the waif’s embellished robes, she produced a bow and quiver. The bow was made from warm yellow wood and decorated with strips of jewel-toned satin; she thrust it at Luminara. She had been willing to step just beyond the tree line, but the winged monster hung back in the shadows.

‘I’ve never—’ Luminara began, resistant to take the weapon. ‘I don’t know how to use that.’

She was growing stronger, tentatively, with each morning she spent being trained by Wirru, but she had never picked up a weapon like this. She was not a warrior. The void-faced woman was not taking no for an answer, though, and shook the bow at Luminara again. When Luminara did not take it, she placed it in her hands, guiding Luminara’s maimed hand first to hold the bow stationary and then drawing her other hand to the string, leading her through the motions. She stood with her slim body pressed against Luminara’s, a strange mirror to Luminara’s uncertain movement.

Her injured arm did not want to do anything, but it could be coaxed into holding the bow, if it was not asked to do much else. Luminara would not have trusted it with the arrows. When the void-faced woman had guided her through the action several times, she looped the quiver around Luminara’s hips and buckled it. The waif placed an arrow in her hands and then stepped back, watching her expectantly.

Perhaps she was not a warrior, but she was not being presented with much of a choice.

A golden thread came to life, drawn from the web of destiny, extending from the tip of the arrow out into the sky. A dozen more spun out as Luminara adjusted her grip, each golden line appearing along the shifting trajectory of the arrow as she lined it up. Luminara’s lips parted as she realised what was happening; her sight was gifting her the possible trajectory of the bow before she’d let a single arrow fly. She pulled the bowstring taut and saw the threads spin further out into the fray. Wirru’s face was twisted in a snarl, lit only by the light of the tavern windows and the magick that gleamed around him.

She nocked the arrow clumsily at first before she tried again, stepping further away from the edge of the forest. She drew the weapon properly, saw the golden thread of destiny line up as she wanted, and let the arrow loose. The bowstring thrummed as the arrow flew; it lodged in the knee of a man who had just lifted a sword to swing at Wirru. The attacker crumpled to the ground as his foot collapsed beneath him, now a shouting dark lump on the ground. Luminara blew out a relieved sigh, lowering the bow with trembling hands.

There was a bark she did not quite place before Fidda came darting down through the long grass to meet her, charging into her legs at full tilt. The hound barked once more, circling Luminara as if judging where to best jump upon her.

‘Luminara?’ a Svarnish voice called down the hill. She traced the sweet lilting sound to where Jivin stood by his caravan. He cut a distinctive silhouette with his Blessing in full force, his radiant hands a beacon of light holding his lute. He strode towards her, slipping down the slope and delving into the long grass with her. ‘Lumi, where did you go?’

Overcome by dizziness, Luminara allowed herself to collapse into his arms.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

In the town of Glengormley, Loghari children vanish.

That was what the letter said, delivered on the wing of Ayano Hasan’s mottled hawk. It was scrawled hurriedly in his spiky script, a line dropped at the bottom of an otherwise courteous report about the happenings on Loghar’s eastern border. There was a splotch of ink left beside it, the product of a broken nib, perhaps, as if someone had rushed to secure the missive and let it loose. Rianthran scanned the script once and then again, his mind seizing onto the unwieldy name ‘Glengormley’.

‘Nejla,’ he addressed the woman who sat across the table from him, one foot artfully propped beneath her. ‘Where is Glengormley?’

Nejla hummed as she poked at the map the pair used for their studies, her fingertips skimming along the lines of ink that marked Loghar’s border. Mridula reached over and tapped a marker on the eastern border, identifying a town enclosed in a cluster of carefully drawn trees budding along Fíorcre’s edge.

‘There – that’s Glengormley,’ Mridula stated. ‘It’s a relatively unimportant border town protected by a spit of woodland that was established when Fíorcren settlers shuffled into Zamurrad. I grew up southwest of there before my parents moved into the Dubhashi estate.’

‘Why do you ask?’ Nejla pressed, gently. She had been gentle ever since Luminara had fled Suthuras and Zurik had lost his eye, always treading softly around Rianthran. He could not blame her for it, but he could not find it within himself to address the matter, either.

‘That’s where they’re stealing the children,’ Rianthran said, staring at the minuscule dot marking the town. Nejla stilled, watching him. ‘My man, Ayano Hasan Ekraam – he says that’s the place.’

‘What are you going to do?’ Nejla asked, and though she hid it well, he heard the tremor of uncertainty in her tone. When Rianthran had emerged from the haze of rage he’d been within since leaving Fíorcre, he’d seen the gruesome results of his work; the Hastria Zurik had barely survived and had been with the healers in the days that followed. They were still trying to reconstruct the wreckage of his features.

The issue with maiming Zurik was not that Rianthran regretted it. It was that despite the spider’s temperament, Loghar respected him. The oldest of the Hastria, Zurik had carried the country through Faysal’s fall and that meant Rianthran’s attack would not be received well by the common folk. Luminara’s burning had been an accident, something that could be reasoned away in the realm of Loghari politics. Zurik’s was an attempt on his life.

It was just a shame Rianthran had not succeeded.

‘I don’t know,’ Rianthran said as he quietly made up his mind. ‘I’ll travel to Glengormley, summon Ekraam and see the place for myself. I’ll need you to stay here and mind the Hastria while I do, or they’ll overwhelm Silhuehta in my absence.’

‘Is moving on the border wise?’

A dry humour tugged at him as he rolled his eyes, popping an apricot slice from their platter into his mouth and mulling over his response as he savoured the flavour. ‘According to your sister I’ve already invaded Fíorcre,’ he responded flatly. ‘It seems to me it’s time someone in this country took a stand for our people.’

The look Nejla gave him told him how unwise she thought that was, and yet she said nothing, settling back in her seat. She scooped up her teacup and took a lengthy sip, something hard glinting behind her eyes. ‘You’ll know what to do, if they’re truly stealing our children.’

Perhaps that was the closest to approval she could give. Rianthran would not press her any further. Leaving Nejla and Mridula once their morning meal was finished, he gathered a collection of Suthuras’s militia – he picked men with trustworthy faces and steel in their spines, veterans of their craft. He told them little of his plans, but the name of the town spread through the palace on the breeze, whispered in hushed tones. Glengormley.

He brought Hastria Prem with him. He left Nejla in the seat of power at Silhuehta and gave some strongly worded commands to Idris and Devrim and Muhsin – that they listened to her or died.

It was a threat that was growing far easier to wield.
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‘If you do this, it will be war,’ Prem warned, standing on the slope with Rianthran as they watched a small militia approach from the north. Though Ayano Hasan could not join them himself, the leader of the group that was joining them bore the mottled hawk Rianthran had grown familiar with over the turns of the moon that had followed Ines and Amin’s visit to the palace. This was why Rianthran’s collection of soldiers from Suthuras had been minimal; Ayano Hasan had made Rianthran a promise to provide more men and he clearly intended on keeping it.

‘We have been at war for centuries; I am simply bringing it to them.’ Rianthran’s voice took on a distinctive, hard edge. ‘I hear him sometimes. The Ramosani who came before me. I remember everything he did. I dream about it when I fall asleep. I walk the same paths he did. I end up in the same chapel everyone tries so desperately not to talk about when they mention his legacy. The path he took doesn’t frighten me, because I see it through his eyes. What frightens me is that despite the differences in our character, I would do it too. Luminara’s presence was a quieting thing. His voice was softer with her around – my dreams were incomprehensible, but the world has taken that peace.’

Prem was, perhaps, the only one Rianthran believed would never fear him. He was the Hastria closest in age to Rianthran and by far his closest friend. Never, not once, had Prem ever looked upon him with fear. He lifted a hand to wave to the newcomers as he continued. ‘I can hear Faysal pushing me onwards, pressing me forward, as if taking up his mantle is my inevitable reality. Despite my temperament, I never saw myself taking up his mantle – now I’m wondering if I’ve ever had a choice.’

There was a long silence between Rianthran and Prem, filled only by the ambling of soldiers and the approach of Ayano Hasan’s men on horseback. There was a combined lot of three hundred and twenty men between both cohorts, which should have been enough to handle what needed to be done.

‘You have always had a choice,’ Prem said, though even his infallibly charming veneer seemed waxen then. ‘I have done my best to make sure you’ve always had a choice in this.’

Rianthran studied the Zamurradi man through narrowed eyes.

‘You have done what you can,’ he corrected him, gently. He shifted topics, thinking the tension between them far too grave. ‘Do you have what you need?’

Golden light cascaded over Prem’s shoulders from his crown Blessing, the markings having grown luminous as they spoke. The staff he summoned from the ether was almost as tall as the Hastria himself, an onyx pillar that wound inwards on itself and clasped a jagged yellow crystal at its peak. Threads of gold encircled the length of the staff, transforming into latticework that cradled dozens of smaller crystals along the length of the dark wood.

Rianthran had never seen anything like it.

‘I brought it out from our vault,’ Prem explained. ‘As resistant to this plan as I am, we will certainly need more magickal firepower at hand if we’re to do this.’

‘Have faith in me.’ Rianthran tried to sound positive. He wondered distantly about how one should speak to be inspiring; he was naturally soft and distant, entirely unassertive, at least until recent events – and blind rage was not exactly the way to win over those who knew nothing of him. ‘If the people of Glengormley are good people, we need not do anything – they’ll deliver us the slavers and we can pass through with only a warning laid at Fíorcre’s feet.’

Glengormley was truly unremarkable, except for the lushness of the town’s surrounds. The woodland was thickest on the corner of the border, the pale green trees clustering together to hide the town from Loghar’s view. Rianthran had never been to a Fíorcren town, and he wasn’t sure what to expect – but it didn’t look that different from the Loghari villages and homesteads they had passed upon his approach. The town was surrounded by the smallest farmsteads he had seen thus far.

He passed by a horse bound to a post as he wandered into Glengormley with his army. The horse was a more solid beast than its Loghari cousins. He reached out and ran his hand over the horse’s dark side, smiling lightly as the animal remained unflinching at his touch. His approach did not go unnoticed. Children peered at him with huge eyes, their round faces crowding around windows. Rianthran saw a dark-skinned woman in Fíorcren garb wander out from her home to stare at them, brow furrowed and a cooking pot in hand.

By the time Rianthran, and a small lot of thirty soldiers, made it to the centre of town, a crowd had gathered to watch them.

The townspeople regarded Rianthran distrustfully and he shifted his weight, scanning their faces. The children were uncertain, peeking out curiously from behind their mothers’ skirts, but the adults of this town seemed to have made their decision about Rianthran before he even spoke. There was a hard, furious set to their mouths. Furrowed brows and flinty stares. How refreshing it was for Rianthran to behold a crowd of strangers and understand exactly where he stood.

‘Glengormley, your town has been convicted of sheltering slave traders within your ranks. Throughout the last four years, twenty children have been taken from eastern Loghar and ferried through your town, never to be seen again by their families. I, the Ramosani Ayano Kamal ud-Din, the Avatar of the Vahmeon, have come to see you answer for these crimes.’ As Rianthran spoke, Prem’s hand shifted on his staff to conduct magick that sent his voice spinning out into the open air. His quiet tone turned ominous when projected over the murmuring crowd. ‘I give you three turns of the sun to supply the slave traders to our army, as well as any information regarding Loghar’s missing children. If those three days have passed and you have done nothing, I will raze Glengormley to the ground.’

Rianthran pressed his palms together. His magick, boiling within him for weeks now, was almost entirely too swift to draw heat from the world around him. He summoned a ball of flame in front of his hands and it hummed, a ghostly blue, rolling through the air. All of Glengormley held its breath, the forest falling silent as the world watched on. He could sense it, one of those parapets of destiny that prophecy occasionally trod upon – as if he had a choice to step away from it with the hounds of war at his back.

With a sharp twist of his hands, Rianthran rendered the flame to nothing once more. He had made his point.

‘You can’t do this!’ a voice called from the crowd and Rianthran saw a man step forward, old enough to be his grandfather. Tanned brown by the sun, a man who’d been shaped by the labour of the world. A brief pang of hesitation ran through Rianthran before his rage took hold of it, obliterated it.

‘I am not the last Ramosani, who spent his life hopelessly negotiating with Fíorcre in the hope of brokering peace. He proved to the world that your empire wouldn’t bend when it thought there was a chance another would break beneath it.’ Still magickally projected, the biting undercurrent of Rianthran’s voice turned venomous. ‘He went mad because of your country—’

‘He murdered Tallulah!’

That had always been their claim – that Faysal had slain Fíorcre’s princess on the morning of her wedding day – and Loghar had paid dearly for it. A generation of blocked trade and violent reproach had done little to soften Rianthran’s opinion of their neighbour, not when Qaryat starved to the north. Not when Loghari children were stolen from their homes and no one batted an eye. Not when he was just one more survivor of an endless parade of massacres under a Blood Moon.

‘And I would do so much more for my people, don’t be mistaken. We have suffered enough.’ And they had. They had suffered so much. They had suffered centuries of indecency and atrocity and had tried to find the better way of it, carving out whatever silver lining they could as their country grew smaller and the years decimated their people. Loghar had suffered profoundly. It would stop with him. ‘I am giving you the chance to mitigate your own suffering. If Faysal was here, he wouldn’t have given you the chance. Take your fate in your own hands or burn.’

The ultimatum delivered, Rianthran left Glengormley.

He and his army waited on the edge of an empire. The sun rose and fell upon the land, messengers frequented their camp, and the small forest-town emptied itself. Wagons set off down the road, piled with people, and Rianthran watched as a stream of villagers fled into the verdant fields. On the second day, a young man came to the Loghari military camp, braving the armed soldiers to beg for Rianthran’s time.

‘Have you come with names?’ Rianthran asked gently. ‘Many of your people look as if they’d rather leave than give up those who’ve used your town to ferry stolen children.’

‘I haven’t,’ the boy said, pale and trembling. ‘I think if we had more time, they could be convinced. If you gave us a week, the mayor might be able to send a missive to Xanthos, to the Knights of the Blessing. I’m sure they wouldn’t stand for the slavers’ crimes; the empire is supposed to be a beacon of hope for all civilisation. They do not condone slavery.’

‘Empires rarely stand for good,’ Rianthran said softly, conscious of Prem hovering in his periphery. ‘As someone who is from Fíorcre itself and not any of its colonies, you probably can’t see the truth of it. Would you like to know what your Knights of the Blessing are known for in Loghar?’

His silence was answer enough.

‘When the red moon rises over our land, the Knights of the Blessing and their bannermen invade Loghar. They break down our doors and they murder any child born the evening prior, because that is the night when the Ramosani is meant to be born. It has never really been about the Ramosani, though, nor the Vahmeon. The knights come to Loghar and children die, all the same, beneath the blades of the men who rule your empire. The men you run to when the empire’s standards require upholding. They give us no warning, not a day to save our young. I have given you three.’

The young Fíorcren nodded and there was some form of shell-shocked acceptance in his face. ‘Some of our families have been here for generations.’

‘If you want revenge for your lost properties, hunt me down when this is done. Go to your knights and tell them the new Vahmeon burnt your village to the ground and must be slain. Do what you must.’ There would be enough men heading to Xanthos when this was done, seeking refuge in the safer strongholds of the empire. The nearest Fíorcren lord was a day’s ride north, and if he was worth his salt he would already be mobilising to defend their border from the onslaught of the Loghari army. ‘But leave now, boy – take what family you have and leave while you can. Do yourself a favour and do not try to stand against us.’

Rianthran was left alone on the slope, watching the town he had to burn empty out into the land.
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On the third day of Rianthran’s watch, the sun inched below the horizon. He stood with his brows drawn into knots, stoking the flame within him, a small part of him still hoping that someone would emerge from Glengormley with a handful of names clutched in their shaking hands. As the evening sky settled over Fíorcre, only Rianthran was left on the hillside, sinking slowly into a black pit of his own fury.

He said nothing as Prem mobilised an army that was only half theirs. The Zamurradi Hastria had spent every spare moment putting his Blessing to work, flexing the muscle as if it was likely to cramp and fail in the final moment. As they marched, Prem’s shields blinked into existence – a green star above each man that sent out a translucent barrier around them. It would protect them from the worst of Rianthran’s flame when the wildfire began.

Glengormley was a silent abyss as they approached. All that was left was the quiet shuffling of leaves, the forest standing vigil. It was unable to stop Rianthran from slipping within the green walls and descending into the town at its heart.

In the end, it was only the old man who waited for them.

‘You stand in a town that is about to be put to the torch, sir,’ Rianthran said, waving to the army that followed him. The militia set into motion – searching houses, releasing any animal that had not been taken when the residents fled. Rianthran saw a soldier pick up a dog, tucking him beneath Prem’s glowing shield. The men would take the dogs back to their towns and their families; they would be cared for in Loghar. They were not responsible for the mistakes of their owners, and though Rianthran could not save them all, he would try.

‘My family has been in this town since it was founded,’ the old man muttered, spitting at the ground between them. ‘I will stand with it until it is dead.’

‘And so you shall,’ Rianthran said, unmoved. This man, with his red face and stubborn jaw, somehow hammered his resolve until any hesitation within him had been taken on the wind.

‘Clear!’ a voice called in Loghari.

As the two strangers regarded one another, that call was echoed through the town.

‘Rakisi karo beguuhan,’ Prem said as the green stars twisted, turning into a sparkling light that shone above their men. A soldier returned from his search leading a young colt and its mother, both dappled grey, handing their reins to Prem who sank the bottom of his staff in the ground. He shielded the horses beneath a broad sphere of protection.

As all of the soldiers gathered in the town square once more, Rianthran turned back to the old man. He saw an echo of another in the Fíorcren’s blue eyes; they burnt vibrantly with a hatred that some bitter part of Rianthran wanted to laugh at. Prem motioned to him. ‘Your holiness, it is time.’

Rianthran was not sure if it was kinder to allow the man to watch his home burn, or to send him into the eternal night first. He pressed his palms together slowly and his magick unfurled.

The flame that burst to life at his fingertips was a small thing, no larger than an egg. It swirled as he blowed gently upon it, allowing it to climb upwards in the air before he split it into two smaller flames. A flick of both wrists sent the twin flames flying in either direction, catching hold on the roofs of the nearest houses. The fire crackled to life, roaring as it set to work. It leapt from a roof to an overhanging tree that came too close, shooting up a branch and turning the foliage to ash as it went. The old Fíorcren blanched, beginning to tremble.

‘It’s not too late to run,’ Rianthran said softly, the sound almost swallowed beneath the crackling flame. A roof to their left buckled as the blue flame ate through it, crashing down to the house within.

The worst mistake people made when faced with fire was underestimating the speed at which it moved. They delayed, idled over things that mattered little in light of one’s mortality. Those who had left Glengormley in the first turn of the sun had had the right idea, putting as much space as they could between them and destruction. The old man remained in place, stuck in either the throes of his fear or his stubborn righteousness.

In the end, Rianthran couldn’t find it in himself to grant mercy within a land that would not have afforded him the same privilege.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

The bow sat before Wirru, a simple thing with its elegant arc.

It was made from mulberry wood; he knew exactly which tree in Céad Coillte had given up a branch for it. He had bribed the forest himself, traded a lock of his own hair when it had still been bright and golden. They had taken it to the palace craftsmen together to shape it for her hands, asking them to take an old broken finger into account when moulding the grip. Tallulah had bound ribbons at the bottom, tied in neat knots; her ribbons still hung from the bow, though two decades had left them tattered.

‘Medea is taking care of Luminara,’ Jivin said as he took his place across the fire. He was massaging his temples all the while, brows knotted with a rare display of frustration. ‘I am grateful for the forest’s intervention, but would you like to enlighten me as to why, exactly, they would intervene on Lumi’s behalf?’

The troupe had nestled along the side of the woods that ran parallel to the town. The caravans now sat in a half-circle facing the dark woods, a scattering of ash thrown along the tree line. Wirru had burnt some food until it was char and left it out for the creatures who haunted the shadows, to thank them for the work he should have done.

Wirru picked up the bow delicately. It was entirely too small for him to wield but he waved it in the air, drawing Jivin’s eyes. ‘Fate is catching up with us.’

The bard stilled. Fate was something both men had escaped, though it had never sat well with them. Jivin saw the remnants of his country’s war in every clash, in the threat of a blade. Wirru saw Tallulah. He saw the dead in new people, flickers of faces and eyes that had once lived in another’s frame.

‘That’s Tallulah’s bow,’ Jivin remarked softly.

The months after Tallulah’s death had proven a blur. Wirru had spent them in a daze until that final confrontation with Faysal, forced out of his grief only when the last Ramosani murdered another of his allies, a Svarnish dragon rider who’d flown all that way to beg Fíorcre for help with the Imperium. Yet even after his death, no one raised a finger to aid Svarna. Samir’s death had always fallen to the wayside of Fíorcren history, forgotten in the tragedy of Tallulah’s murder.

If the last turn of the cycle had taught Wirru one thing, it was that the world fell to pieces when he stopped wanting to be a hero. Tallulah’s death had knocked the heroism out of him.

‘Where was it?’ Jivin asked.

‘With Tallulah’s parents. It was one of the few things I could return to them.’ They were the only people who had anchored Wirru to the world when Tallulah was gone. ‘Sean-toil would have had to go all the way south to fetch it. I should let her family know that I have it – they’ll be worried sick.’

Tallulah’s parents had built a makeshift shrine to their daughter with the bow. Xanthos had been unwilling to give up Tallulah’s body, intent upon a holy burial, so her parents had made do with what they had. They were smart folk who would have understood that something in the greater scope of the universe was occurring when the bow vanished, but its loss would be an unerring reminder of their grief. The family had toys, dolls, remnants from her childhood – but nothing of Tallulah the woman. Tallulah, the princess of Xanthos. Wirru thumbed the end of the first ribbon Tallulah had tied to the bow, embroidered with flowers that had worn down to threads.

‘Does Céad Coillte extend that far south?’ Jivin dropped into the seat across from Wirru, his beautiful features collapsing into an unusually weary mask. He ran one of his gilded hands through his hair, and in the flickering firelight Wirru saw the flesh and blood man beneath the legendary bard. The Svarnishman was young, had only lived a single life, yet sometimes when he thought no one was paying attention, the weight of what he’d escaped slipped through into his warm eyes. ‘Do her parents still live in Dolcitta?’

‘The forest lays eternal in the bedrock of the earth. There is not a tree on this side of the world that does not belong to the Aos Sí.’ That was not entirely true, but it was fun to say. Wirru could walk the length of Fíorcre within the trees, true, but it did not mean he was welcome everywhere that lay within his reach. He let out a protracted sigh. They were both sighing entirely too much as of late – was that what age did to a person? ‘Her mother still lives in Dolcitta, though she is quite elderly. Her brother Rodrick has taken over the guardianship of the farm. He plays warily with the Aos Sí.’

His hand didn’t leave its place on the bow – he could almost hear her pealing laughter as the sprites had braided her hair and twisted the auburn curls into fairy-locks. Some deep, buried corner of Wirru had never recovered from her absence; there was a melancholic, broken edge in his heart that dug at him now as he was forced to face the reality of his own ghosts. He had avoided reminders of her loss for so long, and for a while it seemed as if the world had been fine to leave him be. Fucking destiny.

‘Sean-toil took the bow because Céad Coillte wants us know that the prophecy is back in play,’ Wirru said softly. ‘I am about to live through two turns of the cycle in one life; that seems unfair.’

It had never happened before. When he had the chance to churn over the reality of that conundrum, Wirru was certain it would bother him more.

‘We have to keep Luminara closer while we’re travelling,’ the bard said, redirecting the conversation away from the fated beast that stalked them. ‘Medea thought she was getting her out of danger by hurrying her out of the tavern. She’s not yet good enough in a fight to trust that she can defend herself – she doesn’t want to hurt people.’

‘She wants to hurt something; she just doesn’t know how to do it. She can’t reconcile it with her more peaceful instincts,’ Wirru amended. Luminara was quicker than the wind to dodge an oncoming blow but hesitant when a blade was placed in her hand. ‘She’ll need to if she’s travelling with us. With war coming to Fíorcre and the cycle restarting, fights will be coming to us much more often, and she can’t remain a liability. Maybe Tallulah’s bow is a blessing in disguise.’

Even concussed, Luminara had managed to down a man with a single arrow. It had not been unlike the shots Tallulah had once made, though the young princess had not lived long enough to go to war. Tallulah had categorically refused any notion of conflict, thinking the princess of Xanthos should have been a beacon of peace.

‘See what she thinks of the evening when the concussion clears.’ Wirru’s voice was soft beneath the crackling of the fire, quiet enough that only the unsettled bard would hear him. ‘When the concussion clears, she’ll either recognise Sean-toil for what she is or she’ll conjure her own truth out of the bizarre. Maybe you can let her believe you saved her from the harvesters – would it hurt you so much to be her hero?’

Though evidently not fond of keeping secrets from Luminara, Jivin laughed nervously as he was pinned beneath Wirru’s stare. It might have been the light of their campfire or a trick of the eye but his face warmed, ears burning red. It dragged a smile from Wirru, to see his deeply introverted friend discover that not all people were frightening. That occasionally a person’s name could feel the same as a prayer as it fell from one’s lips. Wirru hadn’t missed the way Jivin had been quietly making space for Luminara within his world, saving her a space whenever he took a seat.

‘She’s pretty, is she not? Half the time I don’t think she looks like a real person. It’s as if someone brought a painting to life and it’s now strolling around with us.’ As the bard spoke, he reached up and let his hair loose from its topknot. Jivin fluffed it idly, preening his glossy mane until he was satisfied. ‘If she asks me, I won’t lie to her. But if she does not ask, I’ll let her presume what she wants until we have a chance to truly explain your forest friends to her.’

Wirru ran his hands over the bow, inspecting the wood and the bowstring to assess the damage twenty years had wrought on the weapon. Though it was marked by the passage of time, it was newly strung. It would need to be oiled, but it would do.

He nodded, eternally unwilling to fold to the truth of the world. ‘Deal.’




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Their Ramosani razed Glengormley to the ground, leaving a patch of smoke in the sky that could be seen from Silhuehta’s peaks. Nejla stood outside the greenhouse with Mridula and Rianthran’s maid, Inaaya, watching as a tower of dark smoke emerged from the horizon, all three women recognising it for what it was. From their perch it was both small and somehow almighty.

He came home weeks later with his militia and his collection of foreign animals, declared that they must throw a celebration, and trapped himself in the library for three days.

From there, it was her maids who brought all sorts of whispers from within Silhuehta’s far walls and informed Nejla of the fact that something had shifted within the palace, something she was not privy to. Hastria Muhsin had been told all of his work was now to be done beneath Gorun’s oversight. The last of the Loghari Hastria to bear silver skin. Several of the servantry had been upturned, especially those that lay in intergenerational pacts with the Hastria.

He was infuriating people, undoubtedly. There was a wave of hissing, uneasy whispers rising in Silhuehta and they revolved around their tempestuous young Rianthran.

Nejla’s father had taught her, once, that there wasn’t much place for a woman when her man was in a mood. She suspected it was one of those tenets he passed onto her because he’d expected she’d be married to a stranger, a man twice her age with the temperament of someone long settled in his power. Not Rianthran, who grappled with everything as if he could wrest the world into submission.

Prem was one of the few who dared enter the library, apart from a littering of servants. Nejla watched them come and go, pondering intervention. She could have followed one of the servants, found a tea girl and pinned them down – for a few sitra or a favour they would have likely told her what was happening inside. Instead, Nejla waited. She didn’t like the fact that Prem was single-handedly dealing with whatever was occurring within Rianthran, that if some great decision was being made she was not privy to it.

Nejla was never alone per se – not in the way one would think. Her maids followed her, always. They were constantly at her side in Rianthran’s absence, stroking her hair during the lulls and reading poetry to one another in the hopes that it would quiet the unsettled beast in her. Rianthran was not around to dismiss the women from his chambers and so they lingered, worrying about leaving Nejla on her own. Had she outwardly fretted about the man in the library, about how alone she was, someone would inevitably send a missive back to the Dubhashi household and then she would end up dealing with her father. She could not bear to deal with her father, not when Rianthran had just burnt a Fíorcren town to the ground.

At least Inaaya indulged her and shared some of her novels with her – frivolous, romantic things that were something of a distraction.

War had begun. It was not official, but if her studies had taught her anything, wars began long before the first official battlefield. Wars began within the margins of history, with a few harshly traded words between powerful men.

She sensed it in her gut as the men flurried about the palace, stories spreading of Glengormley and how it had been destroyed. War had begun and the women were being shuffled away, forgotten among the growing insanity. The thought itched at her nervously, demanding her attention even though she was forced to wait. Rianthran deserved his privacy and if he wanted her input, he’d invite her into the library. That did not hurt her feelings; Prem avoiding her did. She was not unaware of the way he vanished when she turned a corner, hurrying off to some imagined meeting.

The Vahmeon take them. They could come to her.

But she could not hide away in this den forever. Forcing herself to leave Rianthran’s chambers so the palace folk did not begin to gossip about her lengthy retirement, it was the moment she attempted to make her way down to the water gardens with her maids that she collided headfirst with Prem, who was in far too much of a rush to notice her approach.

‘Cousin!’ the Hastria greeted her, stumbling back as she pushed herself off of his chest. ‘I have been looking for you all day.’

‘I hadn’t noticed.’ There was little congeniality in Nejla as she regarded Prem. The immaculate Hastria, always carefully preened and groomed, now had stubble. The beard that was usually so well shaped had grown in just a tad more than Nejla had ever seen. The dark shadow of stubble around his jaw lent him a rugged appearance, a hilariously unfitting thing for Prem. ‘How was Fíorcre, cousin? Did you have a pleasant foray east?’

Mridula made a stifled noise at her shoulder.

‘Nejla—’ Prem’s brow furrowed, his words stumbling as he regarded her chilly veneer. She propped a hand on her hip and simply stared at him, awaiting a show of some familial sense. ‘Nejla. Cousin. My deepest apologies for not visiting you since my return. The Hastria are in disarray since the burning of Glengormley – there has been some frantic restructuring occurring that required the entirety of my attention.’

‘Have you checked in on your daughter since your return? Little Irisa has been proving to be quite the restless babe for Priti to handle.’ How gauche Prem seemed to her, having abandoned his young babe to attend to a military escapade. She had always understood Prem’s proclivities, but in the past he had made the effort to care for his wives. They had remained his first priority as the family he had chosen.

‘Only briefly,’ he admitted, at least having the good grace to appear scolded by Nejla’s assessment. ‘I will visit her once this has been handled. That is why I was looking for you. Rianthran – our Ramosani – he wants to announce your betrothal before all of Loghar. Expeditiously. He wants to make a celebration of it.’

The two Zamurradi looked at one another for an uncomfortably long moment.

It was Mridula who broke the protracted bout of awkwardness, clearing her throat. ‘That would be a wonderful development, my lord, if Rianthran had proposed to my lady.’

A decade of dreaming marked by a mix of girlish naivety and ambition, and this was how it all came to fruition? Nejla’s face warmed, her mind reeling to catch up with what was being said. Her ascent to Ramosana would mean something to every Zamurradi soul in Loghar – it would enable them to feel as if they finally had a real voice among the Loghari nobility. It was viscerally important to all that Nejla held dear, and yet to have it thrust upon her in such a manner left her speechless. Rianthran wished to announce to all the world that they would be spending the rest of their days together, but he was yet to consult to Nejla on the matter.

Prem’s eyes flicked between Nejla and her maids, apparently registering the collective wave of confusion. Nejla’s vision swam for a moment, watery, before she blinked it away. If there was one thing that she absolutely would not do, no matter how overwhelmed she was, it was cry in front of witnesses.

‘You disappear into Fíorcre with the Ramosani, do not send a missive or a whisper of what has occurred, and then launch my own betrothal on me without any romance or regard for my feelings?’ Nejla asked, recounting the travesty of events that had grown almost laughably ridiculous in how they had devolved. She levelled a stare at Prem, her eyes narrowing as his ears turned red. Nejla was not foolish enough to think him solely responsible for the entire mess, but she could hold him accountable for this fumble.

Nejla took one long breath. Then a second. ‘I can’t believe this.’
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Nejla went to Rianthran. She was wise enough not to try the guards who had been stationed outside the library. She had Mridula show her the servant’s passage that led into the palace, and she went alone.

Nejla’s patience had worn thin; it was the only reason for her deigning to take the passages her father would never poke a toe within. She followed Mridula’s direction to the letter, making her silent way through Silhuehta until she came to a door inscribed with an open book. One soft press of her palm to the engraving and the door swung open, allowing her to slip inside the library without facing the judgement of the palace guard.

Like many of the larger palace chambers, the library was a vertical, ringed creation. Hundreds of bookshelves lined the walls, creating an archival cylinder that could be navigated through winding glass paths whose configuration was shifted only by the library’s archivists.

The servantry door let her out atop an alabaster bookshelf, two feet above the nearest library path. Nejla clung to the wall as she stared down at the sheer fall beneath her.

‘Vahmeon help me,’ she muttered. The archivist path was incorrectly configured, which left Nejla with very little choice in her path forward. She needed to speak with Rianthran and a Dubhashi set upon a mission would not be denied. Nejla thought of Luminara, the most adept climber in all of Silhuehta, and sat down on the edge of the shelf. She eased herself over the ledge as she twisted, gripping the bookcase until her knuckles blanched, and hung there momentarily while she aligned herself with the path beneath her.

Her father had not raised a quitter.

It was not a huge drop. If she slipped, however, she would be rendered one of history’s foolish footnotes. Nejla climbed down, using the narrow footholds the shelves allowed her. Once she’d made something of a descent, she let go and dropped onto the path. Though her legs trembled and she swayed, she stayed put.

She let out a sharp relieved sigh. Now on steadier ground, Nejla descended the glistening path to assail her betrothed. She passed a flustered archivist on her way, who regarded her as if she were a spectre as she arrived at the first floor of the library.

‘Ayana Qamar?’

‘He’s down here, isn’t he?’ she asked, raising an imperious brow at the silver-skinned Loghari man.

He ducked his head, avoiding eye contact with her. ‘For days, my lady.’

It was time to have an honest conversation with her Ramosani. Nejla followed the archivist’s uneasy, flitting gaze and found Rianthran. She should have known better – all she’d needed to do was follow the sound of those snuffling hounds.

He was bent over a long, polished table dressed in little more than his underclothes. He was draped in loose, ivory linen, his chest bared to the open air. They might have been coexisting within the same quarters, but Nejla had not seen him so undone before, so barefoot and tousled.

The boy is prone to episodes of instability, Inaaya had told her. Nejla stood at a distance as she regarded her Ramosani and prospective husband, trying to steady the frustration building and boiling within her. To come at him with anger now would do nothing to unite them. She had watched her mother a great deal as a girl, studying how an adept wife handled her husband. There was a gentleness necessary to a productive marriage. Rianthran had returned from his farewell with Luminara, and despite a brief outburst of extraordinary violence, he had since been remarkably composed.

One of the hounds, with a dark coat and a watchful disposition, hopped to its feet and made its way over to Nejla, its tail wagging. Nejla did not have a talent with animals like Rianthran, but she was fond of her father’s hunting dogs, having watched them from an appropriate distance as a child.

‘You sent Prem to propose to me?’ Nejla asked as she bent over to pat the hound, aware of Rianthran’s back tensing as she spoke. ‘Or did you simply forget that a woman must be asked for her hand before betrothal celebrations are thrown?’

‘Nejla—’ Rianthran began as he turned. His silky hair was only half up, ruffled and untidy. Beneath his skin, his Blessing was more radiant than she had ever seen it. His Blessed heart shone, the light illuminating the silhouette of his sternum from beneath his brown skin. It unsettled her, despite everything. ‘Nejla. You are here. I did not know I needed to propose to you. I thought you knew we were to be married.’

‘And how would I know?’ she asked, cocking a brow at him. ‘If I was never told? You have told me so little since Luminara was exiled, Rianthran. I have not known where I stand within the palace for weeks.’

The unspoken understanding between them had included Luminara since their very first meeting. With that fair feather adrift on a Fíorcren breeze, Nejla’s position was a more confused one. Rianthran, the foolish boy that he was, seemed entirely confused by her statement, mind split between the task he’d spent weeks buried in and the problem that now lay before him. Despite herself, Nejla’s eyes swam again, and she tossed her hair.

‘You sent Prem to propose to me.’ This time, it was not a question.

‘That was a mistake,’ Rianthran responded. He placed the quill he’d been clutching in one hand to the side, studying her through bright eyes. ‘I … I sense I’ve made quite a significant mistake, haven’t I?’

‘Yes. You’d be correct in that assessment.’ She hummed thoughtfully, much of her bubbling frustration melting away beneath the hopeless look Rianthran gave her. Nejla looked at his hounds, with their fluffy heads and cocked ears, and to the Ramosani, to whom all of Loghar was entrusted, and found there was some levity to this situation. ‘Am I to arrange my own betrothal? You see, Rianthran, I am not opposed to my marriage being used as a political show. I understand the game and the way it is played, but I would have appreciated at least a façade of romance.’

As she spoke, she crossed the shining floor to stand before him. Her sharp eyes peeled away details from the scattered array of books Rianthran had piled upon the table, the piles interspersed with loose pieces of paper covered in his handwriting. He had an elegant, looping script that devolved into inky scratchwork in parts, which she could not discern. Nejla was quick to parse the train of thought that was pulling at the very threads that held Rianthran together.

‘Nejla—’ he began but she shot him a sharp look, tired of hearing her name said with such a pleading tone. Nejla, please.

Her whole life, people had begged her to fit wherever they believed was most appropriate. They begged her to hold her tongue, to soften her stance, to shift her ambitions to something more reasonable. As she’d grown up, it had been a common refrain from her father and her mother and her half-dozen siblings with their gilded limbs. Be reasonable, little Nejla.

Nothing in history had ever been achieved by a woman who deigned to be mundane.

‘You’re studying the Alahl’s papers,’ she remarked. It explained why he had not been able to do this work in his own quarters, with the prying eyes of the Hastria upon his back. ‘You’re studying Faysal.’

Rianthran shifted his weight beneath the accusation, avoiding her gaze like a boy who had been caught looking at something scandalous in the night. She nudged him gently with her hip, a reminder that she was on his side. The notion washed a wave of tension from his shoulders and eased a smile out of him, shaky but jovial. Though the rest of the palace seemed certain that these episodes of instability were the side effect of a delicate, isolated upbringing, Nejla was less sure of that assessment.

‘He was kind of incredible. I’ve found four dozen pieces of writing in which he intricately details his understanding of the western border and how the Fíorcren towns are built. He talks about earls and knights and this concept of wardenship that Xanthos has. He’s meticulous in his accounting.’ When prompted about what he’d been studying, Rianthran spoke so swiftly his words began to tumble into one another. He reached out and took her hands in his, this disclosure of passion as close to a proposal as Nejla suspected she would ever get from the young man. ‘Half of his work is written in different scripts, with subtle changes from one paragraph to the next, and he has journals from his time within the royal court. He wrote about all of it, everything, and sent it back to be archived in Silhuehta’s library for posterity.’

Nejla blew out a long breath. The warmth she felt in his hands was not hers to savour but he had such a talent for making a person feel treasured. For half a moment, all the attention he had lavished upon these books was turned upon her and it was almost the look of a man she could have spent the rest of her days with.

‘Tell me what you’re looking for, Rianthran,’ she said. ‘With no pretence or illusion. Tell me what you’re looking for within the Alahl’s script and I will help you find it. And in turn, you will organise a betrothal worthy of my brilliance.’

A beaming, sunny smile broke across Rianthran’s face. He pressed a kiss to her ring, a gleaming ruby from her mother, and then to the knuckle on her opposite hand. ‘Anything that might lead us to the truth of his death and where Fíorcre buried the memory of him.’

Shortly thereafter, Nejla sat at the table with Rianthran and set herself to work.
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How mercenary a marriage this was, to leave Nejla without a whisper of a butterfly in her belly.

The morning of Nejla’s betrothal was an utter flurry of chaos, through which she was carried entirely by Mridula’s deft hands. She could not discern the source of the preternatural calm that fell upon her as her maids bathed with her and rubbed perfume soap into her skin.

The details of Nejla’s betrothal garb had been arranged long before she’d ever met Rianthran and she’d had very little say in it. All she had to do was to look every bit the beloved. It was the work of her maids to braid bells into her hair and to paint silver whorls along her arms. Gold was the Zamurradi tradition, but it had been understood that the adjustment would allow her the best chance of being accepted by the masses – a show of allegiance to Loghar. Her silks were sapphire blue to complement Rianthran’s starlit mantle, embroidered with a constellation of flowers one could find in the sea of grass that surrounded the Dubhashi estate. Her mother’s favourites. There had been a time, many years before Nejla’s birth, when her father had been so soft he’d apparently gathered bundles of wildflowers to adorn his children’s cradles, because Qamar knew of his wife’s preference for the delicate blooms.

Once she was dressed, Nejla stared at herself in the mirror as Mridula fastened a sheer veil over her dark hair. Her sleeping companion pinned it meticulously, her brow furrowed in focus.

Nejla steadied her breathing, her vision swimming. She looked entirely unlike herself. The hairstyle felt absurdly heavy, the bells tinkling with every little movement of her neck, and the flower-petal hem of her layered skirts was not a style that Nejla had ever worn.

Get yourself together.

‘Nejla?’ Parvati’s voice came from her side, concerned. It was not the voice she wanted to hear, not with Mridula’s mottled eyes staring her down in the mirror. She could hide nothing from her.

Mridula turned her eyes upon Nejla’s bevy of handmaidens, as if uncertain of how to mask a wave of emotion that had struck her somewhere tender.

‘I wish my mother were here,’ Nejla finally managed. One truth to disguise another she could not disclose. Nejla and Rianthran were betrothed on an otherwise perfect day – without Luminara.

Later, she stood on the palace balcony above the grand chamber and watched as people filtered into Bialnutre’s surrounds. Music filled the air, love songs whirling about the branches of the great tree and up to where Nejla stood waving down to the palace folk. Her maids were all dressed in their finest silks and they had cajoled Nejla into an emerald green swath that had been tucked away for this very occasion. From her neck hung a collar of emeralds with a pearly clasp. It should not have been just her and Rianthran on this day, of all days. How she missed Luminara.

‘You can go down there if you want,’ Rianthran said quietly at her side. ‘It’s all for you.’

He had made quite the effort, dressing in his ornate silvers and taking up his conscientious position as the Ramosani, migrating occasionally to the edge of the balcony to make an appropriately public show of his presence. It was peculiar to see him tie himself up in his role among the people, something which seemed entirely antithetical to his nature.

‘It’s a show,’ Nejla murmured. ‘I’m in no mood to pretend for the masses, not when I have such a blissful marriage awaiting me here.’

‘Your father is down there.’ Her maid Karima broached the topic with the eloquence of a war hammer. Rianthran moved away to give them some semblance of privacy.

‘Pardon?’ Nejla’s asked, her heart flipping backwards and dropping sharply into her stomach.

‘Our lord arrived in the evening; he wanted to be cared for but largely left on his lonesome, so we did not think to mention it to you,’ Nilima chimed in, flashing a sunny smile at Nejla. Nejla pressed her hands together, eyes flicking between the maids as she schooled her features into some form of neutrality. Nilima had vanished with the rest of Nejla’s handmaids when they’d been dismissed for the evening, with not a whisper of Qamar’s arrival in Silhuehta.

‘Next time you take an evening off to tend to my father without informing me, Nilima,’ Nejla began, her tone kind even as her temper broke loose, lashing out in a singular cobra’s strike, ‘do feel free to dismiss yourself from my service and head back to our estate.’

She turned away, shaking her head. Rianthran did not intervene on behalf of her maids, regarding the scene with a detached amusement from a seat at the opposite end of the balcony. One of his eldest hounds had his head placed in his lap and the two lounged together, the very picture of nobility.

‘I suppose,’ Nejla said, forcing herself to sound joyous, as happy as a willing bride on her way to her beheading, ‘I ought to go find my father.’



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Qamar Dubhashi stood among the palace folk, wearing a robe embroidered in a shifting metallic thread. Though all of the nobility here were gilded, Nejla’s father was a gold sovereign among silver pieces. Not exceptionally tall or broad, he demanded attention due to his presence and the magick that walked with him. His hands and arms, Blessed by seven generations of magick, were covered in golden whorls painted by the gods, a spiralling thread-work that turned him into a wonder to behold. It was more audacious than even Rianthran’s light; there was so much magick in his marks that the core of each line glowed white. Intergenerational magick laid upon intergenerational magick, until Qamar was weaving silk with barely a thought.

‘Abba,’ Nejla called through the crowd that lingered in the grand chamber, far below the balcony from which they’d judged them all, lingering at the periphery of the celebration. People bowed in her wake, a show of deference that she would have to grow accustomed to. They clasped at her hands as she passed and she made a show of a smile so radiant it would have outshone the Vahmeon himself. In the grand scheme of things, it was a celebration of her union with Rianthran and how far she had come – which meant that it was a celebration of Qamar’s work. He had stationed his daughter in Silhuehta, trained her to be what she was. It was a celebration of her father engineering the lives of his perfect children for the family’s success, this particular achievement so great that even his unblessed daughter now stood among royalty.

Yet Qamar turned at the sound of her voice and his kind-looking face split into a broad smile and she felt herself lapse. The hesitance that marked her approach slipped out from beneath her feet. She had not seen her father in seasons and she had missed her home. Her family.

‘Beti!’ Qamar hollered, wading through the sea of people. Not a single person stood in their way as he took his daughter into a warm embrace. ‘Look at you, my Nejla, as beautiful as ever.’

He smelt clean and crisp, like he had been chewing mint leaves. She allowed herself a moment to melt against him as he held her, a bewildered smile breaking through her composure. Nejla was not used to such an open show of affection from her father, and as she gently detangled herself, she studied him. Qamar seemed genuinely joyful – broad white teeth and flushed flace, vibrant with a sense of victory.

‘I didn’t know you were coming,’ she remarked, trying to pick apart why he had arrived in such silence. Why had he come at all, when he was so often reluctant to leave his lady wife? She’d expected him to send one of her many siblings or an older uncle to the betrothal celebration in his stead, not grace Silhuehta’s polished halls with his presence. Nejla’s understanding had been that she would not see either of her parents until her wedding day. That would have been after the Ascension, she imagined, and should have been an extensively planned affair. This betrothal party created a tenuous nuptial bond between their family but it would be some time before that was fulfilled.

‘Your Hastria sent word of the occasion! Shall we walk together? It has been so long since we’ve talked, sweet girl. We should catch up.’ Do not pry in public, Nejla, was the unspoken warning.

She nodded and didn’t press any further, simply offering an arm to her father and a gracious nod to those that watched them. Now that Nejla had made an appearance on the floor, she would need to return and mingle if she was to be polite. Qamar looped his arm through hers and let her steer him around, leading him away from the crowds and around the side of Bialnutre. It was the quietest corner of the grand chamber, the best place to have a private conversation; Luminara’s hiding place. Qamar said nothing to Nejla as they walked, instead calling out greetings to friendly faces within the crowd who meant little to her.

‘A missive arrived at the manor around the time your Ramosani burnt that Fíorcren town to the ground. It requested my attendance within Silhuehta’s halls to answer questions regarding the nature of generational Blessings and the rituals surrounding the Dubhashi inheritance,’ he finally explained, voice soft enough that any eavesdropper would be hard-pressed to listen. As they always had with familial conversations, they swapped to the Zamurradi tongue. It was one she rarely heard within the walls of Silhuehta, a weapon she’d used to maintain secrecy between her and Prem’s households. ‘What grounds does your boy have to demand my attendance and not give me time to rearrange my business beforehand?’

‘I’m almost certain he didn’t demand you attend the palace grounds,’ Nejla responded. ‘You could have sent Chandrakant and he would have taken no offence. Ayano Kamal ud-Din is not an unreasonable man.’

‘You tell that to the people he burnt to ash,’ her father retorted, huffing as he pulled his arm away from her. He dropped the fatherly front so unceremoniously that Nejla found herself struggling to regain her mental footing. This was her Qamar. At least she could reason with the nature of the man who now strode before her, a patriarch in all his furious glory. ‘What is he doing, Nejla? Why have I been summoned? You have been with him since his twentieth day of creation, surely you know something.’

She made a thoughtful noise as she tried to figure out what she could tell her father. Rianthran had not told her of his intentions for Glengormley, but Nejla had guessed at them. When Prem had drawn his staff out from the vault and joined the Ramosani, she’d pieced that information together with the missive Rianthran had received from the east – but no one had thought to explain it to her. That had been her own deduction. Now, Nejla threaded together more information and hoped she was making the correct assumption once more.

‘Well, there has been a great deal of discussion about the Ritual of Ascension. He is curious about the magicks involved in the familial inheritance in our clan, and he wants to know about the particulars of those rituals rather than whatever the Hastria are telling him. He must wish to pick the mind of the most knowledgeable man in west Loghar.’ Her father would most certainly hear the hesitance in her weak tone but he did not call her on it, not in that moment. ‘Abba, you are renowned for your magickal prowess. He has likely called upon you as a member of the court and as his prospective father-in-law. Better you teach him than for him to learn from the Alahl once the ritual is complete.’

Qamar Dubhashi stared at his daughter, assessing her mood. So often, this was how Nejla had found herself in trouble – sitting out of family gatherings and dinner because she had let her tongue slip. She was rendered little more than a girl beneath the intensity of his stare. One of his many children, to be inspected and sorted.

‘So, the rumours of his proclivities are unfounded?’ Qamar kept his tone mild. ‘There are whispers, Nejla, whispers of a servant boy who has been exiled to Fíorcre for compromising the hope of a royal heir.’

A jarring, strange assessment from a man who had never had the privilege of meeting Luminara.

‘Proclivities can be navigated,’ she responded. ‘Rianthran has had one foray and is entirely too unexperienced to comprehend if he has a clear preference or a singular path set before him.’

This was the sort of language Qamar understood. Nejla’s father had known Prem since he was a young man and was intimately aware of the understanding on which his family had been founded.

‘But you’ll get him to bed you. Ramosana is one thing, but a royal mother is the most protected woman in all of Loghar. I won’t have you at risk if everything goes sideways with the boy. The shadows in this city are long, beti, and full of hunger. He is a child running a country, playing at the game as if it will not end up with thousands of people dead when the Fíorcren knights come running. Perhaps I made a mistake involving our family in the palace ways, but if you’re to be here, you’d best be in the prime position.’

‘You’re worried,’ Nejla remarked, noting the tense set to his shoulders. She could not recall the last time she saw her father openly concerned for her.

He huffed, grinding his heel into the stone. ‘How could I not be, Nejla? Ayano Kamal ud-Din walks into Fíorcre and razes a town to the ground. There are rumours that he’s a homosexual of all things and Prem Bhalla has not spoken to anyone in our family since the last winter. I know there is another war coming and I do not want to be stuck at the heart of it.’

You sent me here! She wanted to throw the words at him. That is why we’re at the centre of this. You sent me here when I was barely more than a girl and you left a child alone in the palace to make her way. This is your fault.

But she was not assertive Luminara, she was not powerful Orotho. She was not Rianthran, who would burn the world to the ground if it no longer suited his needs. So, instead of saying anything to her father after spending so many seasons fantasising about how she would shred him to bits with her words, Nejla simply crossed to where he stood. She took both of her father’s gilded hands in hers and squeezed them.

She was no one but Nejla Dubhashi, and she did what she did best – she lied.

‘Everything is going to be fine, Abba. We will manage it.’




CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

As the troupe approached their unseen destination, the energy of the group shifted quietly beneath Luminara’s eyes.

Medea took up whistling in the hours before sundown, and even Wirru found a bounce in his otherwise begrudging step. He roamed with Fidda at the very edges of their vision, often disappearing over the furthest slope and returning to the caravan restless. Luminara was consistently amazed by how swiftly he could cover great stretches of the ground, moving tirelessly without ever needing pause. She was not foolish – she knew their sentinel was not of entirely human origin. The very premise of the thought, however, was something that would fundamentally change Luminara’s understanding of the world in a way that she was not prepared to mentally tackle. The Fíorcrens were scary enough without this ghoulish, inexplicable magick that lived in the woods.

The troupe’s joy seemed to peak as they approached a homestead settled atop a hill, several leagues from the nearest town. It was surrounded by fields of swaying plants, an island amid the constant woodland of Fíorcre. The fence that surrounded it was made from pale wood, several barns placed neatly within its perimeter as if the gods themselves had dropped them from above.

They were the largest structures Luminara had seen since she’d crossed into Fíorcre. Smaller, more colourful dwellings were common in the towns they’d passed and she had quietly begun to wonder if Fíorcrens were even capable of greater forms of construction. Animals adorned the property, wandering in paddocks: horses in their many different colours, and creatures with the distinctive, shaggy shape Luminara had learnt was the native cow.

‘This is home,’ Jivin called, knowing Luminara sat above his head on the caravan’s roof. She climbed down from her perch and slid onto the seat next to him, pressed tightly against the Svarnishman’s side. ‘When we’re not travelling in the caravan, we’re here with Tahmina.’

A bucket thudded to the ground as they approached, clattering and sending a pool of water across the dry earth. A woman sprinted towards them, a blur of golden hair and a flurry of skirts. With a speed Luminara had not seen from him before, Wirru dropped to meet his woman, clasping her by the hips as he spun her in a whirlwind. As he slowed, Luminara saw how beautiful the woman truly was; her golden mane was half-braided atop the crown of her head and her horns curled outwards from her skull, wrapped with blue ribbon. The Svarnishwoman was blessed in just about every way a woman could be where beauty was involved. Luminara had never seen Wirru so joyous – it softened the harsh lines of his face.

Fidda, confused by the sudden burst of energy, yipped and attempted to hop onto Wirru’s back with the intensity of a hound who’d just realised someone might be capable of picking her up.

‘And that is Tahmina!’ Jivin said. ‘She runs the homestead while we’re away – she and her father are the finest horse traders in all of Fíorcre. There’s not a single Knight of the Blessing who wouldn’t beg for a stallion from these stables.’

Jivin nudged Luminara with a shoulder and smiled, a quietly joyful expression that continued to surprise her.

Wirru dropped Tahmina to the ground and her hands rose, making a series of precise symbols in the air. Without missing a beat, Wirru took up the same way of communicating. Luminara struggled to conjure meaning from the unfamiliar language, though her Blessing certainly tried. She caught mere snippets from the conversation, images flashing before their deft hands and vanishing into the flow of silent words. Luminara stopped trying to translate when she felt frustration rise, struck by the same dizziness she often experienced when trying to read.

The Svarnishwoman flitted to Jivin, embracing him fiercely as they took up a similar method of communication. After a moment, the bard looked at Luminara and smiled in a way she could only describe as sheepish.

‘This? This is Luminara,’ he said, hands moving with each word – translating for her benefit. ‘She came from Loghar – I can tell you the whole story later.’

Despite her uncertainty, Luminara found herself smiling, too, utterly bemused by the fact she had been thrust into a family introduction without a whisper of warning. Tahmina reached out and shook Luminara’s hand with both of hers, grinning broadly. She dropped it to turn back around, seemingly checking for Wirru who appeared in place beside her as if summoned.

‘I can translate for Tahmina,’ Wirru said. Tahmina fixed Luminara once more with her star-bright eyes, cheeks flushed with joy as her hands began signing again. Sign language existed in Loghar, and Luminara had picked up a sparing amount of it from watching Orotho work with some of the kitchen staff, yet Tahmina’s version looked as vastly different from that dialect as Loghari was from Fíorcren.

‘I hear you’ve come a long way to be with us. Wirru says it wasn’t under the best of circumstances, but I would like to welcome you anyway. Everyone’s welcome under our roof. And you are really, truly, incredibly pretty.’

Luminara snorted, taken off guard by the compliment as it left Wirru’s mouth.

‘Thank you,’ Luminara said reflexively before she glanced at Wirru. The titan nodded. ‘You have a lovely home.’

‘Tahmina can lip read,’ Wirru explained. ‘We can teach you Fíorcren sign language with time; everyone in the troupe can help you learn.’

They made their way into the homestead, leading the caravans up the path and into an open paddock where they settled down. Daire, who Luminara had decided was objectively the most normal member of the troupe, went about freeing the great horses that led the caravans and guided them out of their harnesses. She found herself at a loss as they asked nothing of her, so she climbed onto a fence and watched as Hayat and Medea went about unfolding their camp.

‘What are you doing on my property?’ A voice asked, the Svarnish accent so thick Luminara could barely make sense of it. She twisted to face the man who had grasped her hand, her brows knitting together. The Svarnishman was greying heavily, his brown skin weathered with laughter and a thousand leagues of travel. Thick, rounded horns curved outwards from his head in a similar shape to Tahmina’s – thicker than hers, worn with age. ‘You know if the Knights of the Blessing catch you here, you’ll be thrown in prison with the mess going on at the border. You best hide, girl – my wife can take you under one of the barns.’

‘I’m not sure what you’re talking about,’ Luminara said weakly, her cheeks flushing when faced with the intensity of his stare. She tried to pull away from his grip, but he held her fast. ‘I’m just—’

‘Old man!’ Wirru called jovially, shouting across the paddock. What a shock it was, to hear him shout and sound like little more than an overgrown boy with a toothy grin on his fair face. ‘Old man, she’s with us! That’s Ayana Zinat – she’s travelling with Jivin. You remember Jivin, don’t you?’

The warrior strode over with Jivin a step or two behind, waving. The old man turned towards the call and Luminara watched as a wave of confusion rolled over him as he glanced back at her, suddenly puzzled. The intensity in the stranger’s face was gone in the blink of an eye and he let her go, patting her hand.

‘Of course, I remember Jivin. I – I’m sorry, miss. I must have got you confused with someone I used to know.’ There was an uncertain quiver in his jaw as he tilted his head at her, a silent plea for understanding in his eyes. ‘Have we met before?’

‘No, sir, we haven’t. Tahmina greeted me at the gate. I did not know there was another resident on this farm. I’m sorry we didn’t come to say hello before we settled in.’ Orotho had always taught her it was desperately rude not to greet the eldest person in a home upon entering it; she could feel her ears burn as she realised she had not even thought to ask. ‘Thank you for letting us into your home.’

He mumbled, nodding to himself as Luminara smiled in a way she hoped was reassuring. As she watched the man, her eyes homing in on the magicked web that wound around the world, she could almost find the place in which the world had cracked and left him fractured.

‘Mahmud! How is the trade treating you?’ Wirru said. He reached out and clapped the older Svarnishman on the shoulder. ‘We were going to come greet you, but Tahmina said you were down for the day. I know better than to bother you when you’re sleeping.’

Mahmud snorted, climbing through the fence to drag Wirru into a one-armed hug.

‘Trade is good this time of year! Some of your men came through and bought a fine high-tailed stallion not a week or two ago.’ Mahmud tapped shoulders with Wirru as they regarded each other. ‘Don’t you pretend like you don’t know to come tell me when you’ve arrived. Are you buying horses this visit?’

‘If I bought a horse from this place every time I visited, I’d own an entire herd. I’m not buying from you today, but I hear Daire is looking for a new mare for his caravan.’ Wirru’s voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper as he leant down to Mahmud, a mischievous glint in his eye. ‘If you get a drink or two in him, I think you could sell him on the chestnut that the northern merchant passed on last season.’

‘Really? I’ve been trying to sell one out for a while. Tempestuous thing – she might do well at caravan work.’ Without another word, Mahmud trotted away to another paddock and forgot Luminara entirely. She watched his back retreat as she mulled the crack that split his skull in two, the way it shimmered beneath a light only she could see. She was only drawn from her thoughts when Jivin reached over the fence and idly fixed her shirt collar. It was an open-chested silk concoction with billowing sleeves she’d slipped from one of Jivin’s trunks.

‘That’s Tahmina’s father,’ he explained, the corner of his mouth curving into a smile. ‘He used to be the most reliable horse trader this side of Fíorcre, but a few years ago an old roof collapsed on him and he came out with a nasty head injury. He has good days where he’s very present and bad days where he’s not particularly lucid, but he’s still one of the best men I’ve ever met. He’s cared for me like family since Tahmina first dragged me off the streets; I wasn’t always this flush with cash, you know.’

‘They’re your family.’ It was written over his face. There was so much she was yet to really speak with Jivin about. He wasn’t one for idle chatter, only divulging answers when Luminara pried. He would much rather fill the world with music than the sound of his own voice, preferring the stories of others to his own.

‘Something like that,’ he said quietly, face turning warm under her gaze. ‘If you’re going to steal my clothing, you should at least wear it right. It looks good on you.’

Apparently growing sick of their conversation, Wirru made a rude noise. They both turned to him and Jivin’s hand fell from Luminara’s collar.

‘Before we get settled in and you two get cuddly, I want to look at your arm. The homestead is a good place for healing.’ She opened her mouth to object, but Wirru’s voice barrelled on, his words cutting through any excuse she might have formed. ‘You’ve been holding it tighter to your side and not stretching your fingers, which means it’s getting worse. There’s a place around the back of the homestead that is fed by a direct vein of magick I can use to work on your arm, so come on.’

The titan waved and, without waiting, he turned and headed back into the paddock – straight to Tahmina.

‘Do you think he knows he’s rude?’ Luminara asked, once Wirru was out of arm’s reach and could not swipe at her.

‘Yes,’ Jivin laughed. He offered her a hand as he helped her over the fence and they followed Wirru, their arms linked. ‘It took me a few years to adjust to it. He doesn’t really care to be polite, but he means well. When he’s not working us until our bones ache, that is.’

The titan tapped Tahmina on the shoulder and they shared a few words Luminara did not catch. She was too distracted by Jivin’s charming, sun-kissed smile.

Moments later they ploughed their way through the farm as a quartet, Tahmina leading the way with her skirt hiked up around her thighs. The bottom of her skirts were muddied, but the Svarnishwoman was unbothered; she seemed entirely too joyous to be bound by this sullen world. Luminara was not oblivious to the way that Tahmina glanced back to Wirru every now and again as he hummed one of Jivin’s tunes. When Tahmina’s hands took to signing once more, Jivin explained for Luminara’s sake, a boyish lightness in the bard’s step.

‘When Tahmina’s mother and father bought the land, they didn’t have a clue that this was on the back of it. Some of the farm was here, long since abandoned, with half a herd of wild horses. They were happy to fix it up. There was an old barn collapsed over this back half that they scavenged for parts, and when they dug it up, they found the Fair Folk. The Aos Sí. Tahmina’s folks didn’t know exactly what to do about a bunch of fairies on the property, which probably explained why the land had been so cheap, so they did the smart thing and let them be. They planted trees around their abode and occasionally left out bits of honey and bread, made friends with them rather than enemies. They’ve stayed here ever since.’

The Aos Sí. The words brought back flickers of the night with the harvesters, a dark swamp in her memory that had been largely swallowed by nausea and an overwhelming concussion. Medea had worked her magick and medicine well to heal Luminara’s cracked skull, but she could not fix the confusion of the evening, the way Luminara’s mind muddled the details of that night. There was a lingering image of a void-faced woman and the distant drone of the warrior, calling to her.

Luminara shook away the memories and watched each of Tahmina’s hand signals as it formed, determined to learn this dialect.

The images swirled together once more; she saw an impression of Mahmud beside a woman with golden hair, the ruins of the farm that had come before. The Fair Folk took shape as swirling figures lining the trees, though Tahmina had one of Wirru’s sprites (the one called Kewpie, with vibrant pink wings) perched on her shoulder and Luminara didn’t have to look any further for an example. The sprite was twisting Tahmina’s curls around its tiny hands, joining the spirals. When she’d first joined the troupe, Luminara had not known what to think of these little creatures, but now she was quite settled in her belief that they were fairies.

They came to a far corner of the farm lined by a dense border of trees behind a fence; all four of them climbed it and weaved their way within. It was not long before Luminara thought they had reached a wall, a steep ledge that was nearly vertical and overgrown with a thick leaf cover. Tahmina peeled back the wall and Luminara squinted, twisting as she realised someone had constructed the wall from broad branches and leaves. As the wall fell away, out poured a soft radiance, shafts of light streaming out from the hideaway.

Before them lay the greatest flower Luminara had ever seen. Sprouting from the earth, its gargantuan white petals stretched outwards in a circle, each one as thick as a carpet, surrounded by tiny lavender buds that flourished in the crevices around it. At the heart, where there should have been a pistil or budding pollen, there was a pool of crystalline water lined with moss that sat entirely still, except for the occasional ripple as the sprites passed over it. There were more of them here – the same species as Wirru’s friends, peculiar fairies with technicolour wings.

Magick was so dense here that, as Luminara breathed, what filled her lungs felt as heady as the petrichor that filled the air after a heavenly downpour. She had only grown to know that smell in Fíorcre – something unique about the way that this lush world interacted with the weather.

‘A refuge,’ Wirru said, all the explanation needed as he plodded past. Luminara stared at his back as the knight unceremoniously stripped off his tunic, leaving only his trousers as he wandered into the water. ‘The vein beneath the farm leaks into the pool, which allows pure magick to take physical form. If you touch the water, you’ll likely have a vision, but submerging within it is the only way to heal your arm with any efficacy. My patchwork job so far can only do so much.’

That would have to be enough, then. There was no other choice. If it was a way to quell the pain that dug at her arm with every shift or twitch, it would have to be done. She knelt to unlace her boots. They were the only thing left of her garb from Loghar and she would rather not ruin them.

Jivin and Tahmina watched on in silence as Luminara set the boots aside and stood barefoot while Wirru waded further into the pool, met by a cascade of chittering from the sprites that floated around the refuge. The pool was broad enough to hold them both without trouble, so she lowered herself delicately into a sitting position before she slid into the water. Her whole body tingled, yet it was not an unpleasant thing. She was thrust into a symphony of bubbles as she submerged herself in the water, a chill setting over every inch of skin where Rianthran’s flame had touched her.

There was no vision at first in the watery cradle – just peace.

Then, Luminara saw eternity.




CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Ayano Hasan Ekraam had expected a royal welcome upon his arrival to Silhuehta. It need not have been a big affair – he’d simply thought that after writing young Rianthran for so long he would meet with him upon his entry to the palace walls. That had, perhaps, been a foolish assumption.

He had not expected to be escorted quietly through the palace’s long corridors, ushered into a tranquil room decorated with shining, cream-toned linens, and left there. He had expected to be greeted by the Avatar of the Vahmeon, not by an empty room and a cool breeze – and the woman. The woman draped in sunshine yellow silk. A sweet-looking thing, with a heart-shaped face framed by waves of ebony hair. The picture of Loghari abundance, her rounded form tucked onto a lounge covered in embroidered cushions.

It was her eyes that fascinated him most, filled with a calculating edge that gave him pause.

‘Ayano Hasan, I presume?’ Her voice, as thick as caramel, called from across the room. The scent of mint mingled in the air, bolstered by the breeze that sung through the open windows. She waved a well-manicured hand, rings gleaming as she motioned to the chair opposite her lounge. ‘Come sit.’

It was not a question or a request. Ekraam crossed to the chair, never taking his eyes from her. She was beautiful, in the soft way of a doe nestled in the forest glade. He had always been a hunter.

‘I am Ayano Hasan,’ he stated, sitting as he studied her. ‘And you are?’

‘You don’t know?’ An amused smile tugged at the corner of her lips. The woman smoothed her skirts and they studied one another, intensely, each disassembling the stranger who sat before them. ‘How was your travel to Suthuras? Was the Silver Sea kind to you?’

So, that was the game. She would not hand over her name. Ekraam mentally rifled through the women of the palace. It was, perhaps, a failing that he had not been terribly mindful of those who were not involved with the military. He had been sent for by the Ramosani himself: why would he care for the women if their Vahmeon didn’t?

‘The ride was easy, though I am certain our horses are grateful to be out of the sand.’ Ekraam blew out a long breath, his eyes casually seeking some form of clarifying detail from the opulent backdrop. ‘Will I be meeting with Ayano Kamal ud-Din today? The ride was long. It would be good to meet with him before I settle down with my people.’

‘Maybe you already have – you’ve never seen your Ramosani, have you?’ The woman’s words were full of a thrumming undercurrent of laughter, and despite himself, his face warmed. Ekraam wasn’t one for being laughed at, and certainly not after the lengthy ride he’d had, even if she was correct. ‘Maybe I am the man you are looking for and this is your first conversation with your Ramosani.’

‘You are a woman,’ Ekraam stated, bemused.

‘Perhaps Silhuehta has been lying and they have a Ramosana. Perhaps I’ve been writing to you all along and you can’t tell the difference between a woman’s script and a man’s scrawl. It would be a good cover, wouldn’t it?’ As she spoke, she laced her fingers over her tucked knee. ‘Do you read books, Ayano Hasan, Ekraam? Books that are not bred from the need to record military strategy?’

‘I do. I read avidly. A general who is not educated is of no use to his country.’ The woman pursed her lips thoughtfully. She was making some silent decision about him; it unsettled him that he was uncertain what that decision was. ‘Do you read?’

‘I like fairytales,’ she remarked idly. ‘The Moth and the Elephant was always my favourite. It’s a shame that people aren’t still creating fairytales. Perhaps if we all wrote more whimsical stories for our children, we’d be less concerned with the ways of war.’

‘War is how we Loghari must protect ourselves from the monolith of Fíorcre,’ Ekraam said, his tone strained. ‘I have been protecting our borders from Fíorcre for some time. I can understand how you might not see the worst of it in Suthuras, but in the west our people call for justice. Our country is built on war.’

‘Our country is built on sand,’ she shot back, her brown eyes flashing. ‘And our people long for safety. They long for peace and not to worry about the next meal, they long not to worry about their children being stolen from their homes. Not for a conquered country that has been turned to ash; not to be expected to send their sons to war. That’s absurd.’

‘That’s enough, Nejla,’ a quiet voice spoke from the back of the room, hidden from the world behind those ivory curtains.

Nejla.

Ayano Kamal ud-Din had written of her, though he had provided no descriptions. The betrothed, the merchant’s daughter, the one who had been anointed as Ekraam had travelled west. Nejla’s father, Qamar, talked often about his one daughter who lacked a Blessing but had found herself favoured by the Vahmeon. Though Ekraam had never found himself visiting the Dubhashi estate to meet Qamar’s many children, his mother bought dresses often from the man.

Ayano Kamal ud-Din emerged slowly from his hiding spot. He was dressed entirely in deep scarlet, his finely beaded tunic glimmering and bathing his dusky skin in warm light. He closed the leather-bound book in his hand, meeting Ekraam’s gaze; the young man wore his sense of authority as a comfortable mantle, his bearing tall and noble. This was the Ramosani.

‘You’ll forgive Nejla Dubhashi for the deception. She has proven a better judge of character than I, so I wanted to have her talk to you first.’ The Ramosani smiled apologetically at him, that masked composure breaking when boyish charm sparked in his eyes. ‘You would be surprised how often people dismiss her before she’s ever spoken a word.’

The rumours he had heard of the Ramosani made sense, faced with the man’s bearing. He closed the gap between them, offering a hand. Ekraam clasped it and found that the young man radiated heat, a hearth-fire burning within his palm.

‘It’s a pleasure to formally meet you,’ the Ramosani said warmly. They had been passing letters back and forth for months now on the wings of messenger hawks. The young man’s eyes were deep obsidian, filled with an unsettling intensity as he looked at Ekraam. ‘You write well. I apologise I did not welcome you sooner. Loghar thanks you for your men’s work in Glengormley.’

‘Something had to be done,’ Ekraam responded with a polite smile.

The Ramosani’s tone was polite, too, but Ekraam saw that darkness in him as easy as a torch in the night. He knew it well enough; he had spent his whole life on the border of Loghar and Fíorcre, fighting many a brawl to keep their land. Each year there were more warriors and settlers who thought they’d press in on Loghari land, testing their luck, and each year they were fought off.

The Ramosani gave him a grim smile. ‘Now that the war has been declared, I thought I ought to start gathering people who I can trust.’




CHAPTER FORTY

It took Nejla three days after Qamar’s arrival to pin down Prem.

She dispatched Mridula with a sending stone to stalk the Hastria. The quietest of the maids with the most training, she was best suited to the task, and Nejla spent three whole days barely laying eyes upon her veiled companion. It was only when Prem retired for an evening with Hastria Devrim that Mridula saw an opportunity to catch him. And it was as he was leaving Devrim’s quarters that they cornered him, a gaggle of women with a bone to pick. The whole gamut would have been much more impressive if Nejla had not been shorter than him and built with nothing but soft curves. Her maids ranged in height, but they were no warriors, and Prem, even tipsy after several days of celebration, was two heads taller than Nejla and built of refined cuts of muscle.

‘You need to tell me what my father spoke about with Rianthran,’ Nejla demanded, pressing her hand to the wall beside Prem. The maids crowded at her back, trapping the Hastria among them.

‘Pardon, little cousin?’ Prem asked, cocking a brow at her. Nejla stared up at him, feeling absolutely absurd with her maids flocking around her – she was about as far from intimidating as a woman could get, and it infuriated her.

‘You’re going to tell me what my father spoke about with Ayano Kamal ud-Din,’ Nejla repeated.

‘What possibly makes you think I have to tell you anything?’

‘I know too much.’ That was not a lie. Nejla knew so much about Prem and his schemes that, in truth, she had plenty of information to blackmail him with if she had the motivation. ‘Rianthran is accruing power and alliances – he summoned Ayano Hasan from the border and he has interrogated my father. You love me too much to allow me to go into a war with no idea what may be happening.’

‘You love all of Zamurrad too much,’ Parvati added. Nejla looked back and saw her maid’s set jaw; she appeared surprisingly determined for someone who had never fought a battle in her life.

The two Zamurradi nobles stared at one another for a long moment before Prem’s stature softened and he finally nodded. Taking that as a sign, Nejla released her hand from the wall and waved her maids away.

‘You’ve been avoiding me, and I won’t stand for it. We’re supposed to be a team, Prem.’ They had been a team since they were children, secret keepers meant for one another.

‘I’m sorry,’ he conceded with a sigh. ‘In all honesty, I wasn’t sure how to explain what happened at Glengormley, and I was almost certain you’d ask. Things have felt … off kilter.’

So, it had been cowardice. Prem did look truly regretful in the moonlight, the beautiful man trapped between her stern stare and the wall. His shimmering shawl had fallen, draped around his shoulders; in this light someone could have immortalised him as a king of Zamurrad. The Tipsy Lover, they would call him and write sonnets about his beauty and about the causes of his heartbreak, when in truth it had been Prem tying himself in a knot.

‘Rianthran found an old trade visa signed by Vayu Dubhashi, attached to which was a log detailing the purchase of a great stretch of silk sold to the Fíorcren knights. I think it struck a note as the purchase happened shortly after the Alahl’s death, in the middle of a void in which the empire was largely avoiding trade.’ Prem muddled around the explanation, taking great pauses between his sentences as he clung to the wall for balance. ‘It was an oddity, so he sent for your father to discuss it. I think. It’s not like we tell one another much – if anything you should be his secret keeper.’

Nejla had seen that visa signed by her grandfather. She had not thought much of it in the library with Rianthran – just one selection among the array of papers that had stretched across all of Faysal’s life and the years following his death. She had presumed it a side effect of the chaos of Rianthran’s information gathering.

Her nose wrinkled. Rianthran must have found it weeks ago and sent for her father prior to his discussion with Nejla – perhaps even prior to his visit to Glengormley. It was not a swift trip, from the furthest reaches of Zamurrad to the heart of Loghar.

‘I thought it was about the Ascension,’ Nejla responded as she reshuffled the chess game in the back of her mind. Her nails dug into her palm. ‘Rianthran has been studying the Alahl, Prem. I told my father he’d summoned him here on questions of magick. He’s going to think I’m incompetent.’

‘He already thinks you’re incompetent.’ Prem sighed. It was not meant to hurt her, far more a statement of fact, but it stung like a thorn in her paw. ‘You’re the non-magickal daughter in a dynasty of Blessed Dubhashis. It matters not. I was not privy to their conversation, because the Ramosani has decided the Hastria are untrustworthy. He takes all of his meetings away from the Hastria now.’

‘Can you blame him?’ Nejla allowed herself to be incensed. Bound in rope and ribbon, she was never allowed to raise her voice or vent, but Prem had needled the door open. ‘Can you blame anyone for not trusting the Hastria? They have done a horrendous job as caretakers of this country. They have failed to prepare Rianthran to rule Loghar. They have allowed Zurik to accrue so much power he could banish a ward of Silhuehta without so much as a fair trial. The Hastria have allowed him to destroy people, Prem!’

‘Don’t you blame me for that,’ Prem hissed, drawing his shawl around himself as if he was offended by the mere suggestion. ‘I knew nothing of Zurik’s plan. Perhaps if these rich bastards weren’t utterly convinced of the fact that same-sex attraction should be hidden away and changed, he might have spoken to me more. He might have been more forthcoming. I might have been able to intervene. Do you really think that I want to be married to three women and have my dalliances in secret, never allowed a whisper of honest affection in public?’

Nejla’s teeth clicked. Mridula muttered something unbecoming from her place down the hall.

‘You will apologise for even asking that question,’ Nejla said, with deliberate slowness.

‘Fine.’ Prem shook his head. ‘I apologise. But I will not take accountability for this mess. I have done everything I can for the people here.’

‘Fine.’ Neither Zamurradi noble was particularly talented at being mad at the other for extended periods. They allowed every small slight to build over the course of a season and then unleashed at each other, as there were very few other people they spoke with so openly. Prem certainly couldn’t unleash all of this at his wives. ‘It seems to me that Rianthran has been getting one over on the both of us. What does my grandfather’s silk trade have to do with anything?’

She leant back on her heels, turning to look at Mridula as she pondered what to do.

Her maid, evidently tired of them both, had a simple answer to the question within Nejla’s eyes. ‘This seems to me a conversation that would be best had with Rianthran.’

‘She is correct.’ Nejla nodded, holding out her hand for Prem. She had exhausted her resources on the chessboard and so she pivoted. She would have to change strategies or sacrifice the game to a stronger player, and the older she grew, the more she found that she was not a sacrificial sort. ‘Let’s go speak with him. I would like a little transparency from my betrothed.’

‘Fuck, you’re brave,’ Prem breathed, allowing himself to be led along without protest. ‘I suppose if I die here, I die with a pretty woman on my arm and wine in my belly.’

Together, the two Zamurradi nobles walked through the palace halls. Cousins who were furious with the world and the war and who were struggling against the instinctive pull of destiny.

‘How is it, living with Ayano Hasan?’ Prem asked once the quiet had sobered him some. Nejla rolled her eyes. Ayano Hasan had taken up temporary residency in the third wing of Rianthran’s quarters and she found every inch of him to be an imposition.

‘We argue each morning and every evening about politics. He can’t seem to resist bringing it up and is wondrously surprised that I often disagree with him.’ It was a point of contention that had quickly brewed between them – that Ekraam brought up politics purely to rile her. ‘So, fine enough. He has largely stayed out of my way. Rianthran seems to trust him – they were writing one another for a whole season before Rianthran crossed the border to Glengormley.’

‘Bosom buddies.’ Prem chuckled as they continued to climb to the royal quarters. She understood how they must have looked to the servants as they passed, arm in arm. She, Mridula and a man with three perfectly happy wives. ‘You know, you really didn’t have to get your maids to help. I fear Mridula enough on her own.’

‘My thanks,’ Mridula said from behind them.

‘They volunteered,’ Nejla responded flatly. ‘It was some excitement for them.’

It was only when they stood before the great doors of Rianthran’s quarters that Nejla faltered, feeling a childish uncertainty tug at her. ‘You let me do the talking, okay? You may have known him far longer than I, but he has involved my father. This is Dubhashi business.’

She took one deep breath before she threw the doors open with the fury of a wife who had discerned something was amiss.

‘Told you.’ Ekraam chuckled. He and Rianthran were huddled over a table with a map of the Fíorcren empire stretched across the surface, apparent even from afar due to the density of its forestry. ‘Nejla – you look as if you’ve had a pleasant evening.’

She stuck out her tongue at him. ‘I need you not right now. I am speaking with my betrothed.’

Rianthran sidled over, blocking both Ekraam and the map from view.

‘How dare you summon my father to Silhuehta without alerting me?’ she began, circling around their quarters. Her outburst was all a show, but it would do what it must. Her mother, Nirupama Dubhashi, was the scariest of Nejla’s family, despite her ailing health, but she had traded verbal blows with Qamar as if they were equals. Nejla intended to do the same with her betrothed. If Rianthran would not rise to the challenge, he would be overrun.

‘Nejla,’ Rianthran said. There was no whine to his tone, no pleading. Just gentle amusement.

‘I will not be left in the lurch where my father is involved. In the future, if you are going to poke into Dubhashi business, you could at least enlighten me as your betrothed so I do not bear the brunt of my father’s anger.’ She tossed her hair over her shoulders.

A shadow crossed Rianthran’s face, his brow furrowing. ‘Was he angry with you?’

Her pacing stopped as she realised he was concerned for her. There had never been anyone who’d worried after Nejla where her father was involved – it seemed to her that Loghari sensibilities meant they deferred to the patriarch of a clan as the godfather of all knowledge, even if he had a terse tongue. Her façade of fury faltered as she looked at Rianthran, lending him a tired smile. ‘He is always angry with me, Rianthran. That is why he sent me here. He’s just angrier now that you dragged him out of his den.’

Rianthran crossed the room to her, taking her hands in his. ‘That was not my intention. I thought he’d be overjoyed by the whole affair – I did not think a few questions an imposition. It certainly wasn’t an audit.’

Gently, he pressed a kiss to her knuckles. Nejla could not handle this boy’s capacity for gentleness.

‘What is Prem doing here?’ Rianthran finally asked, blowing out a breath. He squeezed her hands.

‘Moral support,’ Nejla admitted. ‘He deserves to know what is going on, too. You need to have one Hastria you can confide in. It’s either him or Muhsin, and that old catfish cannot be trusted.’

Prem, who had simply been regarding the room with a bewildered amusement, dropped gracefully onto a low lounge, meticulously fixing his shawl around his shoulders. ‘Fair warning – I’ve had several glasses of wine and am not entirely prepared for this confrontation to turn towards me, so it would be lovely if we just talked this out.’

Rianthran chuckled, the tension broken by Prem’s easy manner. Ekraam plucked up a goblet and a pitcher from the table, pouring a sizeable cup of water and carrying it over to the man. Prem regarded it dispassionately, swirling the contents of the goblet with a huff.

‘I’m so sorry I’ve been so distant, Nejla.’ The young Ramosani pulled her into a gentle hug. ‘I will be the first to admit that I have been spiralling – but I am feeling better. I am feeling myself stabilise. I am here now. I am sorry about the confusion.’

Nejla wanted this for them – to be able to speak on even footing, more equal than her parents had ever been. ‘You have been making plenty of moves that I have been hearing of only after they were made. This obsession with Faysal, the burning of Glengormley – you told me nothing of this until the very last second.’

‘That was yet another mistake. I’ve been making a great many of those lately,’ he admitted. ‘Some, admittedly, necessary. If I hadn’t moved so quickly on Glengormley, the Hastria would have moved to stop me.’

‘They would have,’ Prem affirmed, nodding into his cup. In the moments that had passed since Ekraam thrust the cup into his hand, the water had turned a deep red. Nejla’s mouth curled into a smirk. ‘I copped an earful for helping when I got back. Even Devrim deemed the whole thing a foolish affair.’

‘We gave the town fair warning,’ Rianthran shot back. ‘Three days to supply information on the slavers using their town as a shelter, but they pissed all that time into the sand. Abandoning their town was a choice they made; burning it was mine. I don’t particularly care for what Hastria Devrim thinks of it.’

He took several long breaths and the lamplight swelled and softened with every shift of his chest.

‘I left a proclamation at Glengormley, informing Fíorcre that I burnt down their town as restitution for Loghar’s stolen children. I wrote that I would continue to burn down border towns if they failed to produce the slavers who are stealing our young.’ As he explained, he circled back to the map and drew Nejla alongside him. ‘I want to get the children. It is vital that we get the children back – but it’s easier to start with the slavers. If we can lay our hands upon the slavers, there are plenty of methods we can employ to get the men to disclose where the children are being sold.’

‘But there’s more to it,’ Nejla pressed, looking down at the map. Though the borders around Loghar were ever-shifting, ephemeral and unreal, she knew what that would mean for old Zamurrad. She could not keep those flames from straying into her homeland.

‘There is. The only way I will be truly prepared to fight Fíorcre is to commit to my Ascension. But to do so, I must find Faysal’s remains.’ He let go of Nejla’s hands to rifle through the thick rolls of parchment scattered beside the map, extracting one from the lot and offering it to her. She scanned through the faded Zamurradi script – this was the trade visa she had seen in passing. It laid out the sale of a dozen bolts of silk from the venerable Vayu Dubhashi to two crews of tradesmen. The names at the bottom of the parchment were Olivier de Vernier and Cian O’Goirmghiallaigh. ‘Idris’s network of messengers has been hunting for evidence of Faysal’s tomb for years. My understanding is that it has been a tricky and otherwise unfruitful search, but one of them found this curiosity in the public archives. A trade invoice that aligns with the timing of Faysal’s passing, for a great deal of silk. Foreign silk that could not be sourced from within Fíorcre itself.’

The invoice listed the supervisors of both construction crews and bore the seal of Xanthos.

‘Olivier de Vernier takes care of several large towns in Zamurrad,’ Nejla remarked. ‘But Cian O’Goirmghiallaigh is from the Fíorcren heartland. They’re from two vastly different regions of Fíorcre. When we’re at peace, the Knights of the Blessing are sent back to their homesteads, so their presence here is peculiar.’

‘Which would imply that the sale was to be split between two vastly different regions. Two construction crews, two knights to oversee the matter. Two tombs.’ Loghari tombs were often draped in silks, as were their palaces. There was something precious about swathing the treasured dead in fine fabric, often embroidered with imagery that echoed their lives. ‘There were three deaths of true significance at the end of the last war, for Loghari purposes at least. Deaths of renown and of foreign blood. Deaths that would demand their cultural traditions honoured.’

‘Faysal,’ Ekraam stated.

‘Samir of Tirmadade,’ Nejla continued. Luminara had loved the legends of the dragon riders from Svarna.

‘And Tallulah,’ Prem finished, his brow furrowed.

‘And Faysal died in the Fíorcren heartland, far from Loghar, so they would have been forced to improvise. They would not build a tomb for the Alahl, but they’d be forced to deal with the threat of his ghost haunting them for the rest of their days if they did not respect our burial rites. Fíorcre is as bound by the chains of tradition as we are, and I believe they hid him within the tomb of another. So terrified of being haunted by some terrible spectre, that lot, as if any of them have the awareness to see what haunts them. I believe that’s why Idris’s messengers haven’t heard a whisper of Faysal’s name on the wind.’ As if a child, Rianthran bounced excitedly on his heels. ‘And Samir and Tallulah, they were allies – friends! In one of Tallulah’s final letters Xanthos published, she requested that she be buried in Svarnish silk, a sign of their allegiance.’

The lamplight swelled in a wave of warmth and Nejla felt the stars align above their heads.

‘They wouldn’t,’ she murmured. ‘They wouldn’t bury a woman with her assassin. She was so beloved in Fíorcre – it would have been an affront to her memory.’

‘Which is exactly why they would,’ Prem spoke from the lounge. He downed his cup and came to join them by the map. ‘It is the last burial ground anyone would want to disrupt. Tallulah of Croy has more reasons than most to become a vengeful spirit.’

Rianthran turned to Nejla. ‘Your grandfather – he was not overly conversational, according to your father, but he confirmed my suspicion that this was a split invoice. He said they’d had to bless the silk, the way one does with all things that are to be placed within a tomb. He told me where the couriers were sent to make the delivery.’ Rianthran shot Nejla an apologetic glance, touching his hand to his chest. ‘That was why I needed to speak with your father. Not to audit your trade, but to get information from his father. I was hedging my bets that a man of such magick survived death itself.’

As Rianthran spoke, Ekraam reached out and placed two wooden coins on the map. One, where Rianthran had pointed – in a valley a dozen leagues west of Xanthos – and the second far deeper in Fíorcre. In the heartland. The warrior’s eyes bore into Nejla’s.

Instinct possessed her as she reached out to those coins, her mind sharpening the way an owl’s might when it spotted signs of a rodent in the grass.

‘Take me with you.’



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

In the refuge, Luminara saw the Vahmeon rising.

Not any mere firebird, this had to be the Loghari phoenix. It rose over the mountains of Loghar, feathers as black as ink, larger than any beast or being that had walked the earth before it. It blotted out the sun as it soared east – heading into the sunrise. Luminara saw it leaving the mountains of Loghar and descending upon Fíorcre’s green eternity.

Petrichor filled the air and her hair was slick against her neck. The white mantle they had dressed her in was cloying and did nothing but slow her down as she waded through the moss, searching with her bare hands. She dug through the soft, wet layers of plants that covered the earth. She was sinking slowly as the moss climbed up her arm, attempting to swallow her, but she continued to dig. She had lost something. She knew she had lost something, but she could not remember what – her mind reached for the shape of it and found a formless shadow.

There was a building. Smallish when held against the grandness of Silhuehta, its roof was lined with pointed arches and the windows were a woven masterwork of transparent colour. She was standing in an aisle lined with long benches at the end of which a petite red-headed girl crouched, facing away from Luminara. The stranger was fixed on something, not flinching or growing distracted as Luminara approached. She wore a gown that ballooned around her arms, a cloud of silk that embraced her.

‘It’s coming,’ Luminara heard herself say, though she had not meant to speak at all. ‘You should leave – you don’t want to be here when it arrives.’

An almighty roar filled the air and the world was made unsteady by the sound. The stranger twisted around to look at Luminara, and Luminara might have seen her face but was left only with the impression of its features: a spattering of starry freckles, huge aquamarine eyes and a rounded mouth.

‘With all due respect,’ the stranger said with a foreign twang, ‘I was here first.’

‘That doesn’t mean you’re meant to be here.’ Luminara marvelled at how crisp her Common sounded, entirely without her Loghari accent; it was unlike her. ‘You’re supposed to be somewhere else, somewhere safe.’

Another roar filled the air, thundering through the sky as if it meant to bring the firmament down upon them both. Possessed by the urge to protect the girl, Luminara felt a rise of panic; it was coming, and it could not be stopped, but the girl would not be moved. She had to get the girl out of the way before it arrived. Luminara reached for the girl’s shoulder, grasping at the concoction of a gown to haul her back. Her pigheadedness would not protect her from what was to come—

A ghostly breeze whispered up the back of Luminara’s spine, skin suddenly bare against the sky as she was wrenched awake in the pool.

‘The Vahmeon,’ she forced out, trying to articulate the details as the vision slipped away. Trying to catch what she had seen was like trying to contain sand in a sieve. Luminara spluttered and stumbled, feet slipping on the moss at the bottom of the fountain as she tried to stand. Though the details of the vision swiftly began to fade, the panic in her gut did not. It felt as if she had trapped the storm beneath her sternum, the echo of thunder tingling in her skin. ‘The Vahmeon is going to rise again.’

‘Luminara?’ Wirru spoke her name softly, though she blocked him out as she tried to immortalise the core of what she had seen.

‘There’s – there was this big stone building that felt like death, and a girl with red hair. I think it was a tomb, maybe. At the back of it there was a platform that could have held a coffin. I was trying to find something. I could feel the Vahmeon coming but there was something just out of reach and this terrible storm. A gargantuan, earth-shattering hurricane that I thought would blow the building from its foundation. I have never felt anything like it.’

Jivin gaped at her from the edge of the fountain. Wirru paused with a collection of sprites perched on his arm, his eyes emerald as they studied her. Carefully, he lifted his hands and set the sprites into the air once more. Unbothered by human affairs, they took off, taking to the woven cover that hid their refuge from view.

‘If the Vahmeon rises, it won’t just destroy Fíorcre. It will destroy everything.’ She pushed her soaking hair from her face, rubbing her eyes. Her maimed arm still tingled, a chill binding her muscles and allowing her a few long moments of mobility. It was strange after weeks of tenderness for it to not feel set alight at such a broad motion. ‘My mother used to say it could destroy a town with just a shake of its tail feathers. Could you imagine what would happen if it took flight again?’

‘I can imagine it,’ Wirru said. He reached out a steadying arm and Luminara gripped at his wrist as she waded to the edge of the fountain. ‘You’re certain of what you saw?’

She nodded. There was not a flicker of scepticism in the titan’s face. He helped her to the side of the pool and up onto the edge of the great flower, having no trouble balancing on the mossy floor beneath them. The titan’s breath quickened as he stood, staring down at Luminara. Zinat had never told her stories of Wirru O’Connor; the knights she had inserted into her fairytales had been far more nebulous. Luminara had no clue what type of fear lived within him, but she knew it ran to his marrow, some primordial awareness of what came for them.

‘Well,’ Jivin coughed. He dug around in his bag and pulled out a journal and a pencil, flipping the journal open to scratch away at the page. ‘A building that feels like death – a tomb. If the Vahmeon is rising, we can presume the young Ramosani is finally heading for the Ascension. Younger than most who start the ritual but that’s not unheard of. What are our chances there?’

‘Fíorcrens aren’t big on large tombs. We bury our Blessed dead in the ground or in mausoleums, our nobility and priests in the churches – nothing like the Svarnish practice.’ As Wirru spoke, he scooped up handfuls of the pool’s water and poured them over Luminara’s burns. ‘There was one man who might have got a tomb in his cultural tradition – Samir. They entombed him in Fíorcren land. The boy could be after his magick as he works his way to his Ascension. Samir was as powerful as the northern wind.’

Jivin hummed. ‘The red-haired girl in these things is usually Tallulah, which would make sense. She was friends with Samir. She would have grieved him had she lived to see him gone.’

Luminara stared a hole into Wirru’s head as if her eyes alone could render it transparent. She was so desperately curious to discern what was occurring. ‘I think I have seen her in every vision I’ve had. When you healed me the first time, she was in that vision, too. I did not know what to make of it.’

‘The last Fíorcren princess.’ Jivin’s pencil still worked away on the paper. ‘She was a colony girl who the Knights realised could read from the holy books. She never got a chance to sit on the throne as Empress because she never married and was never anointed.’

The Fíorcren princess the Alahl had slain. Luminara pressed her lips together, suddenly sensitive to the quiet resignation that had settled upon Wirru’s tongue. He was a puzzle box of a man she was not allowed to lay her hands upon, so she instead tried to decipher him from afar and make sense of his strangeness on her own. The Hero of Fíorcre, the Golden Terror – this strange, large warrior who foraged for wild strawberries and made friends of small things.

‘Tallulah died,’ Wirru admitted. He turned away from her, but her Blessing betrayed him. A dark storm cloud unravelled around his neck and it swirled, threatening to crack apart into a downpour; it was a black noose around his neck. ‘I failed. I didn’t save Tallulah.’

The silence of grief bloomed within the fairy grove and Luminara waited, allowing it to wind its way through the air rather than pretend she could say anything that would heal his wound. The longer she stood in the pool, the stronger her body felt. Her mind was growing sharper with every passing word shared in this place.

‘If Rianthran is looking to accrue power to go to war …’ she said, surprised by the vehemence that found its way onto her tongue. The certainty. The rage within her had a life of its own as she spoke, caught in the memory of the flame that had caught her flesh and torn it to shreds. ‘We should stop him. His flame will not discriminate – it will destroy all who face it.’

‘I need to speak to the Knights of the Blessing about where they hid Faysal’s body. If your Ramosani is after his Ascension, he’ll need Faysal’s ashes. The knights will not speak of such things through a sending stone, and ringing them here will take less time than having to go all the way to Xanthos.’

In a sick, hilarious twist of fate, as Wirru spoke those words there came a shout from somewhere on the property. Something in Svarnish that Luminara did not understand.

Jivin, free of the pool, was the first to rise and disappear around the bend – back towards the homestead. Luminara was second, Tahmina thrusting a roughly worn towel at her to dry her off, and Wirru was last. He explained something to Tahmina in sign language once he was on land. A sense of urgency nipping at Luminara’s heels, she hurriedly dried her legs and pulled her boots back on.

She ducked around the woven wall and searched the homestead, catching sight of Jivin’s spiralling horns alongside Tahmina’s father. There was someone else in front of their home, a boy younger than Luminara who was speaking as Jivin supported Mahmud, an arm held tight around the man’s shoulders. Luminara could not pin down what possessed her to drive forward, still haphazardly patting the water from her form. She bolted between the fenced paddocks and up the beaten path to the house.

‘Jivin?’ she called, drawing to a stop behind them. The two Svarnishmen looked stricken, Jivin’s mouth set in a hard line.

The boy spoke. ‘News from the western border of Fíorcre, sir, we’re telling everyone as we pass through. The Ash King burnt down the town of Glengormley and declared war with the empire. At least fifty innocents are dead.’

Something cracked within Luminara. Something she had not known she’d been cradling, something deep and hopeful that had been born from the faith of youth. She felt it splinter beneath the messenger’s words as they fell, not a flicker of deception on the young man’s face. In the end, she had never thought Rianthran had the capacity for murder. Luminara rocked backwards, the news itself a blew, and she stepped away from Jivin and the boy.

She tore away from the group, deaf to Jivin calling after her. She stepped off the dirt road and climbed through a fence, into an empty paddock where she might have the space to breathe. They were still calling at her back but the roaring panic within her drowned them out entirely. When she’d dived far enough into the grass, she stood frozen, sucking in great breaths of air that didn’t seem to truly reach her lungs.

War had come to the empire once more.




CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

How Wirru had wanted to believe that Rianthran was a good man.

How Wirru had wanted to be wrong for once in his blasted existence. He had wanted to believe that this sweet servant woman had been right in her faith – everything else had gone odd years ago, why not this? Yet, he was right again. It was the curse of a long life and a far longer memory. He and Tahmina lingered together under the lamplight, watching the homestead and staring out to where Luminara lay sprawled in the paddock.

The news of war had hurt them all in its own way, but it had stolen something from Luminara.

I don’t want to leave her out there, Tahmina signed at his side. The ever-present caretaker of this place had spent the evening trying to get Luminara to eat, but after her initial outburst, Luminara had not budged from her place in the paddock. She had graduated from standing to lying on the ground, unmoving except for occasional bouts of hysterical tears. Wirru suspected it was quite therapeutic after all she had been dragged through; crying was one way to work out someone’s emotion.

She’s been through a lot, and this is the first hint of proper emotion I’ve seen from her, he responded. If she compartmentalises it, it will be no good for her. She has to be allowed to feel her way through these things. Tahmina’s brows furrowed with growing concern as she moved to chastise him. He tried to reassure her. I’ll make sure she’s in before I retire for the evening. You’re still in your room?

Still. Papa tried to insist I move into the master bedroom, but he’d get confused if I did, so it’s yet to happen. You take care of her, I’ll help Papa down to bed, and I’ll keep my door open for you.

Wirru knew that Mahmud would also struggle fiercely with the arrival of war. With his fading psyche, the man was not going to have an easy time; he had fled Svarna decades ago with his wife and infant daughter when war had come to his homeland.

The honey-haired woman disappeared into the house, leaving Wirru to watch her back. He could not deny that she was particularly pleasant to watch, but Wirru shook the thought like loose water from his back, refocusing on Luminara in the field. She was a dark shape splayed out in a sea of emerald grass. He wandered over to where she’d settled.

‘You have to get up eventually,’ he stated flatly, not knowing how to be as gentle as Medea or Daire might have been. ‘If you stay there too long, you’ll begin to decompose, and that will really hurt Tahmina’s feelings. She was quite excited to have another woman on the farm.’

Luminara stared up at him, her face framed by crushed grass and her sheet of dark hair. She was far prettier without that visor she had worn; her Blessing gave off a radiance that set her skin aglow. The clothes Jivin lent her were grass-stained and her cheeks scarlet, her slender fingers covered in dirt. She needed to be bundled into a cool bath and into clothing that fit her, not wallowing out here in the earth.

Luminara blew out a long breath. ‘Dissolving into this grassy bed wouldn’t be the worst fate,’ she responded, swiping at her eyes. She pushed herself up slowly and he offered her a hand. ‘Better than watching your first love turn into a mass murderer.’

‘Don’t give him that much credit.’ Wirru helped Luminara onto her feet. ‘First love is probably overstating the matter.’

His jape had the desired effect, drawing a weak smile from Luminara.

‘This feeling you have, this sense of betrayal; I will not tell you that it gets any better. I’m not going to lie to you.’ Wirru shook his head. He was not built for these idle comforts; he saved people and then moved on. He was not a gilded hero who could turn the tide with a few well-placed words – he had his swords for that work. ‘The deeper he blazes the warpath, the more thoroughly he shatters your trust, the more that wound in your chest will continue to hurt. You will have to learn to live with that pain just as you’ll learn to live with your arm. The only difference is that this pain might be something you can learn to use.’

‘You’ve been betrayed before.’

‘More times than I can count. Humans are weird, fickle creatures; they want what they want and they are oddly stubborn once they’ve set their minds upon something. His mind was likely made up about Fíorcre for far longer than you know.’ Wirru had long since grown ambivalent to the truth of human nature. He loved them, fiercely, and somehow they continued to be both wondrous and vastly disappointing. Humanity was the single greatest contradiction of Wirru’s continued existence. ‘Whatever is happening with him now isn’t your fault. Humans are an odd lot when faced with the inevitable machinations of destiny. They see the great wheel rattling along its rails, ready to run them down, and they do what they must to ensure they not only survive but thrive on the other end of it all.’

Luminara pressed her trembling lips together and, in the low light that filtered into the paddock, tears gleamed. She pressed her palms hard into her eyes. Wirru had almost forgotten what it was like to be young and feel everything so deeply, so ardently the world could fall apart with a single heartbreak. Delicately, decidedly awkward, Wirru reached out and pulled her gently into a hug. She dissolved into quiet tears as he held her there, stroking her hair and humming. Perhaps she would have been less heartbroken if she had returned with the boy. Perhaps she would be dead. He didn’t know.

When Luminara’s shaking shoulders had stilled, he drew back.

‘Do you want to put this pain to use?’ he asked. ‘Turn it out at the world? It always helped me.’ They had bonded over foraging and attempting to beat the other senseless, running paces until they were both sprawled in the earth. There was no reason they could not bond over this as well. ‘Where is your bow? Go get it and I’ll show you what we do at the homestead when we’ve got energy that needs outing – if Tahmina is yet to get you up on a horse.’

‘Back in the caravan,’ she said. She turned and ploughed through the farmland, vanishing into Jivin’s caravan briefly, then emerging with her bow and quiver. She and Wirru walked together, past where the other caravans were set up; Daire and Medea were sitting in front of a campfire with pans of heaped fried potato and a hunk of honeyed ham, but Wirru did not stop to enjoy the meal. He could circle back to it later.

At the outermost border of the paddock that faced western Fíorcre, there was a collection of bullseyes mounted on the fence. The paint had faded over the years and the wood was marked by splits and broken arrows; straw dummies were erected a dozen metres further along, wrapped in cloth and repaired innumerable times by Wirru’s own hand.

‘We all have anger here, other than Tahmina. Jivin is a refugee of a war his country is losing. Daire is a bard from Fíorcre, slowly realising what his empire does to the cultures it absorbs. Medea is a half-orc who will never be entirely accepted by her own people. Hayat is from a colony that fought with their teeth to not be assimilated into Fíorcre; his father was beheaded in the uprising.’ None of the troupe were particularly secretive about their pasts, but he should not tell their stories in any further depth – it was not his place. ‘We all need an outlet. For you, I think you’ll get the most satisfaction out of using the bow.’

He stood against Luminara’s side, pointing down the line at each target to guide her in the dark. He had spent enough days walking the lengths of the farm to know where they sat, especially considering he had erected them himself an age ago.

‘This is how you use your pain. You aim it at something, you train your hand, you take your rage and make yourself better for it.’ He exorcised his rage by destroying the makeshift straw dummies regularly and remaking them while he was still furious, finding that lashing the rope around their forms was just as effective. It was a vice. ‘Then the next time you meet them, you simply do not give them another chance to betray you.’

‘So, I shoot things?’ Luminara asked, her pretty face written with an exhausted bemusement.

‘Yes, you shoot things. Give it a chance.’ Despite her hesitation, Luminara nocked her bow. He had made the effort to include archery in their training sessions since the Aos Sí gave her the bow, even if her Blessing meant she needed little aim training. They worked on her technique instead: the straightness of her posture, the set of her feet, how she drew her bowstring.

She strained through the darkness to see the target, squinting. He made a mental note to start teaching her how to discern things in the dark. Shadows didn’t dissipate because someone chose to stare harder at them. Luminara let the first arrow loose and it flew off into the night, hitting one of the distant targets with a thud. Wirru walked the way out and found a smile fighting its way onto his features. He tugged the arrow from the wood, waving it in the air.

‘Landed in the wood but missed the centre! It looks like you need the practice,’ he called as he walked back. Luminara snorted, taking up her stance again.

He was content to watch, sensing the tension in each draw. In truth, he had expected this outburst sooner. In all the time they had been travelling together, Luminara had remained an obscure mystery. With each tragedy that had come for her, she had responded with anything from glibness to frustration, an attitude that was entirely too casual for all the world continued to heap on her. He had watched grown men handle a maiming with less steel. As Wirru watched her let loose, it was as if she’d simply been waiting for a target.

That was how they spent a good portion of their night, in relative silence as Luminara worked. Arrows flew through the night with middling success for the young Loghari woman, and Wirru retrieved them every time, striding back and forth without complaint. It was not an evening to train or hold small mistakes against her, so little critique fell from his mouth, only the occasional touch to raise her elbow or straighten her back.

Luminara worked that night until her arms trembled at the draw of a bowstring, until her breath came quicker and harder. When her rage had worked its way out of her and into the bow, she finally lowered the weapon.

‘It helped,’ she said. ‘I didn’t think it would help.’

‘Bottling up one’s anger is a recipe for disaster. Emotions demand to be honoured – better you honour them with wood rather than flesh.’ Wirru had honoured his own emotions to a fault. When Tallulah had left him, he had ridden out to the middle of nowhere and found an abandoned building to ravage – had torn it apart with his bare hands to feel something other than heartbreak. He had left the place demolished. ‘I need to summon the Knights of the Blessing to the homestead.’

Luminara paused, twisted, almost slipped on her own feet.

‘War is coming to the empire, whether we like it or not. I need to speak with them and figure out what the plan is going forward. Where Faysal’s ashes were hidden. Though I have not slain Rianthran yet, I can delay his climb.’ He did not like it any more than Luminara did. ‘I know you hate them. You have every reason to – many of them have done terrible things to your people in the name of defending the sanctity of Fíorcre. I’m not asking that you talk to them. I’m just asking that you allow me to bring them here.’

‘Why are you asking me?’ Luminara asked. She had an unwavering, owlish stare and as her Blessing scoured him, her magick set the hair prickling on the back of his neck. He had begun to recognise the wave of prickling that came over his form when she was searching for something from him. ‘Why does my opinion matter?’

‘I do not aspire to disrespect,’ Wirru remarked. ‘If there’s one thing I’ve learnt from a long life, it’s that kindness and consideration are relatively easy to dole out. It’s twice as difficult to be an asshole.’

She pressed her lips together, turning Tallulah’s bow in her hands as she pondered the predicament. He would tell her it was Tallulah’s bow at some point, he swore to himself, when he figured out how to explain Sean-toil’s presence, too, and the way that fate had thrown them together.

She finally answered, her eyes flicking towards the sound of Jivin’s idle approach. ‘You can speak with them, but I do not wish to meet with them. I don’t wish to know them.’

‘Time to retire for the evening, Luminara?’ Jivin asked delicately, holding a gilded hand out to the archer. He had a relaxing effect on her, the tension in her shoulders easing as she turned towards him. Luminara hooked the bow over her shoulders, taking his hand with effortless grace. ‘You look like you might need a hot bath and a meal – I believe Tahmina and Daire have both saved you a plate.’

Then they were gone, two perfectly paired shadows disappearing into the wildflowers and long grass. Wirru waited for them to disappear within the lamplight of Tahmina’s homestead before he turned his mind upon what needed to be done. There was so much to consider. He unsheathed the holy blade of Xanthos, the one made from folded metal, humming as he reached out to the land. The magick of the refuge was strong in Tahmina’s homestead, leaving plenty of latent energy for him to make sure that this call was a strong one.

‘Scairt,’ he said, speaking the word of power as the blade began to glow. A ring of pale blue light emanated from his sword as he lowered it to the ground, letting out an exhausted sigh. This was the last thing he wanted to do, but he had never had much of a choice when it came to matters of duty. He thrust the sword of Xanthos into the soft earth. ‘Knights of the Blessing, I summon thee.’

One by one, along the ring of light, the earth began to glow. The radiance slowly took shape within the darkness, sharpening into the spectral forms of the Knights of the Blessing who Wirru had spent several decades avoiding. It had been a despicably difficult task to avoid his brothers in arms after Faysal’s death – how insistently they’d checked in on him, how dearly they’d once longed to be friends – but Wirru had been set upon solitude. That had been his burden to bear.

Princely Olivier and wizened Galahad; Jamal al-Din in his spectacles and Lencho, reclining; Cian looking as if he had been dragged from bed; the False Hero, Meallan. They were all that was left of Tallulah’s reign. The other men were younger and unfamiliar at a glance, new sentinels of Xanthos. Wirru had left the order entirely in his comrades’ hands and they had managed the training and anointing of knights in his absence.

Grief had destroyed Wirru and any echo of heroism within him. The year that followed Tallulah’s death had been swallowed by Wirru’s pursuit of vengeance. He had left the city of Xanthos to Galahad and roamed the country, decimating any Loghari force he found in the hope of luring Faysal into a true fight. Without Tallulah, there had been no point to the ritual and pomp of the Knights of the Blessing.

Despite Galahad’s age and his station as the Prime Knight of Xanthos, Wirru’s commands retained precedence as the higher power. They all bowed to him as the Hero of Fíorcre. He opened his mouth and spoke, finding all levity departing him.

‘The new Ramosani has burnt the town of Glengormley in what was once Zamurradi land. There is a report of fifty dead on the ground – what do we know?’

‘We’re here.’ One of the younger knights spoke, a man with a dark beard. Murcadh, Wirru thought his name was. ‘The number of deaths has been overblown; at most we think there are twenty dead but there’s not much left on the ground to make a true call. The flame caught the forest that surrounded the town and it has left two leagues of ash to sort through.’

‘Do we know why he did this?’ Jamal al-Din asked, tone distinctly even.

‘No,’ Murcadh said, shaking his head. ‘It’s senseless violence.’

Rianthran had not seemed senseless.

‘I need an audience with you all.’ Wirru was not sure how long it had been since they’d all congregated in one place, and none had deigned to demand Wirru’s attendance. They had allowed him to drift untethered through the world after Tallulah’s passing, just as he had wanted. Perhaps they thought him arrogant to demand something of them now, but Wirru couldn’t bring himself to give a shit. ‘Murcadh, you stay at Glengormley in case there are people in the surrounding towns who need your help. Meallan – your estate is the closest, no? Take your men to scour what is left for survivors, to bury the dead that were not totally incinerated.’

Meallan nodded. In a full suit of armour, Meallan was an Elvish Wirru: built from flesh and blood but far more noble.

‘I need to speak with the order of old,’ Wirru finally stated. This was a conversation the young knights had no place in, for they had not been there for the course of events Wirru needed to retrace. ‘I thank you all for your attendance. We stay steadfast and true, no matter the cost.’

There were murmurs of agreement as the younger men faded away into the dark.

‘I need to know where Faysal’s ashes were hidden.’ Wirru cast his eyes over the spectral knights. How their faces had changed in a way that Wirru’s had not, the burden of time born by their mortal frames. ‘I need to know what happened. The Ramosani is chasing his Ascension two decades earlier than his predecessors, barely more than a boy of twenty, and I intend to stop him. But I cannot stop him if I do not know where I am going.’

The old order of Xanthos looked to one another, brows furrowing as a yawning silence stretched out across the paddock. The whispering grasses were louder than these mice that stood before Wirru. Slowly, all eyes turned towards Galahad.

The Prime Knight of Xanthos, anointed ruler in the absence of their princess, was Wirru’s mortal mirror. They had once looked a great deal like one another, fair-skinned and golden haired. But as the cycle had turned, Galahad had grown wizened and silvered. Though his eyes remained cuttingly sharp, the lines around them were heavy. The weight of glorious purpose.

Galahad – Galahad the Shining, Galahad the Blessed, Galahad the Great – sighed. ‘Our options were limited at the tail end of the conflict.’ His tone betrayed the fact that Wirru would not like where this was leading. ‘With Faysal’s storms having decimated a great stretch of our colonial workforce and the concern from Fíorcren nobility over housing such a monster among their dead, there seemed only one soul capable of holding his ghost away from our fair nation.’

‘Was he entombed with Samir, then?’ Wirru pressed, impatient for a straight answer.

‘No,’ Cian spoke. He had once been little more than a boy who Wirru had trained to hold a sword – now he was old enough to wear guilt like a grown man. ‘We did not. The argument was had—’

‘Cian,’ Olivier interrupted, woeful.

‘Someone has to tell him,’ Cian responded, more tersely than Wirru was accustomed to.

Wirru had a gift for secrets. He kept them incessantly, like a dragon with a fine horde. He kept them so prolifically he’d lost track of all the lies he’d told. Standing before the Knights of the Blessing, Wirru’s secret-keeping came to nip at his heels as he realised that every man in this gathering was keeping something from him.

‘Tell me what?’ Wirru asked. His jaw ticked.

‘It was Tallulah’s duty, Wirru, to stand as a symbol of prosperity and peace for Fíorcre,’ Galahad said, and the world spun out around them both. ‘Ayano Imtiyaz Faysal, the last Ramosani of Loghar, was entombed in Tallulah’s chapel in Dún Lúiche.’

A rage that Wirru had buried within himself, tucked away beneath several decades of idle heroism and concealed by the curation of a life that had been informed by Tallulah’s absence, reared within his chest. He felt it break loose, a leak in a dam he’d spent an eternity building. The magick of the land surged inwards towards him, anxious to answer the call of his fury, and he was forced to push that power away.

‘You buried her, for all eternity, with her murderer?’ His tongue was working of its own volition, trying to clarify a level of bastardry Wirru had thought even Galahad incapable of.

‘We entombed them in the same building, Wirru, we hardly put them in the same bed. It was her duty, to protect us.’ That was Lencho’s voice, the steward who stood with his eyes turned away from Wirru. Years of nobility had left him with little guile, and several voices cut back, sharply, as Wirru saw red.

‘Don’t you use duty as a shield,’ Olivier cried. ‘Not when you stand as more steward than knight. The girl wanted nothing to do with her role as empress.’

The argument flared up between them, every knight bickering and snarling as the old order took up their familiar positions along the landscape of the debate. Wirru’s heart drummed in his chest, loud enough to drown out any human voice, and he said nothing. He stood studying the spectral projection of Galahad, trying to find some humanity within the marble façade before him. To his credit, Galahad did not hide from his gaze.

‘I could slit you from neck to navel for what you’ve done,’ Wirru hissed. It was soft enough that between nigh seven men, his threat was swallowed by the breadth of the argument.

‘You could try,’ Galahad mouthed. The two had not traded blows in many years, but as Wirru stood in that paddock, he fantasised about it. Even though they were half a land apart, if animosity alone was enough to render a man dead, then Galahad would have been forced from this mortal coil on the spot.

There was no time for this discourse. If Faysal’s ashes were hidden at Dún Lúiche, the Loghari princeling would have to cross into the heart of Fíorcre to retrieve them.

‘His ashes are in Dún Lúiche,’ Wirru said, louder, cutting off the argument. ‘You’d best hope I reach them before Rianthran, for if I don’t, all of you will have to recall what it is to truly serve your country.’



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

The flight from Tahmina’s homestead was a swift one, the troupe energised with a renewed purpose.

‘I’ll only slow you down,’ Daire admitted before their departure, enveloped in a fierce hug by Medea. He had decided to stay with Tahmina to care for the farm, settling in with Mahmud when Luminara left the place. Luminara gave them a wide berth, staying at Jivin’s shoulder or positioning herself beside Wirru and out of the way of their fascinated stares.

Tahmina had bundled her into some fresh clothing, along with yet another shirt surreptitiously stolen from Jivin’s expansive wardrobe. It was an oddly masculine cut after years in the tea girl silks, but there was a mischief to it, from stealing the clothes to feeling as if she could dress without worrying about the frame of femininity.

Before they left, Wirru handed her a pair of finely crafted hand axes and one of his own weapons. A sturdy, thick thing that looked like a dagger in its sheath if someone unsuspecting were to note it on her hip. When she carefully slipped it from the sheath, she found it lined with notched teeth. A sword-breaker.

‘You think axes are what I should be using?’ Luminara asked him, head cocking to the side as she weighed the things in her hand. He hadn’t yet settled on the best close-range weapon for her during their training sessions. These axes were smaller than the great weapon they’d been using to chop lumber, but they felt right beneath her touch. If she slipped and dropped them, she’d lose at least two of her toes.

‘They’re inelegant but effective,’ was all Wirru said. ‘You suit them.’

She snorted. ‘Are you calling me inelegant?’

‘I’m calling you brutal.’ The knight smiled wryly. ‘I’ve seen the ferocity with which you take to chopping a log. I think if you land in a fight with someone you really don’t like, they’re not likely to walk away with all their limbs.’

They needed to carve a clean path through the land, not worry about what was dragging behind them, so they left the caravans behind. Wirru wished Tahmina farewell with a kiss to the tops of her knuckles as she stood on the hill watching them depart, chewing on her lip all the while.

Then they rode harder than Luminara knew was possible. Wirru on his ivory stallion and a trail of Tahmina’s horses behind him, all picked for their swift legs and experience upon the road. From the first moment Luminara was mounted upon her new stallion, she found herself reacquainted with a thing of Blessed craftsmanship. The saddle on which she sat was softer than a bed to sit upon, and after a day’s ride, it left her with nothing but a dull, bearable ache.

She knew riding was hard. She’d heard the complaining of the guardsmen after a long day, when they retired to the courtyards for their evening drink. The tingling of magick in the saddle mitigated any shock to her form and kept her following Wirru’s tail, through the long grass and into the web of forests that covered the breadth of Fíorcre.

They camped within the forest at Wirru’s behest, later in the day than they would have on the caravan trail. She swore he did not sleep in the days that followed, standing guard while they slept. Any pretence of humanity had been discarded in the wake of their frantic flight. The ride was too hard for them to discuss the true nature of what would happen at the end of this trip, though Luminara tried to gently broach the question of their plan.

A gentle hand on the shoulder from Jivin warned her off that discussion. Inevitably they would have to have a true conversation about where they were going, but until then, Wirru drove them on. Luminara did not need to ask where they were going – the golden thread of destiny that joined her and Rianthran drew her along, the call growing stronger the further they travelled into the Fíorcren heartland.

She lay in the dark every evening – her arm resting against Jivin’s – fixated on that thread. The web shifted only in the slowest, most imperceptible of ways, and she had spent most of her life disregarding it entirely. She had let that web cast the world in a hazy, golden light, never inspecting it too closely, because magick had been her birthright in this peculiar world. Now she focused her eyes upon the singular thread she recognised as Rianthran’s, trying to grasp it between her fingers.

Nejla would have been able to do what Luminara could not. She would have remade destiny, rebound that golden thread to the Svarnishman who lay slumbering beside her. She would have trimmed destiny down into something decidedly manageable.

Threads of the web came and went, like shimmers of sunlight, and there were a dozen that stretched between her and the troupe she travelled alongside. If she spent too long staring at them in the darkness, her vision swam with spectral doubles, like she’d chosen to gaze directly into an open flame. There was nothing to be done about it, so Luminara closed her eyes until the feeling had settled and slowly rolled onto her side to face Jivin.

How pretty the bard was, with his thick brows and the soft tilt of his eyes. That was a thought she tucked away deep beneath her collarbone, somewhere that was still shockingly tender despite everything that should have hammered it into steel. Even war could not destroy the girlish child within Luminara, who’d adored being adored.

So, she slept. Woke. Rode. Her initial crossing of Fíorcre with Jivin’s troupe had taught her this land was as vast as the sky above, and with each day, there was more of it. When they finally reached the forest that had forever lingered in the distance, Wirru led them within the fold of the network of dark sentinels. Though her horse jostled and shifted uneasily beneath her once they were inside the trapping of the woods, Wirru’s stallion was unflappable.

‘We have to talk about where we’re going,’ she said to Medea one night. The orc had an open, friendly disposition, the only one who might be physically imposing enough to go head-to-head with their guide. ‘Wirru may not be in a mindset to speak about it, but he has a plan, right? He must have a plan.’

‘He has a plan,’ Medea said, nodding her head. ‘But he won’t tell us until it’s too late to change it. He’s got the most experience in the matters of warfare and destiny.’

We survive under the shelter of one another, little bobcat. Make sure your shelter is a sturdy one.

‘It would be nice if he’d share some of that experience,’ Luminara mused. Despite all the training and work they’d done, Wirru had a talent for keeping them at arm’s length. Luminara could speak to her impressions of Wirru, to the fractions of information she’d gleaned from watching him from afar, but she had little concrete information about who he was prior to their tentative alliance.

The Golden Terror, the Hero of Fíorcre, the Chosen Sword. The epithets piled up. Yet to Luminara, he was just a brooding man in a silvery suit of armour who had a talent for keeping his tongue tied.

‘At the end of this road, Rianthran is waiting for us,’ Luminara murmured. She slid closer to Medea on the grass and the orc wrapped an arm around her narrow shoulders, squeezing her to her side. ‘I would like to know what Wirru intends to do with him once we’re there.’

‘He’ll stop him.’ Medea’s broad hand rubbed Luminara’s uninjured arm in gentle circles. ‘We’re early in the cycle according to my study. We have the chance to make a difference here, and Wirru will pick the path that requires the least bloodshed. He’s got no taste for it.’

Luminara pressed her lips together, hard, and let herself be settled. There was little to be done except stare at the glimmering threads in the dark.

On the twelfth day of riding, they rode almost directly into something they had not anticipated. When travelling through a low valley, Wirru turned the troupe west, where they were faced with a great sea of people between the trees. Luminara reflexively grasped on the reins and drew her horse back, dropping low in her saddle as a hundred echoes of her mother tongue hit her ears.

The forest was too dense, too quiet. It did well to keep them hidden from prying eyes, but it had also swallowed the sound of a hundred men until they were nearly upon them. Wirru hissed.

It was a Loghari army. A flood of Silhuehta silvers in the dense emerald thicket, their garbs marked with the many houses from which they came. The sight of them sent the wind sweeping through Luminara as her golden eyes turned towards home.

She wondered how many of them she knew, how many of them she’d be able to name. Certainly not all one hundred, but enough to feel unsettled at the thought of them coming to harm. Many would have been Orotho’s friends; they would have once watched her as a child or been allies with her mother. Zinat would never have wanted this.

‘Wirru?’ Jivin called. The knight did not turn, a marble fixture upon his stallion, waving a hand in some signal Luminara had not been made privy to.

Jivin guided his horse alongside Wirru and the two traded a few quiet words, none of which Luminara caught. It was only a matter of time before the army spotted the troupe, even through the thick forest. If they were not careful, the army would be upon them before they could draw a blade. Her ears were too distracted by the familiar onslaught of the Loghari language, her mind split as she attempted to decipher a dozen conversations at once. There was a nod before the bard circled back towards his troupe. Her gaze homed in upon his face as she tried to discern his voice from the din.

‘Luminara, Hayat, you’re with me.’ Jivin spoke quickly, his horse jigging beneath him. ‘Medea, you’re with Wirru. Be quick now. We can’t afford to be caught in this skirmish. No warring party survives the halls of Céad Coillte.’




CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

They did not have the time for this, but Wirru, a man unmade by his grief, could not let an army veer so close to Tahmina’s homestead.

He took Medea with him. The orc was sweet. She was young enough to still have the softness of baby fat rounding out her cheeks and often too timid to interject in a conversation if not expressly invited. She was every bit the scholar, which was why people often disregarded the nature of the orcish search for knowledge. To document what occurred in every battle or skirmish, they had to survive it.

Medea was a warrior through and through and had been prepared for the reality of war. She sent her horse along after Hayat’s, bringing only her weapons and a heavy mask with her.

‘Circle around to the west and scare them towards me,’ he said, pure command in his tone. ‘I’ll manage the rest.’

He stalked through the trees, unseen by all. How foolish they were, to send their army through the forest without their Ramosani to protect them from his wrath. They had cut down trees as they travelled, cleared out the saplings to set up camp, lives they could not comprehend laid down at their feet for tinder and tents. As he scanned the many campfires tucked between the human forms, he saw fruits pulled from trees before their time. His stomach twisted.

The rage in Wirru was an ancient thing. He could not recall a time when it had not been rooted in his belly, working its way through him like a strangler fig on an oak tree. The rage unwound as he stalked through the trees, summoned back into existence by Galahad’s betrayal and turned loose upon the Loghari by his own hand.

‘Orc!’ the cry came from the far side of the clearing. It was only one at first, but it spread, panic catching like wildfire amongst the army. It came again and again, in a dozen different dialects. ‘It’s an orc!’

Medea slammed into the field like a battering ram. The camp splintered around her, soldiers scattering to get out of the way of an orcish warrior in her prime. She let out a great bellowing roar.

One orc could not take on a small army alone. It was not the threat of a blade that had the Loghari party fleeing from Medea’s reach, it was the threat of liquid magick unique to her kind. Volatile magick, mined from the veins of the earth, could be wielded to devastating effect in the right hands. Of course, Medea intended to use none of that. All the latent magick in this conflict lay in Wirru’s hands.

While the Loghari soldiers scrambled to get out of Medea’s way, Wirru had to move. The panic would only last long enough for them to mobilise as a collective. Once they got their legs beneath them, they’d overwhelm Medea swifter than he could cleave through them.

Wirru’s skin shifted first. It grew mottled and hard as it transformed into bark, taking on the sheen of molten gold. The green of his irises crept over his eyes until even the whites were the colour of fresh forest leaves. He was a child of the forest and he would defend it from this scourge, as he had a hundred times before. Humanity was not a friend of the Aos Sí.

When the first man turned towards him and saw the warrior who stepped out of the tree line, he had little more than a moment to recognise what stood before him.

Wirru reached not for the sword forged by a human hand. He reached for the weapon on his back that had been shaped by the spirits of the forest. He felt the wood of the pommel snake over his fingers, becoming one with his form. There was no one on earth capable of wrenching it from his grasp.

Wirru swung the blade and cleaved straight through the first man – he did not need the blade’s full strength for this.

A sapling bloomed where he struck. A young, green tree burst to life from the flesh of the young soldier, called into existence by the commencement of violence. Before he’d collapsed, the second came for Wirru. His head fell cleanly from his body, the open wound transforming into a bed of thick, green moss.

Rage snaked into Wirru’s throat and he bellowed. It was the war cry of the land, the cracking and crashing of a broken tree, a cacophony of fallen life let loose from his chest. His current form did not have vocal cords in the traditional sense, but it certainly knew how to make a statement.

Then, the war came to Wirru. As it always did.

There was a rhythm to warfare, when one was familiar enough with it. The average person would never live long enough to become so acquainted with a battlefield that they’d hear the rhythm drumming beneath the clash of weaponry and the hum of death. But Wirru’s ears found that old tune and fell into form as the army turned towards him.

Man after man came for Wirru, sent by a fear older than sin itself. Sent by what they thought was patriotism. Each of them believed they were drawn to a higher calling of some variety, and they were struck down for Céad Coillte, an ancient force they could not comprehend. From their fallen corpses came young birch trees and oak saplings. From the blood of humanity came technicolour blossoms that claimed their place in the world through slithering green veins that rendered the men husks.

When the work was done, there would be another nursery in Céad Coillte. So Wirru swung and slashed, rending limbs from bodies with a mechanical excellence. Though warriors old and young came for Wirru, no blade forged by a human hand could leave a mark on his gilded skin.

It was only after enough of their men had died that the others realised the reality of the death approaching them. They turned and fled, leaving their fine horses and tents behind. He heard prayers shouted over their shoulders, fleeting pleas for their lives.

The Loghari who died there would never see their ancestors. They would not be entombed. Their Blessings would be passed on to nobody but the earth that welcomed the nutrition.

He was the Hero of Fíorcre. He did what he had to, for there was no other choice.




CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Nobody spoke of the conflict when Wirru and Medea returned from the fray. They went right back to riding, ignoring the scarlet stain that Wirru had not quite succeeded at cleaning from his pale hair.

The silence sat heavy upon Luminara’s shoulders and her stomach churned, leaving her more uneasy than ever. She was not yet used to violence settling itself in her life. If this journey ended a war before it truly began, perhaps she would not need to. Perhaps these flashes of darkness would be a fleeting memory. Perhaps Loghar would persist, would thrive despite everything, if she played this right.

On the third night of riding after the skirmish, Luminara heard a whistle from across a nearby ridge. It was the call of a bird she had once heard rise with the dawn when she woke within Silhuehta’s walls. She searched the surroundings for the animal only to find Wirru’s silvery blond hair disappearing into the green monolith.

It was not hard to slip away and join him.

‘I need you to tell me everything you know about Rianthran,’ Wirru said, his fair face grave. She took one skirting glance over to where they had camped, ensuring they were far away from the others – they would not approve of his prying – and told Wirru everything.

Was she a traitor for this? Perhaps. There were certainly Loghari patriots who would have considered this confession the final step at which she had truly turned against her kind, discussing the secrets of Silhuehta, but she had been given no reason to believe she could not trust Wirru. The world would not allow her to make war with it in the way Wirru and Rianthran could.

Like a moon lily, Luminara opened. To have Wirru understand entirely what she had gone through, perhaps then she could find a path forward that would work for them all. She did not have enough information to truly make an accurate judgement of what was to come.

She told him about Rianthran. She told him about his soft-spoken manner, about how he had been so quiet that half the time Luminara had been the only one who’d heard him voice his opinions. She told Wirru about Rianthran’s relationship with Inaaya and how he mumbled in his sleep. She told him about the hounds and where Fidda had come from, about the way he had always been reading something she couldn’t have made sense of. She told him of how she had been so infatuated with him, how they had always been attached in some way. How he had cared for the married couple with their missing daughter, how he’d listened intently to their every word. The story of Rianthran came pouring from her, having been previously immortalised only in her memory.

‘The knight investigating Glengormley believes its destruction was senseless,’ Wirru told her after a long stretch of silence, when there was no more to tell. Luminara had not allowed Rianthran into their conversations, intent upon keeping him far from the new sanctuary she’d carved out for herself within Jivin’s troupe, yet his shadow now sat in the long grass with them. ‘I think he’s lying. I’m not sure what reason he has to lie, because I don’t know him particularly well. Do you know why your Ramosani would have burnt down the town?’

As she contemplated it, the horror that had lived in the back of her mind since learning of Glengormley crawled forward once more.

‘No, I don’t.’ Luminara shook her head. ‘I keep thinking about it, pondering what could have happened to provoke him. I don’t know.’

She and Wirru had both been exhausted for a long time, and standing in the evening air, she saw him for the twin flame that he was, flickering in the wind. Together they listened to the distant, idle lute strumming that carried through the rustling leaves; when Jivin did not sleep, he played.

Wirru slowly took his hands to the leather harness he wore, unstoppering each bottle that the sprites lived within. The vibrant fairies fluttered free of their homes, taking to the night air. As they chittered to each other, their bodies took up a glow that left lazy lines of luminescence in their wake. Bucket was the last sprite to crawl free, poking its fuzzy head out from the lip of the bottle and peering up at Wirru. He helped the fairy out with a delicate touch.

‘I was going to marry Tallulah,’ he admitted softly, lifting Bucket up to his face. The sprite reached out to touch the knight’s face with tiny hands, patting his milky skin. ‘Historically, I have never married the Saved, because it always spells trouble for us, but she was so hopeful that it would be different in our cycle. She thought she could make an ally out of Faysal – free the colonies from Fíorcre’s rule, make peace with Loghar instead of war. She was so full of faith.

‘I was a Knight of the Blessing. The youngest of my lot, sent from the forest to watch over the royal city of Xanthos. She was a princess. It was our duty to watch over her and, being the closest to her in age, our bond seemed easy. They brought suitors from all over the empire to Xanthos to try to marry her off to someone more suitable. Samir was among them, come all the way from Svarna to make an ally out of the most powerful empire in the east. Faysal showed up uninvited amid the rabble, insisting he was the best choice for a political marriage, and had he not been a grown man, the knights might have considered it. But he was too old, and Tallulah didn’t want to marry someone for political reasons. Of course she didn’t – she was growing into a young woman who wanted to marry for love.

‘So, eventually, she proposed to me. That was her way. She’d never wait for me to do something, because I’d take too long for her liking, so she traded a braid to a fairy and got a golden acorn for it. Tallulah gave it to me and informed me that we were getting married because we were perfect for one another – who was I to tell her no?’ With a gentle flick of his wrist, he helped Bucket into the air. The sprite sparked up a fiery orange glow that flickered with each beat of its wings. ‘The Knights of the Blessing made a great event of the preparation, even though we would have happily got married under any tree that was big enough with just about any priest we could find.

‘When the time came, I found myself excited about it. She’d convinced me things wouldn’t go wrong this time. She didn’t even make it to the aisle.’ He took a breath, voice itching slightly. He fingered a necklace that Luminara hadn’t noticed before, a braided cord with a glint of gold at the end – the acorn Tallulah had given him. ‘Faysal didn’t handle the news of her betrothal well. He was convinced she was his wife from the previous cycle, Sitara the Sharp, and all the memories he had inherited from his Ascension told him so. When reality no longer aligned with his vision of the world, it broke something within him. He went to her on the morning of our wedding, pretending he was there to broker peace, and he slaughtered her.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Luminara whispered, seeing the grief that threatened to strangle him once more.

‘That was how the last war started. On that day, in that church, Faysal made himself a war criminal by stepping onto holy ground and murdering a princess of Xanthos.’ He waved his hand to the side. ‘Samir was so broken by her death that in the days that followed he took his dragon and tried to strike Faysal down himself. Despite thinking he was invincible, Samir could not, in fact, withstand a direct lightning shot. If Tallulah was not invincible, neither was he – he should have known that.

‘If your Rianthran goes through the Ascension successfully, he’ll be taking on Ayano Imtiyaz Faysal. You understand that, don’t you?’ Wirru drew her gaze back to him, his own eyes glowing in the dark. ‘He’ll be your quiet boy and he’ll be the man who murdered Tallulah, who struck down Samir.’

Luminara’s eyes had always been fantastic at seeing through falsehood. Ever since she had been a wee babe, falsehood had fallen over strangers’ faces like the shadow of a bird. Though she had not known Wirru long enough to know all his little signals and signs, when he told her the story of Tallulah his milky-skinned features were cast in unquestionable clarity.

‘If we arrive prior to the ritual’s completion, we can interrupt it. We can stop the Alahl’s return.’ Luminara paused as Bucket perched atop her head. She reached upwards with her burnt hand, feeling a cooling tickle wash over her knuckles as Bucket patted the bandages. They had both exposed their hands and when fixed by that simple, open look from Wirru, she found that any objection she’d had was swallowed by a growing void within her.

She had liked Rianthran. She had been so terribly, incredibly fond of him and that fondness had nigh killed her. When she opened her mouth to speak once more, it was with the same tone of voice that had fallen from Zinat’s mouth when a harsh truth became inevitable. ‘If we cannot stop the ritual – then we must slay Rianthran.

‘If Rianthran goes to war with Fíorcre, the Loghari people will suffer. Not merely from the war but from what follows. From the trade war and the empire’s creeping borders, from the encroachment upon their way of life. Loghar is already an echo of itself.’ She took a deep, gulping breath as she tried to swallow a rising upset. ‘The city I was born in was once a magick city. It was driven by magi, because there were once magick circles within Loghar’s borders. A Blessing does not a mage make, and that decay – it happens after every war. If I weigh up the cost of this conflict, Rianthran loses. He loses every time.’

The relief that flooded Wirru’s features washed the black noose of grief from his shoulders.

Though he had clearly not expected her concession, Luminara found herself hard-pressed to fight the man. He had done all he could for her, from healing her burnt body to her unsettled mind.

They wandered back to the camp, taking to the rest of their dinner with ravenous interest. Jivin had certainly noticed their absence, giving her a curious look upon her return. She squeezed his hand and teased him into playing an old Loghari love song instead – an easy distraction from that old, existential wheel rattling towards them at a furious speed.




CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Tallulah’s glen sat in the centre of a broad valley, a lush layer of tree cover shielding it from the world. Wirru and the troupe took themselves into the glen horse by horse; they were careful in traversing the steep path down. The paths here were paved but the forest had come to reclaim them, trees overrunning whole portions of road that made the travel on horseback tricky.

Wirru led the way on his stallion, Enbarr, with Jivin and Luminara behind him and Medea carrying up the back with Hayat. He went first because his horse was the most sure-footed of the lot; if Enbarr slipped, then those behind would all need to reroute. As Wirru descended he felt his mind settling, spiralling downwards into that black well as he caught glimpses of Tallulah’s chapel through the dense greenery.

This was where the Knights of the Blessing had buried her.

This was where they had buried Faysal, the black-hearted tyrant who had murdered her.

He needed to move quicker. He knew that Enbarr could have taken to the valley with a single leap if he had commanded it, but he could not abandon those who followed him.

The air was heavy with the threat of rain, black storm clouds crowding above their heads. Moisture clung to the leaves as they plodded along, droplets filtering down and soaking Wirru’s brow. He had grown to dread rain; when the last war broke out, the knights learnt to flee for cover at the first fallen droplet.

Wirru wished his paranoia now was a trick of the mind, a terrible coincidence of a world set upon hurting him. Still, he kept looking for the leonine Faysal in his peripheral vision, somehow expecting to catch a glimpse of him between the trees, a storm incarnate. He was sweating by the time they reached the bottom of the glen, covered in a thick layer of warmth beneath his armour.

The chapel emerged from the valley floor, its modest spires breaking into the sky between the trees. It was everything Tallulah would have wanted: delicate framework and stained-glass windows. The stone path that guided their approach was tinted a fair rose colour, lined by ghostlights set on flowering lampposts. The valley floor had been flattened to make room for stretches of gardens that burst with flowers, stone beds piled with candles and offerings for the princess’s soul. The final resting place of his beloved, left to sleep in the primordial cradle of the world.

There were other horses here. Four of them: Loghari breeds with shimmering coats and high-set tails. Wirru paused, drawing the troupe to a halt.

‘They’ve beaten us,’ he said softly, more to Enbarr than the others. The others could not hear him, but they certainly had functioning eyes – they would see the animals that stood ahead.

He whistled, the sound of a finch from the area, and pointed to the gardens that surrounded the chapel. Enbarr took the signal and trotted into the flowering fields that had grown wild with time. This place had not been tended to in some time, budding wildflowers overwhelming what was left of a rosebush. They might have been manicured gardens when the chapel had initially been built, but they had taken on a life of their own, just as Tallulah would have wanted.

‘This is the place I saw,’ Luminara remarked as she slipped from her horse. It was Blessed luck that Tahmina had trained all of the troupe’s horses. ‘This is a church?’

Wirru swore beneath his breath.

‘You’ve never seen a church before,’ Jivin said, realising the depth of their misstep. Wirru turned and shared a long look with the bard; they had made the same mistake every man faced with a Seer often made. It made sense that Luminara had not recognised the building in her visions for what it was. In Loghar there were temples and tombs, not chapels. ‘You thought it was a tomb.’

She had not been entirely wrong in that assumption, though the burial traditions were vastly different.

Standing in the gardens, Wirru dragged off the heaviest layers of his armour. It took time, but his chest plate and his gauntlets would bring a quiet death before holy fire. He dumped them in the grass with his pauldrons, no longer precious about his worn protections. By the time he had shucked the faded remnants of his herohood, he was rendered a mere man.

He holstered his swords back at his hips and the sprites across his chest, knowing that if he did not take them into Tallulah’s church, they would never forgive him.

They had come too far together. Bucket had spent twenty years away from the princess – if Wirru left the sprites outside, they might never have the chance to see Tallulah again.

‘Medea, Hayat. Stay out here. If things go awry, I’ll get Jivin out the door, and you’re to get him back to the farm as quickly as these horses can go.’ They were smart enough not to object when they saw the look in Wirru’s eyes.

She clenched her jaw and nodded sharply, as if righting herself for a fight.

Together the trio walked towards the chapel – the hero, the bard and the seer. Each step leading to the chapel was lined with luminescent stone that would have once guided the way for pilgrims who travelled to this glen. The light carried them forward. Wirru tapped a heel against it as he stepped on the one closest to the chapel, watching the ripple of light that ran along the paved path at the impact, threading through the glen. He beheld the chapel doors with their swirling, wrought-iron embellishments. The three shared an uncertain look before Jivin spoke, his voice full of a much-needed humour.

‘If he’s smart, he’ll have a trap sitting on the other side of the door to slay the first person who throws them open.’

Luminara snorted. ‘We can go through the front door. Rianthran isn’t that calculating.’

Wirru lay both his scarred hands on the doors and pushed them open, the first of them to step within Tallulah’s tomb.

Where did they bury you, sweet thing?

Patterned tiles stretched along the floor before them, forming petals beneath their feet down the length of the aisle. The chapel was a love letter to Fíorcren faith, the great apse at the back of the church adorned with stained glass laid out in a patterned sunburst. It was surrounded by gilded angels, cherubs with drawn bows looking lovingly down at the altar that sat at their feet. Each ledge of stone was piled with the same offerings that littered the outside of the chapel, yet many of these candles were lit. There were bouquets wrapped in pastel ribbons, teddy bears brought from afar for the last princess of Fíorcre.

Upon the altar, a girl lay inside a crystal prism. Her hair cast a fiery crown around her skull, so long it draped over the side of her eternal bed.

Wirru’s throat was suddenly thick, his mouth dry. She was dressed in sapphire silk. It was the last dress he had seen her in, the sheen of it living on in his dreams. Her wedding dress was a thing of beauty she had picked out with the help of her mother, meant to glimmer like someone had taken a sheath of the night sky and crafted a gown with heavenly thread. Immortalised in crystal, she was lying on a bed of ivory fabric, a silk shawl wrapped around her that was hand-painted with vibrant and varied flowers.

When I die, bury me in Svarnish silk and braid my hair. Let it be peaceful.

They had forgotten to braid her hair. That set his teeth on edge. There was such painstaking care taken with this burial and yet they had forgotten such a simple detail. Such an easy thing to get right, and not a single person had bothered to braid her hair.

Before Tallulah’s crystal coffin was Rianthran, stripped to the waist, his legs folded beneath him. His bare chest glowed from within, a vibrant light in the overcast gloom. He was covered in lines of grey paint, geometric patterns covering the majority of his torso. Only his shoulders remained bare, yet to be covered.

Wirru had arrived far too late in the ritual for his liking.

A woman stood behind Rianthran with a bowl in one hand, her dark eyes fixed on the church doors, her brown hands covered in ash. Wirru met her gaze only for a split second before she fixed on something at his shoulder.

‘Nejla?’ Luminara called down the aisle. There was a magickal bubble that divided the church in half, a translucent green shield that swirled before them, keeping the three of them from coming too close to the altar.

‘Luminara?’ the woman responded, her hands slowing on the Ramosani’s skin.

‘Nejla, what are you doing?’ Incredulity bled into Luminara’s tone – a hysteric edge.

‘I’m making sure that my home is not destroyed by Fíorcre. What are you doing, sister?’ The stranger was soft-featured, but when she looked down at them, it was with the eyes of an eagle.

‘I’m stopping this. All of this. This prophecy will destroy us all if we let it run its course. There is no beating this war – even if Loghar is on the winning side, the loss of life would be too large for us. We’d end up ruined. There’s not enough Loghari in the world to throw at the Fíorcren empire. We cannot decimate our own people. You know that.’ Luminara walked down the aisle, past Wirru. She kept her unburnt arm raised in a show of pacifism, not looking back at him. He took the chance to slip down one side of the church, sidling past a pew.

Rianthran was watching him all the while, the boy’s keen stare burning a hole into his soul.

Luminara’s voice rang out through the church, singing into the high roof. ‘Who do you think survives the next round of war, sister? With Fíorcre’s almighty armies and Rianthran burning down towns with a whisper – do you think either side comes out right this time? I understand wanting to protect your home, but this world is bigger than just you or me. If we keep following this cycle of prophecy, we all end up dead. You’re smart enough to know that.’

‘What are we supposed to do?’ Nejla shouted back. ‘I must try to keep Loghar safe. Someone must.’

‘If everyone just throws their hands up in the air and asks what they’re supposed to do when faced with war, no one ends up doing anything of meaning. The whole prophecy hinges on this idea that Fíorcre and Loghar must be at war – all it would take is one generation of peace to break the cycle!’

These were words that Wirru had heard before but he was surprised to hear them from someone so young. Wirru’s gaze flicked to Luminara’s face; it was lit with a furious passion.

‘One generation in power sitting down and deciding that they are done fighting. One lifetime where they try to set the record straight. I don’t think anyone wants to be at war. What kind of person would long for that?’

‘Brokering peace doesn’t work,’ a stranger shouted. Wirru’s eyes snapped to a man emerging from a narrow doorway ahead of him, draped in a vibrant burgundy cloak, dressed as a Loghari general of all things. Too young by halves to truly command an army, he was a smattering of seasons older than Rianthran. The stranger fixed Luminara with a knowing look as hard as iron. ‘It never fucking works. You are a child of Loghar, are you not Ayana Zinat? Do you not remember what happened to the Alahl?’

‘I know what happened to Faysal. Faysal was a tyrant. A monster who couldn’t handle the rejection of a woman who was barely more than a girl, who couldn’t fathom that reincarnation might have changed someone – so he murdered her out of spite. He never wanted to broker peace; he wanted to broker domination through a political marriage. Do not convolute the two.’ Luminara stopped in the aisle and planted her boots firmly on the tile. ‘He was no Ramosani, he was the dishonourable. The Alahl. Have you forgotten the meaning of the word? Men who treat their subjects and their friends like disposable puppets aren’t worthy of being discussed as if they were human. Faysal was a monster.’

Rain came to the glen, softly at first. A quiet curtain that fell over the valley and grew more persistent, demanding for its presence to be known as the water threw itself against the chapel’s walls. It was a thunderous thing to Wirru’s mind; he awaited Faysal’s arrival, yet it did not come. He searched for him once more within the sumptuous stretches of the chapel, expecting that comfortable laugh to break the tension.

‘Rianthran, you are not a monster. It is not the substance of our forms that makes us monsters, it is the choices we make.’ How dearly this woman must have loved him, to still believe him worthy of redemption. ‘You are misguided, but that’s not your fault. There’s a reason the Hastria kept you cooped up in the palace for all those years, away from anyone who might have tried to correct the web of lies they spun around you. It’s not a hard one to detangle. They told you only one boy was born under the moon in all of Loghar and we both know that’s not true.’

‘Enough from the traitor,’ the stranger snapped. ‘Let’s not pretend like her travelling for months with Wirru O’Connor hasn’t influenced her.’

The stranger tried to cross the pews to stop Luminara, but Wirru cut him off. He vaulted over a pew and into the stranger’s way, drawing his forged sword from its sheath. He would not draw the sword of the forest yet – no one needed to die if they could find a way through this. He and Luminara were of the same mind, it seemed, as she threw a plea down the aisle.

‘Don’t do this, Rianthran.’

‘Nejla.’ Rianthran’s first word was quiet. It was only the nature of the chapel that carried his voice so far; there was a hollow quality to the boy’s voice. Something was wrong, twisted and changed. Instead, he sounded like a man staring down a noose – knowing what was to come. ‘Let’s finish this.’

Luminara hissed. ‘This has gone far enough.’

‘Ekraam,’ Rianthran spoke again, giving Wirru the first half of the stranger’s name. He had not moved from where he sat in front of Tallulah’s crystal coffin, but as he breathed, the air that came forth was steam. ‘Don’t die.’



CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

Faysal laughed at Luminara when she stepped foot in the church.

It was a gentle, defeated sound from where he sat against Tallulah’s altar. He only gave their party a fleeting look, stripped her to the bones with a glance. Luminara tried not to give her ability to see him away, not allowing her eyes to linger on the man, yet he certainly noted their arrival. He was wearing the garb of a Ramosani, but his embellishments were far more ornate than Rianthran’s. At his neck he wore a fat, teardrop-shaped diamond whose shine could not be diminished, even by the translucent nature of his form. The chains he wore were covered in gleaming sitra – in her whole life in Silhuehta, she had known no noble so opulent.

Unlike Rianthran’s perfectly pin-straight posture, this man walked with leonine grace. He stood before Luminara and stared, barely an inch from her face; it was hard to pretend she could not see him then. His cheekbones cut sharp angles beneath his eyes; his jaw was covered in a heavy sheet of stubble speckled with silver. Those downturned eyes drilled a hole through her.

So, when she cursed Faysal’s very being, it was because the man himself was trying to spur her into a reaction. She sneered. She was exhausted of powerful men and their many looks.

‘The man who manifested the shield is a Zamurradi mage named Prem!’ Luminara shouted. She had not spent her whole life within Silhuehta without seeing Hastria Prem’s magick. He used to do it for fun for the guard recruits, manifesting green baubles for boys to break through. ‘One of the Hastria. I’ve never seen him manifest more than a hundred feet away – he has to be in this church.’

There was a sheltered area behind the shields – the safest place for a person to hide.

‘Behind Tallulah,’ Luminara said. She pointed through the shield to the back of the church; the wall of magick before her made it impossible to see anything with her Blessing, but she didn’t need to. ‘He’s got to be protecting himself.’

‘I’ve got it,’ Jivin called back, and with a long strum of his lute, he blinked out of existence. Luminara drew her bow from her back and nocked an arrow, closing her burnt fingers around the weapon as she levelled it at Rianthran’s chest.

‘Tallulah,’ Faysal’s voice spoke over her shoulder. ‘Sitara. Luminara. Whoever you think you are, you can’t stop this. You’re not that gifted.’




CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

Jivin blinked back into existence on the opposite side of the green shield. He landed on tiled, patterned floors that mimicked the shifting kaleidoscope of a flower field in the wind.

The mage was in vibrant travelling clothes, a dark-skinned man with a golden nose ring and his hood drawn over his head. The staff he held was certainly impressive at a glance, but it was unwieldy. His eyes, a deep amber, met Jivin’s and widened. He certainly had not expected to see someone land within his shields, which was much of the fun involved in having a teleportation spell tucked away in his back pocket.

‘Hello friend!’ Jivin greeted him cheerily. ‘You should really be careful; shields don’t mitigate teleportation at this scale.’

The mage knew that. He didn’t look like a fool. They hadn’t been expecting a fellow caster.

Hastria Prem swung the staff upwards, holding it defensively across his body in both hands. Though, to Jivin’s gaze, the magickal focus wasn’t meant to withstand a fight, and it would be a shame to destroy a beautiful piece of craftsmanship when they had become so scarce in this corner of the world. Jivin started another tune, mostly to keep his magick burning as he determined how to handle this Zamurradi friend.

‘You do know you’re coming up against the Wirru O’Connor, no? Hero of Fíorcre, prophesied to win every fight he picks?’ Half of the time he and Wirru stumbled into these fights, Wirru’s name was enough to turn the tide and send their enemies scattering. Yet instead of growing frightened, Hastria Prem’s eyes grew hard. ‘Ah, so you’d rather fight. I wonder if you’ve fought much up close like this.’

With one sharp move, Jivin lifted a leg and kicked Prem in the gut. He pushed the man away and sent him sprawling across the tiled floors. Scrambling to get back to his feet, the Zamurradi flipped the staff down and it hummed with light, shifting configuration. From beneath the man’s hood came a Blessed light, descending from his crown as if the sun itself shone on his shoulders. Jivin chuckled.

‘I don’t want to do this,’ Prem finally said in perfectly articulated Common. It was better than Jivin’s Common. ‘I don’t want to fight you. We just need to complete the Ascension. Then we can leave.’

‘I don’t particularly relish fighting myself, but your lot are the ones sullying Tallulah’s chapel.’ Jivin rolled his shoulders. Somewhere in his mind he was flipping through his sheet music, trying to find a song that would not shatter this church to pieces. It was largely metal and stone; it was not flammable. If the knights were to be believed, Blessed craftspeople had helped build it, which should allow it to withstand a bit of force.

‘Then we must fight.’ Prem sighed as his staff reformed. It was somewhat smaller now, far more manoeuvrable. ‘My apologies.’

Jivin’s fingers danced along the lute as he pivoted out of the staff’s reach. A hard jab of pain tore through his calf as the Hastria tried to sweep his legs out from underneath him. The end of the staff was reinforced, Jivin realised, to have provoked such a feeling with a glancing blow. He had underestimated the man. He danced to stay out of reach of the staff as Prem advanced.

The Hastria’s confidence crept up on him. He overextended on a swing and Jivin punished the mistake swiftly. He brought his lute upwards and jabbed out with the end of it, slamming his reinforced instrument into the man’s jaw. Prem reeled backwards, stumbling. For an instant Jivin hoped that the blow would render the man unconscious – he had knocked a man out with less.

Though the Hastria might have been trained for combat, Jivin doubted he’d scrapped much in his life. This was a purpose-bred fighter, groomed by a palace or a noble family.

The song he strummed next was one of the oldest tunes in his books; Jivin had discovered it etched at the base of the chest that resided in his caravan. It had not been beautifully done; the staves had been scratched into the wood by the hands of those long dead.

The air between Jivin and Prem sizzled, suddenly full of the acrid scent of ozone. The Hastria, at least, was a smart man; as he realised what was occurring, he dove back from Jivin.

A crack of lightning tore through the chamber, prickling every hair on Jivin’s body and barely missing both men. It danced between the floor and the cherubs that surrounded the stained glass above their heads. ‘Do you truly want to contend with a storm, Sir Prem? I can do this for hours.’

‘For you, I would contend with the gods themselves.’

Jivin shrugged. ‘It is a shame the core of that staff is metal, then.’

The lightning crashed down upon them again, this time arcing out from the cherubs and into the staff that was still clutched in the Hastria’s hand. The man’s eyes fluttered and Jivin tucked a boot behind his ankle, sweeping his feet out from beneath him. Knocking him to his knees was almost too easy – Jivin almost felt bad as he raised the lute once more and slammed the instrument into the mage’s head. Prem collapsed onto the decorative tiles.

‘It’s done!’ the woman they called Nejla cried from the altar.




CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

‘It’s done!’ Nejla crowed, pressing a handprint of ash to the base of Rianthran’s neck.

The shield throbbed once before it dropped, the wall of greenish magick vanishing, and Luminara did not wait. She barely recognised the reality that the ritual was over; she simply moved on instinct.

Her arrow flew from her bow as true as a bird, flying down a golden thread that linked it to Rianthran and sinking into his bare chest. He swayed and she sucked in a sharp breath.

There was nothing particularly remarkable about the completion of the Ascension, but the glow that went through the web of destiny turned the world so bright that Luminara was forced to squint through the radiance. Rianthran was not unmade by the ritual. There was nothing about the Ascension that outwardly transformed him – he still stood before her as a boy covered in the ashes of the fallen. Though destiny swirled before Luminara, she was suddenly all the more certain that he could be killed.

This could still end here.

As Rianthran swayed, his gaze flicked down to the arrow now stuck in his sternum. A cacophony of emotion warred within Luminara’s mind, screaming at her to shoot once more but also telling her what she was doing was wrong and if the gods saw this far, she’d be cursed with loneliness until the end of her days.

Rianthran’s mouth attempted to make words but no sound came out. His hands climbed upwards, touching the shaft of the arrow. His fingers explored it as if he was tracing the stem of a flower, unable to comprehend what was lodged within him.

You tried to kill me, he tried to say. They were so far past having their hearts broken that he did not seem betrayed by that fact.

Luminara had not stopped loving Rianthran – for all the nightmares in which she hated him, her heart retained none of it. Her heart was a desert in which only love could flourish. But she loved Orotho, too, and she loved the children of Silhuehta who she’d grown up with. She loved the market traders and the guardsmen of Suthuras. She loved Loghar. And it was her love of Loghar that drove her, more than her love for any boy.

Rianthran’s hands closed around the arrow and snapped it in half as Luminara reached for her quiver once more, finding another arrow.

The laugh that came from Rianthran slowed her draw. He opened his mouth and his shoulders shook, a sound falling from him that certainly sounded like Rianthran but did not belong to him – a defeated, dry sound twisting into absolute victoriousness as the Ramosani drew himself to his feet. It was such an unnatural thing, to hear another person laughing from within his body. Nejla recoiled from his side, her eyes fixed upon him in the way that one might regard a bear as it attempted to figure out who it wished to maul next.

Beside her, Luminara heard Wirru’s trading with Ekraam stop; the young warrior raced up the side of the church, joining the Ramosani. Jivin blinked back into existence beside Luminara, within arm’s reach.

‘We were too late,’ he said, yet she could not tear her eyes away from her soft-spoken Ramosani. Her Blessed sight was searching for some hint of the boy he had been when he first kissed her. She found nothing. ‘We have to go. We need to get out of here.’

She shook her head once as she raised her bow again. ‘If we cannot halt the Ascension, then he must die here. That’s what Wirru said.’

She would see this through to the end. A stream of music came from Jivin’s lute once more, the urgent strumming twisting the magick around them as the spectre of the Alahl, Ayano Imtiyaz Faysal, strode back up the aisle to join her Rianthran.

Shoot, she willed herself. Shoot and end him now before this goes any further. Shoot him in the eye.

Yet her hands would not move. Fear closed around her and turned her to ice in the face of the darkness coalescing before her. The sky had gone black with clouds and the water was coming down in sheets now, thundering against the chapel and threatening to rend the tomb in two. Faysal’s spectre flickered out of existence like a candle-flame in the wind. That golden web of destiny that lay before her eyes was broken and remade as the world shifted.

‘Wirru of the Fair Folk,’ Rianthran said, and in five words, he was no longer himself. ‘You should have made sure I stayed dead.’




CHAPTER FIFTY

Wirru knew fear.

He knew it better than rage or grief. One could not be brave without knowing their fear inside and out, without knowing what they feared in their marrow. One could not be brave without treating their fear like a familiar follower in the eternal journey; he had learnt that early in his herohood. Wirru had protected Fíorcre and its people from each Ramosani as best he could, saving each princess and leaving them to foster prosperity in his wake. He could not have been that hero for the world had he not known how to be afraid.

Bravery was not the absence of fear. Bravery was the acknowledgement of one’s fear: it was diving headfirst into the insurmountable feeling, the panicked breathing and pounding blood in his chest.

Wirru had never known fear like he did then, standing before Faysal risen again. With a single breath, he was thrust back into the chapel of Xanthos on the day of his wedding.

Faysal’s laugh bounced down the aisle and for a moment the man was staring at Luminara and Jivin. Wirru dived over the pew that he had been standing alongside and put himself in front of Luminara’s bow, staring up at his fallen betrothed and her murderer, born again.

‘You’d never stay dead,’ he said from between his gritted teeth. ‘You just couldn’t give the world a fucking rest.’

‘No, I suppose not,’ Faysal said. ‘Not when there’s still work to be done – a prophetic cycle that needs breaking. A wife that is still meant for me, who you’ve stolen, once again.’ Faysal stepped forward, looking over Wirru’s shoulder at Luminara. He shifted his stance to block her from view, a pounding in his head that he had not heard before. ‘Tallulah, he will just lose this fight again. You’d do much better surrendering and coming with us now; it would save us all the pain of the last cycle.’

‘Don’t listen to a word he says,’ Wirru muttered. ‘Faysal—’

He had done such a good job of keeping Luminara out of the way of the prophecy. He had been so careful of not truly implicating her in it. She was a bystander in this mess, and that was how it should stay. Tallulah had been the Seer of this cycle, and she was long dead.

‘I suppose he hasn’t told you that all the Saved Empresses were born Seers. It’s part of the get-up – a bit of a cursed Blessing, but it does make your lot far easier to spot. He’s quite good at tucking you beneath his wing before you’ve had the chance to truly see the world.’

Wirru could not face Luminara as Faysal spoke, could not tear himself away from the Ramosani to see if she was horrified by the words. His stomach churned with anxiety borne from the instincts of a much younger man. To tear his eyes away from Faysal was to give the man an opening, and that was the very last thing they needed, not with him so confident. He watched as Faysal raked a hand through his hair, freeing it from Rianthran’s distinctive topknot. His black hair fell around his shoulders as his eyes fixed on Wirru, that stare burrowing a hole into the back of his head.

‘What happens in the prophecy, Wirru?’ Faysal called, he and Rianthran as one. ‘Why don’t you tell us the truth of it? After all your many lives, surely you’ve figured it out at this point.’

‘The Ramosani is picked from the children who survive a massacre beneath the Blood Moon, forged by the blood of Loghar.’ Wirru took a deep breath. Faysal stretched, testing the bounds of his new body as he bled lazily from the arrow wound in his chest. ‘He always has a Blessed Heart. The Vahmeon made all of Loghar’s people what they were; it picks a survivor to take up its mantle.’

‘And you? Where do you come in, for those who don’t know the truth of it?’

‘Céad Coillte, the First Forest, births a hero to defend itself. Any threat to the forest must be eliminated and taken to task. We do not meet until the Ramosani is a grown man. He ends up murdering my family, be it through accident or malice.’

‘Not a hero of the people but the forest,’ Faysal said. ‘Out to save his own. Your purpose was never meant to be the saviour of Fíorcre, you took up that duty on your own. What happened to the prophecy, Wirru?’

‘The prophecy broke! I was supposed to return to Céad Coillte like I always did when the work was done, but the forest never called because I could not save Tallulah. I never got to go home. Now the Ramosani and the Saved have been born again and we’re all out of step with the world.’ Wirru felt himself grow smaller, his voice more desperate as he explained. ‘None of this is supposed to happen. Tallulah wasn’t supposed to die and leave us behind. I’m not supposed to survive for two cycles. Two turns of the cycle shouldn’t even happen so close to one another. Something’s wrong. Something’s really wrong.’

‘Perhaps the world is finally righting itself,’ Faysal said thoughtfully. He beheld Tallulah’s body before him, reaching out to run a hand along the crystal. There was something of Rianthran in the calculation in his eyes, the tilt of his head, yet there was so much of Faysal’s confidence. His familiar lean. ‘Perhaps you should finally give up on trying to save it. Stop trying to save Tallulah – or Sitara, or Luminara. Perhaps this world was meant to fall apart.’

An arrow flew over Wirru’s shoulder, loosed from Luminara’s bow, so close to him that he could feel the fletching kiss his cheek. It shot towards Faysal, but just as it closed on him, the Ramosani flicked his hand forward and lightning crackled forth from his fingertips. It leapt from his hands to Luminara’s arrow and rendered the thing dust before it could reach him.

Luminara hissed. ‘I am Ayana Zinat Luminara, a child of Loghar and Fíorcre.’ Her voice trembled only slightly at Wirru’s back, but he could hear her drawing her bowstring once more. She had been born straddling the boundary between two of the most conflicted cultures in all the known kingdoms and yet, not accepted by either, Luminara still worked to save those who had discarded her. Wirru’s jaw ticked. ‘It does not matter who you think I am. I stand against you. The world deserves better than your destruction.’

Faysal nodded, kissing his teeth. ‘That’s a terrible shame.’

The Ramosani lifted both hands in the air and Wirru was left with mere seconds as they were brought down in an arc. He drew Céad Coillte’s sword from its sheath and thrust it into the floor of the church. As lightning danced once more from Faysal’s closed hands, the tiles gave way beneath his blade, cracking and collapsing as the floor sank – saving them all in a singular motion.

Greenery burst from the floor beneath them, rocketing upwards through the cracks and climbing up towards the roof. Sprouts transformed into saplings, which swelled and formed young oak trees. Heavy shrubbery formed from nothingness, overwhelming the varnished pews and polished halls of Tallulah’s chapel. The greenest of leaves unfurled in thick sheets between them, the dense forestry taking hold of the structure and blocking them from Faysal’s view. Wirru could feel from within the trees as the Ramosani loosed an arc of lightning into the air, the static setting his hair on end. But it was rendered useless by the power of Céad Coillte.

It swallowed them in a thick network of saplings that wound together before Wirru’s eyes, forming a wall that would shield them from anything Faysal could cast. He reached within the earth and dragged the nearest ley line to the surface, demanding that it honoured his wishes as the first son of the forest. As one of the Aos Sí and a steadfast guardian of the land – as a sentinel who was fucking terrified. He only realised how frightened he had become when he sensed his light-headedness and had to steady his breathing, leaning heavily on the blade as he found his footing.

Six seconds was what it took for Wirru to summon a shred of Céad Coillte and for it to grow to fruition within the chapel. The trees became many-ringed pillars that were as broad as Wirru, each plant crowding over one another within the narrow walls of the chapel. Wirru silently apologised to Tallulah as he drew the sword from the floor, having decimated her burial ground with a singular swing. In the silence that followed he felt Faysal and his two companions leave hastily to escape the forest; the Ramosani had good reason to not want to linger within reach of Wirru’s trees.

He turned behind him. A tree had grown from beneath Jivin’s feet and embraced the bard as it went, keeping him tucked away within a hollow two feet above the ground as it continued its path to the sky. Luminara’s plants were a curious sight, a network of lean saplings that had sprouted into a twisting prism around her but left her entirely on her feet. Wirru peeled them back first, revealing Luminara’s amazed golden gaze. For an instant all conflict was forgotten as she stared upwards at the forest that had been birthed from Wirru’s blade.

‘Come,’ he said, offering a hand as he drew her through the plants. Flowers from the saplings tangled in her hair, the slender things begging that she stayed a moment longer. He was the one who batted them away as she stepped through the fold, her river of dark hair falling through the greenery.

‘That’s a new trick.’ Jivin stumbled out from his tree, hopping down and landing on light feet. He seemed surprised but otherwise unfazed by the change in the chapel. ‘You didn’t tell me you could do that.’

‘He’s gone?’ Luminara asked, reading Wirru with her unerring stare. She had questions – of course she had questions – but he could not answer them in this chapel. The rain was softening as they stood there, the battering downpour rolling back to become gentle showers. The storm would pass soon.

‘He’s been shot in the chest and he knows better than to contend with me in my own forest. He’ll regroup.’ It was a cowardly move for Wirru, but he could not risk his companions. He knew what Faysal did when faced with a loved one he could take advantage of, and Wirru had to force the man’s hand away from Luminara. ‘He’ll go back to Loghar as quickly as his horses can carry him.’

The arrow was what had truly saved them and anyone that might cross Faysal’s path upon his return. Though the Ramosani would be astoundingly sturdy now that he had Ascended – the shot should have pierced his heart – it would slow him down.

‘What do we do?’ Jivin asked. The bard was likely thinking of Medea and Hayat, sequestered out in the gardens. Wirru trusted them to be smart enough to get out of the way if faced with a battering ram of a Ramosani. He turned away and pressed down the aisle, now lined with oak trees instead of polished pews. Luminara and Jivin followed at his heel, silent in the wake of the broken tomb. He waded through the forest, soft plants folding to make way for Wirru rather than be trampled. With a tug, he freed Bucket from the plant’s jaws as he climbed up stairs that were now covered in thick layers of moss. ‘We can’t go after him.’

Fate had thrown them into war once more. It never fucking ended.

Tallulah lay serene in the crystal coffin, untouched by the sudden outburst of chaos that had filled her chapel. Care had been taken to restore a face that had been destroyed in death, her milky skin entirely untouched by the sun. From the gentle curve of her mouth to the freckles she’d been born with, someone had painstakingly ensured that all of Tallulah had been reborn in death.

‘No.’ Wirru sighed. ‘We cannot go after them yet.’

Wirru had not known how much it would mean to him to see Tallulah made whole once more. Yet they hadn’t bothered to braid her hair. Tallulah had always slept with her hair in two long braids. Wirru found himself on his knees beside her altar, hands pressed to the glass as if it would rouse her from her rest. Bucket perched on the tomb, crouching and chittering in question. Wirru was not good at imagining what Tallulah would say. Perhaps she would have known how to find hope in this mess, but that had been her nature. It was not Wirru’s.

He was not a hopeful man.

‘Then what do we do?’ Luminara asked, as if there was some way to avoid what was now, in fact, inevitable.

‘We kill Ayano Faysal Rianthran before he can destroy the world.’
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