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Chapter One
One foot in front of the other. I must keep walking.
Even though the horizon never changes. Even though the sun beats on my back until I’m so weary I want to fall on my knees. Even though the taste of salt clings to my mouth, burns my eyes, and coats my words, tinging them with bitterness. 
I must keep walking.
Ahead of me are Omma, my mother; my best friend, Rima; and her older sister, Basheera. Mandisa, Basheera’s partner, trails behind them. I pick up the pace to catch up with them but my tired feet make me stumble and I fall. Puffs of fine white dust cloud the air around me. I push myself up onto my knees, then stand. 
“Keep walking,” I snap at myself.
I have to be harsh, just like the salt pans we’ve been trekking through for almost a week, or we’ll all falter. Every day it gets harder to face the flat expanse of white cracked ground covered in layers of salt that shimmers under the harsh sun. Wind whips across the desolate land, raising dust clouds that sting our eyes and make everyone cough. 
I shuffle forward, every step I take closing the gap between the others and me.
Just ahead, I catch sight of Basheera and Mandisa, both standing out in the black garb that denotes their status as scribes while the rest of us wear lighter, cooler colors. I run up to Basheera as she’s wiping sweat from her face using the hem of her headscarf. 
“You said three days,” I bark, my tone sharper than I intended. Basheera’s the last person I want to anger—she can make even the toughest people cower with just her words. 
Basheera stops wiping and narrows her eyes at me. “And your point is?”
I try again. “Well, it’s been five days and we’re still trudging through the salt pans with no end in sight.” My tone is friendlier but Basheera still bristles. She flings the damp scarf over her shoulder and shoves her glasses into place. 
Basheera huffs. “You think I don’t know that?” She drops her bags on the ground and kneels. Mandisa and I stand near Basheera while Rima and Omma slowly come to a stop once they realize our guide across the salt pans has fallen to her knees. 
We all crowd around Basheera as she pops the lid off a leather case.
“I’ve spent my whole life searching for answers in the written word. I thought if I only read more, spent more time in the library, I would be prepared for anything. Well, I was wrong, because look at us now—lost in these damned salt pans and it’s all my fault.” Basheera pulls out bound scrolls from the case and books from her bag, throwing each on the dusty ground. I jump out of the way as a book thuds next to my feet. With a gasp, Mandisa bends down, gathers the precious writings in her arms, and stuffs the scrolls back into the leather case. 
“Leave them,” Basheera orders. “They’re useless.”
Mandisa shakes her head. “You don’t mean that.” She picks up Basheera’s bag to store the books, but Basheera yanks it out of her grasp. “Basheera!” 
I’ve never heard Mandisa raise her voice, and I’ve never seen anyone admonish Basheera. All I can do is watch with wide-open eyes, just like Omma and Rima. 
Basheera rises to her feet holding her empty bag, leaving the leather case on the salty ground. “I can’t, Mandisa. Not anymore. I was sure I could lead us to the Rocky Plains. I told you all to count on me. But obviously that was all a lie.” 
I feel someone touch my arm and find Rima standing beside me.
“What’s going on?” she whispers.
“I think your sister is giving up.”
“What?” Rima looks as confused as I feel. “Basheera never gives up. Ever.” She crosses her arms and looks at me. “What did you do?” 
Before I can tell Rima that I have no idea what she’s talking about, Basheera stomps toward the direction we came from, toward the fire and destruction we barely escaped. She shoulders past Rima and me, who can only stare after her. Now we’re all confused—everyone’s eyes dart from person to person looking for answers, but none of us know what to do. 
I know what Omma and the others are thinking: Should we risk everything and keep moving forward or follow Basheera back to the familiar places we’ve already been, the pass through the mountains that leads to the river that leads back to our village? If we follow Basheera, then Sothpike and his monstrous Vra Gool Dambi and slaughter await us. And if we keep going . . . well, who knows what tomorrow will bring. Could be another day in the salt pans, or we might finally reach the Rocky Plains. What’s more terrifying—knowing what’s coming, even if it’s certain death, or leaving your fate up to the unknown? 
I know what’s better for me. I’d rather face the unknown; at least I’ll have a chance at survival. That chance may be very small—but it’s better than taking the path that will lead to a sure death. 
And since I know what awaits all of us if we go back, I can’t let anyone turn around. Not even Basheera. She boarded the Terebi not simply to escape Lagusa but to help me get to the Rocky Plains. There’s someone there I have to meet, and she promised that she would get us there. Promises are meant to be kept, and I won’t let Basheera renege on hers so easily. 
I open my mouth to yell Basheera’s name and tell her to come back when a book sails past me and hits Basheera square between her shoulder blades. Basheera lets out a yelp of pain and stumbles. When she turns around, her eyes dark and her lips thin, everyone cowers. 
Everyone except Mandisa, who has already sent another book flying in Basheera’s direction. Basheera barely dodges the second book before a third one brushes past her arm. 
“If you want to act like a coward, then I’ll treat you like one!” Mandisa holds a scroll in the air, ready to throw it at any moment. “When soldiers attempted to flee the battlefields of Gammon, Commander Yash pelted them with stones until they died. Is that what you want, to die out here a coward, like those others? Commander Yash had their names written down so that everyone for the rest of time would know of their cowardice. Did you forget that I’m a scribe too? I’ll add your name to the list of cowards if you take one more step!” 
I shouldn’t be surprised that a scribe would use the questionable actions of a polarizing historical figure to win an argument, and yet surprised I am. 
It’s during the silence that I realize I’m holding my breath, waiting for Basheera’s response. Mandisa continues to brandish her weapon: a scroll with a heavy bronze knob on each end. I’ve seen ones like that before on the altar in the Temple atop the hill where we used to pray to the dragon gods. What Mandisa is holding is a religious relic, and even though I have my doubts about the dragon gods, I don’t want to see her throw it and possibly destroy it. 
“Mandisa, maybe you should put that one down.” I grab a book off the ground and offer it to her. “Throw this one instead. It doesn’t look as important.” 
Mandisa glances at the book in my hand and a smile creeps onto her face. She grabs the book from me and holds it up.
“She wants me to hit you with Belya Gord,” she yells to Basheera and laughs. “She says it doesn’t look important!” 
Basheera guffaws. “Seriously? Belya Gord not important? Is she an idiot?” 
I glance at the book in Mandisa’s hand. It’s small with a green cover. It looks like a regular text, just like the ones Basheera threw on the ground with no regard to their importance just moments ago. As Basheera and Mandisa laugh at my idiocy, I feel my cheeks growing warm, which means they’re turning red for everyone to see. 
I roll my eyes and kick dirt at the remaining texts on the ground. This time Basheera gasps at the desecration of her precious texts and races toward us. 
“Naira, what is wrong with you?” Basheera picks up the books and lovingly wipes away the salty dust that now coats their covers. “These books are worth more than ten of you—maybe even twenty!” 
Mandisa kneels by Basheera’s side, their argument forgotten as they laugh about my inadequate education. I’m tempted to start hurling texts like Mandisa did. Rima must sense my brewing anger because she grabs me by the arm and pulls me away from those know-it-all scribes. 
We break away from the scribes and Omma, who is helping them clean up the mess they made. “Ignore them,” Rima whispers once we’ve put some distance between us. “Pretty soon they’ll move on to their favorite subject: arguing about when they’re going to get married.” 
“Really?”
Rima nods.
“So when are they getting married?”
“Whenever Mandisa accepts Basheera’s proposal.”
“But Mandisa is so caring and Basheera is so . . . gruff,” I say and Rima laughs. “I would have thought Basheera’d be the one holding out, not Mandisa.” 
“Well, you would have thought wrong,” Rima says. “Mandisa wants to finish training as a healer. She wants to live among the sick and the needy, build a community to help them. And Basheera . . . well, that’s not really what she wants.” 
“Let me guess—she wants to read every book ever written. But that doesn’t mean they can’t get married and do both.”
“It does when reading every book means traveling around the world to find them.”
“That’s tough.” I glance back at the two scribes, neither willing to let go of their dreams nor the other. But eventually one of them will have to give in or they’ll be forced apart. Their situation reminds me of what happened between Kal and me, how he joined the Hands while I fled to the Rocky Plains, neither of us wanting to leave the other but circumstances forcing us apart. We weren’t together as long as Mandisa and Basheera have been—getting married never even crossed my mind—but it was long enough for my heart to break when we said goodbye. 
“I think Basheera’s been waiting for me to grow up enough to take care of myself. Besides Mandisa, that was the only thing keeping her in Lagusa. And now . . . I don’t think she’s waiting for me anymore.” 
I feel sorry for Mandisa but even sorrier for my friend. Basheera is Rima’s only living relative. They’ve been on their own for years, relying on each other. I know Rima doesn’t want to be all alone—she needs her sister as much as I need my twin brother, Nez. But instead of commiserating with Rima, I recall the words Nez said the night he decided to join the Hands and I begged him to stay: If we only hold on to each other, we risk losing our grip on everything else we care about.
“Don’t worry, Rima,” I say. “Even if Basheera leaves, you won’t be alone. You have me. And I’m sure Mandisa will be there for you when you need her. And you’ll always have my mother. After Nez, she’s your number one fan.” 
Rima laughs and I know she’s feeling better.
“Don’t laugh!” I pretend to be hurt. “I think she loves you more than she loves me.”
“Impossible,” Rima says with a big smile. “If you gathered all the grains of sand in the Bujarbi Desert, you still wouldn’t have enough sand to outweigh your mother’s love for her children.” 
Thinking about how much Omma loves me makes me grin. It doesn’t feel like it right now—I’m dehydrated, tired, and hungry—but I know I’m luckier than most to have a mother like mine. 
Rima releases my arm and turns serious. “If Basheera is lost, what are we going to do?”
I take a deep breath and look up at a sky so pale, one could barely call it blue. It’s almost the same color as the chalky-white expanse before us. In every direction, there’s nothing, no break in the sky or land, nothing to walk toward to give us a hint that change is coming, to give us hope. We’re lost in an endless sea of nothing. 
Part of me wants to collapse on the ground and wallow in the hopelessness of my journey. What’s the point? I’m on a quest to find someone who may not even exist anymore, someone my birth mother was counting on to help her but who hasn’t been seen in sixteen years. He was supposedly spotted in one of the camps of the nomads who roam the Rocky Plains, but that was weeks ago. Only he knows his current whereabouts. I could be chasing someone who’s on the other side of the Turka Sea by now. 
I shake my head to get rid of those miserable thoughts. So what if he’s not where they said he would be? I’ll track him down wherever he is. I’ll find him and I’ll make him tell me how to defeat Sothpike. And then I’ll make Sothpike pay for what he’s done. And then I’ll be reunited with my twin brother and I’ll get to see Kal again . . . 
Thinking about Kal and that last kiss we shared makes my stomach flutter. There’s no way I’m giving up.
“We keep going,” I say. “As long as we head north, we’ll reach the Rocky Plains. We’ll figure out the rest once we get out of these salt pans.” 
Rima doesn’t look convinced. “And if we don’t?”
“Don’t what?”
“Don’t get out of these salt pans. What then?”
“Then we die where we stand. But that’s not happening, so I’m not even going to worry about it.” False bravado is one of my talents. I’m so good at it that it doesn’t take much for me to convince myself. “If the Haltayi can survive the salt pans to trade in Lagusa, so can we.” 
Rima smiles. “All right, let’s get going.”
After a quick pat on my shoulder, Rima returns to the others—the only people I know for sure who survived the escape from Lagusa. I don’t even know if my brother and Kal are still alive. Last time I saw them, they were headed north to the mountains across the sea to lead Sothpike away from me so that I could find the elusive Gamikal. 
My brother risked everything to give me this chance, and I won’t let his sacrifice be in vain.
I rejoin the others, and my mother takes my hand and squeezes it. She seems to know when I’m thinking about Nez and she’s always there to comfort me when I miss my twin. By now, Basheera and Mandisa have put away all the texts, and Basheera is assuring everyone that we’ll be out of the salt pans soon. 
“Another day, I promise,” she says. “I miscalculated the time it takes to cross the salt pans because the texts I used were for people riding maugrabs. Three days of riding for them means six days of walking for us. We’ll be free of this wretched land by tomorrow evening.” 
Basheera hitches her bags on her shoulders and begins the trek northward. We fall into step behind her, my mother and I bringing up the rear. 
My hand moves toward the waterskin at my hip. We each have one. We used to have a cask of water, but we drank the last drops this morning. Once our waterskins are empty, who knows when we’ll get another drink. My waterskin is practically full; I’ve barely touched it since I refilled it this morning, even though I’ve been tempted to gulp down the whole thing all day. I can only hope that everyone else has been avoiding the temptation to slake their thirst as I have. 
“Omma, you better conserve your water.”
Omma nods. “I’ve been reminding everyone to take only small sips and only every few hours. Our waterskins will last us another day, maybe two. After that . . .” Omma squeezes my hand. “Well, let’s just say it’d be smart for us to conserve our water as long as possible.” 
Talking and planning with my mother always makes me think of Obba. What would he do if he were here? Would he make us turn back or keep on going? Would we even be on this journey if my father were still alive? 
I find myself longing for my father, so I turn to my mother, the only person who really knew him. “Is this what it was like when you and Obba crossed the desert all those years ago?” 
“When we fled the capital with you and your brother?” Omma smiles as if remembering better days, even though that must have been a difficult period of her life. The Ur Atum Asim had just been assassinated by Sothpike, and Omma and my father had been secretly entrusted with the care of the Ur Atum Asim’s only children—my twin brother and me. For sixteen years they raised us as their own, never telling anyone who our real parents were until a few months ago, when one of Sothpike’s Mistresses took over Lagusa with a horde of Vra Gool Dambi and murdered Obba. 
I try not to think about the Mistress and who she really was. I’m still conflicted about her. She was the last Ur Atum Asim of Merza, my birth mother, the woman who sent me and my brother away for our safety, but she was also one of Sothpike’s Mistresses, under his spell for more than a decade. As the Ur Atum Asim Avari, she protected us by lying and telling Sothpike and the world we had died. Believing her lie, Sothpike murdered Avari, and my brother and I lived sixteen years in peaceful Lagusa with loving parents. But Avari killed Obba. No matter who else she was, she will always be my father’s killer. 
“I was terrified,” Omma says, her voice bringing me back to the question I asked her. “Dambi chased us out the gates of Al-Kazar, and all your father had was his scimitar. I remember hiding in a trench as your father fought Dambi on the road leading to the ruins of the capital. I didn’t know if he was going to survive, and I wondered how I would make it across the desert on my own with two newborns.” Omma closes her eyes. “It was getting dark, the sun was going down, and I realized it was silent and had been for quite some time. He must be dead, I thought. And so are we.” She opens her eyes and smiles even though tears trickle down her cheeks, leaving trails in the fine dust that coats her deep brown skin. “But then there he was, standing at the top of the trench, holding out a hand. I grabbed it and he pulled all of us out. I held his hand for the next sixteen years and never doubted him again.” 
Now I have tears running down my cheeks. “He was the best, wasn’t he?”
Omma laughs and wipes away my tears. “Yes, he was. He really was.”
Suddenly, a piercing headache strikes my right temple and pinpoints of light flash before my eyes. Omma calls my name but I can’t see her or anyone else—only the lights. Rubbing my eyes, I stumble forward. I know what’s coming and I hope that the Three-Faced God will at least give me time to lie down before I pass out, but just like the apathetic Thirteen, the Three-Faced God doesn’t answer my prayers. 
Omma’s shout of alarm follows me as I crash to the ground and the world goes black.



Chapter Two
When my eyes open, I’m sitting on the ground in the dark, the wall of whatever structure I’m in warm against my back. I don’t know where I am but I feel danger all around me. The only sound is my breathing, which is becoming shallower as my panic rises. The last time I woke up in a dark unfamiliar place, I was trapped in a tomb and attacked by Dambi. 
I do the same thing I did the last time—I sit cross-legged and take deep breaths to calm myself. Then I look around to figure out what to do next. 
There’s enough dim light for me to see I’m in some kind of tunnel; the narrow path is made of packed dirt, and the straight walls are carved out of stone. I can go in one of two directions—left or right. The way to my left leads to an even deeper darkness, one so impenetrable that I can’t see more than an arm’s length ahead. A faint green glow pulsates on the walls on my right, so I scramble to my feet and with shaky legs head in that direction. 
I know this is a vision from the Three-Faced God. I know it is, but it feels nothing like the ones I had of my birth mother. In one of those visions, I attended a party; in another, I saw the sacking of the capital of Al-Kazar, but I never felt in danger. Not like now. 
I’m hoping this vision isn’t like my first one, when I flew right into Ergenegon’s searing flames, but just in case there is something here that can hurt me, I grab one of the many rocks littering the ground, my thoughts on my father’s words: A Khoum never drops their weapon, not as long as they have breath in their lungs. 
I suck in a deep breath and grip the rock tighter. It’s not a dagger, but it’ll do.
“Vanusha?” I call out. That’s one of the faces of the Three-Faced God, the one who spoke to me in my other visions. Maybe she’ll appear as an image of swirling clouds and blinking lights again and tell me what’s going on and where I need to go. I call out Vanusha’s name once more but receive no response. 
I’m on my own.
The tunnel curves to the left, then the right, the light glowing brighter with each turn and the tunnel widening and widening until it’s better described as a cave. 
The heat intensifies as I head toward the light until I’m sweating. I wipe my forehead with the back of my hand, step over the remains of some unfortunate and unidentifiable creature, then stop short when I hear a voice. 
“You were my friend,” a man cries out. His words echo around me as they bounce off the walls before fading into the deep darkness at my back. I can hear his pain in the way his voice breaks on the word friend, the way it sounds like it’s taking everything he has to hold back his tears. “We were like brothers! How could you do this to me? To us?” 
Somehow, I know that this man is why I’m here; he is what the Three-Faced God wants to show me, and I want to see him. I creep toward the voice, my body hugging the wall, the rock ready to be thrown at the head of the first person or thing that comes at me. This vision is similar to the ones I had before but not exactly the same, and I still don’t know if something here can hurt me. 
“Why do you keep trying to make this into something it’s not?” another man retorts. He doesn’t sound upset like the first man—he is calm, almost emotionless, as if stating facts that we all know to be true—and his words carry the same accent as Sister Cornelia’s. I wonder if he is a Hand of God as well, and if he is, who is the other man? 
“We were never friends,” the second voice continues, measured and sure. “We never could be friends. Not when you are who you are and I am as I am. You’ve always looked down on me. Oh, yes, you did. You thought I could be one of your little pets, like your toy Gamikal or that Johtanese fool you keep around for laughs.” 
I pause on my tiptoes at hearing Gamikal’s name. Could he be here in these caves? Is this where I’m supposed to find him, in a vision from the Three-Faced God? 
Before I can make sense of what anything means, the first man lets out an anguished cry.
“You twist all that is good and reduce it to ash! We gave you what you asked for. We had a brotherhood. And you destroyed it all because you refuse to believe anyone could ever love you.” 
I quickly turn a corner and find myself at the tunnel’s exit. Ahead of me are two men in a cave so large, the ceiling is lost to darkness. One of the men is kneeling on the ground; the other is standing above him with his sword pointed down. Beyond them, a lake of a glowing, thick greenish-black substance roils and boils over, occasionally shooting jets of green fire toward the ceiling. 
Unlike the visions I had of my mother, these men are not shadow people—they both have faces, but I can’t see either very well because of the greenish light cast by the lake of fire. The man with the sword is dressed in black, from his long dark cloak to his leather gloves to the boots on his feet. His dark hair is slicked back from his white face, which catches the light, making his sunken cheeks and sharply pointed nose ghastly in the green glow. 
The one kneeling on the ground wears a spiked helmet and loose pants; the padding of his gambeson shows through the rips and tears in the fabric. He wears tall leather boots, which tells me he’s a horseman, and I assume the broken bow that’s been tossed aside belongs to him. 
I’m drawn to the man on the ground; he seems familiar but I don’t know why. He’s dressed like a Merzan general or commander, but he doesn’t look like a typical Merzan. His coloring and features are more like his enemy’s—pale skin, sharp nose, thin hair. And yet I feel like I should know him. 
“None of that matters,” the man standing replies with a wave of his hand to shoo away the other’s words. “We both have a destiny. I am on my path. It’s time you began your journey.” The kneeling man starts to protest, but the other man places his sword at his throat, quieting him. “On your feet and into the godfire.” 
If that’s the godfire, then we must be in the Kilmare Mountains. And if that’s so, where are the Hands of God? Or is the man in black one of them? 
I drop the rock on the ground and step forward—I want to see their faces clearly. I want to know who they are and why they’re here, and maybe I’ll learn why I’m here as well. 
A blast of heat, intense and scorching, shoots toward me, stopping me in my tracks, and I raise my arm to shield my face. The hairs on my forearm are singed away, and I back up, my eyes on the two men as I escape to the cooling depths of the tunnel. 
The powerful heat hits the two men as well. The one standing stumbles, and the other takes this chance to run. He scrambles to his feet and races toward the tunnel—toward me. 
I don’t move—I can’t. Because now that I can see him clearly, I know why he seems so familiar.
He’s Nez.
Practically everything about him tells me this is my brother, my twin, my Nez. I want to run and hug him, wrap my arms around his bony frame, and pull him out of this vision with me. 
But I don’t.
Because he’s not Nez.
At least, he’s not my Nez. He looks almost exactly like my twin, but there are differences: this man’s nose is bigger, a mustache covers his top lip, and there’s a cleft in his chin that my brother doesn’t have. But their eyes are the same, their builds. Their weapons. 
But Nez would never drop his weapon, not as long as he had breath in his lungs. And he would never run away in fear. Not like this man. 
With a grunt, the man in black chases after him. “Come back,” he yells. “Fulfill your destiny!”
“Ivan, please!” Nez’s look-alike cries out.
And then the strangest thing happens.
He sees me.
Nez’s twin looks right at me; his eyes widen more than I thought possible, and he skids to a stop. The man in black, Ivan, doesn’t, and he charges through the other Nez and through me, his body like a wisp of air against my skin, and goes into the tunnel, still chasing after the man standing before me. 
He has light brown eyes, just like my brother’s. He’s tall and thin, just like Nez, but he’s not Nez.
“This isn’t how I wanted us to meet,” he says. Then he whips around and faces the godfire. “Why have you brought her here? Why now?” I stare at the godfire, waiting for the Three-Faced God to answer, wondering if it really is that easy to make the gods listen, but there is no response and I feel foolish for thinking this time might be different. When he looks at me again, his eyes are full of unshed tears. 
“Who are you?” I ask him, although deep down I know the answer—I just don’t want to believe it. There’s only one person he could be, and the idea that this is my birth father bothers me so much I can barely look at him. I don’t want to see my brother’s face on someone who runs away from trouble. Not when Obba taught us to face our fears and fight. 
He looks confused, as if he can’t believe I don’t know who he is. “Why, I’m the Ur Atum Asimra.” He holds his chin high as my stomach sinks. “I’m Yafeu. Your father.” 
“But your weapon is on the ground and you were running away—that man was chasing you and you . . . you didn’t fight him. You didn’t even try.” I can’t stop myself from rambling, from judging him without even knowing him, although my accusations are based on a few moments of his life that the Three-Faced God showed me. I know it’s not fair, but I also know what Obba would do in a situation like this. He’d never drop his weapon, broken or not. And he’d never beg for his life and run away. 
Yafeu looks hurt. “I’m not what you expected, am I?”
His pain makes me cringe—I feel bad for causing it, but I am also embarrassed that he shows his emotions so freely. Obba would never wear his pain out in the open like a cloak for all to see. 
“They told us you died protecting Merza from Sothpike. I was expecting a great warrior.” I was expecting someone like Obba. 
“Oh, that is how I died,” he says with a bitter laugh. “I suppose Kuresh will show you that the next time we meet.” 
He strides into the tunnel, his shoulders back, as regal as any Ur Atum that came before him. Another blast of heat from the godfire gives me no choice but to go with him. 
“Kuresh?” I call after him, my short legs trotting to keep up with his longer gait.
“Yes, one of the faces of the Three-Faced God. The one who brought us both here. The god of death.”
Yafeu follows the same turns that I did and we walk until we reach the place where I woke up. He stops and I stand next to him. Up ahead, pounding footsteps echo through the darkness. The man in black is still chasing the ghost of Yafeu. 
“Vanusha spoke to me before. I assumed it would be the same this time.”
Yafeu laughs loudly, his voice bouncing off the walls and pricking my skin, the vibrations making me shudder. “Vanusha is life. She came to me first too. Kuresh is death. You know things are serious when Kuresh arrives.” 
“Well, how do you know it’s Kuresh this time?”
“Because Vanusha is limited to what has already happened. Only Kuresh can show you what can happen.”
I look at Yafeu, at my birth father, and watch with wide eyes as blood trickles from his mouth. The hilt of a blade sticks out of his stomach, and he slides to the ground, sitting with his back against the tunnel wall. 
“This is Kuresh, all right.” Bubbles of blood gurgle from between his lips with every word. “Things must be very serious.”
Yafeu’s head falls forward, and he slumps to the ground.
My birth father dies before my eyes, and just like with my birth mother, there’s nothing I can do to stop it.
Suddenly, I’m freezing cold. I gasp from the shock as I’m soaked in ice water. Everything disappears—the tunnel, the glowing godfire, Yafeu—and all I can do is hope I’m not drowning. 
I wake up and Omma’s holding my hand. The front of her tunic is splattered with water, and my face is soaked.
“Why am I wet?” I sputter, wiping the water out of my eyes.
“Because you passed out,” Basheera says as she puts the cap back on her waterskin. “What happened?”
“I’m just tired and thirsty.” I reach for my own waterskin and take a drink. “I’ll be fine.”
Omma hovers next to me, rubbing my back, still holding my hand. “How do you feel? No, don’t stand. Sit for a while. Until I know you’re okay.” 
Every time I try to get to my feet, Omma stops me, so with a loud huff, I give up.
“I’m fine, Omma. Really.” My voice is steady, but as soon as I say the words, the vision from Kuresh comes back to me and I’m not fine. I shudder at the memory of Yafeu dying before my eyes. 
“You don’t look fine,” Basheera says. She stares at me, her brown eyes burrowing into mine. I squirm under her intense gaze. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 
I hold back a tense laugh at Basheera’s supernatural ability to sniff out the truth, to uncover secrets without even meaning to. 
I can’t talk about this—I’ve been holding on to everything for so long, I don’t know how to let go. So I jump to my feet and grab my fallen bags. 
“Let’s keep moving,” I say.
I attempt to pass Rima, but she grabs my arm and points at the ground. “Oh, no, you don’t. You’re going to sit down and you’re going to tell us everything.” 
I plant my feet and cross my arms. “There’s nothing to tell.”
I know by the way she scrunches up her nose that she doesn’t believe me. But before I can make up another excuse, Omma shakes her head. 
“No, my headstrong girl, no. It’s not just that you’re tired and thirsty. That’s not all.” She stands in front of me, her arms crossed as well, and even though we’re the same height, she seems to look down at me like I’m a naughty child. “There’s more, and we’re not moving until you tell me everything.” 
Omma rarely punished my brother and me when we were children, but when she did punish us, I’d shrink under her disapproving gaze, her probing eyes looking deep into mine trying to figure out what had been going through my head to make me act in such a way. My resolve would crumble in no time at all, and even though it’s been more than a decade since she’s looked at me so harshly, I feel like a little troublemaker all over again. 
Even without seeing her, I know her penetrating eyes are fixed on me, so I look everywhere but at Omma. But her eyes are like magnets, and the longer she stares at me, the harder it is for me to avoid her. Her silence and everyone else’s—Rima’s, Basheera’s, Mandisa’s—pulls me in, and I can’t stop myself from getting worked up under the pressure. 
“You want to know what’s going on? I’ll tell you. But don’t ask me to explain anything because nobody’s ever explained anything to me, okay?” 
I start at the tombs, at the Mistress claiming she heard me speak Waldyrian, then go on to the visions. I tell them about the Mistress’s real identity and then I tell them about the fire that burned everything I touched but didn’t burn me. How it scared the Dambi, how it destroyed the marking on the Mistress’s hand, severing her connection to the Dambi and Sothpike. I explain how she died—a Dambi claw through her heart, a grotesque mimicry of Avari dying by Sothpike’s blade through the same heart. 
“The Mistress was dead, but there was something even worse waiting for us.” This memory makes my throat tighten, my eyes water. I gulp in a deep breath and continue. “Obba. He was there.” Omma’s eyes light up and I rush the next part before she gets too excited. “He was a Dambi, and we had to kill him, Omma, we had to. Nez and I tried to talk to him. We tried everything we could think of to bring Obba back, but he was gone. And then he did this”—I lift up my tunic and show them the scars on my stomach from the Dambi, wounds that almost took my life—“And Nez had to kill him or he would have killed us both.” 
Tears stream down Omma’s face and she lets them fall freely. She takes my hand and rubs the back of it with her thumbs. “That was not your obba. That was not my Isrof. He would never hurt you.” She shakes her head. “No, that was not your father. That was a Dambi and you did the right thing. You and Nez did what your father would have wanted you to do.” 
I have no idea how much I need to hear those words until Omma says them, and I break down crying. I feel so much lighter; the world is so much brighter and bigger than it’s been for weeks. My fears that my mother would hate me for what we did, my guilt over having killed my father, have been weighing me down, crowding my thoughts, until I couldn’t see past the secrets I was keeping or think about anything else. 
I tell them about my final vision of Avari, the conversation we had, and I finish with this latest vision, the one of Yafeu.
Through it all, Basheera is uncharacteristically quiet, but as soon as I’m done, when I finish describing my birth father dying, she’s the first one to speak. 
“Interesting that you chose to focus on your parents and not Sothpike.”
I stop sniffling long enough to let out an annoyed “What?”
“Didn’t you hear anything she said?” Rima asks, coming to my defense. “She saw him kill Avari, but he was some weird shadow person. Why would she focus on that?” 
“Thank you, Rima,” I say and she gives me a nod in response.
Basheera huffs. “I expected more from you, sister,” she says to Rima, then turns her attention back to me. “The man in black—that was Sothpike. But no one called him Sothpike back then. He was still Ivan. Ivan of Waldyria. Son of the Waldyria’s Mael, Oonas, the only person stopping Sothpike from becoming Sothpike until your parents gave Ivan the money and weapons he needed to usurp his father.” 
“Now, Basheera, that’s a little harsh, don’t you think?” Mandisa says. “It’s not like they knew Sothpike was lying. They had no reason not to believe him.” 
Basheera scoffs. “No reason except the fact that Mael Oonas hadn’t hurt a soul in his thirty years on the throne, so why would he start just when Sothpike was hungry for power? They should have known it was a ploy, that the plot to invade Merza was Sothpike’s and not the old Mael’s, but for some reason they believed Sothpike instead of the man who had kept the peace between Merza and Waldyria for his entire life.” 
“It wasn’t as simple as you’re making it sound,” Omma says.
“Well, I beg to differ. I’ve read the historical record books and—”
“The great thing about books,” Omma cuts in, her voice sharp enough to quiet Basheera and make the rest of us stiffen with its intensity, “is that they can be written and edited after everything comes to light. But I lived it. I was there, and I am telling you things were not that simple. I too was fooled by Sothpike, which was the name we used for him in the streets of Al-Kazar. No one called him Ivan—only the Asim and Asimra had the luxury to call him by his common name.” 
Basheera bows her head respectfully. “My apologies, Samida Khoum. I sometimes get carried away and forget that simply reading about something doesn’t make me an expert.” 
Omma gives Basheera a terse nod, as if to tell her to watch it next time. Basheera nervously clears her throat and adjusts her glasses, her eyes focused on the ground. 
How I wish I could make Basheera squirm with just a look.
Omma turns to me. “Oh, my headstrong girl, what are we going to do with you?”
Everyone’s eyes are on me, but instead of feeling overwhelmed or as if I’m being scrutinized, I feel cared for. I thought it was up to me to figure all of this out alone, that this was my burden to carry, but I couldn’t have been more wrong. 



Chapter Three
Now that everything is out in the open, I feel lighter as we continue our trek across the salt pans.
I put my arm around Omma’s waist as we follow the others. Rima and Mandisa are singing to lift their spirits, a fun song people sing during harvest season about a lazy farmer’s attempts to get out of reaping his own crop. 
Omma joins in, her voice light and beautiful.
I want to sing with the others, but I can’t stop thinking about how we don’t know where we’re going. We’re lost, and we need Basheera to guide us, but she’s walking alone at the rear of the group, her head bent and her shoulders slumped. I fall back until we’re walking beside each other. 
“If you’re here to try to bolster what’s left of my confidence, don’t bother,” she says while shoving her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “I didn’t need a pity cheer from Mandisa or Rima and I surely don’t need it from you.” 
“Just my luck,” I say without thinking, “I walked right into your bad attitude.” As soon as the words are out, I want to suck them back in, but it’s too late. I don’t mean to kick Basheera while she’s already down, but I’ve reached my limit for keeping quiet. 
Before I can apologize, Basheera laughs. “Well, leave it to a child like you to yank me out of a self-indulgent funk.”
I bristle at being called a child, but I let Basheera get away with it this time since it seems to have put her in a better mood. 
“I just don’t know what happened,” Basheera says, staring ahead, far past our small group of refugees, all the way to the horizon. “I read the books, I studied the maps, I did the calculations—I did everything right. So how did I end up so wrong?” 
I don’t know what to say. This isn’t a problem I’ve ever had—when I’m wrong, it’s usually because I acted without thinking. But Basheera spends all her time thinking, so that can’t be the issue. 
“Maybe the books were wrong?” I offer. “Or the map?”
Basheera shakes her head. “No, the map was verified. It was updated by Subaan Efran.”
“How long ago? Anything could have happened between then and now. Out in the desert, the dunes shift all the time. It’s probably the same on the Rocky Plains.” 
Basheera starts to dismiss my words with a wave of her hand but then she freezes, her entire body completely still. I stop as well, not sure what’s going on but curious to find out. 
She turns to me, her eyes bright. “Well, aren’t you clever, Naira Khoum! I can’t believe I didn’t think of that.”
“I’m really confused right now,” I say. “What is it that I thought of?”
Basheera responds by huffing, grabbing my arm, and dragging me over to Mandisa and Rima.
“Manny,” she calls when we’re close. Mandisa stops and turns around and Rima does the same. “I didn’t make a mistake. The map was wrong, not me!” 
Mandisa looks confused. “But Subaan Efran used that map—”
“More than a decade ago! There’s been twelve years of high winds, and no natural barriers in sight! No trees or bushes or rocks. Only this!” Basheera bends down and scoops up a handful of the soft regolith that covers the ground as far as the eye can see. Mandisa looks as confused as I feel, but then Basheera blows on the fine dust in her hand, sending out plumes of sparkling sand that are quickly caught up in the constant winds that whip across the flat expanse. 
Mandisa’s eyes widen with understanding. “It’s spreading.” She grabs a handful of dust and tosses it into the air, where it’s swiftly carried away. 
Seeing the dust scattered by the wind, I suddenly understand. The boundary between the salt pans and the Rocky Plains has shifted—the salt pans are encroaching on what was used to be habitable land. What was a journey of only a few days twelve years ago is now a weeklong trek through an ever-spreading harsh desert. 
Rima has caught on as well, and she smiles as Mandisa hugs Basheera and gives her a kiss.
“I knew you would figure it out,” Mandisa says.
To my surprise, Basheera places a hand on my shoulder. “It’s all thanks to Naira. If it weren’t for her, I would never have thought about erosion.” 
Mandisa beams at me and Rima squeezes my arm. My cheeks grow hot from the unexpected praise. “Well, I didn’t really do much—”
“True,” Basheera says, her curtness cutting through my pride. “What you said was slightly nonsensical, but it did lead me down the right path.” 
“Glad my nonsensical words helped,” I say with a roll of my eyes.
Rima laughs and bumps her shoulder into mine. “Thanks for bringing my sister back to her old self.”
“I liked her better when she wasn’t insulting me,” I grumble. But I’m not really upset. I’m happy to see a Basheera full of confidence, even if it means I have to put up with her brashness. We may not see eye to eye, but there’s one thing I’ve always respected about Basheera—she never hides. You know where you stand with her, and she’s not afraid to deliver hard truths. 
I notice Omma is quite a ways ahead of us, so I start walking again to catch up. Rima joins me, but Basheera and Mandisa don’t. I turn around to tell them to get moving and see them both drop their bags and sit on the ground. 
“Now what are you doing?” I ask.
The confused frustration in my voice brings Rima to a halt but does nothing to get the other two back on their feet. Instead, Basheera pulls a scroll out of a cylindrical container, and Mandisa pulls a writing stylus and a bottle of ink from a box in her patterned bag. 
“Basheera? Mandisa?” Rima calls, her words filled with an urgency that the two of them don’t seem to share. One scribe unfurls a map while the other starts scribbling words and numbers on a sheet of paper. 
Rima tugs on her sister’s arm. “Basheera! We need to keep moving!”
“Just give us a moment,” Basheera mutters, pushing her sliding glasses up the bridge of her nose. “A quarter of a hand. Half at the most. We need to do a few calculations, and then we can plot our trajectory and figure out how far past the edge of the salt pans we are on this map so we can update this other map and then—” 
An inhuman screech fills the air, cutting off Basheera’s words, and my stomach drops. Only Vra Gool Dambi make that sound.
A stench like rotting meat whips past my nostrils. I can tell when the others catch a whiff of the Dambi—their noses wrinkle in disgust, and their eyes widen with fear. 
We all turn to the right—toward the source of the stench and the screeching and see a black mass in the distance charging at us. 
I drop my bags and slide my daggers from their leather forearm gauntlets. Rima unhooks her spear from the holster on her back. I glance at my best friend. She stands with her knees bent, the spear pointing toward the oncoming Dambi horde. We’re the only two who have ever attempted to fight a Dambi. There’s no one else. We can count only on ourselves. 
I know Rima’s ready to die to protect the others. Her family. My family. 
And so am I.



Chapter Four
Three Dambi race toward us. They’re wild ones, with no Mistress in sight to guide them, and they’re biting and snarling at one another as they close the gap between us. 
Omma grabs my arm. “Give me your father’s sword.”
I hesitate—I’d rather Omma stay behind me so I can protect her—but the look in her eyes tells me she’d rather go down fighting. I loosen the sash I wear around my waist so Omma can take the sword. It’s heavy and she holds the hilt of the curved blade with two hands. By the way she plants her feet, I can tell she’s had some training. 
Omma catches me staring at her.
“You and Nez aren’t the only ones who learned how to fight from your father,” she says. “It’s been a long time since I last held a scimitar, but I know how to protect myself.” 
Basheera and Mandisa stand next to Rima, Basheera wielding a heavy ornamental scroll like a club, Mandisa holding a book in each hand. 
Mandisa strikes first; she throws one of the books at the closest Dambi and hits it in the face. The Dambi stops in its tracks and yowls, its head raised to the sky, as a second book sails through the air. Before that book finds its target, I race forward and slice the Dambi across its gullet, cutting through the thick cords of muscle. It falls, its blood spurting across the hot white dust on the ground, staining it black. 
While the Dambi squirms, Rima and Basheera take turns bashing the Dambi in the head, Omma slashes at its back with her sword, and Mandisa pelts it with the rest of the books in her satchel. 
The two remaining Dambi are now upon us, screeching and swiping with their too-long arms and claws. Omma is at my side, the scimitar held high. She lets out a ferocious scream that raises the hair on the back of my neck and charges forward. A Dambi swipes at her; she parries with the sword, then dodges a second swipe. Seeing my mother face these monsters fills me with awe—but then one slashes Omma’s arm and she drops down to one knee. 
I don’t think; I just act. My daggers cut through the flesh of the undead creatures. I stab one in the kidney; the other one gets a slice across the stomach. 
“Omma, get up!” I grab her good arm and pull her to her feet. Omma can’t hold the sword as high as before, but when a Dambi lunges toward her, she sidesteps the creature’s attack and slashes her sword across its back. As I plunge my daggers into the chest of the other Dambi, Omma’s Dambi backhands her across the face, and she goes sprawling to the ground. The Dambi I’m fighting knocks me aside, ripping my daggers out of my hands. They’re both still deep in its chest. 
Before I can help Omma, the two Dambi are on top of her, swiping and slashing.
Everything stops—time, my breathing, me. Everything except Omma and those Dambi. She jabs her sword in one’s stomach as they both bite and scratch at her arms, her torso, her face. 
“No, no, no!” I shriek just as loud as the Dambi and for an instant they are stunned. I charge and slam into one of them shoulder-first, sending it flying back, then kick at the other one until it’s on the ground. I grab a rock and bash that Dambi in the head one, two, three times; thick black blood spurts out of its skull with every hit. 
The last time I fought Dambi, my arms and hands were covered in flames—flames that the Dambi feared and that killed them with a single touch. This time, there’s a fire burning within me. My chest is burning, roasting me from the inside, but I don’t know how to make it manifest on my skin so I can kill these Dambi like I did the others. Instead, I dodge a swipe from one as I untie the leather cord from the end of my braid. I wrap the cord around the throat of one of the Dambi and pull it tight. Tighter and tighter I pull as the Dambi flails beneath me, scratching my arms and back with its black claws, trying to throw me off with its too-long arms. 
The Dambi starts to go limp, but I don’t have time to kill it because the first Dambi has rediscovered my mother. I toss the weakened Dambi aside, then grab two rocks, one in each hand, and start pelting the Dambi by my mother, throwing the stones as hard as I can. I run to one side and then the other, hitting the Dambi’s spine, its head, its eyes. The creature screams as it’s pummeled by the rocks, my aim straight and true. 
The one I tried to strangle is getting its life back, but not for long. Rima jabs her spear in its tongue-less mouth and again in its stomach. Between the two of us, we keep the Dambi occupied while Basheera and Mandisa drag my mother away from the fighting. 
Behind me, I hear a mighty roar and then a high-pitched whine, and something small and unseen rips through the Dambi’s skull. Black blood sprays into the air as the Dambi crumples into a lifeless heap. 
I turn around just as the Dambi Rima is fighting is hit by another unseen object, one that tears through its left leg, rendering it useless. The Dambi writhes on the ground. 
In the distance, two big creatures race toward us. Black claws scrape the ground, grinding the chalky dirt into dust, and sharp yellow teeth peek out whenever their lips curl back. Their snouts are long and thick muscles ripple beneath their rust-brown fur with every step of their massive and heavy paws. They look like maugrabs, those furry desert animals herded by the nomadic Haltayi. I’ve seen only old, scrawny maugrabs at the market; the Haltayi let children ride and pet them for a rube apiece. Most of them were toothless, and their claws were shaved down to keep the paying customers safe. 
The last maugrab I encountered was surrounded by fire. If I hadn’t saved the poor animal by untying the rope that kept it from escaping the smoke and flames, it would surely have died. Even though that maugrab was able to leap over the flames with me on its back, it was a mangy, sickly thing. Not sleek and powerful like the maugrabs in front of us. 
I’ve never fought a maugrab before, but if that’s what’s next, then I’ll do it.
A soft whine pierces the air, and the ground in front of me explodes in a cloud of white dust. I jump back just as another whine breaks out of the screeching. This time, something hard hits the ground next to my feet, sending up more dust. 
When the dust clears, I look down and find a small black rock on top of the white salt coating the ground. Polished and smooth with a hole drilled through the center, the rock is not like anything I’ve seen in the salt pans. Someone must have thrown it. As far as I know, maugrabs don’t throw rocks—their teeth and claws are all the weapons they need. There must be someone else out there among them. 
By the Fires, I hope it’s not another Mistress.
I’m not ready to face another one. Not after what happened the last time.
I focus on what’s in front of me.
“Are those maugrabs?” Rima asks.
“It’s not just maugrabs. They’ve got riders,” Basheera replies.
Behind me, I hear Omma groan. While Basheera and Rima are transfixed, watching the riders rise from the backs of the maugrabs, I run over to Omma and Mandisa. I fall to my knees at Omma’s side; everything in me that kept me fighting completely drains away when I see how damaged she is. All I have left are tears. 
Omma’s face is scratched, one eye swollen shut. Scratches mar her chest, her legs, and one shoulder. Her right leg appears to be broken; her lips are bloody. 
If she’s not dead, she will be soon.
I grab Omma’s left hand, the only part of her not damaged. “Omma,” I whisper. “Don’t leave me.”
“Naira,” Omma whispers, her lips barely moving. “My girl . . .”
She doesn’t even have enough strength to say the whole phrase that only she calls me: my headstrong girl. For some reason, this breaks me like nothing else and I bend over my mother, sobbing. 
Someone grabs my shoulder. I glance up at Rima’s tearstained face.
“Is she . . . ”
Rima doesn’t say the word dead, but I know that’s what she’s asking. I shake my head. 
“But I don’t know how long she can hold on,” I say.
“I haven’t finished my healer training, but I’ll do what I can,” Mandisa says as she yanks off her headscarf and presses it against Omma’s injured shoulder. Mandisa orders Rima to grab her bag of medicine, then gently pulls me away from Omma. 
“I need space,” she says.
I back up and watch Mandisa work. A shadow falls over me and I look up to see Basheera standing behind me with a woman and man, both about my age. They’re long- and thin-limbed with dark skin that glistens under the bright sun and dark shoulder-length hair that’s braided with colorful beads. The woman wears a red band across her torso; the man is naked to the waist and has white handprints painted on his chest. Intricate designs are tattooed on their arms from shoulder to wrist in bright greens, yellows, reds, and blues, and streaks of white paint adorn their faces. They both carry their weapons in their hands—slingshots made of string and leather. 
I’ve never seen people dressed this way before. I assume they’re Haltayi because only the nomads live in this part of Merza, but they don’t look like any Haltayi I’ve ever seen. The ones who used to come to our village to trade wore long, sand-colored robes and white scarves on their heads and across their faces. Their eyes were always downcast, their movements timid. They spoke with deference, calling everyone samir or samida no matter how young. I can’t imagine the Haltayi I’ve encountered ever riding maugrabs with such grace or fighting Dambi or even wearing such colorful clothes, beads, and paints. 
“This is Nenet and her brother Tenok from the Okna Tribe of the Keepers of the Rocky Plains,” Basheera says. “They’ve agreed to take us to their Haltayi camp.” 
“I hope they have a healer there,” Mandisa says, wiping her bloody hands on a cloth. My eyes well up at the sight of Omma’s blood but I blink the tears away. “I’ve done all I can with the supplies and knowledge I have. She needs a more experienced healer than me.” 
“We don’t have a healer in our camp,” Nenet says. “But we can take you to one.”
“Then we’d better get going,” I say.
Following Mandisa’s instructions, we put together a makeshift pallet to carry Omma. The Haltayi warriors climb atop their maugrabs while the four of us take turns carrying Omma. We follow the siblings on their maugrabs across the salt pans. As we walk, I pass the time thinking about what Obba would do if he were here. He’d pray to the dragon gods to save Omma. 
I don’t believe in the dragon gods, I truly don’t, but I pray anyway. I feel like a hypocrite but I push those feelings aside and pray harder. I’ll do whatever it takes, pray to whoever, to save my mother. 
The sun is starting to set when shouts up ahead take me out of my thoughts. We’ve reached the top of a slope, and down below is a small encampment. Tents and wagons dot the gritty landscape along with scraggly trees and bushes that cling to the hard soil. A few dozen people move about the camp, some of them pointing up at us, others grabbing weapons, and still others running into the tents to hide. 
Nenet and Tenok bring their fingers to their lips and whistle a pattern of short and long notes that is answered by someone down below. The Haltayi relinquish their weapons and curious faces poke out of the tent flaps. 
“It’s not normal to have visitors come from the salt pans,” Nenet says. “But no need for worry—they know you are not trouble.” She motions for us to follow as she guides her maugrab down the slope. 
I want to run after her, but I have to be careful. Rima carries the top of the pallet, near Omma’s head, while I hold the end of the pallet near Omma’s feet. I want to be at the end so I can look forward and keep an eye on Omma. Her breathing is so shallow, I sometimes worry that she’s stopped. 
Basheera and Mandisa have reached the bottom and are being greeted by the nomads. Nenet is in the center, acting as translator between Basheera and her people. I can hear her, but I have no clue what she’s saying—which is strange, since I’m able to understand other languages like Waldyrian and ancient Volsgarian. I assumed that meant I understood all languages, but whatever Nenet is saying makes no sense to me. 
A tall woman wearing a decorated leather band across her forehead and braided strands of gold rope around her wrists stands next to Nenet. Like Nenet’s and Tenok’s arms, hers are tattooed with colorful patterns that carry over to her chest and upper back. I glance at the other Haltayi and notice most of them have tattoos covering their bodies, some more than others, all of them vibrant and elaborate. 
Once Rima and I reach the bottom of the slope, the tall woman walks over to Omma and takes in her injuries with her eyes.
“This is Xulma,” Nenet says to me, “the leader of our tribe. I told her of your needs.”
The woman turns to me. “I have seen your mother before,” she says in Merzan. “She is the wife of Qal’at Subaan Khoum, correct?”
I nod. “Yes, Qal’at Subaan Khoum is—was her husband and my father. But he’s no longer with us, and if I don’t get my mother to a healer, I’m afraid she’ll no longer be with us either.” 
My voice trembles when I speak of losing Omma, and Xulma places a warm hand on my shoulder.
“We will take your mother to the Gathering—there, she will be cared for.” Xulma nods at two men who gently take the pallet from us and rush toward the camp. I follow, my eyes on the blood that drips from the pallet, watching it seep into the ground, taking my hope that she’ll survive and burying it down deep in the earth. 
Obba is dead; Nez is gone. I need Omma now more than ever.
I can’t lose Omma—she’s all I have left.



Chapter Five
As we head into the camp, Mandisa frowns. “The Gathering? Isn’t that where pickpockets thrive and murderers go to hide from the law?” 
Rima nods. “That’s what I’ve heard about it. It’s not a nice place.”
The Gathering is where the different nomadic tribes meet to trade and resupply before returning to the plains, so the people there would have the resources needed to save Omma. But all the stories I know about the Gathering paint it as a lawless place filled with the dregs of society, a place law-abiding citizens should stay far away from. 
“I’m not too thrilled to be going there either,” I say, “but we don’t have much of a choice. Omma needs all the help she can get, and it doesn’t look like the Okna Tribe has much to offer.” 
The others nod in agreement.
We pass various tents, all of them with colorful pictures painted on the sides. Eyes follow us wherever we go, but I pay them no mind. My thoughts are on my mother as the warriors transfer Omma from the makeshift pallet to the bed of a horse-drawn wooden cart. Omma groans in pain and I have to stop myself from screaming at them to be more careful. 
Xulma calls over Nenet. I didn’t even notice her with us.
“Pick your crew,” Xulma says. “Ready your maugrabs. You’re taking them to the Gathering.”
“Yes, Auntie,” Nenet says.
All our belongings—except for our weapons—are loaded in the cart with Omma. Basheera climbs onto the cart and takes the reins with Mandisa at her side, but Rima and I have to join Nenet and her team on maugrabs. Nenet has chosen three warriors to ride with us: Tenok and two of their cousins, Atzi and Miyal, identical twin brothers half a decade older than me and my own twin. 
Tenok offers Rima a ride on his maugrab. The animal lies down on the dusty ground; Tenok climbs onto her back, reaches out a hand for Rima, and pulls her up behind him. When the maugrab lurches back as it stands, Rima holds on tight to Tenok. 
“Naira, you can ride Yloti with me,” Nenet says from atop her maugrab, her hand outstretched. I grab hold and climb up, the mighty beast nudging me with his nose as if to say, Hurry, as if he knows we don’t have much time. 
When Yloti lurches to his feet, I clutch his thick, wiry fur with both hands to hold on.
There’s a crowd gathered around us, many of them speaking words only Haltayi know, but they sound like prayers to me, and I’m grateful. I’ll accept any blessing from any god if it will keep Omma alive. 
Xulma motions for the twins to come near and speaks to them while others who I assume are family approach Nenet and Tenok. They speak in Haltayi to each other, and when they are finished, the maugrab riders lean forward so that the elders can place their hands on their shoulders. 
I decide that they are giving them a blessing, an assurance that we’ll make it to the Gathering safely and that our Haltayi escorts will return to the camp, to their family, without harm. 
Then Xulma stands next to me and motions for me to lean forward. She places a strong, warm hand on my shoulder.
“May the wind chase you,” she says, “may you guide the sun, and may the road flatten before you.”
Xulma speaks in the ancient language of Volsgarian. Heat radiates from her hand and spreads down to my core. I don’t know what gods the Haltayi pray to, but I know what a blessing feels like. 
“Thank you.” I bow to Xulma and she pats my shoulder before stepping back.
“You’ll reach the Gathering by morning if you follow the route we have mapped,” Xulma tells those of us who don’t speak Haltayi. She walks over to Basheera and hands her a sheaf of paper. “Look for these sightings and you will be fine.” Then Xulma faces Nenet. “You must go,” she tells her niece. “Now!” 
With a roar that rattles my spine, Yloti takes off, the crowd quickly parting in front of us as we thunder past. Basheera flicks the reins; the horse eases into a quick trot, and the cart rattles to life. Behind her are Tenok and Rima, with the twins bringing up the rear. 
Cheers and whistles follow us as we dart around the tents, the noise from the camp fading the farther north we go. When all is silent except the pounding of the maugrabs’ paws and the horse’s hooves striking the rock-strewn ground, Basheera calls for us to come near and holds up a sheaf of paper with some markings. Sitting atop the cart, she’s taller than all of us, even Miyal and Atzi. 
“Old Father is the first sighting,” she says. “There’s two more—Cloud Snake and the Whispering Wills.”
“What about Pika?” Miyal asks.
“And the Ten of Tens?” Tenok joins in. “And Round Boys?”
Basheera shakes her head. “We don’t need to go to those sightings because we aren’t following the herds. We’re going straight to the Gathering, and Xulma said this is the quickest way. She described the sightings we need to look for, and if we follow the course she and I charted, we’ll be at the Gathering well before sunrise.” 
The Haltayi don’t look convinced.
“Trust me,” Basheera says. “I know where we’re going.”
I try not to think about how we trusted Basheera in the salt pans as I tell the others they can believe in Basheera.
“She’ll get us there,” I say. “She knows the way.”
Basheera gives me a quick nod of thanks before rolling up the sheaf of paper. “All right. After another half a hand due north, we head west. This will take us around the switches, which I’ve heard can be very painful if you fall in.” 
All the Haltayi grimace at the word switches, so I can only imagine each of them has fallen in at least once. I don’t even want to know what they are, so I don’t ask. 
As we pick up our pace, Nenet speaks to her cousins in Haltayi. They quickly peel off, one thundering toward the east, the other toward the west, until they are lost to the horizon with nothing but the dust kicked up by their maugrabs to let us know they were once with us. 
“Where are they going?”
“Keeping watch,” Nenet replies.
I don’t need her to say anything else to understand what they’re watching for: Dambi.
We ride for what seems like days. The sun beats the tops of our heads, then our left sides, and my fingers cramp from holding on so tight. I constantly feel myself sliding off the maugrab, and every time I adjust, Yloti lets out a snort. 
Suddenly, Basheera points at a group of odd-shaped mounds. “That’s the Old Father,” she calls. “There’s a pool there where we can rest the animals.” 
“We don’t have time to rest,” I tell Basheera. “My mother needs a healer now.” 
“And these animals need to rest if you want them to take us all the way to the Gathering,” Basheera counters. Her voice is not unkind, but it’s firm. “We all care about your mother, but we won’t get very far if these animals don’t get something to drink. They’ve been carrying us for four hands without a break.” 
I can’t argue with Basheera—Yloti is panting, and the pace of all the animals has slowed down. We have no choice but to give them a rest. 
“Don’t worry, Naira,” Mandisa says from the back of the cart where she watches over Omma. “The medicine I gave Farina will last even if we stop for a break now and then. As long as we reach the Gathering in the next six or seven hands, we’ll be fine.” 
“We’ll be there in five,” Basheera says with her old confidence. “Trust me.”
“But are you sure that’s Old Father?” Tenok asks Basheera. “Old Father has a purple tree on his back.”
From this distance, it looks like the mounds are bare, but I’ve never heard of Old Father, so I keep quiet.
“I’m pretty sure,” Basheera says, but her tone reminds me of when she claimed to know where we were going when we were lost in the salt pans. Then she shoves her glasses back into place. “Actually, I am one hundred percent sure. That is Old Father, and that’s where we need to go.” 
She flicks the reins, guiding the horse west. With a shake of his head, Tenok follows her, and the rest of us do the same. As we get closer to Old Father, I still don’t see any purple trees, but Basheera is undeterred. She has the horse quicken its pace, and soon I can make out the shape of what might be a tree stump atop the highest mound. 
“Old Father is injured,” Nenet says. I squint and notice a crack in the stone of the largest mound and black ash on the jagged stump. 
“Looks like it’s been struck by lightning,” I reply.
Basheera guides us to a path between the mounds where we find a shady grove full of purple trees, singing birds, and a pool of clear water. The shade provided by the ring of mounds, by Old Father, keeps the meager rainwater that falls on the plains from evaporating, which allows this habitat to thrive. 
The air is fresh, not dusty like the plains, and cool. And the purple flowers of the trees give off a comforting scent, one that reminds me of an incense so expensive, my parents burned it only on special occasions, like our birthdays. 
I stiffen when I hear a noise at my back and quickly turn around, but it’s just Atzi and Miyal. The only difference between them is that Atzi wears his long locs in a bun atop his head and Miyal’s locs hang down past his shoulders. If they change their hairstyles, I’ll have no idea who is who. 
Atzi laughs when he catches my eye and elbows his brother, who grins. “This one’s got good hearing,” he says.
“Can’t sneak up on you,” Miyal jokes. He tugs on my braid as they pass, then jabs Nenet in the arm. “You’d better teach her to ride, Neh, or she’s going to fall off.” With another burst of laughter, this one much louder, Atzi and Miyal gallop deeper into the grove. 
Nenet turns around, sees the cramped way I clutch the maugrab’s fur, then turns back to the front.
“Let’s walk,” she says, bringing the maugrab to a stop. Yloti kneels, which makes it easy for me to hop down, but as soon as I do, my legs give out and I fall on the ground. With my fingers gripping the fur and my core, back, and thigh muscles tight to keep me from sliding off, I’ve been stiff for so long, I don’t have the strength to stand. I’ve ridden many horses and one maugrab before, but the horses always had saddles, and I never rode either for such a long time. 
Nenet grabs my arm and pulls me to my feet. I take one step forward, then another. The deep soreness in my legs makes my bones ache. 
By the time we reach the center of the grove, the Haltayi are seated on the ground eating rice and mashed beans with spices and stewed vegetables from dark green packets made of wrapped leaves. But I don’t join them—instead, I head to the cart where my people are hovering, checking on Omma. Rima moves aside so that I can climb into the cart and sit next to Omma. I take her hand in mine and rub the back of it with my thumbs. 
She looks just as bad, if not worse, than she did before. Most of the blood has been cleaned away, but the bandages over her eye, shoulder, and thigh are starting to turn brown. Mandisa sits across from me and fills a stone mug with water from a jug. She puts the mug to Omma’s lips, and I watch as Omma takes a sip, then another. 
She’s still alive.
I can finally breathe.
I kiss Omma’s forehead. “Stay strong, Omma. We’ll be there soon.”
I hop down from the cart, and Rima hands me a packet of food. I thank her, unwrap the packet, and stuff the contents in my mouth. I haven’t eaten all day, and now that there’s food in front of me, I’m hungrier than I’ve ever been. 
The horse and maugrabs are drinking from the pool; the twins are lying on the soft, springy grass and staring at the night sky. Tenok tries to join them, but I can tell by the way they laugh and he doesn’t that they’re teasing their younger cousin. When he sulkily walks away, they playfully call for him to come back, and when he doesn’t, they laugh even harder. 
“Those twins are jerks,” Rima says. She’s leaning against the cart, and I join her.
“Yeah,” Nenet replies. She’s sitting on the ground, not that close to us but within earshot. “But they’re the best scouts we have. We’re lucky my aunt let them come with us. Nothing will sneak up on us with them around.” Nenet tosses her empty packet at Miyal and hits him in the chest. When he glances our way to see who threw the packet, all three of us refuse to make eye contact until he finally gives up on finding the culprit. He tosses the balled-up leaves at Tenok instead. Nenet says, “They’re assholes, but they’re family. And they’re good at what they do, so we keep them around.” 
Although I dread getting back on the maugrab, I know I have to. We need to keep going. Basheera motions for everyone to gather around the cart. “Grab whatever you need for the next leg of this trek—we won’t be stopping again.” 
We ready our gear, refill our waterskins, and climb atop our maugrabs. I touch the tips of my fingers to Omma’s head when the cart passes, hoping I can transfer some of my own strength to her, and also to let her know I’m here with her. 
Everything aches, and I let out a groan when the maugrab lurches as he gets to his feet. As we leave Old Father’s grove, Nenet offers me some advice. 
“You hold on with your legs,” she says, tapping my thigh. “Lean forward, especially when we go fast. You’ll hurt your back trying to sit up straight. And if you find yourself slipping, grab onto me instead of pulling out Yloti’s fur.” 
Throughout the night, we ride hard, faster than before, and even though I follow Nenet’s advice, I still jerk whenever Yloti leaps or changes direction. I can’t seem to stay balanced, and my body is tired of aching. But soon we pass the Cloud Snake—a striation high up in the walls of a cliff that has the appearance of a snake—and then the Whispering Wills—an area of lowlands shrouded in mist that sounds like a whisper as we pass through. It’s not long before blocky shapes start appearing on the horizon, and I realize they must be buildings. 
The Gathering—a pickpocket’s paradise and a murderer’s haven where the lowest of the low thrive, and the only place where my mother can be saved—waits for us. The sun is just starting to rise, and for that I’m grateful. I wouldn’t want to enter the lair of scoundrels and miscreants at night. 



Chapter Six
There’s no wall protecting the Gathering, no checkpoints or barriers. A few armed guards walk about the perimeter, but they aren’t nearly enough of a force to keep everyone safe if the stories about the Gathering are to be believed. I grip Yloti with my thighs so that I can quickly free my daggers if needed. I eye everyone as we enter the Gathering. Tall buildings line the main road, which seems to cut right through the city. Long swaths of heavy cloth drape some of the buildings, and the front facades of others have been painted bright shades of blue, red, and orange. 
The people here remind me more of the Haltayi that lived in Lagusa—they look like Lagusans, except they have tattoos on their faces. 
The noise of the Gathering is almost deafening after being out on the plains and in the salt pans for so long. Music and talking, singing and laughing, metal striking metal, and food sizzling on a grill all compete to be heard. 
In the city’s center, the buildings give way to a market, not as big as the one back home but with many of the same wares—spices and cloth, rugs and baskets. What I don’t see, however, are any weapons or armor for sale. I also don’t notice anyone who might be dangerous. Everyone is smiling. There’s a group of young men and women dancing for coins, and the people watching are laughing, tossing money into a woven basket without a care that it might be stolen. Across from the dancers, there’s a puppet show for children. 
No matter how hard I look, I can’t find anything or anyone dangerous at the Gathering. A young man spots us on the maugrabs and runs over. I unsheathe my daggers, preparing myself for an ambush. 
“Put those away,” Atzi snaps at me.
“Are you trying to get us kicked out?” Miyal whispers in annoyance. “If the guards see an unsheathed weapon, they won’t hesitate to ban you and everyone you’re with from the Gathering.” 
I don’t know what to say, so I clumsily sheathe my weapons. The young man hasn’t even noticed; his eyes are on Yloti, and he lovingly pats his mane. Then he places a hand on Nenet’s shoulder and she does the same to him. After that, he hurries away, off to whatever task he was doing before we showed up and brightened his day. 
I jump to attention when there’s quick movement on my right, but it’s just an old woman. She’s fallen onto the ground, and everyone stops to help her stand and gather her belongings, which are sprawled out on the dusty road. They give them back to her without hesitation. She offers sweets to the children who helped, and they take a few before returning to the puppet show. 
I glance at Rima, and she looks just as confused as I am. I catch Basheera’s eye and she only shrugs in response—she didn’t expect this either. We’d been told the Gathering was a dangerous place for the law-abiding citizens of Lagusa—but it seems that was all a lie. 
“This isn’t anything like I expected,” I tell Nenet.
“You thought bad people would attack you on sight, didn’t you?” she asks over her shoulder.
“That’s what they told us would happen,” I reply.
Nenet laughs. “Because that’s what we told them would happen. If everyone knew what kind of place the Gathering was, it wouldn’t be safe for our people anymore. It’d be overrun with Merzans who never learned to make room for the Haltayi even though we were here first.” 
“What do you mean, you were here first?”
“There was no Merza before the Volsgarian War. The Bujarbi Desert and everything below it belonged to my people. Until your great knight Theda created Lagusa. She sent thousands to that hidden village, and they took over our trade routes, seized our lands, and chased away our maugrabs. The Gathering is all we have left.” 
“Theda didn’t create Lagusa,” I say in response, sure that if one part of Nenet’s tale is incorrect, then the rest of it must be as well. My people have been driven out of our lands by Sothpike—I don’t want to believe we did the same to others. “That was the dragon god Crafulgar.” 
“Crafulgar and Theda are one and the same, aren’t they?” Nenet responds, but I can tell from her tone that she’s not asking me—she’s telling me. “Where you have one, you’ll always find the other.” 
Before I can respond, Miyal points at a building on our left. It’s painted a vibrant green, the awnings are yellow, and the door is made of a dark wood. 
“Here’s the healer’s house,” he says, jumping down from his maugrab. The rest of us do the same, but Mandisa stays next to Omma on the cart, watching over her. I head to the cart with all the others except Tenok, who looks after the maugrabs. My muscles explode with a stiff soreness that makes me want to collapse on the ground until it passes, but I can’t. I have to take care of Omma first. 
The twins help carry Omma on her pallet. She looks so small and frail between them. I hold her hand as Nenet raps on the open door. She yells out in Merzan, and the voice of an old man responds. 
The door opens and reveals the healer, but he’s not like any healer I’ve seen before. I’m used to the Daughters back home who looked like the people in my village, but this man looks like a Waldyrian. The lower half of his face is covered in a bright red bushy beard and the hair on top of his head is slicked back and hangs past his shoulders. I’m surprised to see someone like him on the Rocky Plains—he’s the first person I’ve seen at the Gathering who isn’t Haltayi. He steps aside and motions for us to come in. The twins nod and carry Omma into the house, and the rest of us follow. Inside, I notice that the table in the center of the room is clean and the shelves of herbs, tinctures, and elixirs are organized. I spot some of the same herbs Omma has in her medicine bag, even bitterroot, which will help ease Omma’s pain. The healer scurries away but quickly returns with his hands freshly washed. 
“Take her off the pallet and place her on the table,” he says to the twins. “Carefully!” Then he points at me and Rima. “Light the lamps. I need to see what I’m dealing with.” There are four oil lamps on a windowsill with a fire-strike nearby. As we light the lamps and hang them from chains attached to the ceiling, the healer points at various people and gives them orders. Basheera is told to gather certain supplies from the shelves. Once he learns Mandisa has been trained as a healer, he puts her to work removing Omma’s bandages. The twins are sent outside—the room is too small for so many people—and Tenok and Nenet are sent to another room to heat up a bucket of water. As soon as one task is complete, the healer has us doing another, directing everyone until we’re too busy to bother him as he works. 
And he does work. He cleans Omma’s wounds and applies new poultices, he rubs salves and creams on scratches, and he even checks the injuries the rest of us received fighting the Dambi. I can’t help but cry hot tears when he tells me he can’t save Omma’s eye, and I make the hard decision to have her left eye removed and the lid sewn shut. Rima takes me out of the room for that part. We sit on the ground outside the healer’s house next to the twins, who are both fast asleep, curled up with their maugrabs for warmth. It gets cold out here at night and Rima and I sit close to each other, both of us rubbing our arms and pulling our legs up to our chests. It’s the middle of the night, and before I know it, Rima’s asleep. I start drifting off as well, but someone kicking my sandal wakes me up. 
“Is it Omma? Is she okay?”
Rima wakes up with a start; both of us rub our eyes.
Basheera kneels before me. “The healer said she’ll survive. Samida Khoum is a tough one.”
“Farina,” I correct Basheera. “Omma told you to call her Farina.”
She adjusts her glasses. “I know what she told me, but she’ll always be Samida Khoum to me. She’s too impressive for me to call her by her first name.” 
“Can I see her?”
Basheera nods and I get to my feet and go back into the house. Omma is still on the table; Mandisa is sleeping on the pallet on the floor. I don’t see Tenok, but Nenet is talking with the healer. 
I walk to Omma, stepping over Mandisa, and hold her hand. Her left eyelid is swollen but I can see the black stitches. I want to cry—my mother’s beautiful eye is gone—but I hold in my tears. Her body is covered in fresh bandages, and the healer made a new splint for her broken leg. 
Someone braided Omma’s hair, weaving in beads among the strands. I rub a row of red beads, feeling their smoothness, acknowledging the care someone put into my mother’s hair. 
“That was Mandisa,” Basheera says. “The healer wanted to cut her hair to keep it out of the way while he worked on your mother’s eye, but Mandisa convinced him to let her braid it instead.” 
“She’ll have to wear an eyepatch,” the healer says as he approaches the table. “And she should stay with me for a day or two so I can keep watch over her as she heals. Unfortunately, I don’t have much space, but there’s an inn for travelers a few buildings down the road.” 
“I’ll stay,” I tell the others. “You should go to the inn.”
The healer shakes his head and points at Mandisa. “She knows what to do—it’s better if she stays. At least for tonight. You can come back in the morning.” 
I want to argue, but Rima holds my hand—the one that isn’t rubbing the beads Mandisa put in Omma’s hair. If anything were to happen, I know Mandisa will take care of Omma as she would her own mother. 
“All right. I’ll go with the others.” I bow to the healer. “How much do I owe you?”
He places a hand on my shoulder. “I took care of your mother as asked by Xulma of the Okna Tribe. The debt has already been paid. Now, you can rest.” 
I kiss Omma’s cheek and head outside. Tenok has wakened his older cousins, and they sit atop their maugrabs. A riderless Yloti waits for Nenet. 
But before we can climb abord the maugrabs or Basheera can hitch the horse to the cart, Nenet places a hand on my shoulder.
“It has been interesting getting to know you and your people,” she says, “but it is time we parted ways.”
“You’re leaving?”
Nenet nods. “We have to get back to our people. They will be following the herds and they cannot wait for us. If we leave now, we’ll be at the camp by breakfast.” 
“You’ve been riding all night and now you’re going to do it again,” Rima says. “Don’t you need to rest too?”
“We can rest in our tents,” Atzi replies.
“Some of us can sleep atop our maugrabs,” Miyal jokes. He jerks a thumb toward a sleeping Tenok. He’s slumped over, his head resting on the back of his maugrab’s neck. 
Nenet climbs atop Yloti. “We gave the horse and cart to the healer as payment. He knows to pick it up from the inn tomorrow, so you can use it to carry your belongings down the road.” Then she bows in the way my people do to show respect, and her cousins do the same. 
“Be safe, friend,” she says and starts leading her people home.
The maugrabs’ heavy paws pad up the road and out of the Gathering, leaving me and my people on our own.
Basheera turns to me and Rima. “Let’s go find that inn.”
She climbs onto the cart, and Rima and I do the same. It feels like we’ve entered a new phase, as if a new journey awaits us, and I can’t tell where it will take me, if it will be good or bad, but I know I’m already on my way. 
I just hope that whatever happens next—
No.
No more hoping.
I’ll survive whatever happens next. So will Omma. And so will Nez and Rima and Nenet and all the people who’ve helped us get this far. 
That’s all I need to know to keep moving forward.
Because there is no turning back.
It seems we’re the only ones awake; the street is empty of people, of noises, as we maneuver the horse and cart down the road, looking for the inn. If the Gathering were anything like the stories we had been told, I’d be nervous to be alone at night in this unfamiliar place—but not now. I’m tired more than anything. And hungry. 
Even though we don’t read Haltayi, we find the inn easily. It’s the only place with open doors and bright lights in the windows this time of night. The building is four stories tall, one of the tallest structures I’ve seen in the Gathering, and it seems to be well kept. Potted plants adorn some of the windowsills and it looks like the building was recently given a fresh coat of paint. 
There’s an empty terrace with a bubbling three-tiered fountain on one side of the inn and stables on the other. Basheera guides the cart over to the stables, but I pull on the reins, stopping the horse before it can turn into the stable yard. 
“Do you think they’ll take our money?” I pull my coin purse out of my waistband. It’s full of gold and silver rubes, the currency we used in Lagusa. I have no idea what they use for money here. “How are we going to pay for the inn?” 
“Well, I’m sure everyone likes gold,” Rima says. She has a purse of her own and she digs out two gold rubes. “This should be enough for one night, don’t you think?” she asks me. 
“Plenty,” I reply, “if the innkeeper accepts it.”
Basheera sighs. “You’re holding coins made of pure gold and silver—they’ll accept it. They don’t care about the shape, just the value of the metal.” She holds out her hand for Rima’s coins. “I’ll give one to the stable boy. Both if he takes our bags to our room. You two go inside and see about getting us some beds and a hot meal.” 
Rima and I hop down and watch from the road as the rattling of the cart makes the sleeping stable boy jolt out of his chair. A quick glance at our clothes, our style of hair, and our lack of body paint and tattoos lets him know we’re not Haltayi. He greets Basheera with a quick bow. 
“Staying the night?” he asks with a yawn. His accent is thick but perfectly understandable.
“Yes,” Basheera replies, handing him the reins. “If they have room.”
“If they don’t have room, they’ll make room,” the boy says. “Want me to brush and feed your horse? It’ll be extra to store your cart. And what about your bags?” 
While Basheera works out the details with the stable boy, I tug on Rima’s arm.
“Come on,” I tell her, and we enter the inn.
Low tables and floor pillows fill one side of the room and two counters fill the other—one counter for doing business, the other for pouring drinks. There are a few people at some of the tables speaking in low voices, their murmurs accompanying the woman playing an instrument similar to the eukalah in the corner. 
Some of the patrons are Haltayi, leaders of their tribes like Xulma, if their face markings and hairstyles can be compared to hers. I notice a few Merzans dotted throughout the room; most of them are eating and drinking together except for one who sits by a dark window and drinks alone. 
A woman old enough to be my grandmother is behind one counter, and a man with a scruffy beard works behind the second counter mixing the contents of a few bottles into one drink. We approach the woman, who greets us with a bow and a smile. 
“Welcome to the Malika,” she says, pulling out a ledger. “One room or two?”
Rima glances at me, so I speak for both of us. “One room will be fine,” I say. “But there are three of us.”
“I have a room with two beds—will that work?”
“Basheera and I can share,” Rima whispers to me.
“How much will that cost?” I ask the innkeeper. My stomach growls loudly, reminding me not to forget about it. “And is there anything to eat?” 
“For the room and three meals, it will cost thirteen inkots,” the woman says. She must notice the confusion on our faces because she smiles and adds, “Or two gold rubes and three silver, if that’s what you have.” 
Relieved that I don’t have to figure out how much an inkot is worth, I dig out the requested money and give it to the innkeeper. She writes our names down in her book and hands us a key on a leather strap. 
“This is your room key,” she says. “Don’t lose it or I’ll have to charge you to have a new one made.” She closes the ledger. “Do you want to eat down here or in your room?” 
“Our room, please,” I reply.
The innkeeper nods and points at a set of stairs behind the counter. “Your room is on the second floor, third door on the left. I’ll have my daughter Numa bring up hot water and rags so you can wash, and we’ll bring up the food when it’s ready.” 
Rima and I trudge up the stairs and find our room. I plop down at the table while Rima unrolls the bedding. I stay away from the beds; I know I’ll fall asleep as soon as I touch one, and I want to eat and confirm that Basheera and all our belongings make it up to our room first. 
“This one’s softer,” Rima says from behind one of the bed curtains. “I’ll sleep here.”
“Not fair,” I joke.
“Well, I have to share, so it’s only fair I get the better bed,” Rima says. Then she sighs. “Now what?”
I know exactly what she means: What do we do now that Omma is too injured to tell us what to do next? I was depending on Omma to help me find Gamikal. She knows how to navigate the world, how to deal with people, how things like getting a room at an inn work. But she needs to heal, so I’m going to have to figure out the next steps for myself. 
“Tonight, we eat and sleep. Tomorrow, we find their meetinghouse or wherever their elders gather and we start asking questions.”
Rima murmurs a response—she’s already falling asleep.
I crawl into my bed, pull the curtain closed, and fall asleep as soon as my head hits the pillow. It feels like I’ve just closed my eyes when I’m awoken by a knock on the door. The door opens and I hear people speaking in hushed voices, which makes me nervous. 
I fling the curtain wide and peer out into the room. Basheera stands with her back to me; I can’t see who she’s speaking to.
“Omma—is she okay?” I ask.
Basheera turns around, an annoyed look on her face. “Of course, knucklehead. Mandisa stopped by hours ago to tell us she was still sleeping but doing well, but you were dead to the world.” She steps aside to reveal a servant holding a tray, but the dishes are piled up as if she’s clearing them away, not bringing in our meal. 
“How long have I been asleep?”
The girl leaves and Basheera closes the door after her. “About twelve hands,” she says. “It’s three hands after noontime. We tried waking you, but . . . let’s just say none of us like being growled at.” 
I jump out of bed and slip on my sandals. “I did not growl at you.”
“All right, if that’s the story you want to tell,” Basheera says with a laugh. She tosses me a towel. “Wash up and get dressed. We have to go to the market to get some supplies, then we’ll check on your mother. Rima and I will wait for you downstairs.” 
I ignore Basheera’s jokes at my expense and hurriedly wash and put on fresh clothes. Then I grab the room key, lock the door, and run downstairs. I find Rima and Basheera chatting with the innkeeper, who’s giving them directions to the market. 
“Two rights and a left,” she says, gesturing with her hands at every turn. “Don’t worry about getting lost—you’ll hear the people and smell the food before you see anything.” 
We head outside, and the afternoon sun is as bright as ever. I raise my hand to shield my eyes and adjust my white headscarf to keep from getting too hot. Then I follow Rima and Basheera to the end of the road, passing a pair of parents with their children who chase each other as they suck on hard candies. 
As the innkeeper promised, the sounds and smells of the market greet us first. We turn the final corner and see booth after booth, store after store, with goods for sale. My stomach growls as the scent of grilled meats wafts by, but I ignore my hunger. The sooner we buy the supplies, the sooner we can go see Omma. 
“I’ll deal with the merchants,” Rima says as we approach the first booth, which is full of new sandals. Mandisa needs a new pair. “It was my job to haggle over prices back home.” 
I trail behind Rima as she bargains with the vendors. Many of them are able to speak enough Merzan to make bartering possible, which is fortunate, since none of us speak Haltayi fluently. Whenever Basheera interjects with her attempts at Haltayi, the vendors look surprised, and some of them even cut us deals to show their appreciation of her for learning their language. One man gives us a free tin of wurmcide to fight off infection after Basheera tells him in Haltayi why we need the medicine. 
As I finish with the last merchant on our list, I notice Rima watching a Haltayi warrior. She’s standing atop a crate with a crowd gathered around her, and she’s giving an impassioned speech. Unfortunately, I don’t understand everything she’s saying, but some words stand out: Mistress. Dambi. Sothpike. I tense for a moment, thinking the warrior is saying we’re under attack, but no one else reacts like that. Instead, a few of them cheer; others turn away. 
Rima, however, is entranced. Basheera stands beside her sister, translating the warrior’s words. I tug on Rima’s arm and ask what’s going on. 
“She wants us to join them in attacking Sothpike,” Rima says.
“The Haltayi have stayed out of the war so far,” Basheera chimes in, “but she’s trying to convince her people that it’s time to take a side.” 
“She’s right,” Rima says. “And they’re going to need all of the help they can get.”
Most of the crowd has disappeared into the market but a handful of onlookers remain. An older Waldyrian man walks among them handing out red armbands with Haltayi writing on them. Basheera and I shake our heads when he offers bands to us, but Rima takes one. 
A couple of young boys accidentally bump into me, jostling the packages in my arms, and they spill onto the ground. The Waldyrian man with the armbands and I both bend down to pick up my parcels, and as he helps me gather them up, his hand brushes my arm. 
Suddenly, a massive spike of pain shoots through my skull, bringing me to my knees. It is so intense, I drop everything again with a loud groan and beat the dusty ground with one fist while my other hand tries to hold my head together because it feels like it’s splitting apart. 
There’s a scuffle and I notice two pairs of sandaled feet where the Waldyrian man was. Rima is shouting at him, demanding to know what he did to me, and Basheera places her hands on my shoulders to keep me from crumbling. 
“You’re going to pass out, aren’t you?” she asks.
I can’t even nod—every muscle in my body is tense and out of my control. I’ve never had a headache like this before, and when my head finally explodes in a burst of white light, I don’t have the strength to fight back and instead let the soothing darkness wash over me. 
It’s cold, freezing, and there’s a white powdery substance floating in the air and beneath my feet. When the powder touches my skin, it melts, leaving little droplets. 
Wind whips around me, tugging my braid in one direction, yanking my clothes in another. I stumble, my feet unsteady in the crunchy white powder, my exposed toes stiffening from the unbearable cold. 
Racked with uncontrollable shivering, I walk, trying to find a way out of the wind and cold, my head tucked into my chest. The tips of my ears burn and I cross my arms to protect my reddening fingers. 
I trudge through the whiteness, not knowing where I’m going but knowing I need to keep moving. My movements are slow and stupid, as I can’t seem to keep my balance with the unsteady ground beneath me and the wind swirling around me, battering me from every direction. 
Eventually, I realize the moaning winds have been overtaken by another sound—the low groan of something ancient and ravenous. Snarls and bites accompany the groaning and I’m terrified. I’ve never heard anything like it, not even in my nightmares. I want to turn around and run, but just as in my other visions, I’m being drawn to something that I need to witness, and whatever that is, I know I must go toward the danger to see it. 
There’s a crackling ahead of me, a lightning bolt that rends the sky in two, except this lightning isn’t vertical. It bifurcates the sky horizontally, then forms a circle with a dark void in the center that sucks in the air, the floating powder, the screams of those who are unlucky enough to be in the vicinity. 
I watch with mounting fear as one soldier after another appears from out of the whirling whiteness and is yanked into the lightning vortex. Their screams pierce the cold and make my teeth chatter. I’ve never been so terrified in my life and I don’t even know what I’m scared of. What is this monster that has the strength to rip the sky in two and eats men? 
As if one monster weren’t enough, a second one swoops down out of the broken sky. A humanshaped being stands before me, his teeth like yellow spikes in his lipless mouth. He’s hairless with a long snaking tail; his skin is covered in black scales; and long black claws extend from his fingers and toes. 
I stare into the black eyes of Ergenegon, the fourteenth dragon. The fallen dragon. A creature that inspires fear instead of faith. 
Unlike the last time I squared off against Ergenegon—in my first vision from the Three-Faced God—now my actions are my own. I’m not being guided, and I don’t know what to do. I stand up straight and face this abomination of a god—but I can’t stop the shivering that comes from the cold and dread. 
But Ergenegon looks past me at something—or someone—behind me. I turn and see a man sprawled on the ground, digging his fingers into the frozen earth to keep from being sucked into the void. The black dragon pumps his tattered wings, lifting himself in the air. As he rises, he latches onto the man, digging his claws into his shoulders, wrapping his tail around his waist. He flies toward the vortex, and in a voice that sounds neither human nor alive, speaks to whatever waits in that terrible void: 
O you ancients of the abyss,


bind us together soul to soul.


Make his life mine, and make mine his,


and through him I shall be immortal.


The man struggles, but there is nothing he can do against a dragon. When Ergenegon is finished speaking, he drops the man to the ground like a broken thing; whatever he needed from him he has now gotten, rendering the man useless. Then the black dragon is gone; the abyss closes, and it’s just me and the man. 
He rises to his feet and I finally see his face.
A face that I’ve been searching for.
A face that I’ve seen before.
I wake up on the ground, shivering under a blazing sun. A crowd has formed around me, but Basheera shoos them away as Rima helps me stand. Beside Rima, the Waldyrian man gathers the packages I dropped. 
Once I’m on my feet, my body stops shaking and I can make sense of what the Three-Faced God tried to show me. Ergenegon died more than five hundred years ago, but I saw someone with him who should have died centuries ago too, and that means only one thing. 
I hold out my arms to take the shopping from the man.
“Are you all right?” he asks.
“I am now that I’ve found you,” I say, staring him in the eye. “Now that I’ve found Gamikal.”
“How do you know that name?” The man takes a step back, away from what we both know is true: Gamikal and this man are one and the same. He narrows his eyes and looks at me closely. “Who are you?” 
Before I can answer, Rima tugs on my arm.
“We should go somewhere private,” she says, her eyes on the people still watching us. Still watching me.
“This way.” Basheera leads us through the crowd with Gamikal in tow. I was worried he would leave, disappear among the masses, but he stays on our heels, his brow furrowed, his mouth closed, as we race down every road, hurry around every corner. 
Back at the inn, we head over to a booth with blue and gold pillows, pile our packages in one corner, and sit down—me across from Gamikal, Rima on my right, and Basheera next to her. 
As we settle in, Gamikal motions for a servant and tells him to bring him a bottle of wine. We wait in silence until he’s served and has had his first drink. Then Gamikal speaks. 
“Back in the market, did you have a vision?” he asks me.
I nod. “It’s not the first one, but it was one of the worst.”
“Tell me what you saw.”
I glance at my friends. Rima nods, telling me with her eyebrows that I should share what I know, but Basheera looks unsure.
“Tell us who you are first,” Basheera demands. “Are you Gamikal the Long-Lasting?”
Gamikal smiles, but it’s not a happy expression. There are years upon years of weariness and pain in the lines curving around his mouth. 
“No one’s called me that for almost two decades,” he says, his voice so low we have to lean close to hear him. “Not since the rise of Sothpike. After the fall of Al-Kazar and the deaths of the Ur Atum Asim and Asimra, I gave up. My cause, my identity, my life as the prophet Gamikal—I gave it all up and fully became a wanderer.” Then he looks at me. “But you—you knew who I truly was. How? Who told you?” 
“No one told me,” I reply. “I saw you as you used to be.”
I tell him about the vision, and his eyes widen when I describe the vortex. I notice one of his hands, the one he fights with, trembling when I mention Ergenegon. He pours himself another drink; the wine sloshes around the ceramic mug and spills onto the table. I pause and he sees me staring at his shaking hand. He places his hand on the hilt of his weapon and holds firm, and soon the tremors dissipate into stillness. 
When I finish speaking, he lets one tear fall but wipes away the rest.
“I’ve been alive for five hundred and sixty-two years,” he says, “and I’ve thought about that terrible day every day for the last five hundred and thirty-five.” 
“You were twenty-seven?” Basheera asks, mentally calculating his age before I even realize what the years mean.
“Twenty-seven and still a child.” A dark cloud passes over Gamikal’s face—he looks like he wants to crush the mug he’s gripping in his left hand but instead he sets it gently on the table and pours himself one more drink. The bottle is almost empty. 
He turns to me. “Now will you tell me who you are? Or are you going to bring up more things I would rather forget?”
“I told you—I’m Naira Khoum,” I say. “And I need your help.”
Gamikal waves to the servant and asks him to bring another bottle. Then he points at me with his half-empty mug. “Help doing what?” 
“Defeating Sothpike.”
Gamikal spits out the wine he was drinking then lets out a bark of laughter as he wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. Rima squeals in disgust and Basheera rolls her eyes. He keeps laughing, and I ask the servant to bring over some dry cloths to clean the table. 
“If I knew how to defeat Sothpike, don’t you think I’d have done that years ago?” The second bottle arrives, and Gamikal guzzles it, then slams the empty bottle on the table. “If you’re finished with whatever this game is that you’re playing, I’ll be on my way.” He stands and bows, placing one hand on the edge of the table to keep himself steady. 
Basheera jumps to her feet. “You’re not going anywhere,” she snaps. She adjusts her glasses and glares at a stunned Gamikal. “You’re going to sit back down and you’re going to listen to what we have to say because we did not almost die in the fucking salt pans and her mother didn’t almost get killed by a damn Dambi to have you dismiss us so callously.” 
Rima and I wipe up the spilled wine, pretending not to notice the anger emanating from both sides of the table. But it seems Basheera’s anger is stronger, because Gamikal relents and returns to his seat. Rima and I toss the wet cloths to one side of the table, and our eyes dart between them as we wait for Basheera to let go of the uncomfortable tension she’s holding over us like a scratchy wool blanket. 
Another awkward breath passes before Basheera finally sits and stops glaring at Gamikal. He starts to raise his hand to get the servant’s attention, but Basheera slaps it down, surprising all of us. 
“No more drinking. Just listen.” She turns to me. “You might as well start at the beginning. At Al-Kazar.”
And so I do. I tell Gamikal about my birth mother and the sacrifice she made for me and my twin. I tell him about the visions and about my connection to the Mistress and Sothpike. As I speak, I see all sorts of emotions crossing Gamikal’s face—confusion, sadness, and disbelief, but most of all anger. Every time I mention the Three-Faced God, his expression darkens and his fingers drum against the side of the empty mug he’s holding in both hands. 
Many times during my story, Gamikal tries to interject, but a look from Basheera shuts him up. When I finally finish, he tosses an annoyed glance Basheera’s way before speaking. I half expect Basheera to snap at him again, but she doesn’t. Instead, she crosses her arms and leans back, satisfied with my retelling and Gamikal’s silence. 
“If I help you, then you’ve got to help me,” Gamikal says to me. “And if I help you, you’ve got to do what I say, no questions asked. Because the last thing I want to do is get mixed up with the Three-Faced God. I shut it out of my mind decades ago and I’ll be damned if I let it manipulate me again.” 
I have so many questions, but it’s Basheera who gets hers in first. “Help you how?”
Now Gamikal sits back. “You want to kill Sothpike? Well, I want to kill Ergenegon.” He crosses his arms and grins. “How’s that sound?” 
I can tell Basheera is going to object, so I jump in before she can. “I’ll do it. Whatever you want. As long as you are true to your word.” 
“Don’t worry about that,” Gamikal says. “I want Sothpike dead as much as you do. But I want Ergenegon dead even more. And now that we know who we truly are, we can do both.” 
Gamikal gets the server’s attention and holds up the empty bottle of wine, indicating he wants another. Then he turns to Basheera. “If that’s all right with you, samida,” he says. Basheera rolls her eyes in response. 
The server brings Gamikal another bottle, and he pops the cork out with his teeth. “After the fall of Al-Kazar, when I thought the child the Asim had asked me to protect had died, I became a wanderer. It was my penance for not being there at the birth. I tried to help wherever I went. I heard about what was happening in Lagusa, so I went there. But once again, I was too late—Sothpike was already on the way. So I moved on to the Gathering. A person, even an immortal one, can take only so much losing, you know?” 
Gamikal swigs straight from the bottle, the mug long forgotten. None of us judge him for this bottle of wine, not even Basheera.
“What do we do now?” I ask.
“We plan our journey,” Gamikal says. His words are slightly slurred but his hands are steady. “Buy supplies, get some maugrabs, and be on our way.” 
“To where?”
“To the Kilmare Mountains, of course,” Gamikal replies as if I should know this. “To the godfire. Didn’t I tell you? We’re going to kill Ergenegon.” 
“You’re serious?”
“As serious as a five-hundred-sixty-something—”
“Sixty-two,” Basheera mutters.
“A five-hundred-sixty-two-year-old man can be.” Gamikal smiles widely. “Now, who wants a drink?”
Basheera shakes her head and groans. “You two,” she says to me and Rima, “go give Mandisa the supplies and check on Samida Khoum. I’ll work out the details with this one.” 
She reaches for Gamikal’s bottle, but even though he’s had more alcohol than I’ve ever seen anyone drink, he’s too fast for her and laughs at her effort. 
“Be quick,” Basheera grumbles to us after we gather up our packages and bow our goodbyes. “Or I might kill our new friend.”
“You can’t kill me because I can’t die!” Gamikal laughs and shoves the bottle at Basheera. “You look like you need a drink.”
“Hurry,” Basheera pleads as we depart the inn.
“Will she be okay?” I ask Rima. “If she clenches her jaw any tighter, it might get stuck.”
Rima giggles. “She’ll be fine. You know Basheera—she doesn’t want to admit it, but the scribe in her is fascinated by someone who’s lived for so long.” 
The sun is setting and the air is cooler. I had no idea we’d spent so much time with Gamikal, and I’m mad at myself for not checking on Omma first. I run up the road, Rima beside me, all the way to the healer’s house. 
Inside, we find Omma sitting up on the table, which is pushed against the wall to give her something to lean against. Mandisa is talking to the healer, but she stops when she sees us and takes the shopping from me so that I can go to Omma’s side. Rima joins Mandisa and the healer in opening packages and restocking the various jars and vials on the healer’s shelves and I grab a stool and sit next to my mother’s makeshift bed. 
Omma is pale, her skin without its usual luster, but she’s alive and smiling. One eye is covered in bandages, her body is covered in scratches, and her leg is broken, but her strength makes her beautiful. The last light of the day strikes the colorful beads Mandisa braided into her hair, making her look as if she’s wearing a glittering crown. 
“Omma, I’m so happy to see you.” I hold her hand; I want to wrap my arms around her but she has too many injuries, too many cuts and bruises, and my show of love will only hurt her. 
“My headstrong girl,” Omma says, her nickname for me making me choke back tears. “I’ve been so worried about you.”
“Worried about me?” I laugh, wiping a tear away with my free hand. “I’ve been worried about you!”
“You’re in this new place, you don’t know the language, you don’t know the people—what mother wouldn’t worry?”
“Oh, Omma.” I kiss my mother on the cheek.
“Now tell me what you’ve been up to,” Omma says. “You haven’t come to see me all day, so it must be something good.”
“You won’t believe it, but I found Gamikal!” I tell her about our conversation and she waits until I finish before revealing her thoughts. 
“But why did the Three-Faced God reveal who he was only now?” Omma asks.
“I think it’s because of something Gamikal told us. He said he shut the Three-Faced God out of his mind decades ago, so perhaps it lost track of him. I got the vision when he touched my arm—maybe that made some kind of connection, reignited something.” 
Omma looks at me. “That Three-Faced God—is it real? It’s asking you and your brother to do all these things—do you think it can protect you?” 
I hadn’t thought about that—for me, gods take and take and take but they never give, so I didn’t expect anything different from this god. But unlike the dragon gods, the Three-Faced God has shown me things that I shouldn’t have ever seen—it brought me to Gamikal and sent my brother to the Kilmare Mountains, and now Gamikal wants to go to where Nez is, which is all I’ve ever wanted since we parted. Is that the workings of a god? Have my prayers been answered? Or is it coincidence? Or perhaps it’s fate—are our paths aligning because of a power that exists beyond the control of gods and humans? 
The Three-Faced God has never asked for praise, only obedience. Does that still make it a god?
“I don’t know, Omma,” I say, relishing the comfort she gives me just by rubbing the back of my hand with her thumb. “All I know is we have to go with him if it means reuniting with Nez.” 
“Oh, my headstrong girl.” Omma’s voice is tired; her thumb goes still against my hand. “If anyone can bring my boy home, it’s you.” 
Omma yawns and the healer shoos me away. He holds a leather eyepatch in his hands that he fastens around the bandages covering Omma’s eye. Mandisa brings over a looking glass. Omma holds the orange-tinged mirror up to her face and sighs when she sees her reflection. 
“It’s better than I expected,” she says, admiring the stitching on the patch.
“You look dangerous,” I say and Omma smiles. “You’re one fierce mother.”
Omma laughs, then winces. I apologize but she waves away my words.
“If you want to make me feel better, hold my hand while I drift off to sleep. Then go get yourself something delicious to eat and go to bed, all right?” 
I nod and continue holding her hand, rubbing the back of it with my thumb, trying to give her the same comfort she gives me.
 
The next morning, Basheera is awake by the time I get out of bed—she and Mandisa are having breakfast at the table. I wash and then join them, filling my bowl with the fragrant porridge and sprinkling the top with dried apricots and crushed pistachios before digging in. 
“How’s Omma?” I ask between bites.
“She slept the entire night through.” Mandisa cuts an apple into slices and pops one in her mouth. “She’ll be up and walking soon.” 
“But not soon enough,” Basheera says. “It’ll be weeks before she can travel, and we don’t have that much time.”
“What are you talking about?” I place my bowl and spoon on the table and prepare myself for bad news.
Mandisa and Basheera share a look.
“Tell her what he told you and let her decide,” Mandisa says.
Basheera sighs, adjusts her glasses, and turns to me. “Gamikal wants you to go to the Kilmare Mountains with him. To the godfire. He thinks you can help him kill Ergenegon.” 
“I know—he told us all this yesterday,” I say, growing impatient. “What’s the problem?”
“It’s your mother,” Mandisa says, reaching across the table to rest a hand on mine. “She’s not well enough to travel such a long distance.” 
“You said she’ll be walking soon, so we just have to wait a few weeks, right?”
Mandisa shakes her head. “She’s going to need crutches for a while, and that’s only if she can use them with her injured shoulder. The pain might be too much. In that case, she won’t be able to walk on her own until the wound on her shoulder heals.” 
“Which can take weeks,” Basheera repeats, “and we have to leave within the next few days.”
“Wait, why do we have to leave so soon? Ergenegon’s trapped in the godfire—he’s not going anywhere.”
“Gamikal explained that if we don’t leave soon, the weather in the mountains will make it almost impossible for us to reach the godfire. In the winter, the mountains are plagued by snowstorms. We must leave now or we’ll have to wait another four or five months for spring.” 
My chest is being crushed—at least that’s what it feels like. My heart beats frantically while all the air is squeezed out of my lungs, like a tiny bird trying to escape a pair of cupped hands closing in on it, the pressure getting tighter and tighter, the space getting smaller and smaller. I can’t think about anything except that I won’t leave Omma behind. I can’t—she’s all I have left. I never imagined going on without her and I don’t want to start now. 
“Then we wait,” I say when I gather enough breath to speak. “I can’t leave without my mother. I lost my father, Nez left us—I can’t lose Omma too.” 
“If you don’t go with Gamikal now, he’ll leave without you,” Basheera says. “Because if you won’t help him kill Ergenegon, then maybe your brother will.” 
I slam my fist on the table, startling the others, making the dishes and utensils clatter from the force. Just the idea of someone putting my brother in danger gets me riled up. Gamikal was supposed to help me, not force me to choose between leaving my mother and protecting my brother. 
Rima pulls back the curtain and sticks her head out.
“What’s going on out there?” she asks, rubbing her eyes. She stares at me. “Why are you so upset?”
“I’m tired of everything being so difficult.” I know my face is red from getting worked up, and the side of my fist hurts from banging it on the table. My heart beats furiously and I feel like if I don’t calm down, I’ll pass out. 
“There’s a war going on,” Rima says matter-of-factly. “Nothing is easy for anyone.”
“I know, but—”
“There are people who’ve lost everything,” Rima continues. She swings her legs out of the bed and kneels next to me. “They’ve lost their homes, their villages, their whole families. Did you forget about Kal?” 
“Of course not! I was there when Kal’s father died—how could I ever forget about him or what he’s been through?”
“Out of everyone at this table, you’re the only one who still has a parent,” Basheera says.
“Instead of thinking about what you’ve lost,” Rima says, “you should be grateful for what you still have. You have your mother, you have your brother, you have Kal, and you have us.” 
“I am grateful,” I reply, even though I know my actions tell a different story. But it’s hard to be grateful for the few things I’m struggling to still cling to when my arms used to be laden with so many precious things: Obba, our house, our family. Training together in the mornings, eating dinner together every night. Obba’s deep voice that rumbled in his chest, which I’ll never hear again, and Omma’s twinkling laugh, which doesn’t happen as frequently as it used to. I’m afraid I’ll forget those sounds, those memories, and I won’t have anyone left who can help me hold on to them. 
“I’m grateful,” I repeat. The invisible bindings around my chest expand, but they’re still there. I can breathe in and think about what I’ve lost only so much before I’m reminded of the bindings, and once that happens, it’s only a matter of time before they start constricting again. They say time heals all wounds—how much time does it take for invisible bindings to disappear? 
We eat in silence, each of us lost in our own thoughts. As soon as I finish, I head out to visit Omma. Mandisa walks with me. It’s the first time we’ve been alone in a while and I’m not sure what to say. 
“You’re not the only one who has to make a choice, you know,” she says as we exit the inn. We pause to let our eyes adjust to the brightness of the morning sun after the darkness of the inn. 
“What do you mean?”
“Basheera wants to go with you, but I don’t.”
“Oh.”
We walk up the road side by side but miles apart. I feel like I’m a wedge between Basheera and Mandisa, and I don’t know what I can do to fix things. I feel slightly better knowing Basheera will be with me—even though she gets on my nerves, it will be nice having someone familiar on the road so I don’t have to travel across the Bujarbi Desert and the Turka Sea to the godfire with no one but a stranger. 
“I’ve learned so much from the healer in just the few days we’ve been here,” she says. “Merek has offered to continue training me and I want to take him up on that.” Mandisa waves at a little boy with a bandage on his upper arm. He smiles and bows before running into his house. “He had a wart on his arm and the other children teased him about it. I removed it for him yesterday and I’ve never seen a child happier. I want to keep doing that—I want to keep helping people. And I can’t do that traveling all over the place, but I can do that here.” 
“Have you told Basheera?” I ask.
“Not yet. But I will.” Mandisa stops outside of the healer’s house and motions for me to go in with her. “Don’t worry about your mother—she’s in good hands. I’ll keep an eye on her while you’re gone, and by the time you come back, she’ll be healthy and herself again. Just make sure you come back.” 
Mandisa’s words touch me in a way I wasn’t expecting.
I bow deeply to Mandisa. “Thank you.”
She laughs and places a hand on my shoulder in the Haltayi fashion. “I think I like doing this instead of bowing.” She squeezes my shoulder. “Merek says the human touch can be as healing as some medicine.” 
“Then please touch my mother’s shoulder every day.”
With a final pat and a grin, Mandisa knocks, then enters Merek’s house, and I follow her. Omma is awake, and she smiles widely at me. 
“How wonderful to see you!”
I take in Omma with her new eyepatch. She looks tough, like she can withstand anything, but I can’t forget the image of her lying on the ground, unmoving, in a pool of her own blood. I truly thought she was dead, and I never want to see her like that again. The best choice I can make in response to Gamikal’s ultimatum is also the one that hurts the most. 
The healer is changing a bandage on Omma’s thigh. He briefly looks up, says hello to me, then starts giving Mandisa orders.
“Make a poultice for a rash using that tincture we made yesterday,” he says and Mandisa gets to work. She grabs a bottle filled with a yellow liquid off the windowsill, takes some herbs from the shelves, and disappears into a back room. Merek finishes with Omma and leaves us to join Mandisa. 
I sit on the stool next to Omma’s bed.
“Merek said everything’s healing up nicely and I’ll be able to leave tomorrow.” Omma smiles and I can’t help but smile back. “I know you girls are staying in that inn down the road, but you can’t stay there forever. There’s a lodging house near the market—I’m going to ask Mandisa to look into securing a room.” 
“Omma, I have something to tell you . . .” I have to say the words, but I don’t know how.
But Omma knows exactly what I’m about to say. “You’re leaving, aren’t you?”
I nod. “I don’t want to leave you, Omma, but—”
“Naira, stop.” Her voice is firm but gentle. “As soon as you mentioned finding Gamikal, I knew my part in your journey had come to an end. I always knew this day would come—Gamikal was the one who was supposed to raise you and your brother, remember? You were always supposed to go with him. Your father and I knew that we only had you two until Gamikal found you.” 
“But—”
“Naira, this is how it has to be. We both know I’m in no condition to travel. And you’ve got things to do, my headstrong girl. You can’t waste time waiting for me to heal when you could be figuring out how to stop Sothpike.” 
I grab Omma’s hand. “Are you sure? You’ll be fine?”
She chuckles and tugs on my unruly hair with her free hand. “I’ll be just fine, but what about you? This hair is a mess.”
I can’t help but let out a laugh; the invisible bindings around my chest allow me enough space for a moment of joy.



Chapter Seven
The next three days are spent securing new lodgings and buying supplies for our new home. On every shopping trip, I notice Rima getting distracted by the Haltayi calling for an attack on Sothpike. She wears the red armband proudly around her right biceps and stops to listen to every warrior we pass. By the third day, the warriors wave her over when they see her and say hello in halting Merzan. 
The last thing we buy is cloth to make curtains for the windows and to hang over the doorway between the two rooms.
Once Omma’s bed is ready, we borrow Merek’s horse and cart to move her to her new home. I cover the bloodstains in the wood with our belongings from the inn—the sight of Omma’s blood makes me think about how I nearly lost her, and I don’t want Omma to see how close she was to dying. 
Our rooms are on the ground floor, so the most difficult part is getting Omma in and out of the cart. She can bear weight on only one leg, and as Mandisa predicted, crutches are impossible for her to use with the deep scratches on her left shoulder. Merek helps carry Omma onto the cart, and Rima and I help get her down and into her new bed, where she finally lets out the pained groan she’d been holding in the entire trip. 
After Omma is settled and Rima starts to make dinner, I join Mandisa in the bedroom to set up our pallets. I don’t notice Basheera until she starts speaking from near the doorway. 
“Is now a good time to talk, Mandisa, or am I going to have to chase you around the room?” she asks.
Her voice startles me and I jump, and in the moment it takes me to collect myself, Mandisa answers.
“You don’t have to chase me down,” she says. “I told you already, I’ve made my decision. I’m staying and you’re going. We both are getting what we want, so why aren’t you happy?” 
“Because I want you,” Basheera says, a tenderness in her voice I didn’t know she possessed. I realize Basheera doesn’t know I’m in the room; Rima’s scarves block me from her view. 
“I want to be with you too,” Mandisa says. She walks over to Basheera and they hold hands. “But I want you to see the world and do all the things you want to do. And I want to learn how to be a healer like Merek. I want to help people—” 
“You can come with me and help the people we meet.” Basheera’s bargaining reminds me of how I pleaded with Kal not to join the Hands. I knew I was being selfish but I couldn’t stop myself from asking him to stay. I’d regret not asking him more than if I had tried to save face by keeping my feelings inside. I want to give Basheera a hug, but I know a hug from me isn’t what she wants right now. 
“And you could stay here,” Mandisa continues, “but that’s not your dream. I don’t want you to give up your dream.”
“I don’t want you to give up your dream either.”
“Remember when you thought you’d never get out of Lagusa? Now look at you—you’re going to the godfire!”
“Remember when the First Daughter said you weren’t ready to train as a healer? Well, who’s training as a healer now?”
They both break out into laughter that dissolves into at least one of them crying. The awkwardness I feel has me cringing in the corner, hoping they never, ever find out I overheard them. But Rima decides to call my name at that very moment; she bursts into the room and sends the curtains swaying, revealing my presence. 
The star-crossed lovers break out of their embrace. Basheera quickly wipes her tearstained cheeks with her sleeves while Mandisa giggles at her girlfriend’s mounting embarrassment. 
“Naira Khoum!” Basheera shoves her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “You little sneak!”
“She wasn’t sneaking—I knew she was there the whole time.” Mandisa winks at me and I shoot her a grateful smile. Now Basheera turns on Mandisa, but her outrage is less than a smidgen of what she directed at me. 
As they bicker, Rima grabs my hand and drags me into the other room, where Gamikal sits on a tasseled pillow at the low table talking to Omma. 
My stomach drops. The moment I’ve been dreading has now come.
“Ah, here she is,” Omma says as Rima pulls me to the table. “My headstrong girl.”
Rima has made tea and when I don’t sit, she places both hands on my shoulders and pushes me down, forcing me onto a floor pillow. 
Gamikal opens a little flask. The smell of alcohol wafts from the bottle, and he pours a bit of the liquid inside into his teacup. When he notices Omma watching him, he offers her the flask, but she shakes her head. 
Gamikal takes a sip of his tea and grimaces. “Not much of a tea drinker these days,” he says with a half smile. Then he turns to me. “I’ve gathered from your mother that you’ve told her about our upcoming journey.” 
I nod, not trusting my voice. His presence makes me angry and I know that’s only because I’m scared—I don’t want to leave Omma behind, and I don’t like that I have to choose between having my mother at my side and stopping Sothpike. I know it’s not really a choice—Sothpike must be stopped above all—but I’m still not happy about it and I don’t know if I ever will be. And I can’t stop thinking that it’s all Gamikal’s fault. I know that’s not fair. He didn’t start the war. But once that thought enters my mind, I cling to it because having someone to direct my frustration toward keeps me from getting angry at myself for choosing to go with Gamikal. 
“You must be worried, Samida Khoum,” Gamikal says to Omma. “But you can trust me when I say I will do whatever I can to keep Naira safe. You kept her alive for sixteen years—now it’s my turn.” 
“I trust you,” Omma says, her eye trained on Gamikal. “But not that bottle you hold in your hand.”
Gamikal lets out an embarrassed laugh. “Oh, this?” He holds up the flask. “It won’t affect my ability to protect your daughter. Besides, we all have our vices, don’t we?” 
“Some more than others,” Omma replies.
Gamikal says nothing. He glances at me, and I understand he wants me to bring Omma around. I swallow hard, pushing all the anger inside me down deep. 
“Omma, everything will be fine. Remember, Nez is at the godfire too. I’ll be able to bring him home when this is all over.”
“I’m going with Naira,” Basheera says, joining us at the table with Mandisa by her side. They’re holding hands. “And you’ll have Mandisa and Rima here to look after you. Everyone—” 
“Wait.” I turn to Rima. “You’re not coming with me?”
My best friend shakes her head. “I’m sorry, Naira. I was going to tell you but we’ve been so busy. I want to help recruit Haltayi for the rebellion. And while Mandisa focuses on training, I’ll take care of things at home until your mother gets better.” 
I let out a deep sigh. This is another setback that I hadn’t considered. But it was selfish of me to assume Rima would want to come with me. She’s a loyal friend, but she’s never liked fighting. She’s good at caring for others, and if anyone needs Rima’s care, it’s Omma. So I smile and thank my friend. Then I turn to Gamikal on my left and look at Basheera across the table from me. 
“I guess it’s just us three, then.” I don’t even pretend to be excited. I’m just stating the facts.
“And all the friends I’m sure we’ll meet along the way,” Gamikal says into his drink. He gulps down the tea and places the cup on the table. “I’ve already procured our supplies and three maugrabs. The only thing left is to say your goodbyes. We’ll be leaving in the morning.” 
“Tomorrow?” I can’t believe we’re leaving so soon.
“If you want to beat the snow, then yes, we have to leave tomorrow.”
“Snow? What’s that?”
Gamikal explains that the white powdery substance from my last vision is called snow and it can freeze people to death if they aren’t careful. Now I understand the urgency—just the few moments I was in the snow in my vision was enough to last me a lifetime. 
Before Gamikal leaves, he walks over to Omma and they speak quietly, their voices hushed. I want to listen in, but I don’t want to eavesdrop again, so I remain at the table with the others and talk about what we should eat on our last night together. At one point, Mandisa lays her head on Basheera’s shoulder, and Basheera rests her cheek on top of Mandisa’s head. They look so perfect together. I hope that they find their way back to each other when this is all over. 
Gamikal promises to be waiting outside for us in the morning, and then he is gone. The other three go out to buy ingredients for dinner but I stay behind with Omma. I sit on the edge of her bed. I want to snuggle up next to her but I don’t want to aggravate any of her injuries, so I carefully lift her legs and put her feet in my lap. Omma sighs with contentment when I massage the bottoms of her feet. 
“What did Gamikal say?” I ask, working my thumbs into the ball of her right foot.
“He told me that the Ur Atum Asim and Asimra would be proud. That Avari had made the right choice, that your obba and I had done better raising you than he ever could. And that I can trust him but that I should trust in what your obba and I taught you even more.” 
“He’s right, Omma,” I say. “Everything he said is what I would have said myself.”
Omma gives me a tired but satisfied smile. I continue rubbing her feet and she drifts off to sleep in the silence between us. When the others return, Basheera and Rima cook while I help Mandisa rub ointment on some of Omma’s scratches. Then we eat a feast of grilled meats and vegetables, along with rice and flatbread, with diced fruit in a yogurt sauce for dessert. 
After dinner, I finish unpacking the last of our things from Lagusa: Obba’s dragon-god figurines and his sword. Each god is lovingly wrapped in soft cloth to protect it. We haven’t touched Obba’s holy relics—we were waiting until we were settled before creating a new mazan. As Omma unwraps each god, I scrub the shelf across from her bed and light some incense, then I place each figurine on the shelf while Omma prays. 
None of us Khoums are as devout as Obba was, but we know the prayers. The others join us, their voices filling the room along with Omma’s and mine, reminding me of being in the Temple with our people. I’ve always struggled to believe in the full power of the Thirteen, but I know they do have the power to bring people together, and for that I’m grateful. 
I don’t sleep in my bed that night. Instead, I curl up next to Omma, getting as close to her as I can. The darkness masks the mazan, but the moonlight glints off the curve of Obba’s sword. 
Before I know it, Omma is shaking my shoulder to wake me.
“Look, Naira,” she says, pointing at the window. I prop myself up on one arm and look outside.
The sun is slowly rising over the Gathering, the cloudless sky turning from bluish white to pinkish orange. A faint rainbow makes an arc over the sun. 
“There was a rainstorm last night,” Omma whispers. “But today begins with a rainbow.”
“It’s beautiful,” I say and Omma nods.
“You have to go through the storm to reach the rainbow,” Omma says. “That’s just how life is. There’ll always be storms, but there are always rainbows too.” 
While the others sleep, Omma and I search the sky for more rainbows.



Chapter Eight
It takes three days of hard riding to reach the edge of the Rocky Plains and cross into the Bujarbi Desert and then another four days on the sandy dunes to reach a water hole, which is nothing more than a muddy spring surrounded by sparse vegetation. By the end of our first week, I’ve started to get used to riding the maugrabs—my muscles still ache but not as bad as the first few days. 
As the temperature rises, we climb a dune; the shifting sands force us to take our time so that we don’t slide back down. At the apex, Gamikal spots a place deep in the shade of the dune where we set up camp for the afternoon. 
When we’re finished, I sit across from Gamikal, my legs folded over each other, and we begin our breathing exercises. Gamikal wants me to hold my breath for longer and longer—he says it will help me with my focus. 
“You told me about your fight with the Mistress,” he says as I slowly breathe in the longest inhale I can manage. When I reach my limit, I exhale for the same length of time until my lungs are aching for me to inhale again. 
“You said you felt a fire burning within you. Have you tried to tap into that fire since then?”
I nod, my lips puckered as I suck in air.
“What happened?”
I exhale before answering. “Nothing. I wanted to burn the Dambi that attacked my mother, but the fire was gone.”
Gamikal shakes his head. “It’s not gone. That fire is in you—it’s a part of you. You just need to learn how to tap into it.”
“Avari said that it’s fueled by my strongest emotions, which at the time was anger.”
“Were you angry when you saw the Dambi attacking your mother?”
This time I shake my head. “No. I was scared.” Gamikal remains quiet, leaving me space to think about the difference between those two battles. The one with the Mistress started with me getting set on fire, but it ended with the fire within me manifesting in my hands and burning away the mark she used to control the Dambi. But with Omma, there was no fire, not outside or within. 
“I was able to burn the Mistress because my skin was on fire.”
Gamikal laughs. “So the next time you have to fight, I should light you on fire first?”
Basheera plops down next to me, a book in one hand and a piece of dried apricot in the other.
“The fire on your skin was a side effect of the fire within you,” she says. “It’s because of this fire inside that you can withstand being burned. The test will be whether you have to be angry for that fire within to manifest again or if you can stoke those flames with other emotions. Because if it works only when you’re angry, that’s terrifying.” 
Basheera’s right—I don’t want this fire if it works only when I’m angry. I can’t stay angry forever. Anger is draining and stressful, and if I’m always angry, I’ll be lashing out at everyone, and who would want to be around someone like that? Anger is so hard to control. Once you give in to it, anything can set you off. I don’t want a power that’s triggered by the worst part of me. 
“Thank you,” Gamikal says to Basheera, although he doesn’t sound grateful. “But I wanted Naira to figure this out for herself.”
“I didn’t know we had all the time in the world,” Basheera snaps. “I thought we were in a rush.”
I roll my eyes. I had hoped Basheera and Gamikal would become friends—she loves history, and he’s a walking history book. But one of them is always irritating the other. They can never seem to let their guards down enough to stop bickering over the smallest things. 
“As someone who appreciates learning, you should understand the importance of figuring things out on your own.”
“True, but time is a luxury we don’t have. We’ll be out of the desert in two days, then it’s another two days to the coast and four days on a boat across the Turka Sea, and before you know it, we’ll be at the godfire. If she’s going to defeat Ergenegon, don’t you think you need to speed things up?” 
Gamikal sighs. “If you know so much, why don’t you teach Naira how to manifest her fire without getting angry?” He stands, pops open the bottle hanging at his hip, and takes a large gulp before stomping off to nap with his maugrab, Tui. 
“Thanks a lot, Basheera,” I grumble. “Why do you always have to start things with him?”
“Because he’s not telling you everything.” Basheera leans close and whispers furiously. “He’s hiding things from you, from both of us. Whenever anyone mentions Ergenegon, he shuts up. He says you’re going to help him kill a dragon but he won’t tell you how. We can’t trust someone like that.” 
“Well, I do trust him,” I reply. “I saw him in my vision—he is who he says he is. And I saw Ergenegon. I know what he can do. If there’s even the chance he can come back, I want to help stop him.” 
“That’s all fine,” Basheera says. “But what does that have to do with stopping Sothpike?” Before I can answer, she slams her book on the rug. “This is a copy of The Foretold, the book your friend Gamikal wrote over three hundred years ago.” Basheera flips it open and points to some words written in Volsgarian. I can understand the ancient language when I hear it, and I can speak it, but I can’t read the words, and Basheera knows this. “This says, ‘One must die so the other can live. And as long as one lives, the other will never die.’ I think the first part of this refers to you and Nez.” 
I feel drained, as if all the blood has left my body. I can’t read the words, but they’re embedded in my mind. “So which one of us will die? Me or Nez?” 
“Neither of you,” Gamikal grumbles. He’s lying back with his arms crossed and his eyes closed, propped up on a sleeping Tui. “As long as you listen to what I’m telling you. You can do what others want you to do, or you can decide your own fate. It begins with learning how to control that fire, otherwise you’ll burn everything you touch, including those you love.” Gamikal opens one eye and stares at me. “You’ll have your chance at Sothpike. Just give me a chance at Ergenegon.” Then he closes his eye and snuggles in deeper to Tui. 
“A lot of talk from him,” Basheera whispers, “but no answers.” She rips the dried fruit in half and gives me a piece.
All I can think as I chew is that Basheera’s right—Gamikal does have a way of stopping certain conversations before they even start. He never says no, but he also never answers our questions. He is hiding something. 
And I want to know what.
I jump to my feet, walk over to Gamikal, and kick his leg. He grumbles but opens both eyes.
“Now what?”
“Tell me the truth—is that prophecy real? Is one of us going to die?”
“Everyone dies, Naira—”
“Everyone except you,” I retort and suddenly it makes sense. “‘And as long as one lives, the other will never die’—that’s you and Ergenegon, isn’t it?” 
Gamikal sits up and looks me in the eye. He doesn’t speak, but he nods.
“And the other part—that’s about Nez and me, right?” I don’t need him to answer. I already know the truth. “So which one of us is going to die?” 
When Gamikal doesn’t answer, Basheera speaks up.
“Isn’t it obvious?” she says. “It’s Nez. You have a fire and he doesn’t. It was always Nez.”
I shake my head, but Basheera’s words make sense. I’m the one with the visions; I’m the one who’s been awakened; I’m the one who was sent to find Gamikal. 
“But Nez joined the Hands,” I say, speaking my thoughts as they come to me. “They’ll protect him, right? They wouldn’t let anything bad happen to him. Right?” 
I stare at Gamikal, silently begging him to tell me everything will be all right. But he doesn’t.
“They will do what their god tells them to do,” he says. “And it was the Three-Faced God who told me to write that prophecy.”
My knees weaken and I crumple to the soft ground. “They’re going to kill him.”
Basheera puts an awkward arm across my shoulders but I shrug her off and once again jump to my feet.
“I won’t let that happen,” I say. I start rolling up the rug and tossing our belongings in our bags. “I don’t care how hot it is out of the shade, we have to go. We have to save Nez.” 
Basheera and Gamikal don’t move; they just watch me run around packing up our camp on my own.
“What are you waiting for?” I snap as I toss out the remains of the maugrabs’ lunch and shove their bowls in a sack. “We have to move.” 
Gamikal rolls over and gets to his feet. He wakes up Tui with a loud yip, and the other maugrabs rustle onto all fours. Basheera stows her book in her satchel and approaches Malko, her maugrab. He gives her a loud sniff before letting her climb on top. Then I mount my maugrab, Grolga, and Gamikal leads us out of the protective shade and into the harsh light. 



Chapter Nine
We spot them a few days after I learn Nez’s fate. Off in the distance, a horde of Dambi chase a herd of antelopes, surround them on all sides, and pick them off one by one until there’s none left. 
I place my hands on the hilt of my dagger while Grolga growls beneath me; even at this distance we can hear the unsettling screams of the animals and the shrieks of the Dambi as they feast. 
I want to go after them and kill them all, and I know Grolga would be happy to fight with me, but Gamikal says no. The Dambi aren’t alone. Three Mistresses walk among them, controlling them, petting them as they rip apart their prey. 
I can’t keep my eyes off the Mistresses. It’s strange seeing three of them because the Mistress who terrorized Lagusa worked alone. They’re dressed like her, in long black cloaks, black masks, glowing marks on the backs of their hands. They even have necklaces made of Dambi tongues; as each one puts a tongue in her mouth and bites down, she sees through the eyes of one of those creatures. They use what they see to guide the Dambi, to cut off the paths of antelopes who run astray, to coordinate their movements. 
“Two of us against three hordes of Dambi and their Mistresses is suicide,” Gamikal says.
A thought flashes through my mind when I heard his words—If I die, then maybe Nez will live—but I quickly push it away as fast as it came. 
Neither of us is dying any time soon. We can still save Nez if we keep moving.
I nudge Grolga and she turns away from the carnage. We’ve reached the grasslands and soon we’ll be at the coast and then on a boat headed for the mountains. Grolga navigates through the dense shrubbery we’ve been using as cover to watch the Dambi, and we both emerge scratch-free into the tall grasses. Basheera is not so lucky—she comes out of the shrubs with a rip on her sleeve and a thin scratch on her cheek, although Malko is unharmed. 
“I swear Malko walked us right into that bush,” Basheera complains, pulling twigs out of her hair.
“Maybe if you were nicer to him, he’d be nicer to you.” I pat Grolga’s side and she wags her tail.
“Easy for you to say. You have Grolga,” Basheera says, adjusting her glasses. “Malko is an asshole through and through. There’s not enough nice in the world to change that.” 
As if to prove what Basheera says is true, Malko rears up on his hind legs and dumps Basheera off his back. She hits the ground with a thud and he sits down to scratch his ear as if nothing happened. 
I hop off Grolga and help Basheera to her feet. She rubs her back and scolds Malko, but he doesn’t even look in her direction.
“If you all are finished playing around, let’s keep moving,” Gamikal says. I notice him take a quick sip from his bottle. Multiples times throughout the day since we left the Gathering, I’ve watched him do this. He must be running low by now, yet he’s still drinking. “The last thing we want is for a Dambi to spot us. With those Mistresses able to see everything they see, it’ll take only one Dambi to notice us for them all to come after us.” 
“Look, I can’t ride Malko anymore,” Basheera says, still rubbing her back. “Someone has to switch with me.”
I share a look with Gamikal. We both raise our eyebrows at the other as if to say, You first. When neither of us takes Basheera up on her offer, she grumbles and grunts her way back onto her maugrab. Malko seems to know he’s done enough damage and he waits patiently until she’s situated. She grudgingly nudges him forward and both Gamikal and I follow. 
We ride until nightfall, the stars in the sky leading us to a deserted village.
“There’s a working well in the center,” Gamikal says as he guides Tui past two large buildings on the town’s outskirts. Weeds and shrubbery have taken over what’s left of the buildings, all of them without doors, many of them missing a wall or two. Collapsed roofs and cracked tiles fill the homes of the people who once lived here. 
“What happened?” I ask Gamikal. “Was it because of the war?”
Gamikal nods. “That’s one reason,” he says. “This used to be an internment camp run by the Merzan army. This is where they kept people who were thought to be threats to the empire. But when it became apparent Merza was going to lose the war, the soldiers abandoned the camps and the people they’d forced to live here.” 
I remember the stories Kal told me about his family being rounded up, about how his mother and siblings died of disease and starvation in a place like this. With what Gamikal said in my thoughts, I look around with fresh eyes and notice that each building is the same size and shape as the others, that the roads are too straight and perfect to have been formed naturally, that the buildings along the perimeter look like guard towers. This place was planned, and knowing what it was designed for makes it even worse. The camp took time to build—it wasn’t some fluke of an idea. Hundreds if not thousands of people worked to make this place a reality. Hundreds if not thousands of Merzans, that is. 
“Did the Asim and Asimra know about these camps?” I ask Gamikal. “Did you?”
He takes a long drink from his bottle. “You always think, I would never do that. And then war comes. And your thinking changes from I would never to Only if I have to. And when you’re losing, all that’s left is I have to.” 
“Didn’t change anything, did it?” Basheera asks. “Locking up those people whose only crime was having a Waldyrian ancestor. And now here we are, coming to this place of horrors looking for shelter from the same enemy.” 
“We need water.” Gamikal doesn’t even try to argue. What is there to say? Nothing will change what he and others have done to people like Kal and his family. 
“We’ll get our water,” Basheera says, heading toward the village center, “but I’m not sleeping here.”
“Me neither.” I follow Basheera, my eyes on the ruins, imagining what it must have been like to live here. I realize the buildings are all crumbling not so much from time but because of the shoddy craftsmanship. I want to yell at Gamikal, force him to explain how he could have let people be treated this way, but when I glance at him, all I see is a tired and lonely man who can’t have a conversation without taking a drink first. 
As if he can read my thoughts, Gamikal takes another swig in response to our declaration, then yips at Tui to get him to join us. 
If I’d lived for five centuries, through decades of wars, and everyone I knew and loved had died, I’d probably need a drink now and then as well, I think. 
We round a corner and reach the center of the internment camp; the well is in plain sight. The bricks look worn, but at least they’re still intact. A wooden bucket rests on the rim. 
Basheera finds us a spot to stop for the night outside the town’s perimeter. While Gamikal gets the water, Basheera and I begin setting up our tent. By now, we both know exactly what to do and we have everything set up by the time Gamikal has dinner ready. 
Sitting on rugs around the fire, we eat in silence, speaking only to ask someone to pass the pot of soup or more flatbread.
After dinner, Gamikal and I check on the maugrabs, brushing their fur, rubbing their haunches. Even Malko lets us care for him, probably still feeling bad for being so mean to Basheera. 
“I know she’s kind of prickly,” I whisper as I brush his mane, “but she’d be good to you if you’d let her.”
As always, Grolga is excited to see me and she whines when I’m finished grooming her. She doesn’t want me to leave, but I’m tired. I give her a kiss on her big forehead and return to the tent. Basheera is already asleep, but Gamikal is up. He’s flipping through one of Basheera’s books, shaking his head as he reads a passage here and there. 
“I knew the woman who wrote this.” He tosses the book onto Basheera’s pile. “She was a fool. Every other word is a lie. I can’t believe people still read trash like Belya Gord.” 
“Belya Gord is trash?” I remember when Basheera said that her books were worth ten of me. I glance at the sleeping scribe and wish she were awake to hear this. I can’t wait to tell her in the morning. 
“The worst kind—it’s full of lies masquerading as the truth.”
“But what is the truth?” I ask. “You still haven’t told me how we’re going to kill Ergenegon. He’s been trapped in the godfire for five hundred years—if he’s such a threat, why haven’t you killed him already?” 
“Suppose I can’t put this conversation off any longer,” he says and I feel a surge of vindication. Basheera had said he wasn’t telling us everything and I believed her. He takes a drink from his bottle, this one long and deep. Then he wipes his mouth with the back of his hand and motions for me to come closer. I sit on the rug opposite him, cross my legs, and wait. 
Gamikal reaches into his waistband and pulls out a dagger with a leather-wrapped hilt and a blade that’s sharp, thin, and made of some hard, white material. 
“The Three-Faced God gave me this soon after Ergenegon performed his ritual in the Bernoks. It’s made of dragonbone, the only material that can break this binding curse he put on the both of us so that Ergenegon can be killed for good.” He passes me the dagger. 
It’s much lighter than it looks, lighter even than my own daggers. “This doesn’t feel strong enough to kill a dragon.”
“Ergenegon is not a dragon,” Gamikal says. “He is an abomination, a simulacrum of a dragon created by the ancients in the abyss, the gods who want to devour this world. Long ago, the Three-Faced God trapped them in the abyss, and ever since then they’ve been trying to break free. Ergenegon was their chance, but he’s been trapped in the godfire. Now Sothpike has somehow connected with them—they gave him the power to create the Mistresses and the Vra Gool Dambi. Sothpike’s next step is to free Ergenegon. But he can’t go into the godfire. It’ll kill him. That’s why he wants you. That fire you have within you, that will protect you.” 
“And that’s why you need me to help you,” I say, piecing it all together. “Because you can’t go into the fire either.”
Gamikal nods. “Believe me, I’ve tried. But for me, the godfire is impenetrable.”
“And how do you know I can make it through alive?”
He takes another drink. “Because it’s been foretold.” He grabs the book he wrote centuries ago out of Basheera’s pile, opens it. “‘Everything that happened before will happen again,’” he reads. “You will go into the godfire, and Sothpike will try to resurrect the ancients. That’s what Theda did to create Crafulgar and that’s what the Bastard King did to get Ergenegon. And I can tell you all the visions and prophecies I received from the Three-Faced God, but we don’t have time for that, so you have to trust me when I say you were meant to go into that fire.” 
“What about Nez? Was he meant to die for me?”
“If we don’t kill Ergenegon, if we don’t get rid of him, then I believe that is what the Three-Faced God is going to command its followers to do.” 
“It’s going to tell the Hands to kill my brother? Why? So I can live forever like you? How will that stop Sothpike?”
“It’s not about stopping Sothpike for them,” Basheera mumbles from her bedding. I didn’t even realize she was awake. “It’s about keeping the ancients sealed away in the abyss.” 
“Sothpike wants to resurrect Ergenegon,” Gamikal says. “And if that happens . . .”
“Then he can free the ancients like he was supposed to do five hundred years ago,” I say, finishing Gamikal’s sentence.
Basheera sits up and rubs the sleep out of her eyes. “This is bigger than Sothpike, than the war, than any of us. I’ve read about the ancients, and if they’re released . . . well, it won’t matter whether Sothpike is dead or not. We’ll all be dead.” 
I lean forward, my head in my hands, the tip of my braid swinging over the dragonbone dagger in my lap. The pressure of what they’re saying weighs on me, the gravity of it all too much for me to shoulder. I thought I was up against one man, but now there are dragons that are not dragons and ancient beings that want to eat the world whole. I remember the abyss from my vision; the voracious moans coming from that crack in the sky made me more frightened than when I was trapped in the tombs with the Dambi scratching at the walls. I don’t want to think about a world where those creatures have been freed. 
“There was a second dagger,” Gamikal says, his eyes on the weapon resting on my knee. “I gave it to Yafeu. I thought he could help me kill Ergenegon, but he died before we could try.” 
“Is that why he was at the godfire in my vision?” I ask.
Gamikal nods. “Sothpike got to him first. When I found out what happened to Yafeu, I rushed back to Al-Kazar. But again, I was too late. By the time I got there, Avari had been killed, and the rumor that her child had been stillborn was already known to those who remained. I thought it was over, that there was no way to finish off Ergenegon to stop him and Sothpike from opening the abyss. But like many times over these centuries, I was wrong.” 
Gamikal reaches out a hand, and I pass him the dragonbone dagger.
“What happened to the second dagger?” I ask.
“You’ll have to ask your father that,” he replies. “I haven’t been able to find it.”
It takes me a moment to realize he’s talking about Yafeu, not Obba. And in that moment, Gamikal jumps to his feet, puts the stopper back in the bottle, and grabs his sword. Basheera sits up and the atmosphere in the tent becomes tense. 
“Dambi,” he whispers, stashing the dagger. “They’re close.”
Basheera’s eyes widen with fright. My stomach tightens with fear, but my hands immediately fly to my daggers. I pull them from the sheaths on my forearms and grip them tightly. 
Gamikal points at Basheera. “Stay here. Be quiet.” Then he points at me. “Let’s go.”
I don’t hesitate. I follow Gamikal outside, where all three maugrabs are on their feet, teeth bared and growling. Gamikal climbs onto Tui, who shakes his mane in excitement. 
“I’m going to check the camp,” he says. “You stay here on guard.”
They take off, Tui’s steps silent and swift. I call Grolga to my side; Malko is at our back, and we keep watch. Slowly, the Dambi stench grows stronger and stronger—they’re here, but I don’t know where. 
Basheera pokes her head out of the tent. I turn to tell her to go back inside but she points at something to my left.
I turn and immediately duck under the reach of a Dambi’s too-long arm; the claws tear into the tent fabric and yank it off the poles, bringing the whole structure down. 
Before I know it, Grolga pounces on the Dambi, flattening it to the ground with her weight. She rips into the back of its head with her massive teeth while I dodge the attack of a second Dambi. This one is small and moves fast, swiping at me with one clawed hand and then the other. I avoid each attack and slip underneath its arms to plunge my blades into its chest. The Dambi shrieks and I kick it in the stomach, sending it flying into a wall and freeing my blades. The wall collapses on the Dambi, trapping it beneath bricks and rotting beams. 
I turn around to find Basheera trying to put out the fire that’s eating away at our tent. A flap of material has fallen into our campfire, and Basheera yanks it free and beats at the flames. There’s a Dambi at her back, ready to swipe at her, but Malko jumps between them and lets out a mighty roar. The Dambi stumbles back from the force, which puts it right within Grolga’s reach. She hops off the Dambi she killed and slashes the third Dambi with her claws. Its putrefying guts spill onto the ground; the stench makes me want to vomit. Then Malko bites the Dambi’s arm and shakes his head furiously, ripping the arm right out of the creature’s socket. 
As the two maugrabs take care of the Dambi, I run over to help Basheera stamp out the fire. When we’re finished, there are a few ragged holes in the tent, but it’s usable. I start to wipe off my daggers when I hear more shrieking coming from the other side of the camp. 
I run to Grolga and jump on her back. “I’m going to check on Gamikal,” I tell Basheera. She looks scared to be left alone, but she nods. I point at Malko, tell him, “Keep her safe.” 
He seems to understand—he crouches down, his teeth bared, ready to fight the next Dambi that comes their way.
Grolga and I race past the well to the other side of the camp, where we find Gamikal and Tui fighting two Dambi and a Mistress. Gamikal slices the Mistress’s arm and she lets out an ear-piercing scream. The back of her hand glows, and one Dambi jumps away from Tui and sprints toward Gamikal. The other Dambi leaps at me and Grolga, but my maugrab isn’t deterred. She meets the Dambi in the air; the creature’s claws become tangled in her mane, and the three of us land on the ground with a sickening crunch as the Dambi’s head is crushed beneath Grolga’s massive paws. 
I slide off Grolga’s back and join Gamikal while the maugrabs take on the final Dambi. The Mistress has a sword of her own, and instead of attacking her, I find myself holding back. The last time I fought a Mistress, she turned out to be my birth mother. But this Mistress doesn’t fight like Avari; she uses a sword instead of her cloak to defend herself. She does have the same glowing mark on the back of her hand, though, and the same mask. 
“She’s calling more Dambi to her side,” Gamikal says, pointing at her mark. “You have to focus and stop her!”
I know what he wants me to do. I have to tap into that fire within me so I can burn away her mark like I did with Avari. But I can’t—there’s something blocking me. I can’t seem to access that part of me, probably because I still don’t know how I awakened my fire the first time. 
There’s shrieking in the distance—more Dambi are coming. I can’t keep wasting time trying to force something to happen that doesn’t want to happen, so I jump into the fight with my daggers. But the Mistress quickly bashes me with her shoulder, knocking me down, and while she’s distracted, Gamikal slices off her hand. The Mistress howls in pain and anger as the glowing mark fades, her thick, black blood spurting onto my clothes and hair. It smells as bad as Dambi blood, and then I remember: The Mistresses were once dead too. 
Gamikal pivots and slashes across the Mistress’s throat, cutting off her head. Her body falls to its knees; her head thumps onto the ground, the force cracking her mask. I’m nervous about what I might find underneath—could Sothpike have resurrected my birth mother to fight at his side once again? Seeing her die in my vision and in real life was enough—I don’t want to see her die a third time. I don’t want to know who this Mistress is, but I have to know. I have to make sure it’s not her. With a shaking hand, I peel away the mask. I let out a loud exhale. It’s not Avari. 
I slowly get to my feet as Gamikal cleans his blade and sheathes it. I’m embarrassed and upset. How could I let my memories and old fears get the best of me like that? And why can’t I manifest that fire within me when I need it the most? 
We return to the tent in silence and find Basheera in a fighting stance with a book in her hands as her weapon. Malko snarls at our shadows, and only when he sees us does he calm down. 
Together, we pack up our tent. We can’t stay here, not with those Dambi the Mistress called still out there. I hear Gamikal and Basheera talking; he explains that the Mistress must’ve come across us as she was rounding up wild Dambi, that things would have turned out very different if she’d had her whole horde with her. 
We decide that since none of us will get any sleep tonight, we’ll keep moving. Onward toward the coast, toward whatever waits for us at the godfire. I only hope that I’m ready when we finally get there. 
Or if—we might not get there at all. 



Chapter Ten
“I’m not selling Grolga,” I tell Gamikal for the third and, I hope, final time. We’re standing outside a trader’s house in Uzbah, a fishing village on the coast of the Turka Sea. They’ve had a few run-ins with Sothpike’s army—I can tell by the way the entrance is heavily guarded and the walls protecting the village have been repaired multiple times. The buildings inside have broken windows, doors falling off hinges, and holes in their roofs; fixing them has been put aside in favor of keeping the main wall intact and secure. 
The people of Uzbah are tired but vigilant. Everyone carries a weapon, even the children. A boy no older than ten sits on a stool outside the trader’s house fiddling with a pocketknife. He watches us warily. We’re strangers and therefore we could be a threat. I feel eyes on me wherever we go, but the village can’t turn away outsiders. They make their money through trade, through sending people and cargo across the sea to Johtan and Nauvia and to any other remnants of Merza if you can afford their steep fares. I don’t blame them for their exorbitant prices. Kal told me that Sothpike has taken over the sea, so sailing for Merzans has become dangerous in some places and nonexistent in others, which could mean the end for fishing villages like Uzbah. 
“What do you want to do, take her with you?” he asks. He shakes his head when I say yes. “Maugrabs are desert creatures, made for the heat and sand. You can’t take her up into the mountains.” 
“They are also highly adaptable,” Basheera says. She’s poking around in the barrels of salted meats and dried fish outside the trader’s house, trying to decide how much to buy for our trip across the sea and up the mountains. We’ll be sailing for four days, and then it’ll take a week to climb up to the godfire. “Didn’t your father keep a pair of maugrabs in his menagerie? Back then, the capital of Volsgaria was a city a few hundred miles north of Holstang. It gets cold in Holstang, so I imagine it must’ve been even worse in the capital.” 
“That was centuries ago,” Gamikal mutters, but he relents. “Fine, you can bring Grolga. Because what do I know? It’s not like I was actually there during those times you’ve only read about in your books.” The last bit is directed at Basheera but she only shrugs in response, her attention on a basket of dried cod. 
Although Basheera and Malko seem to have come to an understanding after the Dambi attack in the internment camp, they both appear relieved when she hands him over to the trader, who has a connection with the Haltayi nomads. He’s agreed to care for Tui and Malko until the nomads pass through next season, when he’ll exchange the maugrabs for whatever goods the Haltayi have collected on the Rocky Plains. The Haltayi will take care of them, and hopefully they’ll make their way back to the Gathering, where the maugrabs came from. 
In return, the trader gives us more than enough money for supplies and our passage across the sea. Maugrabs are valuable—how Gamikal managed to get three of them, I’ll never know. He doesn’t carry himself like a man of means, but he must have a small fortune stashed away to be able to afford the supplies and maugrabs that got us to Uzbah. 
That afternoon, Basheera and I go down to the docks to watch our supplies being loaded onto the ship. She checks every barrel and crate off her list as they’re carried up the gangway. I’ve never been to the sea, and the three of us have been on our own for nearly three weeks, so the sights and sounds of the docks are overwhelming, but the energy they generate is intoxicating. The desert can be a place of solitude; the sea is full of life. 
All around us is shouting and talking and laughing, and someone is singing. Crewmen constantly bark at us to step aside while noisy seagulls fly haphazardly overhead. The salty air permeates everything—my clothes, my hair, my food. 
This is the life Kal lived, the life he loved. The life that was stolen from him by Merzan soldiers and then by Sothpike. I wish I were there when he reached the coast with the Hands of God. When he finally made it home. I can’t help but wonder if they sailed out of Uzbah, if I’m standing in the same place as he did once. If I look hard enough, will I find something that will tell me he was here? 
Gamikal reappears when it’s time to board the boat. We’re leaving at night, under cover of darkness, to avoid being detected by Sothpike’s warships. That’s how things are done now in Uzbah, or so they tell us. 
Ours is a single-masted ship just big enough to carry us, Grolga, a small crew, and supplies for a four-day journey across the sea. The captain promised his ship is one of the fastest and can probably get us to the mountains even sooner, if the weather holds. 
I board with Grolga at my side. Most of the crew watch her with awe, but there are a few who are wary. Grolga ignores everyone and heads over to the crate on the top deck that we’ve converted to a shelter for her and flops down with her head resting on her paws, reminding me of a tired kitten. 
The last time I was on a boat was when we fled Lagusa. I try not to think about that too much—that was also the day I said goodbye to Nez and Kal. Instead, I lean against the rail and stare out into the dark water, the boat rocking beneath me as we pull away from the shore. 
My thoughts turn to being with Kal in our jirkana and the prayer he taught me: “May our words spread peace like ripples on the water. May our thoughts be a guide in the darkness like the stars in the sky. And may our might bear down on our enemies like a crashing wave. We pray for wind in our sails, calm seas, and a bountiful catch. The sea is our mother and our reaper and we respect her lest we die in her arms.” As I repeat the words, I touch my throat, my forehead, and my heart, repeating the gestures I learned from Kal. When I finish, I notice Gamikal watching me. 
“That’s an old sailor’s prayer,” he says. “Didn’t expect you to know that one since you grew up with the dragon gods.”
“A friend taught it to me. He came from a family of sailors.”
Gamikal nods and rests his arms on the railing. Behind us, the lights of the village grow fainter and fainter, while ahead of us, the moonlight glints off the black water. We aren’t allowed lanterns while we’re on deck and we have to close our porthole curtains before lighting lamps in our cabins. We’re sailing dark until we reach the open sea and there is less chance of running into a warship. 
“Dragon gods didn’t exist when I was young,” he says.
I don’t understand what he means. “The dragon gods have always been here—before humans, even.”
“Did you forget I lived during the time when the last dragon walked this earth? To us, dragons weren’t gods. They were creatures sent to set things right.” 
“Who sent them?”
Gamikal faces me. “Our old friend the Three-Faced God. That’s who we prayed to back in my day. But that god fell out of favor over the centuries and now all anyone talks about are the dragons.” 
“Do you believe in the Three-Faced God?”
“I believe that it’s real. But do I believe it’s gods?” He tsks as he contemplates the question. “I suppose we’ll have to see. If it can stop the ancients from breaking the seal, I’ll toss it a prayer of thanks.” 
I return to staring out into the black depths. “Is that why you shut the Three-Faced God out of your mind? Because you don’t believe in it?” 
Gamikal shakes his head. “I shut it out because I was tired of being ordered around. It made me write The Foretold, that waste of paper. Wouldn’t leave me alone until I wrote down everything I knew about Crafulgar and Ergenegon. But all that did was lead Sothpike to your parents. He knew from reading the book I had written that you were going to be the key to freeing Ergenegon. Luckily, he never suspected there would be two of you. If he had, Avari’s plan to fake your deaths would never have worked.” 
“I don’t understand these gods,” I say. “The Three-Faced God likes to meddle with certain people, while the dragon gods don’t do anything for anyone.” 
“That’s why I locked the Three-Faced God out of my mind,” Gamikal says, “but ever since that vision in the Gathering, it’s been creeping back in.” He pops the stopper from his bottle and takes a long drink. “So thank you for that, samida.” 
He walks away, his steps unsteady, and I can’t tell if it’s from the swaying of the boat or the alcohol he can’t seem to go without. 
I check on Grolga before heading down to the cabin I’m sharing with Basheera. She’s fast asleep, a book splayed open across her chest. I climb into my bunk and blow out the light, but I have a hard time falling asleep. 
I don’t understand why Gamikal would get rid of his connection to the Three-Faced God. The three have shown me things I would never have seen—my birth mother and father. Gamikal’s identity. Even Ergenegon. Any help I can get in stopping Sothpike, I’ll take it. 
For the next few days, Gamikal and I practice focusing my energy so I can reach that fire that I know is inside me. We sit cross-legged on a blanket on the deck and I concentrate on my chest, on my heart, and think about all the things that I love—Obba, Omma, Nez. Kal. Rima and Mandisa. Basheera too. I add Grolga to the list. Our old house. The Haltayi who helped us save Omma. Praying at the mazan with Obba; training in the jirkana with Nez. Everything I can think of that makes me smile. 
And for the first time since I fought the Mistress, I feel it.
A crackle.
A jolt.
A spark.
Right in the center of my chest. I put my hand over the spot and feel the warmth. “Gamikal—I think I did it.”
I grab his hand and place it on my chest. He nods and smiles; I know he can feel the heat surging through me.
“And you didn’t even have to get angry,” he says with a pat on my shoulder.
Basheera plops down next to us, startling me, and the fire inside wafts away.
“What’s going on here?” she asks as the wind whips her unbound coils and curls across her face. The farther away we get from the Temple in Lagusa, the less like a scribe Basheera appears to be. She seems to be enjoying the freedom that comes from not having to follow a rigid regimen imposed on her by the Mother of the Temple and instead has made her own schedule, which includes a lot of reading and a lot of talking to everyone and listening to their stories. 
“I awakened my fire,” I say, “but then you chased it away.”
“Well, it’s about time,” Basheera says, ignoring the second half of my comment. “Because I just heard the lookout tell the captain he’s spotted land. We’ll probably be debarking soon.” 
I glance over Basheera’s shoulders, and through the mists clinging to the water I see the tops of the tallest mountains I’ve ever seen, all of them capped in white. 
“We have to climb all the way up there in the snow?” I ask. All I can think about is the snow from my last vision. It was so cold and painful and I don’t want to experience that again. 
“Not all the way up,” Gamikal says and I let out a sigh of relief. “Just about halfway. But don’t worry. You won’t be frozen alive. If anything, you’re more likely to fall to your death.” 
“By the Fires, Gamikal,” Basheera grumbles while he lets out a laugh that does nothing to loosen the knots forming in my stomach.



Chapter Eleven
Before we can climb the mountains, we must travel through the forest at their base. I’ve never seen so many trees—the tops are knit together so tightly, only patches of sunlight can squeeze through, leaving us in cool shade. 
The chill in the air is unrelenting. All day and all night, with no reprieve. I stay close to Grolga, her furry body radiating heat she seems to have carried with her from the Bujarbi Desert. We wear heavy layers of clothes, cotton tunics under padded wool jackets, and leather boots. I traded my headscarf for a fur-lined cap, but the tips of my ears are always cold. 
On the second morning, Gamikal enters the tent and wakes us up with a warning.
“We’re entering neutral territory today,” he says, shaking my shoulder until I sit up, rub my eyes, and yawn. Then he goes for Basheera. She tries to swat him away but he grabs her shoulder and gives her a good shake. I’d laugh at their constant bickering if I weren’t getting tired of it. 
“We could run into the Hands of God or Waldyrian soldiers,” Gamikal continues. “They’re both just as likely. So be sharp, be alert, and be ready to run.” 
Basheera scoffs before putting on her glasses and flinging her blanket aside. “Don’t worry about us—we’re not the ones dulling our senses with alcohol.” 
I don’t know why, but I’m shocked at Basheera’s bluntness. I should be used to it by now, but I’m surprised she said exactly what I’ve been thinking. 
“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Gamikal says, “so leave it.”
“I know I can smell the alcohol on your breath and you haven’t even had breakfast yet,” she retorts, crossing her legs and glaring at Gamikal. “You want us to listen to you, follow you without question, but half the time you’re drunk out of your mind. You’re very good at hiding it, though. I suppose that’s another skill you’ve developed over these five centuries?” 
Gamikal grabs the hilt of the sword he always wears at his waist. “I told you to leave it!”
“Let’s all calm down now.” I move between the two of them, shielding Basheera with my body. “No need to bring out your weapon.”
“And what about her weapon?” he asks me, eyes still on Basheera. “That mouth of hers is—”
“I’ll stop talking when you stop drinking,” Basheera snaps, cutting him off.
This seems to set something off in Gamikal. His eyes turn black and he draws his sword so quickly, I barely even register what he’s done. Then he tries to lunge at Basheera, but he stumbles and falls to the ground. I jump out of his way, but I’m not fast enough and his sword nicks my calf. 
I watch in shock as a dark redness blooms across the fabric around the cut. It’s shallow, but there’s a lot of blood.
“Naira, I’m—” Gamikal starts to apologize but Basheera grabs him by the collar and shoves him out of the tent.
“Get out!” she yells after him. Then she kneels next to me, pulls up my pant leg, and inspects the cut. “Are you all right? Can you walk?” 
I nod in response to both questions. “I can’t believe he cut me.”
As Basheera rummages through our supplies, she shakes her head. “I can’t believe it either. I knew he was a drunk, but I never thought he’d get violent.” 
“Something’s not right,” I say, wincing when Basheera dabs at the wound with a cloth soaked in firewort. “Did you see his eyes? They turned black.” 
“Some people’s eye colors change when they get angry,” Basheera says.
“No, not just the iris, all of it. The whole eye. They both turned black before he stumbled and fell.”
“What do you think that means?” Basheera asks. It feels good that she’s asking my opinion, but I wish it weren’t on a subject I know nothing about. 
“I don’t know,” I say with a shrug. “But I’m sure Gamikal does.”
“How can we ever trust him?” she asks.
Once again, I shrug. Basheera wraps a bandage around my calf and pulls my pant leg down. I’ll wash the pants and sew up the ripped fabric later. Right now, I need to talk to Gamikal. 
While Basheera gathers utensils and supplies for breakfast, I step out of the tent and walk over to the hunched figure leaning against a tree, the sunlight touching everything but him. 
“Gamikal, we need to talk.” I stand in front of him, a little part inside of me nervous that when he looks up, his eyes will be black again. 
But they aren’t. They’re his regular deep brown.
“You saw it, didn’t you?”
I don’t need to ask what he means, so I simply nod. “What was that about?” I ask.
He lets out a sigh from down deep in his belly. “It’s him. Ergenegon.”
The name sends shivers up my spine. “What do you mean?”
“That curse he put on me, the words ‘bind us together soul to soul,’ did more than make me immortal. Our minds are connected as well. And sometimes, I can hear his thoughts. The closer we get to the godfire, the louder they are. I drink for a lot of reasons, but the main reason is to drown him out. The problem is, the alcohol helps me ignore his voice, but it makes it easier for him to take control.” 
“That sounds worse,” I say. “You can’t let him control you—we need you.”
Gamikal grimaces and places his palm on the side of his head. His other hand goes for his bottle, but I gently put my hand over the stopper. 
“You blocked the Three-Faced God,” I say. “You have to find a way to block Ergenegon that doesn’t make it easier for him to take over. I know you can do it, and I know you can do it without the alcohol.” 
Gamikal releases the bottle. I quickly untie the rope attached to his waistband and take the bottle away.
We head over to the campfire, where Basheera is cooking breakfast. I hand her the bottle of alcohol and she looks satisfied. I leave them in silence to get breakfast for Grolga, who has been sleeping this whole time. But when I approach her with her bowl of mush, she quickly gets on her feet and growls at me. 
“Grolga, what’s wrong?” I take a step toward my maugrab, and the next thing I know something whizzes past my face and embeds itself in her fur. Grolga immediately slumps over, all the fight in her gone. 
Yelling her name, I run over to my maugrab. Something pricks the back of my neck, but before I can swat it away, the world goes black. 
 
I wake up with my back against a tree, my hands and feet tied, the rough bark digging into my skin. Gamikal is on my left, Basheera on my right, both knocked out and tied up. Grolga’s in a cage atop a wooden cart, pacing and growling, biting the metal poles. I breathe a sigh of relief seeing her up and with the fight still in her. 
In front of me, armed soldiers knock down our tent, shake out the cloth, rummage through our supplies, and kick the contents of our bags into the dirt. They’re tearing everything apart, looking for who knows what. 
I glance down at my gauntlets to see they’re empty, my daggers taken by the soldiers. Gamikal is missing his sword as well. I hope they didn’t find the dragonbone dagger in his waistband because we’re going to need it if things get ugly. 
I struggle against the ropes but that just makes the knots tighter. One of the soldiers notices I’m awake and points me out to the one giving orders. He stomps over to me with the long black ponytail emerging from the top of his leather helmet trailing behind him. 
“You are trespassing on Johtanese land,” he says in Merzan, pointing a sword at me. “Identify yourself!”
“We’re travelers on our way to the Kilmare Mountains.” I elbow Gamikal to rouse him, but he doesn’t respond. Basheera’s chin is resting on her chest; she’s not waking up anytime soon either. I’m going to have to convince these very angry, very armed soldiers that we’re not a threat. “Just a group of Merzan travelers, that’s all.” 
“What business do you have in the mountains?”
I can’t tell him we’re going to release a dragon that died five centuries ago so that we can kill him again—he’ll never believe me. 
“We’re going to see the Hands of God,” I lie. “We had no idea we were on Johtanese land.”
The leader narrows his eyes at me, his bushy black brows forming one line across his forehead. “Everyone knows this side of the mountains is under Johtanese protection.” He points at two of his soldiers and orders them to make me stand. The soldiers call him “Captain” when they respond. They speak in Johtanese and I’m surprised that I can understand most of what they’re saying. But I don’t let them know that—I stay on the ground and act confused when the soldiers grab my arms and pull me to my feet. 
Grolga starts growling when she sees them manhandling me, which puts everyone on edge. The others grab their weapons, their eyes on Grolga, and the captain turns to me, his sword at my throat. 
“Tell your maugrab to calm down or we’ll make it be calm.”
I hold up my hands in a placating gesture. “I’ll calm her down, I promise. Just don’t hurt her.”
“Whether she gets hurt or not is up to you.” The captain grabs the ropes around my wrists and yanks me close. “I’m going to cut the ropes at your feet, but if you try to run away, I will kill your friends and your maugrab, you understand?” 
I nod and he watches me for a moment before slicing the ropes binding my legs. Then he tugs on the ropes around my wrists, pulling me forward, and forces me to walk with him over to Grolga’s cage. She’s snarling and baring her teeth, looking as ferocious as when she’s fighting Dambi. I know if she were free, she’d rip these soldiers apart. 
“No funny business,” he says. “Or they all die.”
I nod again and when he lets me go, I shove my bound hands through the bars. Grolga stops growling and dips her head so I can pat her mane. 
“Good girl.” I scratch her chin and talk to her in a soothing voice. She lies down and the soldiers visibly relax, putting their swords and bows away. Everyone except the leader. He keeps his weapon unsheathed. 
Once Grolga is calm, I face the leader. “I answered your questions, so can we go now?”
“That is not up to me to decide,” he says. He orders his soldiers to tie my wrists to the back of Grolga’s cart, then he dumps a bucket of water on Basheera and Gamikal to wake them. They sputter back to consciousness, water dripping down their faces. They’re yanked onto their feet, the ropes at their ankles cut away, and tied up to the cart as well, both groggy, both asking what’s going on. 
The captain is the one who answers their questions.
“You are being taken to Capital City for your crime against the country of Johtan,” he states.
“And what crime is that?” Gamikal demands.
“Espionage, of course,” the captain answers. I want to laugh at the thought of us being spies, but the humor of our situation quickly goes away with his next words. “A crime punishable by death.” 
Basheera and I look at each other with wide eyes, the seriousness in his voice making my stomach drop with fear, but apparently Gamikal doesn’t share our distress. He seems annoyed more than anything. 
“What a day to quit drinking,” he says as the cart rolls forward and tugs on our ropes, forcing us to follow along on foot, surrounded by a retinue of soldiers and their captain, who looks excited at the prospect of seeing all of us swinging by our necks. 



Chapter Twelve
We’ve been imprisoned for four days and during that time all I’ve learned is that Johtanese jail cells are more comfortable than I expected. Based on the way the soldiers treated us on our forced march to Capital City, I thought we’d be tossed into some dark hovel, but the cell Basheera and I share has two thin mattresses on the floor, one for each of us, and just the slightest smell of damp. There’s a mouse and some centipedes that run around at night, but we also have a window that lets in the afternoon sun. 
Across from us, Gamikal has a cell all to himself. The cells are made of stone, each with a wooden door on one wall that has a barred opening that’s big enough for us to see each other across the hall. 
On the way to Capital City, Gamikal swore he could get us out of this mess. He said he was friends with the emperor, but he didn’t know that the emperor had fallen ill and his wife was now in charge. When Gamikal heard that and requested an audience with the empress, the captain laughed at him. 
“Don’t worry—you’ll see the empress,” he said. “She’s the one who decreed spies should hang!”
A sweaty, rotund jailer appears at Gamikal’s door. But he’s not alone. I watch the procession through the bars. The warden is with the jailer, along with a beautiful woman dressed in red silk robes embroidered with gold dragons on the sleeves and the hem. Her luscious black hair is piled up on her head and held in place with gold pins, and she wears a pointy gold tip on the end of each finger. Her face is painted white, even her lips, except for a swath of red across her eyes and over the bridge of her nose. Behind her is a small group dressed in less extravagant clothes; I assume they are her servants. 
“Where is he?” the woman demands, and I can tell by her tone, by the way she holds herself, and by the way the jailer and the warden flinch that she is someone very important. 
“In here, Your Highness,” the warden says with a deep bow. He points at Gamikal’s cell.
“Well, what are you waiting for? Release him!”
The jailer fumbles with his keys, so she snatches them out of his hand and opens the cell herself. When she sees Gamikal, the woman gasps. 
“This man is a friend of the crown,” she says to the warden, her eyes narrowed, “and he should have been brought to me straightaway—I should not have had to come fetch our friend out of this rotten jail!” 
Gamikal exits his cell. “Empress,” he calls to the woman.
She smiles and holds out her hand. Gamikal takes it and kisses the back of it, bowing as he does so. It’s strange seeing Gamikal act so jovial; he’s like a completely different person, and now I see for myself how he was able to take on so many personas. He’s a chameleon, and his transformation is astounding—the warrior in him is gone, and he’s transformed into a seasoned courtier. 
“Your Highness,” he says, “I’m sorry we have to meet this way.”
The woman takes in Gamikal’s dirty face and tattered clothes. “My dear Gamikal, what have they done to you?” She glares at the warden and the jailer. 
Both men bow and beg for forgiveness but the woman wants none of it. She motions for her people to put the men into Gamikal’s cell. While the warden and jailer continue to plead for mercy, the woman closes the door to Gamikal’s cell with them both still inside. 
“Lock them up,” she tells one of her men, dropping the keys in his hand. “A week should do it.” The warden and the jailer start yelling, demanding to be let out, but the servant quickly locks the door and pockets the keys. 
“And what of my friends?” Gamikal motions toward our cell, and all eyes turn toward us. I’ve been watching so intently, I’m sure the bars have left an imprint on my forehead. 
“And who are you?” The woman stops in front of our cell. She smells like jasmine, and she’s even more beautiful up close. But there’s a coldness in her eyes, a cruelty, that I don’t like. She smiles at me. 
“I suppose you have no idea what I’m saying,” she says in Johtanese. I start to respond, but Basheera kicks my ankle, and I know she wants me to keep quiet. Basheera stands just to the side of the opening, and the woman spots her as well. “Two Merzan beauties. We haven’t had a Merzan in our court for ages.” She holds out her hand to the servant and he places the ring of keys in her palm. She opens our door, and Basheera and I scurry out. 
Gamikal quickly introduces us. Basheera nods her head in deference, and I do the same.
The empress stands before me and takes my face in her hand; her golden fingertips dig into my cheeks.
“She looks familiar,” the empress says to Gamikal. Then she stares into my eyes. “Tell me, child, who are your parents? I feel I must know them.” 
I try not to squirm under the intense gaze of her brown eyes that are so dark, they’re almost black. Before I can respond, Gamikal places his hands on my shoulder and pulls me out of her reach. 
“Empress, you are friends to so many, you see a familiar face in everyone you meet.” He pointedly glances at the waiting servants who surround us, and the empress’s eyes widen in understanding. 
The empress lets out a little laugh. “Yes, you are correct, my old friend. And to my new friends, let’s get you cleaned up, shall we?” 
“You are too kind, Empress,” Gamikal says with another bow. “Too kind.”
There’s a dance being played here, one I don’t know the steps to but that Gamikal seems to be an expert in performing.
“Come with me, Gamikal’s friends,” the empress says in perfect Merzan.
We do as we’re told. The jailer and the warden continue yelling for forgiveness, but their words glance off the woman’s back like practice arrows against a metal shield. It’s as if she’s forgotten them that quickly, and I realize she’s a woman who leads through fear. 
When it comes to my well-being, I’m not afraid of her—not yet—and I want to keep it that way.
We exit the prison, and I stop and point at the stables. “My maugrab. Can you free her as well?”
The woman laughs, a sweet, tinkling sound. “My dear, as soon as I heard there was a maugrab in Johtan, I moved her to my menagerie, where she’s being well cared for. You’ll see her again soon.” 
In front of us are two carriages but not like ones I’ve seen in Merza. Each is carried by four people, two in front and two in back, using long poles resting on their shoulders. The carriages are made of cherrywood with gold filigree on the trim and a pair of twin dragons on top of each. They remind me of the golden tips on the woman’s fingers. They’re posed in fighting stances, as if ready to attack in an instant. 
These aren’t the dragons Obba worshipped, that’s for sure.
The woman and Gamikal climb into one carriage and are whisked away while Basheera and I enter the other. We sit on cushioned benches across from each other, sharing the heavy wool blanket that was left on one of the seats. 
The carriage tilts forward slightly and then rights itself as it’s hoisted onto the shoulders of the guards. Once we’re stable, Basheera starts tapping on the paneled walls. 
“What are you doing?” I ask.
“I think we’re in a jiao, and if that’s the case, there might be something inside one of these.” She taps on a panel behind me and it springs open, almost knocking the back of my head. “There we go.” 
I know better than to wait for an apology from Basheera, so I ignore the fact that I almost got whacked in the head and turn around to see a tray with teacups and honeyed tea in a hidden alcove. While I’m nervous I might break the delicate cup, Basheera sips from it without a care. I raise the cup to my lips and drink the dark, hot liquid. Leaning back against a soft pillow, I pour myself another cup of tea. 
“This is nice.” I snuggle deep into the blanket and lean my head against the window, watching as our carriage passes through the prison gates for, I hope, the last time. 
“This was planned,” Basheera replies, yanking on the blanket until she has most of it.
“What do you mean?” I watch Basheera, her brow furrowed, as she pushes her glasses higher up on the bridge of her nose.
“She came here with two carriages, one for herself and Gamikal and one for us. She knew we were there, and she knew she was going to free us. She must have known who we were before she met us.” 
I slump back in my seat. “Do you have to ruin everything? Now I have to be on guard when I just wanted to ride in a pretty carriage, drink tea, and sniff this blanket.” 
“Forewarned is forearmed,” Basheera replies.
I mock Basheera under my breath, but I know she’s right, so when I turn back to the window and see the pretty girls and handsome boys in their finery entering tea shops and buying sweet treats, all I can do is scowl at them because who knows when I’ll ever be able to live as carefree as them. As carefree as I used to be. 
As carefree as I wish I still were.



Chapter Thirteen
While Merza is slowly dying because of the war, Johtan has been thriving, at least based on what I see out the carriage window as we pass through Capital City. The seedy district where the prison was located soon yields to a harbor where the chilly wind whips through the jiao. The skin on my arms prickles from the cold and I pull on the blanket to cover them. I’ve never been so cold and I can’t help but wonder how anyone can survive in such a climate. 
The harbor is shaped like a bowl with a massive breakwater creating one side of the rim and the shore the other. Merchant stalls and stores line the paved street atop the wall, and hundreds of people haul in fish, hawk their wares, or carry cargo off the many docked boats. The smells of fish and bread, sweat and alcohol, assault my senses as we go deeper into the harbor district. 
We pass a red-faced fishmonger hacking away at a slippery fish, the muscles in her beefy arms flexing with every slice. She doesn’t look up when we pass. Farther down the road is a store selling cloth and the shop of a silversmith who proudly claims to make jewelry for the royal family. 
Soon we leave the chaos of the breakwater and turn down a series of quiet streets. A massive walled enclosure sits at the top of the hill, and the rest of the city is spread out beneath its shadow. Red ribbons flutter in the breeze above the gate at the entrance and along the white line carved into the hill that must be a narrow, winding path. 
“That,” Basheera says, pointing at the structure atop the hill, “is the palace of the emperor. They call it Zheng.”
“Is that where we’re going?”
“I think so,” Basheera says, adjusting her glasses to get a better look at the palace. “Do you want my advice?”
“Sure.”
“Keep quiet and let Gamikal do the talking.” I start to get annoyed but Basheera continues. “I’m going to follow my own advice, so don’t think I’m singling you out. We’re entering a new world, one where we can be thrown into prison just for being in the wrong place. Since you speak the language and I don’t, I need you to listen for both of us. Got it?” 
What Basheera says makes sense, as always. So I nod and close my mouth, tucking away the argument I was going to start when I thought she was trying to insult me. 
“This is new,” I say, grabbing Basheera’s hand like we’re best friends. She grunts and moves away from me, yanking her hand out of mine. 
“What are you talking about?”
“You never admitted you needed me before,” I say with a laugh. I like making Basheera uncomfortable because I know she hates it. “Are you finally realizing how valuable I am?” 
“You’re only as valuable as the quality of your translations,” she snaps, folding her arms. “So you better do a good job.”
“Yes, samida,” I say with a deep bow that makes Basheera groan.
“Will you stop acting weird and pay attention?”
I laugh again but I leave her alone. I’ve tortured Basheera enough for one day.
“Do you know about the empress of Johtan and Sothpike?” Basheera asks.
I shake my head. “No. Why?”
“You should know that she was once married to Sothpike.”
My eyes widen and my mouth falls open. “What?”
“Yes, before she became empress, she was married to Sothpike. I don’t know why, but she was exiled from Waldyria after only a year or two. Then she returned to Johtan, caught the emperor’s eye, and married him. This all happened right before the war began.” 
This story is a lot to take in, and I sit back in my chair, arms crossed, deep in thought. I’ve never thought about Sothpike the person, only Sothpike my enemy: a powerful, evil presence that must be stopped. But at one point the empress must have loved him, otherwise why would she have married him? She doesn’t seem like a fool, so between the time she married him and the time he exiled her, he must have changed. I wonder what caused that change and if it has anything to do with the ancients in the abyss. 
“Do you think she was exiled because she opposed Sothpike? Did she know what he was up to?”
Basheera shrugs. “I have no idea. But I wouldn’t assume her hands are clean, because if she truly opposed the war, why did the Johtanese ignore the treaties they signed with Merza? They were supposed to come to our aid, and they never did.” 
In school, we learned about Johtan’s betrayal, but that was so long ago, I never thought about the fact that the people who turned their backs on my country were still alive, still able to help us, and yet continued to refuse to do so. 
We ride in silence, the weight of what Basheera imparted hanging heavy in the jiao. I lean back and watch as Basheera’s prediction turns out to be right. Soon we’re winding our way up the hill, protected by guards flanking our left and our right. As we climb, I look out over the city, at the breakwater glimmering in the distance. 
For the first time I wonder what my life would have been like if I had grown up in Al-Kazar. If there had been no war, I would probably be used to spending afternoons having tea, laughing, and wearing gold pins in my hair. 
That life is tempting, but then I’d be stuck behind a wall. And I wouldn’t have my obba and omma. Obba would be a guard and Omma would be an attendant. I might see them and know their names, but they wouldn’t be mine and I wouldn’t be theirs. 
We pass through a guarded heavy wooden gate, then another, then another, before entering the courtyard of a palatial estate: The single-story buildings are wide and long with tiled roofs tapering to upturned points at the corners, many of them with fearsome dragon sculptures at the ends. The jiaos stop at the largest building in the center. The empress and Gamikal emerge from their jiao just as ours is set on the ground. 
The empress tells her people where to take us and orders them to get us cleaned up, then turns to Gamikal.
“I’ll see you all again once you’re settled in,” she says with a smile before walking up the steps and entering the main building.
Once she’s gone, we’re taken to one of the smaller buildings, but it’s luxuriously furnished. Silk drapes cover every window, and flowers in elaborately decorated vases adorn each table. The couches and chairs are upholstered with elegant brocades depicting various trees and animals. 
The servants slide open three wooden doors, revealing three bedrooms, one for each of us. After deep bows, the servants leave. Not sure whose room is whose, I turn to Gamikal, but he plunks down on the couch and closes his eyes. 
“You’re not really going to sleep right now, are you?” I ask, shaking his foot. “We need to find the menagerie, grab Grolga, and be on our way.” 
He drapes an arm over his eyes. “In case you didn’t notice, we’re in a fortress surrounded by trained guards. We aren’t going anywhere until the empress says we can.” 
“Are you saying we’re trapped here?”
“Not for long,” Gamikal says. “I have a plan. Until then, enjoy the fine amenities that Zheng has to offer.”
I slump into a chair and Basheera sits across from me. We make a sorry picture—all of us dirty, our clothes torn and ragged from traveling, and our leader. Gamikal the Long-Lasting, looking like he’s not going to last much longer since he doesn’t have his trusted flask anymore. I want to get back on the road, but then I notice Basheera yawning, her head drooping lower and lower, while quiet snores come from Gamikal’s direction. 
I put my feet up on the table and lean back in the overstuffed chair. We deserve a short rest; in a few hours we’ll be back on track. 
A quick nap never hurt anyone.



Chapter Fourteen
As soon as I close my eyes, I fall asleep and begin dreaming.
I’m back in the Kilmare Mountain caves leading to the godfire, but this time there is no dead body on the ground. Like before, I follow the green light, listening for Yafeu and Sothpike but hearing only silence. 
I reach the entrance to the godfire. A blast of heat as a jet of flame erupts toward the top of the cave forces me to turn away, but not before I catch sight of several figures at the edge of the cliff above the lake of green fire. 
I start to step forward when someone grabs my arm, startling me.
“You shouldn’t be here,” Yafeu says, emerging from the shadows, his hand ice cold.
“Why?” I ask. “What’s happening?”
He stares at the shadowy figures before us. “I wondered why there were two of you when one would have been enough. But it’s all quite clever, it is, in its terribleness. Tit for tat, as they say. The ancients have their ways, and now the Three-Faced God has found a way to match them.” 
“What are you talking about?”
Yafeu yanks on my arm, pulling me forward and into the full force of the green light. I raise my other arm against another jet of flames, but he grabs that one as well and holds it down. 
“Look! Look at what the Three-Faced God is trying to show you! Stop shielding your eyes and look!”
In the fiery light, the shadows dissolve into faces, into real beings. And there in front of me is Sister Cornelia and her band of warrior monks. They all hold their silver swords out before them, pointed at the godfire. No—pointed at a figure standing on the edge of the cliff. One more step, and that person will fall to their death in the godfire. 
“Behold the glory—” Sister Cornelia starts, but is cut off by movement from the person standing at the edge of the godfire.
He turns and without thinking, I break free of Yafeu and run toward him.
Toward Nez.
Toward my brother.
My twin.
I call his name, I scream it, but he doesn’t hear me. He doesn’t see me. I stand next to Sister Cornelia and try to grab her sword, but it’s like trying to grab a handful of air. I’m here but not here; they’re here but not here. Yafeu walks toward us—I can tell he’s crying. I stand between Nez and the Hands, my last act of defiance, of protecting my brother, and scream at Yafeu: 
“They’re going to kill him! Do something!”
Yafeu doesn’t respond. He doesn’t need to. We both know there’s nothing either of us can do but watch. But that doesn’t stop me from trying to shield Nez with my own body. I remain between him and the others. 
“You promise this will keep her safe?” Nez asks Sister Cornelia, his voice the same as I remember, his eyes looking right through me. 
Sister Cornelia nods.
“Then go ahead,” Nez says. He crosses his arms and places the tips of his fingers on his shoulders. “Might as well behold the dragon gods too, you know? Just in case.” 
“If you wish,” Sister Cornelia replies. Then she holds out her sword and says a phrase that has no warmth to it, no wonder:
“Behold the glory of our god.”
I know before I see it that something terrible is about to happen. And it does. Nez bows his head and takes a step back. One foot hovers in the air, the other still on the ground. 
I reach out for him, grasping wildly at his tunic, his arms, his hands, anything to stop what happens next.
Nez jumps backward off the ledge, falling into the godfire with his arms crossed and his eyes closed as if he is going to sleep. But he’s not going to sleep—he’s going to die. 
I run to the edge and jump after him—but I don’t fall far. Yafeu grabs my arm and pulls me back onto the ledge. I fight him but he’s much stronger than he looks—just like Nez. Once I’m on solid ground, I push him away and try to jump in again, but he wraps both arms around me and holds me tight. 
“He’s gone.” Yafeu’s tears drip onto my shoulder as he strokes my hair. “And you’re not ready yet. Don’t let his sacrifice be for nothing.” 
All I can say is “No” over and over and over. I don’t want this to be true.
“This is Kuresh, right?” I ask. “Kuresh shows you what can happen. So maybe I can still stop him from—maybe I can stop this.”
Yafeu holds my face in both hands. “I’ve been here a long time. I know what’s real and what’s not. This is real and there’s nothing you can do to change it. ‘One must die so the other can live.’ Nez is dead and you are alive and that is how it must be.” 
“No, I don’t accept that. I refuse.” I break free of Yafeu’s hold and peer over the edge, down deep into the fire, looking for my other half. The brightness of the godfire and the heat emanating from the flames burn my eyes but I keep searching. “I can save him—I know I can.” Once again, Yafeu grabs my arm, preventing me from falling in. “Just let me go! Let me go after him, please!” 
“You can’t go after him,” he says, “but you can avenge him.”
Something in Yafeu’s words, in his voice, stokes a new fire within me, this one burning on my desire to set fire to everyone who caused the death of my beautiful brother. 
Yafeu takes my hand, pulls me to my feet, and walks me back into the tunnel, but he doesn’t go inside. He pushes me into the darkness of the caves. 
“You’ll be back,” he says as I stumble into the blackness. “And I’ll be here. Waiting. Watching. Hoping.”
I wake up with a start, not sure where I am. I’m in a room I don’t recognize. My heart is pounding, my breath quick, a scream caught in my throat wanting to be released. I choke down my fright as I take in my surroundings—I’m in a bed tucked in one corner of a room filled with furniture. Either I made my way to this bedroom on my own and don’t remember it or someone moved me. 
Gamikal is still passed out on the couch, but Basheera is gone. The door to one of the two other bedrooms is closed, and when I crack it open to look inside, Basheera’s soft snores greet my ears. She must have sent me to bed and left Gamikal on the couch. That’s something Basheera would do. 
I walk over to Gamikal and shake his shoulder until he wakes up.
“What’s going on?” he asks, his voice gruff.
“I had another vision,” I tell him, my hands trembling as I recall what I saw. “It was about Nez.”
“Your brother?” Gamikal sits up and swings his legs on to the floor.
I sit next to him and tell him what I saw. By the time I finish, I’m crying.
“We have to leave now,” I say through my tears. “We have to find out if what I saw in my vision is true.”
“And if it is true and your brother is in the godfire, what are you going to do?”
In my dream, I was ready to jump in after Nez. But now, I don’t know. I want to save him, but what if it’s already too late?
“You can’t go into the godfire after him,” Gamikal continues when I don’t answer. “Not yet, anyway. You’re not ready and you’re likely to be as trapped as Ergenegon is if you do.” 
“So what do I need to do to be ready?”
He points at my chest. “That fire within you? You need to learn to control it or it will consume you the moment you touch the godfire. That’s probably why Yafeu didn’t go in.” 
“What do you mean?”
Gamikal puts his head in his hands. “Ah, I should have let him tell you, but it’s too late now.” He rubs his face, then looks at me. “Before you were born, I gave Yafeu the other dragonbone dagger. He also had a fire within him. He was going to go into the godfire and kill Ergenegon—the same thing I’m asking you to do. But he never did it. He went up the mountain and never came back down. I searched for him, but I couldn’t find him. I thought he died in the godfire, but in your visions, you saw his dead body in the caves.” 
“Sothpike was there too,” I say. “He must have killed him before he entered the godfire.”
“Perhaps,” Gamikal says, rubbing his chin in thought. “Or something else stopped him. Either way, Yafeu never went in, and so his fate was passed on to his children.” 
“I don’t want someone else’s fate,” I say. “I want to choose my own.”
“Doesn’t matter if you want it or not—it’s yours. What you do with it is up to you, though.”
A deep and loud bell rings out, making me jump, and the door to the sitting room slides open. A group of servants enter, all led by one man. He bows deeply to us, as do the servants, who keep their eyes on the ground as they file into the room. 
“Excuse us,” the man says, “but Empress Xiumin has requested your presence. We are here to prepare you.”
Gamikal turns to me with a smile. “He means they want us to take a bath before we offend the empress’s nose with more of our prison stench.” He playfully jabs me with his elbow. “You’re going to like this. Palace baths are my favorite part of staying with royals. That and the food.” 
Behind us, Basheera’s door slides open with a loud thwack. She stands in the doorway, her eyes narrow slits, and glares at the intruders. 
“What is going on out here?”
“It’s time for our baths,” I say, following two of the servants into my room. I close the door on Basheera’s mutterings and head over to the screened area where one of the servants has already started filling the wooden tub. I’m surprised to find that the water is heated—back home, only the shops on Honey Street had heated water. We had to boil water for bathing. 
Scented oil and flower petals are dropped into the tub and the servants offer to help me undress, but I send them away and bathe myself. The whole time, my mind is on Nez and this fire I still can’t control. I was able to awaken it on the ship, but when I try now, nothing happens. I’m so anxious about my brother that I can’t concentrate on anything else. Gamikal is right—I’m not ready to go into the godfire yet. The fire within me will either protect me or consume me, and in the state I’m in now, it will be the latter. I won’t be able to find out what happened to Nez until I have better control over my fire. 
Until then, I can hope that what I saw was just a dream—or, rather, a horrible nightmare. And if it was a vision from the Three-Faced God, I can hope that it came from Kuresh, who shows not only what has happened but what can happen. Maybe Nez hasn’t jumped into the godfire yet and there’s still time to stop him. 
I dunk my head underwater and repeat that simple word that now means so much to me.
Maybe . . .
Maybe . . .
Maybe . . .



Chapter Fifteen
We travel through many buildings and in and out of courtyards to reach the empress’s chambers, where she and a handful of important-looking people wait for us before a wall of windows overlooking a large pond. Outside, it’s snowing, and the full moon illuminates a small group of boats on the water. 
The empress greets us with hugs, a smile on her face.
“We must talk,” she says to Gamikal but her eyes are on me.
“Yes, we must,” Gamikal replies.
She pulls the three of us into a small sitting room with shelves of books in one corner and closes the door behind her.
“Now, Gamikal, you must tell me who your companions are,” she says, her brow furrowed in concentration. “The young one looks so familiar, but I can’t place her . . .” 
Gamikal hesitates as if weighing whether he should reveal my identity or not. After what Basheera told me, that the empress was once married to Sothpike, I’m wary of telling her my secret. But then I remember she was exiled almost twenty years ago and is remarried to the emperor—whatever love she had for Sothpike must have faded by now. And if she knows who I am, she might be willing to help me get back to the mountains so that I can stop Nez from making any foolish decisions. 
“She reminds me of Avari,” the empress says in Johtanese, sending a jolt through my core. I quickly put a mask on so that she doesn’t know I understand their conversation. “But how can that be?” 
Gamikal laughs. “Come now, Empress, how could she remind you of the Ur Atum Asim? Her child died in her arms.”
The empress nods. “Yes, of course.” She turns to me and speaks in Merzan. “Who are your parents, child? I must know.” 
“Isrof and Farina Khoum,” I say, following Gamikal’s lead. “I’m called Naira.”
“And I’m Basheera Okuba,” Basheera says, placing herself between the empress and me.
The empress smiles warmly. “I’m afraid I don’t know the Khoum or Okuba families, but I am pleased to meet both of you.”
The empress turns to leave, but Gamikal isn’t finished.
“What if Avari’s child hadn’t died?” he asks in Merzan. Basheera gives Gamikal a sharp look, which he ignores, and my stomach tightens as I wait to see where Gamikal is going with this. The empress turns around, her brows knit together in thought. 
She points at me. “Are you saying she is—”
Gamikal shakes his head. “No, no,” he says with a laugh. “She is a Khoum through and through. But there is another, a boy, who might be. And I can take you to him.” 
I don’t like Gamikal using Nez as bait, but I have to trust that he has a plan, so I keep my mouth shut even though I want to talk over Gamikal and stop him from saying anything that might give away Nez’s identity. 
“Why would I want to go see this boy?”
“Avari and Yafeu were your friends,” Gamikal says. “You and Avari were especially close. Wouldn’t you like to meet the son of your best friend?” 
“I admit it would bring me great joy to know that Avari’s child survived,” she says, blinking away tears. “What is it that you want from me?” 
“Your support, Empress,” Gamikal says with a deep bow.
“Support for what?”
“That has yet to be determined,” Gamikal replies. “But knowing that I have your support will be all that I need to introduce you to the lost son of your closest friend. Wouldn’t it be better for you to meet him before Sothpike finds him?” 
The empress smiles, but her lips are strained. She knows she’s being backed into a corner. If she doesn’t help Gamikal, she’ll never know who Nez is. And if she helps Gamikal, she’ll get to Nez before Sothpike, but at what cost? 
“I don’t like having my hands tied,” she says. “Especially not by a friend.” She sighs and walks over to the door. “Let me discuss this with the emperor—I don’t make any decision without consulting him first.” 
“Of course,” Gamikal says. “As you should.”
The empress slides the door open and walks back into the other room, leaving us alone.
“Do you think she will help us?” I ask.
“I do,” Gamikal says. “She wants power—and there’s nothing more powerful than a secret that can hurt your enemy.” Then he strides over to the door. “Back into the fray.” He exits the room, leaving me and Basheera. 
“That was quite the gamble,” Basheera says, grabbing a book off a shelf. “Let’s hope this pays off.”
I follow Gamikal into the main room, where the empress introduces us to the others—dignitaries from various provinces around Johtan. I notice most of them stare at us like we’re oddities, like we’re here simply for their amusement. It makes me uncomfortable and annoyed to be treated like a spectacle, so I pretend I have no idea what’s being said to me, and since none of the dignitaries who approach me seem to speak Merzan, I’m quickly left alone. 
While we wait for the food to be served, Gamikal and the empress trade pleasantries with the dignitaries as if the conversation they had in the other room never happened. Basheera remains in the sitting room, probably still perusing the empress’s bookshelves, and I stand in front of the huge windows watching the boats on the water, wondering why they’re out so late at night. 
“Those are the night fishermen,” a voice behind my shoulder says in Merzan. I turn around and come face to face with one of the most handsome men I’ve ever seen. His smooth, pale skin is offset by his thick, dark brows and long, silky black hair. Brown eyes and a pointed chin add to his ethereal looks. He wears blue robes embroidered with silver threads; the hair on top of his head is pulled into a bun, and the rest is hanging down his back. 
He reaches past me and opens a glass door leading to a balcony.
“Would you like to learn more about the night fishermen?”
Realizing I’ve been staring, I nod and drop my eyes. The man places a hand on the small of my back and gently pushes me forward. I step out onto the balcony, the crisp night air striking my cheeks. I clasp my hands together to keep them warm and walk over to the railing. 
“You see how the moon is reflected on the water?” the man asks, leaning on the railing. “The fish are drawn to its glow, so every full moon, the night fishermen row out to the middle of the pond and capture them.” 
As we watch, the moon’s reflection is filled with fish swimming over and under each other. The night fishermen cast their nets, and the moon’s reflection shimmers from all the movement. Shouts from the fishermen carry across the water and over to where we stand as they reel in their catch. Soon, the fish are gone and the fishermen row away. 
“They took them all.” I stare at the moon’s reflection, now alone on the water. No fish in sight.
“Beware the moon’s reflection, we say,” the handsome man tells me with a smile, revealing perfectly straight, perfectly white teeth. “Beautiful things are often the most dangerous.” 
“Are you dangerous?” I ask.
Now he stares into my eyes. “That’s only if you think I’m beautiful.” He leans close, his breath warm on my neck. “You, however, are very dangerous.” 
I can’t help it—I let out a loud guffaw and take a step back. I’ve never had anyone flirt with me so intensely, and instead of feeling butterflies or weak in the knees, I find it funny. Kal and I connected while we grieved together, and when he did flirt with me, it was after we’d already established a friendship. This type of flirting is new to me, and if I’m going to have to endure anyone’s flirting, I’d rather it be Kal’s. 
The man scowls, which makes him look even more lovely, but I don’t tell him that. Instead, I bow and introduce myself. He replaces his scowl with a smile and does the same. 
“Prince Junho O-Hashi at your service,” he says with a deep bow. “You can call me Junho, though.”
My eyebrows shoot up. “Prince? So the empress . . .”
“Is my mother,” he finishes for me.
I can’t believe I just laughed in the face of a prince, but he seems to be taking it well. I glance back at the room and see everyone heading toward the dining table, now laden with food. The empress motions for us to join them. 
“Will the emperor be dining with us?” I ask the prince.
Junho shakes his head. “My father is confined to his bed due to illness.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” I say.
“He’s been ill almost my entire life,” he says. “Every day they say it will be his last and then he surprises us all by making it through one more night. He’s hanging on as best he can, and that’s all we dare hope for at this point.” 
Junho holds out his arm to escort me to the table, and I take it. The food smells delicious, but the dishes are all new to me: long, thin noodles in thick sauces, vegetables in delicate gravies, bowls of rice topped with thin strips of meat, and spicy soups that make my nose run just from the aroma. I notice a filleted fish in the center of the table and I wonder if that was a fish that had been entranced by the moon. 
The prince sits at one end of the table, the empress at the other. The dignitaries join us for dinner, all of them interested in Gamikal and his story, which he relishes telling. But I notice the tale he tells to the people of Johtan of what he’s been up to since the war started is not the same one he told me. He doesn’t mention his age or his other identities or that he was supposed to take the Ur Atum Asim’s children away. He barely mentions Avari at all. 
This is another identity of Gamikal’s—the courtier—and everyone is enthralled by him. They laugh at his jokes and hang on his every word. 
“I found those two in a Haltayi camp on the plains.” He motions toward me and Basheera, who is sitting at my side. “They both wanted to visit the Hands—one is a fighter, the other a scholar—so I brought them along.” 
“Let me guess which is which,” a young woman with her face painted ghostly white says with a loud laugh. She points at Basheera first. “She looks like she wouldn’t know which end of the sword was the sharp one”—then she points at me—“And she looks like she hasn’t read a book in her life.” The table erupts in laughter. I’m a heartbeat away from jumping across the table and smacking that satisfied smile off her face when Basheera smashes my foot with her own. I start to give her a dirty look but stop as soon as I hear her words. 
“You don’t know Johtanese, remember?” she whispers.
While Gamikal and the others talk and laugh, Basheera and I are left out. There’s a dignitary across from us, Wenshi, who speaks Merzan. He doesn’t laugh with the others and tries to have a conversation with the two of us. I’m not feeling much like conversing—I’m struggling with keeping my composure and learning how to hold the two skewers they use for utensils in Johtan. But he and Basheera get along well. He’s a scholar, which is almost the same as a scribe, so they have a lot in common. 
“I’ve read every book I can find about Gamikal, so to meet him in person is quite a treat,” Wenshi says. Basheera and I scoff at the same time and Wenshi laughs. “Yes, I understand how real-life experience differs from what one reads in a book. You’ve traveled with him. Tell me, what has that been like?” 
“‘The wise among us know that there are always more questions than answers,’” Basheera says, and Wenshi’s face lights up.
“Okuba-xin, you have read Baiwu?”
Basheera nods. “My first year as a scribe was spent studying the great thinkers. ‘To oppose is not to show strength but to soften minds,’” she quotes. 
“‘Minds are easily manipulated when they are distracted with the banal and mundane,’” Wenshi replies with a smile. “It is a great honor to speak with a fellow scholar.” 
I sigh as they begin trading quotes back and forth, each one thinking of a new line from some old thinker that relates to the one before it. It’s like a game for them, one that I can’t play, so I eat whatever I can pick up with my two skewers in silence, my thoughts turning to Nez and to wondering how soon we can get out of this place. If there’s any chance I can save my brother, I’m going to take it. 
I glance around the room, and my eyes land on Junho, who looks just as bored as I feel. He isn’t participating in the conversation happening around him either. The woman with the painted face keeps trying to get his attention, but he ignores her. She calls his name, but he simply smiles and says something like “I’d rather hear someone else’s perspective.” Each time he brushes her off, I fight back a well-deserved snort in her direction. 
I hear my name and when I look up from my food, Basheera and Wenshi are staring at me.
“I am afraid we have bored Khoum-xin,” Wenshi says.
“I’m sorry,” I say, shaking my head to loosen my thoughts. “Did you ask me something?”
“You’re not one for trading words, are you?” Wenshi asks.
“Not if they’re being traded for the sake of trading,” I reply. “My father taught me to speak when I have something to say. He once told me that those who speak without meaning say less than those who say nothing at all.” 
Wenshi claps his hands and smiles. “And Khoum-xin eloquently surpasses all our trading with the simple words of her father. Well said, Khoum-xin. We would be wise to remember your father’s words.” 
I’m surprised at how well received my comment is—I’ve never been praised for saying the right thing. But even Basheera gives me a half smile, as if she’s proud I didn’t sound like a total fool. 
Soon the empress puts down her skewers and everyone else does the same. I go along with the group, even though I’m not finished eating—I was just getting the hang of picking up slippery noodles with the wooden skewers. But I can tell this is some sort of protocol and I follow along. 
The empress rises from the table and leads us to a sitting room where tea has been laid out. There are several seating areas for intimate conversations. Most of the dignitaries crowd around Gamikal and the empress; a few move over to sit by themselves and talk privately. As I follow Basheera and Wenshi, I watch the woman who implied I couldn’t read hanging on Junho’s arm and pulling him toward a secluded table with just two seats. I smile when Junho breaks free and walks toward me. The woman chases after him, but he grabs my hand and pleads with his eyes for me not to let go. 
I nod and he visibly relaxes, then turns to the woman.
“My apologies, Minya-xin, but I’m afraid Naira-xin and I have an appointment that we cannot miss.” The woman looks devastated, but she quickly squares her shoulders and pats the bun atop her head. 
“I would love to get to know Your Highness’s guests. Perhaps I could—”
“Unfortunately, you cannot,” Junho says with a look of sadness, though I detect none in his voice. Then he hooks my arm in his and leads me out of the sitting room and into the hall. We walk to the end and go around the corner. He stops and peers back. Suddenly, he grabs my hand and starts running. 
“Hurry up, she’s coming!”
“Where are we going?” We turn down another corner and race down another hall into a courtyard, then go through another pair of doors. 
Junho laughs. “I don’t know!”
We’re in a hall lined with doors. He throws one open. Inside are dozens of writing tables with people in black robes and little black caps bent over them, dipping their brushes in ink and copying text from one scroll to another. We stand near the doorway watching them as they work in silence; no one even notices us. 
The door slams shut behind us with a loud bang. All the scribes’ heads jerk in our direction, and their eyes glare at us as we try to keep from giggling. I elbow Junho as he fumbles open the door under their intense gaze. 
“Sorry,” I say in Merzan, my face turning red from embarrassment and the effort to hold in my laughter.
One of the scribes holds up his scroll and wails. Everyone whips around to look at him. A long black streak slices through the middle of his once-immaculate text. 
Finally, Junho gets the door open and we both quickly back out of the room.
“I am so sorry,” I say. All eyes bore into me with such force, I stumble. I give the door a push to close it and it slams shut once again. 
Another wail erupts from inside the room.
“This door will be the death of us,” I say, grabbing Junho’s arm and pulling him down the hall, “if those scribes don’t kill us first.” 
Once we’ve put enough distance between us and the scribes, Junho starts walking purposefully toward a set of double doors.
“Wait, before you open those doors, do you know what’s on the other side?” I ask.
Junho laughs and motions for me to follow him. He throws open the doors and I hear the most beautiful sound in the world.
Grolga’s roar.
I run into a place of unimaginable greenness. I feel like I’m outside in the middle of summer with a soft breeze and sunlight caressing my bare skin. I expect to find myself outside, but when I glance up, there’s a glass ceiling above me, and I can see hints of the night sky. 
“Welcome to the Land of Summer,” Junho says with a bow.
We follow a stone path under a canopy of trees. Ahead is a wooden bridge spanning a slow-moving stream. Large orange and white fish swim between the round green leaves floating on the water. I cross the bridge, the fish following me. I notice a bucket of fish food hanging from a railing, but I ignore it and the fish waiting to be fed because across the bridge is a clearing, and in that clearing is my maugrab. 



Chapter Sixteen
I spend the next morning with Grolga in the Land of Summer, brushing her mane and scratching her ears. It’s while I’m riding Grolga through a patch of tall grass that I come across a sun-dappled pavilion. 
Gamikal and Junho are sitting and talking with an old man who’s lounging in a reclining wooden chair. He wears fine golden robes and a headpiece with crystals and beads dangling in front of his face, but his skin is wrinkled and translucent, his hands shake, and his bottom lip trembles. He must be the emperor. 
They don’t notice me, and I don’t do anything to make them notice me. I know I shouldn’t eavesdrop, but I have a feeling the conversation will change once they spot me. 
“But I do not have the authority that I used to,” the emperor is saying, his voice raspy and paper-thin. “She’s taken it all from me.” 
“I’m telling you,” Gamikal says, sitting at the edge of his seat, “this boy is the real deal. He’s going to change the world. And we need you at our side.” 
“If we are ever going to help Merza, Father, this is the time,” Junho says. He is holding a paper in his hand. “We should have honored this treaty with Merza years ago, but now that we have this second chance, we need to take it.” 
“Sothpike would never have risen so fast and so far if you had upheld your end of the treaty,” Gamikal says. He takes the paper from Junho and places it in the emperor’s shaking hands. I’m afraid the treaty will tear, but somehow he keeps his hands steady long enough to roll the paper up and pass it back to Gamikal. 
“I know what this says,” he tells them. “I was the one who signed it. But the blame doesn’t rest solely on the shoulders of Johtan. You didn’t uphold your end of the bargain either, Gamikal.” 
Gamikal hangs his head. “I know. I failed. I should have made sure Yafeu jumped in the godfire, and when he died, I should have been there to take the child when he was born. But I’m making up for my past mistakes now, and you can too.” 
The emperor lets out a loud sigh and turns to his son. “You agree with this plan?”
Junho nods and his father lets out another sigh.
“May the gods show us favor,” he says.
A rustling from my right makes me crouch down in the grass just before the empress appears outside the pavilion. Gamikal quickly shoves the treaty into an inner pocket of the borrowed robes he wears. Junho stares at his mother wide-eyed while the emperor simply stares off into the distance. 
“Is this the support you asked of me?” the empress asks Gamikal. “To go along with a plan you formulated behind my back with my husband and son?” 
Gamikal offers a placating smile. “This is nothing personal,” he says. “You know how these things are done. I must play all sides to get even a fraction of what I’m asking for.” 
“And what exactly are you asking for?”
“That Johtan enter the war,” Gamikal says bluntly. “And if you won’t agree to it, then I ask that you step down as the emperor’s regent and put someone in place who will honor the treaties signed by its emperor.” 
“Under my regency, Johtan has entered into a state of prosperity,” the empress says, slowly taking one step, then another, into the pavilion. Everyone hangs on her words; her voice is calm and assured. “The literacy rate has doubled, crime is down, and the poor are being fed as we speak. Would you give all of that up to join a war that has nothing to do with us?” 
“Your emperor made a promise,” Gamikal replies.
“Our emperor was not in his right mind when he signed that paper, and he isn’t in his right mind now.”
“You go too far, Xiumin,” the emperor says, a steel in his voice that I didn’t know he possessed. “My body may be betraying me, but my mind never has—no matter how much you tell others it has.” 
“Don’t worry, Father, I’ll be eighteen soon, then I can issue a challenge for the crown, and I’ll be able to—”
The empress laughs, cutting off her son’s words. “I see my whole family has turned against me. Fine. You want to go to war, then so be it. I have as much reason to want Sothpike dead as the rest of you. You know what he did to me, did to my firstborn. But that is why I kept us out of the war—I know what he can do because he did it to me first.” 
“Xiumin . . .” The emperor’s voice is feeble; the hands he reaches out to her are shaking in the light. She takes them in her own, sits beside him, and buries her face in his shoulder. “We know what you’ve been through,” he says. “What he put you through.” 
“If we are to join this war, then we must go all in.” The empress takes a deep breath and stands at her full height. “I’ll lead the charge.” 
All three men in the pavilion protest while I watch the empress with awe.
If we’re going to take on Sothpike with the Johtanese army at our backs, then we need a leader, and the empress is a leader if I ever saw one. 
As they argue with the empress to try to change her mind, I sneak through the grasses and return to Grolga. I ride her back to the pen, then leave the Land of Summer and return to the cold of Johtan, where the trees change color as the days get shorter. Basheera explained the changing of the seasons to me, but I still marvel at the explosion of color on every tree and bush. 
I head back to our area of the palace and find Basheera in our sitting room with a pile of books. She’s trying to learn Johtanese so she doesn’t have to rely on me, but today I need her help. 
I sit across the table from her and shove her stack of books aside. She huffs but puts down her stylus.
“Can I help you?”
“Yes, you can,” I reply. I tell her the conversation I overheard, and her expression quickly changes from annoyed to intrigued. I end with a question that I’m hoping she can answer. “What did Sothpike do to the empress and her firstborn?” 
“I asked Wenshi about that after dinner.” Basheera adjusts her glasses. “Well, not that specifically. I asked why she was exiled and he told me that the reason is not known. All that is known is that she was married to Sothpike. They had a child, a son. But after a short time, she returned to Johtan alone, claiming Sothpike had murdered their child and exiled her.” 
“He murdered their son? Why?”
“That’s what I’m trying to find out, but I’m having a hard time translating the Johtanese. I wish I could read the language as well as you can speak it.” Basheera takes off her glasses and rubs her eyes. “What I don’t understand is why now? She’s had the whole Johtanese army at her beck and call for almost two decades—why did she suddenly change her mind now?” 
“I think it’s because of Nez,” I say. “Gamikal told the emperor and Junho about him—I don’t know how much, but enough to make Junho want to go against his mother. And once she realized Junho and the emperor were against her, she changed her mind.” 
“That could be, but something doesn’t feel right.” Basheera grabs one of her books and flips it open. “Keep listening, and let me know if you hear anything else.” 
I glance at the spine of one of Basheera’s books, but the writing is meaningless to me.
“Why can I understand different languages and speak them, but I can’t read them?”
Basheera looks up from her book. “My theory is that because you understand Volsgarian, you can understand the others. They are all offshoots of Volsgarian. But reading other languages is a different skill, one you don’t possess.” With a loud sigh, she returns to her book, not even bothering to see if I have a response to her theory. 
I know by now what a Basheera dismissal feels like, so I leave the table and head over to the windows. I can see the edge of the pond where the night fishermen cast their nets. I know I should be cautious, like Basheera, but I can’t help being excited. We’ll be leaving here soon with a whole Johtanese army and the empress leading the charge. 
I’m on my way, big brother, I tell Nez in my heart. Just don’t do anything stupid before I get there.



Chapter Seventeen
I learn that it takes weeks to get an army ready for battle, which is disheartening, but luckily the empress has decided a small contingent will be enough to escort us up the mountains to the godfire. She’ll go with us and leave Junho in charge of getting the army mobilized. 
By the next morning, the empress has personally picked our escorts, and our weapons are returned to us along with new gear for our travels. 
We meet the empress and her handpicked soldiers near the main gate. She rides in a jiao borne by four soldiers; the rest of us walk. Word has gotten out that the empress is leaving, and a crowd stands outside the gates, wailing and begging the empress to stay. I watch as she wipes away tears. The crowd is so thick, Junho and the palace guards have to move people out of the way so we can open the gates and leave. 
I ride Grolga, but Basheera and Gamikal are on horseback. It’s slow going, but we make it to the western gate bordering the Kilmare Mountains that afternoon. At the gate, the empress emerges from her jiao, and the people make more noise than I thought possible. Crying and screaming, dozens of people fainting—they treat her as if she is a god among mortals, and she seems to be enjoying it. She waves and wipes tears from her eyes, accepts the folded strips of paper people hand to her over the shoulders of the soldiers who are struggling to hold them back. 
“Why are they giving her paper?” I ask.
“Those are wards,” Gamikal explains. “Later, they’ll be burned in a ritual and she’ll be protected from evil. Or so they say—whether they work or not is debatable.” 
The empress hands the paper she’s collected to one of her servants, then mounts a chestnut-colored horse. She waves at the people once more before exiting through the massive gate, taller than the wall back home in Lagusa. After living through the destruction of my home, I know that even this gate won’t be enough to keep Dambi out if they truly want in. 
We follow the empress, and the remainder of her soldiers bring up the rear. Once we’re all through, the gate is pulled closed with a loud bang that makes me jump as it thunders through the air, sending birds in the trees soaring into the sky. 
A tree-lined road leads from Capital City to the edge of the forests surrounding the base of the mountains. A few hours on the road pass; the only sounds are the marching feet of the soldiers and the clomping of the horse’s hooves. I notice a basket in the bushes and nudge Grolga over to have a better look. It’s filled with the paper wards, tossed aside like trash. I want to let the empress know that someone threw away the wards, then realize no one would have thrown them away without an order from the empress herself. 
“Guess they don’t work after all,” Basheera says, peering over my shoulder at the mess.
“Not if you treat them like trash,” I mutter. Something’s not right—the empress I know doesn’t seem that callous, but then, do I really know her? She’s been friendly to us, but is that because she cares or is there some other reason that none of us have thought of yet? 
It’s starting to get dark when we reach the edge of the forest. The soldiers lead us to a rickety bridge that requires us to cross one at a time. 
As most of the soldiers cross, the empress turns to us.
“Now it is our turn. Unfortunately, we cannot take our horses; their weight is too much for the bridge.” She glances at Grolga, then at me. “And I suggest letting my men take your maugrab back to the menagerie. The bridge cannot withstand the weight of such a creature.” 
As if understanding that she wants to separate us, Grolga growls at the empress.
“It is your choice, of course,” she says. “But if you must bring your maugrab, you will have to go last.”
“I’ll go last,” I say. I don’t make eye contact with Basheera or Gamikal for fear that they’ll try to convince me to change my mind. I can’t let Grolga go. I brought her across the sea—I can’t abandon her now. 
Basheera and Gamikal climb down from their horses, which are taken away by a small group of the soldiers. The empress crosses the bridge on foot, then Basheera, then Gamikal. All that’s left is me and Grolga. 
I climb down and walk Grolga over to the bridge. The bridge sways, and through the cracks in the wood, I see the river wildly rushing beneath us. I don’t want to look down, so I look up and glimpse a bird circling high above us. As soon as we’re across and on the shore, I pat Grolga’s mane. 
“Good girl,” I tell her.
I notice the empress watching us closely, her hands clutched together. She smiles thinly when I catch her eye.
“I was worried about you on that bridge.” Without waiting for a response, she shakes the tension out of her hands before taking the arm of one of her soldiers, who helps her climb up the steep bank. In the distance, a bird cries out. 
I follow the empress but before I reach the top, Grolga lets out a mighty roar behind me. The hairs on my neck and arms prickle, and I whip around to see what’s going on. The empress’s soldiers have thrown a net around Grolga and are wrestling with it, trying to pin my maugrab down on the ground. 
I run back down to the river, my anger rising. “Hey, let her go!” I unsheathe my daggers and cut away at the netting while Grolga claws and bites at the fibers. A soldier tries to grab me but I kick him away. “What are you doing? Get this off her!” 
The bird cries out again, and shouts from all directions surround the two of us.
More soldiers appear, but these aren’t the empress’s soldiers. They’re dressed differently, all of them wearing black leather armor and masks over their faces. They unsheathe their swords, draw their bows and arrows, and point their weapons at Grolga. 
I face the threat, Grolga behind me. She’s pinned down, unable to move, but that doesn’t stop her from growling and snarling.
“What’s going on?” I ask.
The empress emerges from the trees. “I told you to leave that animal behind.”
I look around frantically, trying to find a way out, but there are so many soldiers and they are everywhere. I can’t free Grolga, and I can’t leave her. There’s shouting coming from above the embankment and suddenly Gamikal appears wielding his sword with Basheera in tow. When he sees us—me facing down the empress and this new army, Grolga caught in the net—he pauses. 
“Damn it,” he says, his eyes on the empress. “You never stopped loving him, did you?”
“Of course not,” the empress replies. She looks at me. “And with that one as my prisoner, he’ll have no choice but to take me back.” 
With one last cry, the bird that had been circling overhead drops out of the sky. The soldiers part, and a tall man with a dark cape over his shoulders walks forward, his heavy boots crunching the underbrush. His dark hair is shorn on the sides with the rest gathered into a long ponytail. He holds out his arm, and the bird lands on the padded leather glove he wears to protect himself from its talons. He feeds it a treat and rubs its head. “You’ve done well, Mother,” he says with a glance at the empress. “Father will be pleased.” 
My eyes dart from the empress to the man and back again, and I see it. They share the same pointed chin, the same nose. He reminds me of Junho, who also looks like the empress. 
But his eyes—those belong to Sothpike.
A terrible sinking feeling drops in the pit of my stomach. Everything the empress told us, everything she told her people, was a lie. And I fell for it. We all did. 
“I never should have trusted you,” Gamikal says, holding his blade with one hand and clutching Basheera’s sleeve with the other. 
“But you didn’t trust me, did you?” she says with a sickening smile. “You spun some story about a lost boy when the child you were talking about was right in front of me! Did you really think I wouldn’t notice her resemblance to my closest friend?” 
Gamikal snorts. “You and Avari were never true friends because you could never get over your jealousy that Sothpike asked her to marry him first before settling for you.” 
“That is not true!” the empress yells. “Your lies will be the death of you.”
“Kill me, then, before I tell everyone why you were really exiled,” he says, pushing the empress beyond her limits. I want to tell Gamikal to stop provoking her but I also want to know the truth. My eyes dart between the empress and Gamikal, waiting to see who will speak first, and I notice everyone else is waiting too. 
The empress points a shaking finger at Basheera and Gamikal. “Kill them,” she tells her soldiers, her teeth clenched. Then she points at Grolga. “Destroy that thing.” Finally, she points at me. “And bring her with us.” 
Chaos erupts all around. Gamikal and I fight the soldiers’ attempts to subdue us, but it’s a losing battle. There are just too many. A group of soldiers wrestle Basheera to the ground and bind her wrists, then rip my weapons out of my hands and do the same to me, yet Gamikal keeps fighting. He frees Grolga, climbs on her back, grabs Basheera and hoists her onto Grolga’s back. He then comes for me, but when the first arrow sinks into Grolga’s haunches, I cry out. 
“Run, Grolga, run!” I yell over the fighting. I don’t want her to get hurt again. “Get out of here. Save them!”
Gamikal hesitates, but Grolga doesn’t. She does as she’s told and turns toward the bridge. They race across with two dozen soldiers hot on their heels. The bridge rumbles and shakes beneath everyone but it doesn’t collapse until my companions and Grolga are safe and most of the soldiers are on the other side; the ones that fall into the water are swiftly carried downriver with the remnants of the bridge. 
There’s no way for me to get across the river now. All I can do is hope they make it to the western gate before the soldiers catch up to them. 
The empress’s secret son drags me up the embankment. I don’t make it easy for him, but he’s strong and I’m holding back hot tears. I’m mad I was such a fool, that I believed everything that woman said, that I fell for such a simple trap. 
A small fire blooms within, but it’s too weak to burn away even the ropes around my wrists.
Besides, it’s too late now.
I’m caught and I have only myself to blame.



Chapter Eighteen
“Where are you taking me?” I ask as I stumble along the mountain path.
My wrists are tied to the saddle of a three-horned animal called a cuocuo that the empress rides. She tugs on the rope, pulling me closer to her. 
Her once-beautiful face now is the face of evil; her tinkling laugh now grates on my ears.
“You know perfectly well where we’re taking you,” she says, ducking beneath a low branch. She waits for me to respond, and even though I have a good guess about where we’re headed, I refuse to make anything easy for her. When she realizes I’m not going to give her what she wants, she purses her lips and continues. “We’re going to Holstang, to Waldyria. To give you to Sothpike.” 
Deep down, I knew where this forced march was going to terminate, but hearing her confirm it makes me want to lash out, to strike and kick whatever’s nearby. I yank the rope binding my wrists out of the empress’s grip. This makes her angry and she holds out a hand to slap me. I ready myself—if she tries to hit me, I’ll find a way to snatch her off that cuocuo and slap her. But her son rides up and grabs her arm. 
“That is not necessary, Mother,” he says in Johtanese. “She’s already subdued.”
The empress unties my ropes from her saddle and hands them to her son. “Take her, then, and teach her to behave. You know your father does not like insolence.” 
“Yes, Mother,” the son says, taking the ropes and wrapping them around the saddle’s horn. I don’t like him either, but at least he gives the rope more slack than his mother did so I don’t have to walk close to him. 
“They call you Naira Khoum,” the empress’s son states. I don’t respond. Instead, I stare at him, wondering what he wants. “I am Commander Rynnik Kuragin, but you may call me Ryn. I know you must be angry at what has happened, but just know that things do not have to be difficult for you.” 
I hold up my bound wrists. “They already are difficult.”
Ryn looks as if he wants to apologize, but he clears his throat and turns away.
While I walk, I listen and watch. There are thirty-three soldiers with us, twelve Waldyrian, twenty-one Johtanese. The rest of the Johtanese were left behind at strategic points to watch out for and delay anyone who might come after us. My only hope is that Gamikal made it back to the western gate before he could be caught by the empress’s soldiers. Everyone talks in either Johtanese or Waldyrian around me and I try to listen to everything, hoping I’ll overhear something important that will help me get out of this. But the conversations are banal—people complaining about being cold, hungry, and tired or wondering how long it will take to cross the mountains. 
Some of the Johtanese soldiers are worried about what will happen to them once they enter Waldyria. They’re traitors, so they can’t go back to Johtan, but they don’t know if they’ll be welcome in Waldyria. 
“What if Sothpike doesn’t reward us like she promised he would?” one particularly nervous Johtanese soldier asks another. “What if she doesn’t know him as well as she says she does?” 
“Look, you can’t go back, so all this worrying isn’t going to help anything. We all pledged our allegiance to the empress, not Johtan—that’s why she picked us. If you’re so scared, you should have stayed home.” She stomps off, leaving her comrade alone with his worries, which he continues to mutter about to himself. 
Besides the complaining, the Johtanese soldiers don’t talk much. And I’m too far from the Waldyrian soldiers to hear what they’re saying; they took the point and rear, which means I rarely hear or see them. 
It’s morning—we’ve been walking at a quick pace all night with barely any stops for resting, and I’m tired. My hands and the tips of my ears are freezing. My nose is runny from the cold and I can’t stop sniffling. The sun rose five hands ago, but the forest is so dense, it’ll be a long time before it starts to warm up. 
We climb a hill, and as we near the top, the trees open to a clearing. Standing in the warmth of the morning sunlight, for the first time, I see the vastness of the forest. It spreads as far as the eye can see, climbing up the surrounding mountains, obscuring the river where I was captured. 
“There are three main passages through the mountains to Waldyria,” Ryn says from atop his cuocuo. He speaks Merzan in an accent that reminds me of Sister Cornelia of the Hands of God. Which reminds me that my chance to save Nez grows smaller with every step. I have to free myself—Nez needs me. And I need him. 
“We could take Hilder’s Passage, an easy trek that winds through the northern part of the mountains,” Ryn continues, breaking into my thoughts. “But we don’t have the time. Instead, we’ll take the Yaluta Pass.” He points to the south. “You see that mountain, the one with the three peaks that look like stair steps?” 
I don’t want to listen to him, but I need to know where we’re going, so I turn to the left and peer through the trees. I spot the mountain he’s talking about immediately. It’s unmistakable—it really does look like someone carved a set of sloping stairs out of it. 
“That’s Three Steps,” he says, “and that’s where we’re headed. We have to climb a bit, but it will get us into Waldyrian territory the quickest.” 
“You said there were three options, but you mentioned only two,” I say. I decide I’m going to be like Basheera and ask questions. Something he says might help me, and the only way for that to happen is to keep him talking. 
“Yes, there’s the Kozoyuki Pass,” he says, pointing straight ahead at a line of trees atop a ridge, “but that would put us in Hands of God territory.” 
Now I know where I need to go, but I don’t know how I’m going to get there. I have to figure out a way to escape. The soldiers and the empress don’t pay much attention to me, but her son does. He’s constantly checking over his shoulder to be sure I’m keeping up. I consider dragging my feet to make things difficult for him, but I decide if I go along with everything and I’m not a problem, maybe he’ll ignore me like the rest. 
As we walk, I notice we’re veering to the south, toward the Yaluta Pass, like Ryn said. The trees marking the Kozoyuki Pass disappear behind us as we leave the clearing and reenter the woods, but I have their location burned into my memory. I’ll find my way back as soon as I free myself. 
I don’t know what time it is when we finally stop for another break, but I do know that we’ve reached the base of Three Steps. The soldiers are excited—“We’ll be in Holstang in three days if we keep up this pace,” one Waldyrian says with a smile to her companion—but not me. They haven’t untied me once; the rope burns around my wrists are raw and bloody; and I have no weapons. I need time to figure out how to get away and I don’t know if three days will be enough. 
The next time we stop, it’s midnight, and I’m not the only one ready to pass out from exhaustion. Ryn has us stop and make camp, finally allowing us more than a few stolen minutes of sleep. The soldiers pitch a tent for Ryn and another for his mother; the rest of us are given blankets to sleep on out in the open air. A bowl of mush is brought to me, and when I finish, I put the empty bowl aside. 
Through the flickering flames of the bonfire that separates me from the empress and Ryn, I watch them talk and smile at each other. The empress tenderly places a hand on Ryn’s cheek and holds it there. 
“I missed you,” she says.
“I missed you as well, Mother,” Ryn replies but his words aren’t as heartfelt as the empress’s. I wonder what their relationship is really like, how well they truly know each other. If I responded that way, Omma would immediately know something was wrong with me, but the empress doesn’t seem to notice. 
The empress starts to speak, but Ryn holds up a hand to stop her, his eyes on a soldier with a bird perched on his arm. “I must attend to Paro,” Ryn says, rising to his feet. “We’ll continue our conversation later.” 
He bows quickly, then follows the soldier. He pulls on the padded leather glove, and the bird hops over to Ryn’s outstretched hand. Those two disappear behind a tent and I turn back to the empress. She catches me watching her. Her dark eyes narrow, and she enters her tent; the flap snaps back into place behind her. 
I wish I could run over there, rip open her tent, and drag her out by her hair, but there are soldiers watching me as they eat, waiting for me to make a wrong move. 
I drift off into another dreamless sleep, and in the morning, the soldiers are much more alert than they were the night before. They hurry around the camp packing up blankets and tents. A trio of them dump snow on the embers of last night’s fires and stomp out the struggling flames with their heavy boots. Two stale biscuits and a boiled egg are shoved into my cold hands moments before I’m tied to Ryn’s cuocuo. She stomps her hooves on the ground and tosses her head, jets of steam coming out of her flared nostrils. It’s cold this morning; the remnants of my dinner are crusted over with ice, and a soft blanket of snow coats everything. 
Ryn sends his falcon Paro up into the air and mounts his cuocuo. He holds out a hand to me. “Climb up,” he says, and when I hesitate, he motions for a soldier and tells him to hoist me onto his cuocuo. 
“Let me go,” I cry out as I struggle in vain against their efforts. I end up in front of Ryn, and he sets off at a gallop, my back pressed against his chest. I hate being so close to him, touching the son of my enemies, but there’s nowhere for me to go. I grab the saddle’s horn and hold tight as we race up the mountain. 
Only a handful of soldiers follow us. The rest spread out through the woods.
The empress remains by Ryn’s side. She glances at me only once, her attention on her son.
“Keep the child with us, my darling,” she says to Ryn as if I’m not here. We ride hard and fast; clouds of snow trail behind us. “I cannot go home without her.” 
“Yes, Mother” is Ryn’s terse reply, and he spurs his animal to go faster.
Shouts echo through the trees behind us. I glance over my shoulder, and a soldier I don’t recognize emerges from the trees. He must be from Johtan. I try to jump off the cuocuo, but Ryn wraps an arm around me, holding me tight, and I can’t free myself. Paro cries out and the Johtan soldier is surrounded. I can’t see what happens next, but I hear the cry of pain as the Johtanese traitors descend on their former brother. 
Hot tears of frustration fall from my eyes and I can’t even wipe them away because the rope won’t let my hands reach my face. The only thing that keeps me from screaming is knowing that someone—if not all three of them—must have survived if the Johtanese army is coming after us. Someone must have made it back to Johtan and told them what happened. I cling to that hope as we evade our pursuers. 
Only when the clash between the soldiers fades into silence does Ryn slow down and let the animals rest. We’re on a large slope, one of the Three Steps. I glance behind us, toward the west, hoping to see more soldiers coming to rescue me, but instead I see Capital City far off in the distance, beyond the forest. Looking down at the massive walled city is like looking at a child’s toy. Every building is so tiny, the people too small to be seen. 
After we crest the lowest peak of Three Steps, Ryn has everyone dismount, including me.
“The descent is too steep,” he says to me. “It’s better to walk.” Ryn unties me from the cuocuo and hands my ropes to two soldiers. 
“Don’t let go,” he instructs them before helping his mother dismount. The soldiers take too long to tie my rope to their waistbands, so I run. I climb up the slope toward Johtan, startling both soldiers. One lets go of the rope completely; the other holds tight. I jump back onto the cuocuo and dig my heels into its side. I’m almost yanked off the animal by the weight of the soldier still holding on to the rope, but his grip isn’t strong enough, and the rope is ripped out of his hands. 
“Go, go, go!” I yell to the cuocuo. All I need to do is make it to the other side, to the soldiers from Johtan, and they’ll take me to my friends. I just have to be quick. Behind me, everyone is shouting, hooves and boots crunch through the snow, but I don’t look back. I keep my eyes on the peak, and soon we’re over the top and heading back down the mountain toward Johtan. 
Above me, I catch sight of Paro circling, revealing to Ryn and the others my location. I wish I had something to throw at her, but I don’t, so I try to ignore her incessant circling and cries. 
As we ride, I gather up the rope so it doesn’t snag on anything, but while I’m distracted, Ryn and his soldiers catch up with me. They toss a rope around me and pull it tight, pinning my arms to my sides and snatching me off the cuocuo. I hit the snow-packed ground with a thud; all the air is knocked out of my lungs, and my shoulder and hip are on fire. 
I lie on the ground gasping for air as they tie my feet together. My head is reeling when they stand me on my feet, the world swimming in front of me. On my right, a cloud of white cascades down from the step above. 
I’ve never seen anything like it. It reminds me of a billowing curtain.
“What’s that?” I tilt my head toward the approaching cloud.
“Not falling for that,” one soldier mutters, but another one glances in the direction I indicated and fear takes over her face. 
“Avalanche!”
The others look up, see the cloud, and begin racing down the trail toward Waldyria. Ryn cuts the ropes binding my ankles and wrists, then grabs my hand and pulls me down the slope with him. It doesn’t take me long to realize the cloud—avalanche—is dangerous, so I don’t try to fight. I run, but I’m not used to snow and how slippery it is. I fall once, then again, and each time Ryn stops to pull me back up to my feet. 
Ahead of us, everyone scurries down the mountain, trying to outrun the avalanche. Some of the cuocuo are frightened by all the noise and commotion and their handlers try to pull them along but give up and leave them behind when the stubborn animals won’t move. 
“Get to the overhang,” Ryn yells to the soldiers ahead of us, pointing at a section of the mountain that juts over the trail. “There’s an alcove inside!” 
The overhang isn’t very far but the cloud spreads and gains momentum with every passing moment. The ground shakes, and one soldier, then another, loses their footing and slides down the trail. The first soldier is caught by one of her comrades and pulled to her feet, but the second plows into a group of soldiers and takes two of them down with him. They disappear over the edge of the trail, their screams drowned out by the roar of the snow coming faster than they can move. The horned beasts are frantic and I look away as a fallen soldier is crushed under their hooves. 
The empress reaches the overhang first and urges everyone else to hurry.
Small pellets of snow rain down on us. The avalanche is almost upon us and I’m scared. I don’t know what to expect, but something powerful enough to shake a mountain can’t be good. 
“We’re not going to make it,” I yell to Ryn.
He pulls on my arm. “Keep moving!”
Then the first cloud hits the trail behind us, shaking the ground and loosening the snow beneath our feet. This time Ryn slips and I help him back up, but it’s too late. The snow crashes around us just as Ryn covers us with his cape. 
I grab onto Ryn as our bodies are tossed over and over, the snow dragging us down the side of the mountain.



Chapter Nineteen
The world is dark and silent. Ryn is passed out on top of me, his body protecting me from the crushing weight of the snow. I feel around and notice that the hem of his cloak is caught on the broken limbs of a tree, its leafless branches like fingers grasping the fabric and holding it taut a few inches above the snow, providing us a pocket of air and empty space. 
I gently move Ryn to one side and start digging above me, dumping the snow into the empty space near my feet. My fingers are stiff and burning with cold, but I keep digging. When my hands go completely numb, I grab two branches and continue. I dig and dig, hoping I’m digging toward the surface. The muscles in my arms ache and quiver with tiredness; my clothes are soaked through with sweat, yet I’m freezing, and a dizziness creeps over me. If I pass out, we’ll both die. I shake my head to clear it and press on. 
Our pocket is almost full of the freshly dug snow, and just when I think, I can’t do this anymore, a branch breaks through to the surface. I gulp in the fresh air pouring in, and with renewed strength, I finish widening the hole. I use my arms to pull myself out and as soon as I’m free, I collapse on the surface. I just need a quick moment of rest before getting as far away from Ryn as I can. But I don’t get that moment—a depression appears in the snow and a gust of cold air blows out of the hole. The cloak must have collapsed. 
I stand, ready to run, but Ryn doesn’t appear. He’s still passed out and trapped under the snow. If he doesn’t wake up soon, he might freeze to death or suffocate. 
There’s no one around to help him except me, and though part of me wants to leave the person who captured me, another part of me, the better part, can’t leave someone behind to die when I know I can save them. 
I grab my branches, crawl over to where I think Ryn must be, and start digging. My shoulders and back ache, my breath comes out in jagged spurts, and I can’t feel my hands or feet. When one of the branches slips out of my grasp, I fumble trying to pick it up. My fingers are too stiff. But I keep digging. 
The black cloak appears in the new hole, and I pull it out of the snow until I see Ryn’s hair. I uncover Ryn’s face, my red, stiff fingers clumsily brushing the snow away from his nose and mouth. Ryn sucks in air and I continue to free him from the snow, which is like digging through mounds of wet sand. When Ryn’s chest is completely clear, he opens his eyes. 
“You’re alive,” he says, a look of surprise on his face.
“And so are you,” I say, blowing on my fingers. I grab Ryn’s arms and pull him up to a sitting position. Together, we free his legs and feet. 
By the time we rescue the cloak, the sun is setting. I look up at where we started—hundreds of feet in the sky from where we are now. 
“How do we get back up there?” I ask through chattering teeth. Now that Ryn is safe, the surge of energy that kept me going is gone, and I can’t stop my body from shivering or fight the tiredness creeping inside and nestling in my bones. 
“We don’t.” Ryn turns toward the woods at the base of the mountain. He pulls me up and we begin walking down the rest of the slope. It’s slow going—sometimes the snow is firm beneath our feet, and sometimes we sink down deep and we have to pull each other out. 
I panic the first time it happens to me—I’m afraid I’m not going to be able to dig myself out again—but I sink only up to my waist, and Ryn quickly grabs my arms and pulls me to safer ground. 
“Why did you save me?” Ryn asks as we climb a mound of snow that is much deeper than either of us expected. “You could have escaped.” 
Now that it’s all over, I can’t figure out why I saved Ryn. I should have freed myself and left him trapped beneath the snow. But I know that’s not what Obba would have done, and I know that’s not what he would have wanted me to do, even if Ryn is my captor. 
“If I had left you there, you would have died. I couldn’t let that happen.”
“But why?”
“My father wouldn’t have wanted me to choose that path,” I say, my words fast and hot. I don’t want to talk about Obba with Sothpike’s son. 
“Your father sounds like a good man.”
“He was until one of your father’s Mistresses killed him.” 
My words stun Ryn. He pauses mid-step, and when I turn around to tell him to keep moving, he bows deeply.
“I am truly sorry for your loss,” he says.
I let out a sharp laugh. “Your apologies mean nothing when you wear his uniform.” He looks as if he wants to say something else, but I turn away. “Keep walking,” I bark over my shoulder. 
We continue toward the woods in silence, and when the moon is almost directly overhead, we reach the trees. In the forest, the snow isn’t nearly as deep, and the flat terrain makes it easier to walk. My clothes are stiff and ice crystals cover my eyelashes and hair. I can’t feel my fingers or toes. 
Suddenly, Ryn wraps the cloak around my shoulders. I shake it off and let it fall to the ground; Ryn picks it up and tries again. This time he holds the cloak in place when I try to get away from him. 
“Wear it,” he orders. “You’re so cold, you can barely move. It’s slowing us down and if we stop, we’ll die.”
“Fine,” I grumble, wrapping the heavy cloth tight around me, already feeling my body start to regain some of the heat I’ve lost. Ryn flicks the hood over my head, and although I’m grateful, I don’t thank him. If it weren’t for him and his mother, we wouldn’t even be here freezing to death. 
“We made it to the woods,” I say. “Where are we going next?”
Before Ryn can reply, a loud snort from some unseen creature cuts through the silence.
“What was that?” I ask.
“Be quiet,” Ryn snaps. He closes his eyes and lowers his head. The snorting noise happens again. The sound is familiar, and just when I recognize it as a cuocuo, Ryn trudges off toward the noise. “Stay there!” he calls to me as he pursues the cuocuo. 
I consider running off, but I wait like I was told. I have no idea where we are or where we’re going. I’d die before sunrise on my own. Ryn seems capable, like he’s been in these forests before, so I have no choice but to wait. I rub my raw, runny nose on the cloak; I’d rather ruin something made in Waldyria than the clothes I received in Johtan. As the moon rises higher in the sky, it reflects off the snow and makes the night a little less lonely. 
I hear the hooves crunching through the snow before I see Ryn astride a cuocuo. He stops near me and the three-horned animal snorts and blows steamy air on my head. It reminds me of Grolga, and my chest tightens as I wonder what happened to her. 
“Climb on,” Ryn says, motioning to the back of the animal. It takes me a few tries with my stiff fingers and lead feet, but I manage to mount the cuocuo behind Ryn. With the animal’s heat radiating around my legs and the cloak covering my back, my frozen limbs slowly begin to thaw. 
The animal plods through the deep snow with a steady gait. I hold on by gripping the sides of Ryn’s coat, which is hard to do when my fingers are still stiff with cold. 
“This would be much easier for both of us if you wrapped your arms around me,” Ryn says, taking my hands and tugging until they’re around his waist and I’m pressed against his back. “This will keep you from falling off and me from getting annoyed every time you jerk into place, and both of us will be warmer.” 
I want to fight, but I’m so cold and tired, and he’s right—riding with my cheek resting on his back is easier and warmer.
“Did you know cuocuo thrive only when they are with their families?” Ryn asks, but he doesn’t wait for an answer. “When cuocuo are separated from their brothers and sisters, they lose the will to live.” Ryn pats the animal’s neck. “This cuocuo shouldn’t be so calm. All her sisters and brothers are either dead or still up on the mountain. Yet here she is, and because of her, we will make it through the night.” 
“Why are you telling me this?”
I feel Ryn shrug. “I thought it was interesting and I wanted to share.”
I can’t figure Ryn out. He’s not what I expected Sothpike’s son to be like. If someone had told me the son of Sothpike was cruel and vicious, I would have believed them. But Ryn doesn’t seem to be either. 
Then I remember who his mother is. She seemed kind, but she was really calculating and manipulative. I stiffen against Ryn’s back, not letting myself get too comfortable around him. He may not be like his father, but he might still turn out to be like his mother. 
We keep up a steady pace throughout the night, the cuocuo a silent but necessary member of our trio. I notice we’re no longer walking in what seemed like an aimless journey. We’re on a trail, this one leading up a different mountain. The trees are thin here, and in the distance, I see a line of trees on a ridge. 
“Are we taking the Kozoyuki Pass?” I hold my breath as I wait for Ryn’s answer.
“Yes. The Hands of God are the only ones in these mountains who can give us shelter,” he says and my heart skips a beat. This is where I wanted to go all along. I press my face against Ryn’s back, hoping he can’t tell I’m struggling to contain tears of relief. 
I might have lost Basheera, Gamikal, and Grolga, but at least I’ll find Nez and Kal.
But Ryn’s attention isn’t on me. “Where are the sentries?” he asks out loud, his eyes roaming the valley that appears before us. 
Before I can ask Ryn what’s going on, he stiffens. I peer over his shoulder to see what he’s looking at and see plumes of black smoke rising to meet the pale morning sky. 
“What is that?” I ask.
“I don’t know,” Ryn says, spurring the cuocuo to move faster, “but I’m going to find out.”
We ride hard through the valley, Ryn constantly urging the cuocuo to go faster. The acrid scent of charred wood fills the air as we get closer to the fires. We pass through a grove of prickly green trees and are immediately assaulted by a scene of total destruction. 
Blackened shells of what once were buildings smolder on the other side of a creek. Ryn doesn’t cross the creek; he stops short, and the cuocuo prances beside the water but doesn’t go in. I look down and see dozens of swollen bodies with faces half eaten by fish and burned by flames staring up at me. All the bodies are piled up against a gathering of fallen trees. The human debris is like a dam allowing only trickles of water to pass to the other side. A cloak with the Hands of God insignia floats by and joins the pile of bodies. 
My breath catches in my throat. I scramble down from the cuocuo, run into the water, and begin dragging out bodies.
Ryn grabs my arm. “What are you doing?” He tries to pull me away but I wrench out of his grasp.
“Help me,” I plead, pulling out another body. It’s a woman. “Help me find them!”
“Find who?” Ryn stands on the edge of the creek, staring.
I find one with curls like Nez’s and flip him over. “My brother,” I say, the knot in my stomach loosening when I see that it’s not him. I try to drag another one out of the water, but his feet are stuck. “And Kal, my friend. I have to help them.” I yank on his arm, slip on the muddy creek bed, and fall into the water. I cry out in frustration and get back up. 
Ryn jumps in and splashes over to me. He grabs one of the man’s legs and braces himself. “On my count,” he says, then counts to three. Together, we pull him out of the creek. 
“It’s not either of them,” I say, looking at the man’s wrinkled face.
Ryn lifts another out of the water. His slitted throat gapes at me and I shake my head. Ryn drops him back in and we keep searching. 
“What do your brother and friend look like?” Ryn asks. He wades into the stagnant knee-high water to grab another body.
“They both are taller than me.” I grunt as I shove one body off another. “Nez is my twin; he looks like me but he has light brown eyes. Kal has light brown skin, thick curly brown hair, and green-brown eyes.” Neither body is anyone I know. There are only a few more to check; the rest of them are face-up, or women, or obviously not them. I pass over the ones who were too tall or too short, too heavy, too pale, or too dark. 
As we search, I come across Sister Cornelia, her straight blond hair flowing in the water. The unemotional mask she wore is gone—her eyes are filled with fear, her mouth open wide in a scream that was meant for someone else’s ears. 
When I see Sister Cornelia dead, my hope that I’ll find Nez and Kal alive dwindles, but I don’t stop.
The more bodies we pull out of the water, the weaker the dam becomes, until the water starts flowing again past the trees, taking the blood and debris with it but not the bodies. 
“Is this your friend?” Ryn calls from the other side of the creek. He holds up the body of a young man with light skin and dark curly hair. My heart stops as I cross the creek. I’m not sure if I’m going to make it, but I trudge through the water as fast as I can. It could be Kal, but I hope against hope that it’s not. I let out a sob when I’m close enough to see that it’s not him—this man’s face is too round, his ears too pointed. Like water through the broken dam, my tears start flowing, and I can’t hold them back. 
By now, we’ve dragged all the bodies out of the water and lined them up along the bank. Nez and Kal aren’t among them. I sit down and put my head in my hands. They aren’t in the water. That’s good. But I still don’t know what happened to them. Behind me, a loud crack rings out in the air and echoes through the valley. I turn around and watch as the largest building collapses. 
What if they’re trapped in the rubble?
I climb to my feet and up the creek bed, determined to find my brother and Kal. But Ryn steps in front of me.
“I cannot allow you to do this,” he says, his voice stern, like when he gave orders to his soldiers. “It’s too dangerous.”
“But they could be in there,” I plead. “They could still be alive. We have to find them!”
“No, Naira,” Ryn says, placing his hands firmly on my shoulders. “The Hands are dead. All we can do now is send them to the Three-Faced God.” 
Ryn walks toward the creek and I sink to my knees. Loud sobs erupt from my throat and I let myself cry. Gone, both of them. My heart aches so much, it feels like it going to crack into shards. Clutching my chest, I cry for Nez, I cry for Kal, and I cry for myself and Omma because we have to go on without them. 
When Nez and Kal left Lagusa, I was certain we would all see each other again. We had so much more to say to each other, so much more to do together. It wasn’t supposed to end like this for either of them. What am I going to tell Omma about her favorite child? What am I going to tell Rima? And Kal was all alone—he never had the chance to start again. I wrap my arms around my knees and lower my head. 
Ryn taps me on the shoulder. I wipe my face and look up.
“Come,” Ryn says.
In a daze, I rise to my feet and follow Ryn to the roaring pyre he built near the creek bed. The bodies are laid out in a row, about thirty in all, and he gathered all the Hands’ cloaks into a pile. Ryn offers a cloak to me. I take the heavy cloth and hold it, wondering who it belonged to. 
“Should we say a prayer?” I ask.
“I don’t know the prayers for their god,” Ryn says. “Do you?”
“All I know is one phrase,” I say. “‘Behold the glory of our god.’ So I suppose you could say, ‘Behold the glory of their god.’” 
“‘Behold the glory of their god,’” Ryn repeats. He picks up a cloak and tosses it into the fire; the flames hungrily eat the wool, sizzling when it touches the water-soaked fabric. 
I toss the cloak I’m holding into the flames and grab another. Ryn repeats the phrase again and again for each cloak that we toss into the fire. The repetition of our movements, the monotony of Ryn’s voice as he says the same words over and over remind me of the prayer to the sea that Kal taught me, of the Mother’s chants in the Temple, of Obba’s early-morning prayers at the mazan. It’s comforting, and I wonder if that’s why the devout continue to pray even when it seems pointless. Maybe the comfort that prayers bring is enough for them. 
It’s not enough for me.
Whoever did this will pay, and no amount of praying from them is going to stop me.



Chapter Twenty
After burning the cloaks, I turn to the bodies. I refuse to let these Hands become Dambi.
“We have to burn those as well,” I say to Ryn and wait to see his response. I prepare myself for a fight—as the son of Sothpike, he must want to keep them whole so his father can use them—but he surprises me by grabbing a stick from the pyre and carrying it over to the pile of bodies. With his head bent in prayer, he lights the dead on fire; their wet clothes hiss when the flames lick at the fabric. 
“They deserve to rest,” he says once the whole pile is alight.
We both stand there watching the bodies burn, my arms crossed, Ryn’s at his side. Then he turns to me.
“It’ll be dark soon,” he says. I keep my eyes on the fire. “We should find what supplies we can. We can sleep in the caves for tonight.” 
Now he has my attention. “You mean the godfire caves?”
Ryn nods. “Yes, they lead to the godfire. But only a Hand of God can take you there if that’s what you’re thinking about.”
That was what I was thinking and it annoys me that he put a stop to the idea before I even had a chance to express it.
We head over to the still-smoldering buildings and pick through the rubble, scavenging for supplies. I find a pile of blankets on a shelf. Everything else is burned away, the walls crumbled to the ground, but the shelf is untouched except for the scorch marks on the back of it. 
The next building I check looks like it was once an armory, but it’s empty. All the Hands’ silver swords are gone and I wonder if that’s why they were killed. Those swords can cut down a Dambi with one strike and I bet someone wanted them. 
I check a few more buildings but I can’t get inside due to fallen beams, blocked doorways, or the residual fires that refuse to burn out. At the storehouse, Ryn rescues a usable kettle and some bowls along with a few apples and a bag of barley. There’s not much else to find—everything is ruined by fire or smoke. 
I follow Ryn over to the entrance to the caves, a large gaping hole in the side of what he calls Mount Tyron. I hesitate at the entrance—this is the place Yafeu died, the place where I saw my brother jump into the fire. I have unsettling memories of somewhere I’ve never been, and I don’t know if I’m ready to confront them. 
But Ryn walks inside without a second thought, carrying a torch in one hand and the kettle and food in the other. I follow him, one step after another, my eyes adjusting to the darkness within. There’s no greenish glow here, no heat from the godfire. The far wall of the cave is etched with depictions of fire and wings. In the center of it is an image of a being with three faces. Vanusha’s face is covered in vines and blossoms, Kuresh’s face is old and withered, and Uthera’s is in the middle, her face calm and peaceful. Life, death, and balance. 
In my visions, Vanusha appeared as an amorphous cloud and pinpoints of light. Kuresh has never shown me what she looks like, and as far as I know, I haven’t been contacted by Uthera. I wonder if the people who carved these three into the stone had visions like me. 
“Where’s the godfire?” I ask, my eyes searching the wall for a doorway, a tunnel, something leading to the parts of the caves that I remember. 
“It’s on the other side of that wall,” Ryn says, setting the supplies down. “But only a Hand of God can guide you through.”
“If my brother wasn’t among the dead, then where is he?” I turn to Ryn, who is starting to boil snow to cook the barley. “Where’s Nez, and where’s my friend Kal?” I place my palm on the unyielding wall. “Could they be on the other side?” 
Ryn shakes his head. “If there were Hands of God alive at the godfire, the wall wouldn’t be there. I don’t know where your brother and friend are—in fact, I don’t know what happened to half of the Hands of God. There should have been more dead bodies in the creek, but they’re not here.” 
I walk over to Ryn and sit on the ground across from him. “So they could be alive?”
“I can’t say for certain,” Ryn replies.
I narrow my eyes at Ryn and wonder if I should believe everything he says. His father lied to my birth parents; his mother lied to me. How do I know he’s not feeding me lies right now? 
“Is this the work of Sothpike?” I ask, hoping to startle him into revealing the truth.
A darkness comes over Ryn’s eyes. “Possibly. Most likely.”
Now I’m startled by his forthrightness. I expected him to stammer, to dodge the question. “Why?”
“You don’t want to know the answer to that,” Ryn replies. He pours the barley into the boiling water.
“Don’t hold back now,” I say. “I was just starting to believe you.”
Ryn purses his lips, which makes him look just like his mother. “I believe he killed them because of you. To keep you out of the godfire.” 
His words hit me like a punch to the gut. I can’t speak—I can’t think. The only thought in my head is Not again. Sothpike started the war because of me and my brother; the Mistress destroyed Lagusa because of us; and now the Hands are dead because of me. 
“That’s not fair,” I say, angry tears springing to my eyes. “You can’t blame me for his actions. I didn’t ask for any of this.”
Ryn’s face falls. “My apologies. No one should be held responsible for Sothpike’s actions except Sothpike.”
I wipe my eyes with the back of my soot-covered hand. “Whose side are you on?”
“Believe it or not, yours.”
A laugh escapes my lips. “What?”
“I know who my father is and I know what he’s done. I’ve been waiting for a chance to stop him, and when my mother sent word that she had found you, I knew that my chance had come.” 
“You kidnapped me,” I snap. “I’m not your chance to get back at your father—I am a person with friends who almost got killed trying to protect me. Those soldiers shot my maugrab!” 
I jump to my feet and stomp to the other side of the cave, away from Ryn. It’s cold and dark over here, but at least I’m not next to him. All he thought about was what he wanted and he didn’t care who got hurt in the process. 
Ryn taps a spoon against the kettle. “Come eat.” When I don’t move, he fills a bowl and brings it to me. “Take it.” He shoves the warm food into my hands, then returns to his spot. 
I walk back over to the fire, sit, and eat. I shovel the food into my mouth so fast, I burn my tongue, but I keep eating. He passes me a bowl of melted snow to wash down the food and I drink it greedily. When we’re finished, I rinse out my bowl and lay out my blanket while Ryn takes care of the cuocuo. He removes her harness and saddle and guides her over to me, where she lies down behind me. 
“Sleep next to Lulu,” he says. “She’ll keep you warm.”
I lie down with the cuocuo at my back and the fire in front of me. Ryn is right; I haven’t been this warm since I was in Merza.
I close my eyes and hear the rustling sounds of Ryn getting comfortable.
“If it means anything, I’m sorry,” he says in the near darkness. “I’m trying to do the right thing but I don’t always make the right decisions.” 
I let out a sigh and open my eyes. He’s lying on his back, looking at the ceiling of the cave.
“We’ve all made mistakes,” I say, my voice tired. “What matters is what you do next.”
“I don’t have a plan besides forcing my father to abdicate. When my mother told me who you were, I decided this was my chance. If I could get to you first, I’d figure out a way to make him relinquish his power. With you at my side, he’d have to step down.” 
I scrunch up my face. “How is me standing next to you going to force Sothpike to do anything?”
“Well, I was hoping you’d be different by the time we got there,” he says. “More like your true self.”
“What does that mean?”
Ryn faces me. “You don’t know, do you?”
“Know what?” I’m ready to throttle him if he doesn’t start making sense, all tiredness replaced by frustration. I sit up and cross my legs, waiting for him to reveal whatever it is he knows about me. 
Rubbing his face, Ryn groans. “They never told you, did they? I thought maybe Gamikal would have or perhaps the people who raised you. But maybe they didn’t know either . . .” 
Ryn pulls in a deep breath through his nose, then copies my movement so he’s sitting across from me, the fire between us.
“Naira, you’re a dragon.”
A shock of lightning hits me in the forehead and I fall back against the cuocuo. Ryn calls my name, but he sounds so far away. Everything is far away—the fire, the cuocuo, the cold of the cave. The world I knew is gone. 
Once again, I find myself in a dream that is not my own.
I’m at the godfire, teetering on the edge of the precipice above the rippling green flames. I take a step back and end up next to a woman my mother’s age. She’s surrounded by shadowy people, but her features are sharp and distinct. She’s tall, with dark skin and eyes and muscles rippling in her strong arms and thighs. Her unbound hair is dark and kinky, the sides shaved and the top combed high. She takes off her leather armor piece by piece until she’s down to the bindings across her chest and her loincloth. The shadow people take her armor away, and I wonder if they’re Hands of God. 
The woman is muttering to herself, and when I step closer, I hear her words.
“Behold the glory of our god,” she says over and over and over.
I have no idea who this woman is, but I know she’s why I’m here.
The woman drops to her knees and folds her hands in prayer. All the shadow people surrounding her do the same.
“I pray to the Three-Faced God: Vanusha the Creator, Kuresh the Destroyer, and Uthera the Equalizer,” the woman says. As she speaks, a light forms in the center of her chest. It grows and grows until her whole chest and throat are radiating orange light. I touch my chest, remembering how it felt on the boat when I finally, for a few moments, gained control of the fire within me, but it’s cold. 
“The three faces of the one true god,” the woman continues. “Protect and guide your servant. By your command, I will enter the godfire as Theda, and by your grace, I will emerge as Crafulgar. Behold the glory of our god.” 
So this is Theda, the knight who fought for the Righteous Heir, Gamikal’s brother, along with the dragon Crafulgar, against the Bastard King and Ergenegon. But I must have heard her incorrectly—Theda doesn’t emerge from the godfire as Crafulgar; she releases Crafulgar so that she can fight at Theda’s side. Then Ryn’s words break through my thoughts: Naira, you’re a dragon. 
Back on her feet, the woman runs toward the lake of green fire and dives in headfirst.
I stand there, my heart in my throat, and peer over the edge; the shadows join me. They hover near the precipice, waiting.
Suddenly, a pillar of green flames shoots out of the lake, sucking up all the air in the cave. I step away from the edge, and my breath stills, my eyes bulge, and my lungs tighten, but as suddenly as it appeared, the pillar is gone. I gasp for air, then jump back as a body falls on the ground in front of me. 
Crafulgar’s skin is on fire and I cringe at the sound of bones cracking and breaking. The shadows surround Crafulgar and join me in watching as the dragon’s skin splits open wide and two leathery wings emerge from her back. When the dragon tries to scream, her chest glows orange, and a rush of fire erupts from her mouth; those standing in its path must dodge or be burned. 
The new dragon rests on the ground on all fours, her new wings unfolding until the tips touch the floor. Slowly, she rises to her feet, and one of the shadows throws a cloak over her shoulders. There are already slits in the fabric for her wings. They lead the dragon out of the cave, but before Crafulgar leaves, she looks directly at me, her eyes on mine. 
“You will survive,” she says to me before the dream disappears as fast as it appeared.
I open my eyes to Ryn’s concern-filled face.
“Naira, are you all right?”
I push him away and cradle my head in my hands.
Hot tears drip onto my palms and run down my arms.
The power that emanated from Crafulgar—I want that. The fire that burns within me wants to be spewed at my enemies.
I know what my fate is.
It’s a terrible, agonizing fate.
A lonely fate.
But I want it.
I want to be a dragon.
I wipe my tears and face Ryn. He’s kneeling on my blanket, watching me intently.
“Tomorrow, I want you to take me to Sothpike,” I tell him.
“What?” Ryn is confused. “That’s the last place I thought you’d want to go.”
“If there are any Hands still alive, Sothpike will know where they are.” I need to get through that wall, and only a Hand can open it. Then I can jump into the godfire, find my brother if he’s in there, and emerge as a powerful dragon. 
Somehow, I already know my new name: Agarza the Havoc-Eater.



Chapter Twenty-One
In the morning quiet, I stand in the mouth of the cave and take a good look at where my brother and Kal spent the past few weeks. 
This is where they lived, the burned-out buildings where they slept and learned, made friends and laughed. I walk over to a circle of benches surrounding a statue of the Three-Faced God and sit down in front of Uthera. Nez might have sat in this very spot. I wonder what he thought about when he saw the Three-Faced God depicted on the wall. What did Nez and Kal say when they first arrived in the valley? How did they feel when they received their cloaks? What was it like for them seeing the godfire in person? I wish I could have been with them. I wish I had been here before the temples were burned. Before Nez and Kal went missing. Before the massacre. 
Ryn calls my name from inside the cave, and we eat a quick breakfast of barley, saving the apples for later. Then we leave the cave and the Hands of God compound, the dead still smoldering by the fast-moving creek. 
“Tell me more about that plan of yours,” I say to Ryn as we enter the woods, the cuocuo taking us through ankle-deep snow. We’re headed toward Waldyria, to the city of Holstang, where Sothpike lives. I felt so sure last night about confronting Sothpike, but now that we’re on our way, I’m second-guessing myself. Facing Sothpike won’t be the same as facing the Mistress. I don’t have my friends and my brother at my side. It’s just me—and the son of my enemies. 
Last night, I felt so powerful. Watching Theda transform into Crafulgar gave me a surge of confidence, of daring, but that wore off with the coming of morning. In the light, out of the cave, taking on Sothpike feels impossible. I’m just one person. I may have a fire within me, but I can’t control it, can’t harness it, can’t manifest it whenever I need it. 
I need a Hand of God to take me to the godfire, which means I need to go to Holstang to find out what happened to the rest of them. But before then, I need to control this fire inside. 
In the meantime, I want to know if I can trust Ryn. If what he said last night is true, that he is against Sothpike, then he can help me find out what happened to the Hands of God. 
“There wasn’t much else to it,” Ryn says. “I’ve been wanting to do something for a long time, but the how always eluded me. When my mother contacted me about you, I knew my chance had come. I’d figure out the rest later.” 
Ryn reminds me of myself back when I decided I needed to kill the Mistress. I didn’t know how I was going to do it, but I knew I’d figure it out. What was more important to me was the action—I had to do something or I’d wither away in our jirkana, mourning Obba and growing bitter and angry at the world and at myself for not doing something, anything. I couldn’t live like that because that was not living. That was just hanging on. 
I understand Ryn taking a chance, hoping things work out in his favor. I had no idea how to kill a Mistress, but I knew I had to try. He doesn’t know how to stop his father, but he’s going to try anyway. 
But I still don’t know if I can truly trust him. His family has lied to mine too many times.
“Our parents were once friends,” I say, testing the waters. “Did you know that?”
“I met them,” he says, his eyes straight ahead. “They attended my name-day ceremony when I turned a year old. I don’t remember them, of course, but they gave me this.” He pulls a gold chain out of an inner pocket of his jacket. Dangling from one end is a gold-tinged jewel twice the size of my thumbnail. One side is rounded, the other polished flat. He holds it up and it catches the light, glittering with rainbow colors. 
“That’s beautiful,” I say, wanting to hold it and look at it closely.
As if reading my mind, Ryn hands me the jewel.
“It’s called Sunstorm,” he says as I turn the jewel over in one hand; the other is holding on to Ryn’s waist. Sunstorm is heavier than it looks. “Made of Bujarbi glass, a jewel found only in the Bujarbi Desert.” 
I hold the stone in front of me and I’m surprised to see my own reflection. “It’s a mirror.” I watch as red and orange waves shimmer across my face. 
“Legend states that it has the power to show you who you truly are,” Ryn says. “Certain colors mean certain things, but the knowledge of which colors mean what has been lost. My father let me keep the jewel but not the meaning.” 
It feels strange to hold something that my parents once touched. Something that they picked out for someone else. I wonder what treasures they would have picked out for me and Nez if they had been given the chance. 
I reach my hand around Ryn’s shoulder, intending to return Sunstorm, but he shakes his head.
“You keep it,” he says, folding my fingers over the jewel and chain. “As a show of my friendship.”
“I can’t—”
“Yes, you can,” he says. “And you must. It belongs to your family anyway. I was just holding on to it.”
“Why are you being so nice to me?”
Ryn laughs. “Maybe I’m just a nice guy.” Behind him, I roll my eyes. He must sense my derision and laughs again. “I tell you, I’m not half as bad as you think. I couldn’t do anything with my mother around. She would have used her scrying disk to tell my father if she suspected I was against him. She’ll do anything for him—as you and I both know.” 
The Mistress used a scrying disk to communicate with Sothpike. That’s how he knew my brother and I were in Lagusa. I wonder if all the Mistresses have those disks. 
“Why was she exiled?” I ask. “She told us a story, but it turned out not to be true.”
This time, there’s no joy in Ryn’s laugh. It’s more like a reaction to a sharp pain. “Did she tell you I was dead?”
I say yes, and he shakes his head in disappointment.
“That’s the story she tells. The truth is far worse, but that’s a tale for another time.”
I want to beg him to continue, but I know that wouldn’t be wise. Instead, I offer my apologies.
“We all have our own tragedies that we must carry,” he says.
As I open my mouth to agree, he shushes me and cocks his head to one side. He guides the cuocuo to a stop, then hops down.
“Stay there,” he whispers before opening his jacket, surprising me with a set of silver blades in the shape of rings. The circular blades are just large enough to fit on a wrist, and he has half a dozen of them stitched into a band around his waist. He takes out three silver rings, puts one between each finger of his right hand, and closes his fist. The blades stick out between his fingers like three sharp teeth. I sit atop the cuocuo, my body stiff, waiting to see what he’s going to do with those weapons. 
I don’t have anything to fight with, but I won’t go down easily, if that’s his plan.
I start to ask Ryn what he’s doing, but he puts a finger to his lips. He stills the cuocuo with a soft touch and turns right with his arm drawn up to his chest, the rings pointing up toward the sky. I search between the trees but see nothing. Suddenly, Ryn steps forward and flicks his arm. I don’t see anything leave Ryn’s hand but I hear three quick thwacks. His hand now empty, Ryn guides the cuocuo through the trees. Soon, I see a rabbit stuck to a tree with a ring in its skull. Ryn collects the rabbit and his ring. He walks a few paces and finds another dead rabbit, this one lying atop the snow with a silver ring in its chest. The third ring is embedded in the trunk of a tree without any prey. Ryn snatches the empty ring out of the tree and shoves it back inside the band with the others. 
“This cold has made me slow,” he mutters, carrying the two rabbits by their ears. “But that is no excuse.”
“Slow? You were so fast, I didn’t even see what happened.”
“It is not enough to strive for perfection,” Ryn says, tapping the cuocuo to get her moving again, “you must attain it. If I loose my rünga for three, then three should fall. The person who controls his weapons controls the battle.” 
“But that wasn’t a battle.” I try to lighten the mood, bring it back to how things were before Ryn heard the rabbits, but Ryn only walks faster. 
“It’ll be dark soon. We must find a place to camp.”
We trudge down the mountain in silence until the sun sinks below the horizon and the cold winds force us to stop a few feet from the road beneath a covering of trees so thick that only a fine layer of powdery snow coats the ground. I hop down from the cuocuo and gather kindling to start a fire while Ryn skins the rabbits. When the flames settle into a comfortable burn, I brush aside the snow and sit on the cold, hard ground, the cuocuo once again at my back. I feed her one of the apples, waiting for Ryn to finish cooking. 
Ryn turns the makeshift spit he built to roast our dinner. The aroma from the fat sizzling on the burning wood makes my stomach grumble. The rabbits are a deep brown, the skin crispy. A plume of fire shoots up as the juices drip onto the flames. Ryn removes them from the fire, breaks the skewer in half, and gives one of the rabbits to me. 
I bite into the meat; steam pours into my mouth along with the hot juices and burns my tongue. I’m like an animal, tearing into the meat without even tasting it. 
My mouth full of rabbit, I look up and see Ryn slicing the meat with a rünga. He glances at me, at the mess I’m making, then reaches into the band at his waist and pulls out another metal disk. “Here,” he says, holding the rünga. 
“Aren’t you afraid I might hurt you?” I ask, wiping the grease off my chin with my sleeve.
Ryn laughs. “Afraid of you? It’s you who should be afraid of me.” He flicks his wrist, and the rünga lands squarely in the belly of my rabbit. I flinch, and Ryn laughs again. “But don’t worry,” Ryn says, smirking, “I won’t kill you.” 
I fake a laugh. “You must be a riot at the dinner table,” I say under my breath as I take hold of the rünga. I’m not scared of Ryn, but he’s the first person who’s made me question my abilities. Ryn is fast, he’s obviously had training, and there is a calmness to him that makes every move seem calculated, as if he’s already assessed each and every risk and chosen the blow that will take his enemies down before they have the chance to strike. 
I carefully slice off bits of meat with the sharp outer blade of the metal ring and pop the juicy morsels into my mouth. Ryn’s way of eating with the rünga is less messy and it allows my tongue to cool down enough so I can actually taste my food. When I’m finished, I return the weapon to its owner. 
“We’ll be in Waldyria soon,” Ryn says. “Another day and a half and we’ll be on my father’s land. There aren’t many Merzans in Waldyria, and the ones who are there aren’t treated well. I’ll have to act like you’re my prisoner. But I want you to know you can trust me.” 
“Are you going to tie me up again?” I pull back the sleeves of my coat and show him the rope burns on my wrists. At least he has the decency not to look away when the firelight reflects off the raw skin. “Because if that’s the plan, you’re going to have to think of a new one.” 
Ryn nods. “No more ropes. But I can’t be a friend to you as I have been.”
I laugh, a big loud guffaw, and his eyes widen in shock. “You’ve been my friend all this time?” I say. “I thought we were just surviving together. I didn’t realize we were friends.” 
“I answered your questions, didn’t I?”
“So did my teachers at school, but I wouldn’t call them my friends.”
Ryn furrows his brow. “What do you mean when you say ‘friends’? You want me to tell you a joke?”
“Do you know any?”
“Not off the top of my head,” he snaps. “I’m not a jester.”
I laugh again but I stop when he glares at me. “A friend is someone who always has your back. They’re people you can tell your secrets to and know they’ll understand. You can trust them.” I pause for a moment, thinking about Ryn and what it must have been like growing up as the son of Sothpike. “Do you have any friends?” 
“I have friends, but not in the way you described.” Ryn picks at his food. “What about you?”
“I have three really close friends,” I say. “Nez, Kal, and Rima. Rima’s back in Merza, but I don’t know where the other two are.” I glance at Ryn, but the firelight makes shadows of his eyes. He’s quiet, lost in thought, twirling the rünga around one finger. 
“If I tell you something, something I’ve never told anyone else, will you trust me enough to be my friend?”
I don’t know why, but I nod. He is the son of my enemies, but he sounds so sincere. I feel like I can trust him. I want to trust him. Having Ryn at my side will make it easier for me to get to Sothpike and find out what happened to the rest of the Hands. And after all we’ve been through together—the avalanche, looking for Kal and Nez in the creek, burning the bodies together—I feel like we could be friends. 
“Maybe,” I say.
Ryn accepts my hesitant reply. “My mother was exiled for almost killing me,” he says.
I hold in a gasp but I can’t stop my eyes from widening. “What happened?”
“I was very young so I only know what others have told me. They were up north, in the frozen wilderness—”
“The Bernoks?” I ask and he nods. It’s dark and cold, so I wrap a blanket around my shoulders and my arms around my legs.
“My father was trying to make an offering to some creatures. Some powerful, ancient beings. They were burning things on a huge pyre, and when it was time for the offering, I wandered too close to the fire and fell in. It was only for a moment, but it was long enough.” 
“Long enough for what?”
Ryn sits up and unlaces his left boot. He pulls up his pant leg and holds his leg close to the fire. The skin is puckered and red. 
I suck in air through my teeth thinking about how much pain that burn must have caused and then wish I could slap myself for having such a strong reaction. 
“I’m sorry,” I blurt out. “I just wasn’t expecting . . . I’m sorry.”
Ryn shrugs. “You’re not the first and you won’t be the last. Most of the left side of my body is like this.” He tucks his pant leg back into his boot. “But I was so young when it happened that I have no memory of being burned. It only hurts sometimes.” 
Ryn rubs his leg and I wonder if the scars itch. “If my father hadn’t pulled me out, I would have died. And for that he blamed my mother. She was supposed to be watching me, but she left me alone near the pyre.” 
Under the canopy of trees, the stars are hidden and the black of night surrounds the edges of our fire. I stare at the flickering flames. 
“Why are you telling me all of this?” I ask. “You say you want us to be friends, but that doesn’t change the fact that I’m your prisoner, even though you don’t treat me like one.” 
Ryn looks at me from the side of his eye. “I can tie you up and drag you down the mountain if that will make you feel better.”
“No, that would most certainly not,” I say, pulling the blanket tighter around my arms and legs.
“I need you to trust me,” Ryn says, turning serious again. “It won’t be easy, but you must. I am not your enemy.” He sighs. “I know I must sound out of my mind, telling you to trust me. But I believe I can end this war without more bloodshed. I will need your help and we will have to trust each other.” 
I can think of a million reasons why I should not trust Ryn, but I can also think of a million why I should. I want to believe what he’s saying, but I don’t want to do anything foolish. 
Until I can control my fire, I can’t enter the godfire. And I can’t enter the godfire without a Hand of God. Ryn can’t help me with the first part, but he can with the second. And once I transform, I’ll be able to take on Sothpike. He’s the one who needs to pay for what he’s done. I’ll never have any peace until he’s gone. All the others—the empress, the Dambi, the Mistresses, his army—they exist only because of Sothpike. When I chop the head off, the body will fall. 
For now, at least, it seems like Ryn is my best bet.
“If I trust you, that means you’ll have to go against your father,” I say. “The person who saved you from the fire.”
Ryn leans close to me; the flickering flames cast one side of his face in shadows while the other side glows.
“I know,” he says. “I used to do whatever my father said, without question. I was so grateful. But then I started to see the suffering. I started to notice the people who went missing, the towns that burned while the villagers were sleeping. I noticed things, and once I started noticing, I couldn’t go back to the way I was. I changed, but the war did not. It should have ended when he thought you and your brother were dead.” 
“It should never have begun,” I correct him.
Ryn nods and leans back, both sides of his face now visible in the firelight. “True. But it did, and I believe that together, we can stop it.” 
“It’s going to take more than just the two of us,” I say.
“We’re going to need more friends,” Ryn says with a smile.



Chapter Twenty-Two
“My seventeenth birthday is in a few weeks,” I tell Ryn as we pack up our supplies to continue our journey to Waldyria. A thin layer of snow covers our blankets, and I shake them out before rolling them up. “It’ll be the first one without my brother.” 
“What’s your brother like?” Ryn asks as he saddles up Lulu.
I appreciate Ryn not speaking about Nez in the past tense. “We’re opposites in so many ways, people find it hard to believe we’re twins,” I say with a smile. “He’s very tall, skinny, likes to make people laugh. You can’t be mad when he’s around.” 
“He sounds like a lot of fun,” Ryn says. He climbs on top of Lulu and holds out a hand for me. “I can’t wait to meet him.”
I’m glad to be behind Ryn so he can’t see me choking back a tear at the way he talks about Nez. He sounds so sure he’s still alive out there and that we’ll find him soon. 
“When is your birthday?” I ask.
“I turned nineteen a few months ago,” he replies. “We had a huge celebration.”
“Oh, really?”
Ryn shakes his head. The top of his ponytail brushes the tree branch above us, knocking the snow off the branch and down the back of my neck. I shiver and pull the cloak he insists I wear tighter. As someone from the north where snow is a usual occurrence, he says the cold affects him differently. 
“No, we don’t really celebrate birthdays. My father gifted me a new set of rünga and that was enough for me.”
I think about the last birthday party we had at home. It was for Samir Cheboh, one of the refugees who stayed with us when the Mistress occupied Lagusa. Omma baked him a cake with our meager supplies and we played music and danced all night. That was for someone my mother barely knew; when it was my father’s or Nez’s and my birthday, she had the whole neighborhood over to celebrate. 
“New rünga are a wonderful gift,” I say, trying to sound excited and not sad that Ryn had to celebrate his birthday without any celebrations. 
“Yes, they are,” Ryn says. “Where you grew up, did you have a home? Did you have parents?”
The cuocuo’s hooves crunch through the icy layer of snow as I tell Ryn about Obba and Omma, about our house in the river district, about our village—the market, the Temple, the tombs. I don’t tell him everything, not about how Obba died and was turned into a Dambi or that the Mistress was my birth mother. I can’t talk about that freely with just anyone. We may be far along on the path to friendship, but we aren’t there yet. 
“Sounds like you had a good life,” Ryn says.
“It was,” I reply. “Until the war came to Lagusa.” I loosen my grip around Ryn’s waist and sit up straighter. “What is this war really about? Your father invaded Merza to steal Nez and me, but once he thought we were dead, why didn’t he leave? And why did he want us in the first place?” 
Ryn takes a deep breath; I feel his chest expand. “I must be honest or there will never be trust between us. My father wants to unite the four kingdoms and restore Volsgaria. It was prophesied in The Foretold that the child of one of the four nations would be the weapon that made the other nations bow at his feet. When it became clear that I was not that child, he looked elsewhere. But the emperor of Johtan was unmarried and the queen in Nauvia was too old to bear a child, so he turned to Merza, to the newly wed Ur Atum Asim and the Asimra.” 
My eyes drop to the ground. Ryn’s words make me uncomfortable. I don’t want to think of myself as a weapon. I’m a human being, a person with real emotions, not a tool. But that’s how people see me. Inside, I’m cold. No matter how tightly I tug the cloak around me, I can’t get warm. 
My life can’t be that meaningless. I don’t even matter—it could just as easily have been Nez who was fated to transform. Or Ryn, or Junho, or someone from Nauvia if things had been a little different. If someone hadn’t been too old, if someone else had been married, or if someone had been born just a year or two earlier or later. The person didn’t matter. 
For the first time in a long while, I hear my father’s voice: You are a Khoum. 
My parents love me. My brother loves me. Rima and Mandisa and even Basheera love me. I’ll bet even Gamikal loves me.
Which tells me everything I need to know—I do matter. 
I grip the sides of Ryn’s jacket so tight, my knuckles turn white from the force.
“Well, he’s going to have to look elsewhere again,” I say, “because I will not be his weapon.”
“There’s a line in The Foretold that has always given me hope: ‘From chaos comes order.’” His voice remains measured, his calm endless. No matter how angry or rude or stubborn I act, Ryn stays the same. I find myself being swayed by his resolute peacefulness. I wish it bothered me more, but it doesn’t. 
“Things have been very chaotic,” I say, relaxing a bit. “It’s time for some order.”
Ryn glances back at me as we emerge from the forest. In front of us is an open plain, the fields covered in a foot of snow, and a narrow dirt road glittering with ice crystals. The white clouds in the bright blue sky hang low—I wonder if I could touch them if I reached up high enough. 
“Welcome to Waldyria,” he says.
I don’t know what I was expecting, but I didn’t think Waldyria would be so normal. If it weren’t for the snow and cold, the vast openness would make me think I was back on the Rocky Plains. 
Ryn clicks his tongue and guides the cuocuo down the road. Out in the open, the winds whip around us, trying to rip the cloak off my shoulders. 
I notice Ryn keeps glancing up at the sky, and just as I’m going to ask him why, Ryn gives a piercing three-note whistle that streaks through the air. I cover my ears and glare at Ryn’s back. “What was that for?” 
“Not for you,” Ryn says without turning around. His eyes continue roaming the sky. “Just keep quiet.”
I roll my eyes at his back but do as I’m told.
“Mount Tyron is directly behind us . . .” Ryn says, thinking out loud. I know he’s not speaking to me, but I turn around to look at the mountain anyway, the place the Hands used to call home. I hope we can find the rest of them. “We must be close, so where are they?” Ryn says. He whistles again, and my ears ring from the sharp sound. 
“Why do you keep doing that?”
Above us, a dark shape circles. Ryn smiles and whistles again. The shape circles closer and closer and soon I realize it’s Paro, Ryn’s falcon. 
Ryn hops down from Lulu and holds out his left arm. The bird lands on the leather glove, its talons digging into the thick material. Ryn reaches into a small pouch at his waist, pulls out a piece of dried meat, and feeds it to the bird. 
Seeing Ryn and Paro makes me wish I was with Grolga.
“Good girl, Paro,” Ryn coos to his bird. “Now take me to them.”
The bird squawks and with a few flaps of her wings rises into the sky. We follow the bird as she flies toward the others.
It’s late afternoon when the wind carries the voices from the camp to our ears. Ryn whistles again, and the bird dives into small crop of trees surrounding the camp. There’s one shout, then another, and two soldiers appear from the trees. 
“Commander Kuragin, you’re alive!” one of them cries as they both run toward Ryn. “It is good to see you!”
Ryn smiles and nods. The two soldiers stop a few feet in front of Ryn and place their right fists above their hearts. Ryn repeats the gesture. The soldiers bow their heads but not before stealing a glance at me. 
I don’t move. I make my face impassive, my gaze steely.
“How many survived?” Ryn asks. He begins walking forward and one of the soldiers follows behind.
“We lost half the Johtanese soldiers, but all of ours are accounted for.”
The other soldier stands by me and the cuocuo and clears her throat.
“Excuse me, Commander,” she says when Ryn looks back, “but the prisoner . . . should I restrain her?”
“No need for restraints,” Ryn says, to my relief. “And don’t worry about her trying to escape. She could have killed me many times during our travels, but she didn’t. In fact, she saved my life.” 
“Yes, Commander Kuragin.”
I hide my smile as I dismount the cuocuo.
One of the soldiers runs ahead to guide us to the camp while the other covers the rear. I feel her eyes boring into my back as I step in line behind Ryn. I wonder what the soldiers are thinking, how much they know about me. 
A cheer rises from the rest of the soldiers when they see Ryn. They crowd around him, many with their fists on their chests, some with tears in their eyes, others grabbing his hand and patting him on the back. There are a lot more soldiers here than there were in the mountains. Ryn must have taken a small group to capture me and now we’ve joined up with the rest. 
I take Lulu’s reins and hang back to watch Ryn’s soldiers welcome him.
Then a silence descends on the soldiers and the crowd parts. The empress steps forward, her hands covering her mouth, her eyes filled with tears. 
“My son,” she cries as she falls into Ryn’s arms. With a sob, she drops to the ground, pulling Ryn down with her. She grabs onto Ryn and cries in an endless stream. 
For the first time, I see the other side of the empress. Many of the soldiers turn away, uncomfortable with such a display of emotion, but I don’t. I see a mother who found her lost child after nearly twenty years only to lose him again a few days later. I see someone who still loves a man who tossed her aside. I see a leader beloved enough that soldiers sworn to protect Johtan would turn against their country to help her. I see a liar, a shameful secret, a pathetic creature. 
My hands ache for my daggers; I want to hurt the empress as Grolga and the others were hurt. But that’s not the smart thing to do right now. Because I also see a son holding on to his mother and comforting her like a child. I unclench my fists and take a deep breath. Hurting the empress would only turn Ryn against me. And I need Ryn. I feel like a traitor for putting the empress’s betrayal and attack aside, but I must remain focused. And if that means pretending that seeing the empress doesn’t make my blood boil, then that’s what I’ll do. 
While Ryn helps the empress to her feet, I lead Lulu deeper into the camp. The empress is still crying, and the sound makes my skin crawl. 
Ryn comes over and guides me to a circular tent covered with dark, shaggy hides. Inside, I see a bedroll with a stack of folded clothes on top and two short stools across from it. In the center is a small fire, the smoke drifting up through an uncovered patch directly above the flames. A soldier tending the fire rises to her feet and salutes Ryn. 
“This is Drita,” Ryn says to me. Drita lowers her head briefly and I do the same, then she exits the tent. “She speaks excellent Merzan, so she will assist you until we reach Holstang.” 
My whole body stiffens. I’m so close. Finally, all of this will be over. And then the worries creep into my thoughts. My chance to confront Sothpike is coming but I still don’t have a plan. I don’t like walking into a wild maugrab’s den unprepared. I sit down on one of the stools. 
“You look pale,” Ryn says. “Are you all right?”
I nod. “I’m fine.”
Ryn walks over to the bedroll, takes the top garment from the folded clothes, and shakes it out. I recognize it as the type of long coat many of the soldiers wear. “You and I can change the future. The past is painful, but the future can be bright.” Standing in front of me, he holds out the coat, waiting for me to take it. 
I sit back, away from the soldier’s uniform, my arms crossed so as not to give Ryn the impression I’ll take what’s being offered that easily. 
“Don’t you think you are asking too much? I’m not joining his army.”
“I am sorry,” Ryn says. “I should explain. The soldiers who wear this uniform answer only to me. And I am not expecting you to be one of my soldiers. It takes more than just a change of clothes to join my service.” 
Ryn holds out the coat again and I stand and reluctantly accept the garment. He walks to the opening and leaves the tent.
I run my hands across the dark, heavy fabric. Then I look down at my own clothes. A hole is forming on one knee and a rip on the other leg makes the hem fall out of the tops of my boots whenever I walk. And the soles of my boots are always damp. I sit back down and take off my boots. My toes are wrinkled and blue. I notice a basin of water, a towel, and a bar of soap near the fire. I undress and scrub my body. By the time I’m finished, the water is muddy brown. I change into my new clothes. 
Drita returns to the tent carrying a clay pot in her arms.
“I will cook your food, keep your clothes clean, and set up your tent,” Drita says before I can even acknowledge her presence. “I do this for Commander Kuragin.” 
“Thank you, but I can take care of myself,” I say. Even in the dim firelight Drita’s uneasiness is visible on her face. She keeps her eyes down, her lips pursed, her movements quick so that she can get away as fast as possible. 
“I have my orders,” Drita replies. She bends down and places the covered pot directly on the flames, picks up the basin of dirty water, and exits the tent. 
There are voices outside my tent and then laughter so loud, I find myself smiling just from the sound. I open the flap and step outside. A group of soldiers sits around a large bonfire, all of their eyes are on one soldier with her back to the flames and her arms moving wildly, as if she is falling through the air. The soldiers surrounding her laugh so hard that I can’t hear what’s being said, but the woman’s exaggerated movements are funny on their own, and I laugh too. 
Drita returns with a pair of metal tongs and a pitcher of water. I follow her into the tent, where she pulls the clay pot out of the fire using the tongs, douses the pot with half the water in the pitcher, and removes the lid. A cloud of steam rises to the ceiling and she hands me a spoon. 
“What is this?” I ask, taking the spoon and inhaling the savory smell coming from the pot.
“Thrasher stew,” Drita replies. She pours the rest of the water from the pitcher into a wooden cup. “We make it on special occasions. Today is a special day. Commander Kuragin has returned unharmed.” 
I blow on the spoon and give the stew a taste. The food is as spicy as it is hot. As I finish, Drita clears off the bedroll.
“Commander Kuragin wanted me to inform you that we will be leaving at dawn. He suggested you go to bed soon. We will be marching until sundown.” 
A yawn escapes my mouth before I can protest such an early bedtime. I’m asleep before Drita finishes clearing away dinner.



Chapter Twenty-Three
My days fall into a routine as I travel with Ryn and his soldiers. We wake at dawn, eat breakfast, then ride through the back roads of Waldyria toward Holstang. Dinner is at sundown, and many of the soldiers sit around the campfires while they eat, telling stories and singing, but I retreat to my tent. I realized early on that I’m not welcome. They treat me politely, but they show me respect only because Ryn demanded it. My presence makes everyone uncomfortable. I’m a foreigner, their enemy, but I’m also under Commander Kuragin’s protection. 
The only time I truly feel at ease is in the early morning when I practice controlling my inner fire the way Gamikal showed me. I’m getting better at awakening it, but I can’t do it on command and I can’t always concentrate it in the center of my chest. But I keep trying. 
On our fifth morning, I see my first Waldyrian village. The buildings press up against the outer wall and are as wide as they are tall. Some are three or four stories high with dirty broken glass windows. In the streets, children with ragged clothes chase each other through piles of muck while old women and men bicker over stale bread and scraps of meat. 
The smells of animals and human filth assault my nose and make my eyes tear up. I try to breathe as shallowly as possible to hold back the bile rising in my throat. Even breathing through my mouth doesn’t help—the stench is so strong I can taste it. I pull my scarf across my nose and mouth to help block the smells and to stop the people from staring at me. Even though my hair and most of my body are completely covered, some of my brown skin shows, and my dark eyes give me away as an outsider. Waldyrians are much paler than the people of Merza; they have yellow or brown hair that hangs straight and long, and their eyes are light blue or greens. For the first time, I’m the darkest person in the village. I’ve never felt as connected to my Merzan people as I do now that I’m surrounded by so many who are the color of winter. 
I wonder about Ryn. He is an outsider too, since his mother is from Johtan. All his soldiers are Waldyrian, and all the people of the village look the same. Does he feel like he’s home now that he’s out of the mountains and back in a Waldyrian village? Or will he always feel out of place, even when surrounded by the only people he’s ever known? 
I’m glad my uniform helps me blend in at least a little with the other soldiers. Most people barely look at me, but those who do, those who see my dark eyes and brown skin, furrow their brows in distrust. 
Whispers follow us and slowly grow louder as more and more people line the roads to watch the procession. A woman shrieks with excitement, and children run along with the column of soldiers, begging for coins and food. 
Village soldiers put themselves between Ryn and the people, keeping everyone out of his way. Their shabby uniforms are only slightly better than the rags the people wear. The contrast between Ryn’s well-dressed army and the townsfolk is striking. The village reminds me of the prison in Capital City—the only way to escape is to die or be saved by someone more powerful. 
Today, Ryn is that someone powerful.
When Ryn dismounts from his cuocuo, a gaunt-faced elderly man comes near and lowers his head. He’s surrounded by important-looking older men and women, some of them hunched over, leaning on canes. Dozens of elderly people and young children crowd around the edges of the plaza, held back by the village soldiers. They call Ryn’s name, their voices frantic, as if a look from him will fill their empty bellies or turn them young again. 
“Commander Kuragin,” the elderly man warbles over the noise, “I am the mayor of Calderon. We are honored by your presence.” He motions toward an open doorway behind him. “Won’t you come in and rest?” 
Ryn shakes his head. “My time here will have to be brief, as we are expected in Holstang. I would like to address the people.”
“Of course, Commander Kuragin,” the mayor replies. He rubs his red nose with the frayed sleeve of his matted fur coat. “We will prepare a stage for you—” 
Ryn cuts him off. “I don’t need a stage. I will address the people now.” He brushes past the mayor, and his entourage parts. One of Ryn’s soldiers brings him an overturned crate. Ryn climbs up and glances at me. 
It seems as if he wants to say something, but he just purses his lips and faces the crowd.
“Let the people into the plaza,” he calls to the soldiers. They release their hold and, with a cheer, the people surge forward. Ryn’s foot soldiers form a circle around him, keeping everyone back at a safe distance. 
I remain on my cuocuo, my head above the crowd. All around me are elderly people, children, sickly women who cough blood into dirty handkerchiefs, and men with missing limbs or open sores on their faces. It reminds me that a war is going on—all the healthy are off fighting and only the very young, the very old, and the very sick remain. 
A chill wind sweeps through the plaza; the people quiet, and we all look to Ryn.
“I am Commander Rynnik Kuragin, the only son of our Mael.”
The people cheer for Sothpike, but I hear a few groans and dissatisfied mumblings as well.
“For more than a decade, our brothers and sisters have fought to realize our shared destiny,” Ryn continues, his voice sweeping over the crowd. “Sothpike has been chosen, and the people of Waldyria will soon reap the benefits. Sothpike now controls all of Merza”—it’s quick, but I see Ryn glance at me—“And we’re preparing to move ahead with the second phase of our attack. All of you are crucial to our success. The crops you harvest, the cloth you weave, the animals you slaughter, all of your actions guarantee the reunification of Volsgaria.” 
The people cheer and I’m shocked. Everything Ryn said is nonsense. The people are sick, hungry, and cold, and he’s urging them to keep supporting a warmongering monster. All of Ryn’s talk about wanting to end the war is just talk. He is Sothpike’s son after all, and preaching war is what they do best. I feel like a fool for having thought Ryn was different. I cross my arms and glare at the crowd. I can’t even glance at Ryn without wanting to shove him off his makeshift pulpit. 
“The restoration is near! Glory is upon us!” Ryn shouts over the crowd, and the people take up his words, turning them into a chant. “Glory is upon us!” 
Ryn steps down amid their chanting. He walks past me, goes over to the woman who distributes the food when we camp, and whispers something in her ear. The woman salutes Ryn and turns to her aides. They start grabbing baskets and barrels of our provisions off the carts and pass them to the soldiers. 
The provisions officer begins cracking open the lids of the barrels and uncovering the baskets. As soon as the people see the hard biscuits, dried meats, and sacks of grain contained within, they grow frenzied, and the soldiers surrounding us are pushed back. 
Ryn jumps onto the crate again. “There is food for everyone! If you will form two lines, you will all be served. This is the first of many gifts from Holstang. Keep your faith in my father, our Mael, and he will keep his faith in the people of Calderon.” 
With some shoving by Ryn’s soldiers, the people are put into two lines. Some of the soldiers are deployed into the crowd to give hard biscuits and warm blankets to the children while the others pass out the meats and grains to the adults. 
I wonder how much of Ryn’s words are true. These people have been starving for a while, and it doesn’t look like Sothpike has done anything for Calderon since the war began other than taking away all the young, healthy people who could till the fields and harvest the crops and mill the grain into flour. They were probably sent away to Merza to die in the Bujarbi Desert, or preparing to invade Johtan or Nauvia, or even turned into Vra Gool Dambi. I doubt Sothpike has any faith in his people except in their ability to feed his war. 
I have a feeling this showing of benevolence is all Ryn’s doing. But even though Ryn is feeding the poor, I can’t help but think about the reason they are poor. 
It always comes back to Sothpike.
After everyone has a portion of food, Ryn mounts his cuocuo and turns the animal onto the main road leading to the gate. The villagers clap and cheer as he passes, many of them with tears streaming down their faces. 
And then they begin reaching for him, trying to touch him as if he is a priceless relic. Hands tug his pants and rub his cuocuo. The crowd is aggressive, shoving and pushing each other to get as near to Sothpike’s son as possible. Ryn’s soldiers have a hard time holding them back, but he doesn’t seem worried. He keeps his eyes forward all the way to the main gates. Once his last soldier exits the city, he turns and addresses the people. 
“I will tell Sothpike of your efforts. Because of you, Volsgaria will rise again, and its rightful heir will take his place on the throne.” He raises a fist in the air. “For Waldyria! For New Volsgaria! For Sothpike!” 
The people repeat the chant, again and again as Ryn leads us away from the villagers, their voices like daggers in my back.
When we camp that night, I pretend to be asleep when Ryn stops by my tent. I can’t face him without feeling anger.
In every village we pass, Ryn gathers the people together and gives his speech. Some villages are harder to work into a frenzy, but in the end they all show their love for Sothpike, especially when Ryn hands out food and blankets. None of the other villages are as bad off as Calderon, but they could all use a little more food and warmth. 
I hang back as much as possible; one time I don’t even enter the village walls. Ryn must have noticed, because at the next village he has two mounted soldiers wait outside with me. 
After a few days of ignoring Ryn’s attempts to talk, I find my anger fading into sadness. I trusted Ryn, I believed him, and it was all a lie. Just like everything else. 
Mornings are hard. I wake up wanting to throw everything into the fire and start all over someplace, any place, by myself. Forget it all. I’m tired of being used, of being hurt, of believing. 
But I get dressed anyway and kick dirt onto the fire to smother the flames. I watch them die down until there is nothing left. What am I still doing here? I could leave, I should leave, and let everyone else fight it out. I could go into hiding and let Sothpike spend another sixteen years searching for me. He has to die eventually and with him will go all of my troubles. 
“Naira, we should talk.”
I jump; I didn’t hear Ryn enter my tent.
“I’m not in the mood,” I say. I try to leave but Ryn blocks me. I narrow my eyes. “You need to move.”
Ryn crosses his arms. “You need to listen.”
“I am not in the mood for games either,” I say, my jaw clenched.
“Do I look like the type who plays games?”
“No,” I reply. “You just look like a liar.”
“I have never lied to you.” His voice is low and steady.
“Then what is all that?” I explode. “You told me you wanted to end the war, but you’re the one going around making everyone lust for blood.” 
“How do you know that’s what I’m doing?” Ryn asks. “How do you know anything about what’s going on? Unless you know how to speak Waldyrian?” 
It’s too late now to pretend I don’t, so I decide to go all in.
“Yes, I speak Waldyrian and I know what you’ve been saying. These people are old and sick and you’re telling them to keep supporting the war. Is that all you care about?” I mimic Ryn standing before the crowds. “‘You don’t matter, you’re just poor villagers. My father is going to be king of New Volsgaria. His destiny is more important than your lives.’” 
“I am saving those people!” His voice is like thunder. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen him angry, and his reaction only fans my flames. 
“Oh, you’re such a paragon of kindness. Look at you, saving the world by sending someone’s grandma to her death.”
I try to shove past Ryn, but he won’t budge. “Anyone who doesn’t support the war is at risk. I have to make them love my father so that the next commander who comes through will get a warm welcome. Villages that support the war get aid from Holstang. I make them loyal citizens and they get warm blankets and meat in their pots.” 
“Love your father?” I laugh. “What a joke. You want them to love you. Every time they yell ‘Commander Kuragin’ instead of his name, you soak it up.” 
Ryn glares at me. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I don’t understand you,” I say. “You don’t seem stupid. So how come you can’t open your eyes? Your father is a tyrant and a slow death is too good for him.” 
Pity fills Ryn’s eyes. “He thinks I’m jealous of you. But I’m not. How could I be? You’re just a child.”
I reach out to shove Ryn aside, but he grabs my arm and won’t let go.
“You need to open your eyes, Naira. The world is not black and white. Sometimes you have to do things you don’t agree with in order to make it better for everyone. All I’m trying to do is make things easier for those who can’t protect themselves. Grow up, Naira.” He releases my arm. “I am doing my best to end this, to get him to abdicate so we can all have peace.” 
“That is the biggest load of cuocuo shit I’ve ever heard,” I say, rubbing my arm. “Abdicate? No. The war will end only when he dies. Peace will come when he breathes his last breath, and at that moment the world will rejoice.” 
Ryn’s gaze falls to the ground and he sits on a stool, his shoulders slumped. He looks exhausted.
“You’re right. There is no other way to end this. But completely turning against him, in his eyes, is more proof that I’m weak. Because if I was strong, I’d stay with him to the end. That’s how he sees things.” 
“What do you mean, more proof?”
“To my father, I’ve been a failure since the day I was born,” he says. “I was born two months early, so it was impossible for me to be the child he wanted. To be you.” 
Ryn’s words make me uncomfortable and I wave them away. “That’s nonsense. No one can blame you for not being someone else.”
“He never blamed me,” he says. “Not out loud. But I knew I had disappointed him.”
A quick glance at Ryn makes it clear to me that his father’s disappointment is a burden that he carries every day. And it explains why being perfect means so much to him. If he couldn’t be the child Sothpike wanted, he would be the one Sothpike needed. 
Suddenly, the pieces click together. Sothpike’s approval means everything to Ryn. He wants Sothpike to abdicate instead of being killed because deep down, he still wants his father’s love. Forcing his father to step down isn’t as final as killing him. There’s still time to win him over if he abdicates, but if Sothpike is dead, any hope of gaining his approval dies with him. 
“Don’t waste more time trying to save someone who doesn’t deserve it, Ryn.” I sit on the stool next to him. “Having the love of a monster is worse than not being loved at all.” 
“That’s easy for you to say—you don’t know what it’s like to be unloved.”
I rest my elbows on my knees. “You’re right. I don’t know. But as your friend, I want you to know that being unloved doesn’t make you unlovable.” 
Ryn looks at me with a tired smile. “Are we finally friends?”
I hold my thumb and forefinger a hair’s width apart. “We’ve got that much more to go.”
“Will this help?” Then he leans across the space between us, takes my face in his hands, and tries to kiss me.
I let out a gasp when I realize what he’s doing and push him away. He reaches for me again, but I push him away again and he looks confused. 
“What’s wrong?” he asks. “I thought you—”
“You thought wrong.” I jump to my feet and put distance between us. “You should go.”
“Naira, I—”
I point at the tent flap. “Just go.”
Ryn slowly rises to his feet. He looks at me one more time, but I turn away so that our eyes don’t meet. Then he nods and ducks out of my tent, taking all the warmth with him. 
I collapse onto the stool and lean against one of the tent poles.
This wasn’t supposed to happen.
Ryn knows I’m trying to find Kal, but as much as I want to place the blame solely on Ryn, I realize I’m at fault as well. I told him Kal was a friend, but I didn’t tell him he is much more than a friend to me. Kal and I parted with the promise of finding each other and being together again. We have a bond, and I won’t be the one to break it. 
I wish Rima were here so I could talk to her about this, but I don’t have anyone like that now. Ryn was the only person in Waldyria I could call a friend, but now that’s messy and I don’t know how to fix it. I want things to go back to the way they were before he tried to kiss me, but I don’t know if they can. 



Chapter Twenty-Four
It’s been three days and I haven’t found time to talk to Ryn to explain why I sent him away. As we travel, I notice the villages have become bigger, growing into towns, with more and more people to listen to Ryn’s message, but he’s stopped giving speeches. We still pass out supplies to those who need it, but there’s no talk about loving their Mael, Sothpike, or supporting his war. In most places, we pass through without even stopping. 
Now that I don’t even have Ryn to talk to, boredom has settled in. I wake up, ride, and go to sleep with no one but Drita paying any attention to me, and she does that only because she is ordered to. We’ve fallen into a silent routine. Drita takes care of setting up the tent, getting the fire going, and making my meals, and I stay out of her way. We rarely speak—I’m the only one who ever tries to start a conversation. 
“Where are you from?” I ask when Drita brings my dinner this time.
She shoves the clay pot in the fire. “Nidenny,” she says. “It’s farther west. We won’t be passing through there.”
“What’s it like in Nidenny?”
“Quiet,” Drita says. Then she ducks out of the tent, leaving me alone again.
I eat the gruel, put the pot outside the tent opening, and fall asleep going over the many scenarios of what my first meeting with Sothpike might be like. Will we fight or will he try to convince me to join him? Will he try to kill me or will I kill him? 
I don’t know enough about Sothpike to predict what will happen. Even my dreams are filled with possibilities to prepare myself for. 
I awaken to the sound of blood rushing in my ears. A screech fills the air, and my skin prickles. I know that sound. It’s the tortured cry of something that doesn’t belong on this earth. 
I sit up, my hands immediately going to my daggers, but they aren’t there. They still haven’t been returned to me. I jump to my feet anyway, my breath catching in my throat when the tent flap is ripped open. Expecting a Dambi, I’m relieved to see Drita. She’s carrying a long, dark object, which she holds out to me. 
“A sword,” she whispers. “Take it. If I fall, you must defend yourself. There are only a few soldiers outside your tent. The rest are with the commander or protecting his mother.” 
Another screech, this one closer. I grab the sword, unsheathe it, and move toward the opening, where I throw on my boots and coat. 
Drita looks at me as if I’ve lost my mind. “Don’t you know what’s out there? It’s the Vra Gool Dambi. The wild ones are the worst. General Drossler is supposed to be rounding them up, but there are so many.” 
“Don’t worry about me,” I say, inspecting my blade. “I’ve fought Dambi before. I won’t lose.”
Drita shushes me. “Do you hear that?”
I lift the corner of the tent flap and step outside, where half a dozen soldiers surround my tent. Galloping toward us are three soldiers on cuocuo, the moonlight reflecting off the steel swords at their hips. 
They race past us, the cuocuo’s hooves pounding the hard, frozen ground.
“Will three soldiers be enough against the Dambi?” I ask Drita, my breath forming puffs of white clouds.
“They aren’t going to fight,” she says. “They’re trying to draw them away.” She looks around as if expecting a Dambi to pop out of the shadows. 
“You’ll smell them before you see them,” I say.
“Smell what?”
“The Dambi,” I explain. “You’ll know they’re close when you can smell them. I don’t smell anything, so my guess is they’re not close. Probably a half a mile away or so, judging by the shrieks.” 
Drita stares at me. “You know a lot about Dambi.”
“That’s because I’ve fought a lot of them,” I say, stamping my feet to keep them warm. “And I’ve killed a lot of them too.”
“Yes, that makes sense,” she says, a new appreciation for me in her voice. “I’ve never seen one up close. Only recently have there been wild Dambi in Waldyria. Most of them are in Merza.” 
“What changed?” I ask. “How did the wild Dambi get here?”
“Too many Dambi,” a soldier answers in heavily accented Merzan. “Not enough Mistresses.”
I hadn’t realized the others had been listening, but it seems they all have something to say about the Dambi. They start grumbling about them to each other in Waldyrian. Now that death is at their doorstep, they hate the Dambi almost as much as I do. 
“At the start of the war, Sothpike had more Mistresses than he needed,” Drita says. “So many volunteered. But as things dragged on, people got tired of so much death.” 
There’s a lot I want to say about that statement. Drita speaks as if Waldyrians aren’t the ones causing the deaths. As if the deaths happen on their own. But Sothpike’s soldiers are just as responsible for the lives they’ve taken as the Mistresses and the Dambi are. They all work together to kill my people. 
More screeches carry over the night air. They sound closer than before.
And the stench of death permeates the air.
“Get ready,” I yell, my hands gripping my sword, “they’re coming!”
The faces around me turn pale from fear, but the soldiers’ stances are resolute. No one runs—we all meet the danger.
The first Dambi appears, leaping over a tent to get at us. I pivot in its direction and lunge at the creature when it lands, driving my sword into its side. The Dambi yowls and swipes at me; I duck beneath its arms and drag my blade across its stomach. 
By now, the other soldiers are ready to attack. They dodge Dambi strikes and plunge their weapons into the creature. Arrows come fast and sharp, all of them hitting their target. 
This fight reminds me of when Nez and I fought the Dambi and the Mistress, and I want to see my brother again so bad it hurts. I step away from the fighting, thinking about my brother, about all the fights we’ve been in, all the blood we’ve lost, and wondering when it is all going to end. 
I run back into the fray, my blood hot, willing to do whatever it takes to finish this, and feel that exquisite heat racing through my veins. My fire is back and it wants to be released. 
I toss my sword on the ground and focus on concentrating the fire in my hands. Fire courses through my chest, pulsing with my heartbeat, down my arms and into my palms. I jump on the Dambi’s back and lay both hands on the sides of its misshapen head. The Dambi screams as smoke and fire erupt where our skin makes contact. It falls on the ground, writhing. I pick up my sword, run my hand down the blade, and plunge the red-hot metal into the creature’s chest. The body is engulfed in flames, and soon the Dambi stops moving. 
All the soldiers stare at me, still as statues, more afraid of me than of the Dambi.
I don’t care—I just want this to be over.
“Where’s the next one?” I ask and they point toward the center of the camp. I run in that direction as the soldiers slowly come to their senses and follow me, and when I see the second Dambi, I throw my sword like a spear and sink the blade into the Dambi’s skull. 
The screech that comes from that Dambi with its head covered in flames is terrifying—or it would be if I weren’t already moving on to the next one. 
I plow shoulder-first into the side of the third Dambi, sending it sprawling on the ground. As it scrambles to its feet with its too-long limbs, I wrap both hands around its neck, burning through the rotting flesh; the smell of the rancid meat being cooked makes my stomach turn, and the abomination flails its arms and claws dangerously close to my back and face, but I don’t let go, not until it goes limp and dies for the second time. 
The soldiers are doing their best to keep all the Dambi occupied until I get there. As soon as I kill one, they call for me come over and kill the next. But my fire is dwindling—I’m exhausted, and I know I won’t be able to sustain it much longer. 
I grab a large piece of kindling out of a bonfire and ram that into the chest of a Dambi. It’s not enough to kill it, but it does weaken the creature enough for the others to finish it off. 
There’s only one Dambi left, and I realize I haven’t seen Ryn or the empress at all. I run over to the last Dambi, the fire within me almost snuffed out. But when I get there, the creature is dead, killed by Ryn, who stands over it with his rünga in his hands, the head of the creature sliced clean off. Black blood drips from the rünga but instead of cleaning his weapons, Ryn drops them on the ground and falls to his knees. 
That’s when I see the empress facedown on the frozen ground, her back ripped to shreds.
She’s dead.
Everyone stares at Ryn wondering what to do next, but I know he’s in no condition to lead. Not right now. So I start giving orders. 
“Round up the wounded, make sure they’re tended to,” I tell the soldier next to me. He nods and runs off, gathering more soldiers to help him along the way. I tell another to burn the bodies of the dead and the Dambi. The camp is destroyed, but before I can tell someone to do an inventory and find out what’s still usable, I hear another soldier telling a group to do just that. It seems they’ve gotten over their shock and don’t need me anymore. 
But Ryn does.
With everyone busy, I run to him. He still kneels on the ground, his eyes on the dead Dambi.
“I’m going to kill him,” he says, his voice low and steady. “I’m going to make him pay for what he’s done. To me. To her. She was all I had, and he took her away from me.” 
I wrap my arms around Ryn to comfort him, and he rests his head on my shoulder. “You have me,” I say. “Together, we will rid this world of Sothpike.” 
“Together?” Ryn looks up, his eyes on mine for the first time since he tried to kiss me.
All of the sudden, Ryn is too close, the heat radiating from his body drawing me in. I let him go before there’s a repeat of that attempted kiss. This isn’t the time for such memories, especially ones that I’d rather forget. 
He gathers the empress up in his arms and places her on the top of the pyre of the dead himself. A soldier hands him a lit torch, and for the second time I watch him burn the dead. But this time I am at his side, holding his hand as a friend. 
We stand there together, long after the last fire dies, until the sun rises.
“Thank you,” he says, his voice breaking. “For not leaving my side.”
I grip his hand tightly. “Let it out. Rest your head on my shoulder and cry or scream if you have to, but don’t hold it in.”
Ryn leans down and kisses my forehead, his lips soft and warm against my skin.
“Thank you, my friend.” He releases himself from my grip, turns on his heel, and walks back to his soldiers. Watching him, all I can think about are the times I rested my cheek against his broad shoulders when we rode the cuocuo through the mountains. I wish we were back in those days and I could do it again. 
But no—I have Kal. I remind myself of his curly hair, his smile, the way he kissed me when we looked through his telescope.
I have Kal.
With his mother’s ashes at his back, Ryn addresses the gathered crowd. “We ride. Pack up and move out.”
We travel all morning, and the sun is directly overhead when Holstang materializes in the distance. Barren ground stretches from the forested road to the capital. A high wall with imposing towers at regular intervals surrounds the city. I take a deep breath and guide my cuocuo toward Holstang. Toward Sothpike. My hands won’t stop shaking, so I press them against the cuocuo’s warm fur, leaching strength and warmth from the animal. 
I have to tell Ryn about Kal before we go any farther. I can’t keep hiding that part of myself, not when I know he’s developed feelings for me. 
I maneuver my cuocuo next to Ryn’s as we ride up to the gates of Holstang. “I’m sorry,” I blurt out. “I should have told you.”
“Told me what?”
“About Kal.”
“Your friend?”
“Yes,” I say, glad he remembers so I don’t have to explain everything. “But he is more than that. We were serious about each other. But we were separated—he joined the Hands with Nez, and I stayed in Merza. We made a promise, though, to be together again once we made our way back to each other.” 
“And what happens if you never find each other? Will you never love again?”
I don’t know how to respond. That thought never crossed my mind. “I’m sure I’ll love again, but I need to find out what happened to Kal first.” 
“Until then . . .” Ryn reaches out to caress my face, but I take his hand and hold it in mine. My heart beats wildly at the thought of his touch, and I look down to hide my flushed face. 
“Until then, we’re friends, all right?” I say we’re friends, but if he comes any closer, if he tries to hold me, I don’t know if I’ll have the strength to stop him. It’s taking everything I have to keep him at a distance. 
I’m relieved and disappointed at the same time when he nods and lowers his hand.
“I will be your friend,” he says. He kisses the back of my hand. “Are you sure that’s all you want?” he asks. “Simple friendship?”
I nod. “Yes, that’s all.”
Ryn nods, his silence hiding his pain.
There’s shouting from the guards at the wall, but when Ryn’s standard-bearers unfurl his flag, the shouting stops and the gates creak open. 
I sit up straight. The guards at the main gate stare at me longer than necessary, but I stare back.
“Don’t worry,” Ryn whispers to me. “If we stick together, we’ll make it through to the end. I have a plan for finding out what happened to the Hands of God and for getting rid of my father.” He glances at me. “Do you trust me?” 
I don’t really know how to answer. I trust the Ryn I’ve traveled with but I don’t know who he’ll be once we enter the city or if he’ll change once we’re in front of his father. My gut is telling me to be cautious; my heart is telling me to believe him. 
I go with my heart. “I trust you.”
“Good—because it will take both of us to do this.” He glances around at the soldiers, many of whom have their eyes on us. “I’ll tell you more once we’re inside and alone.” Ryn smiles and takes my hand; his fingers are wrapped around mine as we pass through the gate. 
“Commander Kuragin,” the captain says with a salute—right fist above his heart, head bent in a short nod—“Welcome back.”
Ryn gives him a nod of acknowledgment, then leads us into the city.
Waldyria is nothing like I imagined. I expected everyone to be bloodthirsty warriors, not starving people in forgotten villages, soldiers who just want to go home, or simple, regular people singing and drinking and hawking their wares in the street. 
Slowly, the stores give way to neighborhoods with homes built of stone or wood, and then everything around us changes. There are more markets and storehouses and fewer homes, and mixed in with them are long, boxy buildings, all cut from the same gray stones and with bars across the windows. When we pass one of the gray buildings, I’m startled by screams of pain coming from inside. These must be prisons or places of torture. Probably both. This is more like the Waldyria I imagined. 
We leave the gray buildings behind and enter an empty courtyard. I tense; something on my left moved. I turn and see a long object swaying on a drift of wind. Beyond that, there’s another, then I notice the pair on my right. Ahead are a half a dozen more of them, and I finally understand what I’m looking at: Humans hanged by the neck and left to rot. The carrion birds have eaten the flesh off the face of one. The body turns in the breeze and reveals the sun-bleached skull peeking through the back of its head. 
“This is terrible,” I say to no one and everyone. “How long are they going to be defiled like this?”
“Until the lesson is learned,” one of the soldiers replies.
“And what lesson is that?”
“Do not cross Sothpike” comes the answer.
As we make our way deeper into Holstang, I realize I’ve been hearing a low rumble for a while. We turn a corner and come upon a wide, glistening river cutting the city in half. Crossing the rushing water, connecting the north to the south, are four narrow stone bridges. 
But it’s the structure in the middle of the river that catches my attention. Two of the bridges lead to a walled island with a massive tower rising up from the center. Without anyone having to tell me, I know that’s where Sothpike waits. 
“That’s Maccor,” Ryn says to me, pointing at the massive spire reaching toward the sky on the island in the middle of the river. “That is home.” 
Ryn calls his soldiers to his side, leaving me alone to take in Sothpike’s tower. It’s made of black stone that seems to suck in any nearby light. A shadow hovers over the surrounding buildings, casting them in an impenetrable darkness. Even the sunlight can’t break through. The bridges lead into a dark void, reminding me of the abyss in the Bernoks where those creatures of destruction await their release. A chill runs down my back and I shiver. 
We approach one of the bridges, the span only wide enough for us to cross two abreast. The buffeting winds make it hard to remain stoic atop my cuocuo. Sharpened spikes taller than a mounted rider jut out of the stone railings with only a few inches of space between them. If a stronger wind blows, I’ll be sliced to bits before plunging to my death in the river. 
On the other side of the wall, sitting above the archway, is a massive cauldron ready to be tipped over onto anyone who is a threat to Maccor. A fire burns beneath the black pot waiting to be overturned. 
We enter a courtyard, where our cuocuo are taken from us. I pat mine goodbye, not sure when or if I’ll ever see her again. I look up at the dark tower in the center of the island and fight back the dread that fills my core. Sothpike is somewhere in there, I know it, and the moment has come for us to meet. 
“All right,” I tell myself, putting one foot in front of the other, “it’s time for me to finish what he started.”



Chapter Twenty-Five
We stand outside a small building with open windows. I hear laughter from inside. I peek in and see guards napping, lounging, playing cards. When the guards notice Ryn, they leap to their feet and hurriedly run outside to salute the commander. Ryn barely notices. 
Instead, he pulls me aside, into the shadow of the tower, where we can’t be seen, and places both hands on my arms.
“There is a secret room in a building near the main gate,” he whispers. “I used to go there to hide when things were bad. No one ever found me. You could go there now, and then—” 
“What are you talking about?” I cut in.
“I’m letting you go,” Ryn says. He drops his hands and steps back. “You can leave.”
“Why are you doing this?”
“Because I don’t know what’s going to happen once we’re inside Maccor. I thought I did, but now I’m not so sure.”
“What about your plan?”
“Am I doing the right thing?” he asks me, his voice low and his words coming fast. They spill out of his mouth like water over a fall. “I’m so uncertain. What if my plan fails and we both end up killed? Who will stop him then?” 
“That’s not going to happen,” I say.
“How do you know?”
“Because we do not fight for honor, or riches, or glory. We fight for what is right. And what is right will always win.”
Ryn looks into my eyes, his confidence coming back, the uncertainty leaving his face. “We fight for what is right.”
I nod, and when Ryn pulls me in for a hug, I let him.
“I will protect you,” he says, staring into my eyes. “And I will end the war. I promise.”
A rush of hope fills my core and I grin. “I know you will.”
Ryn takes a deep breath, then reaches inside his waistband, removes my daggers, and hands them to me. I almost cry at the sight of them. I thank Ryn and quickly affix the leather gauntlets on my forearms, securing the daggers in place. I’m whole again. 
“What’s the plan?” I ask.
“My father spends his afternoons at the arena,” Ryn says. “And that’s where we’ll find him alone. I know how to get to him without being seen. We’ll surprise him, then we can ask him about the Hands. Once you have what you need, we kill him in front of everyone—in front of all of Holstang.” 
“Won’t that make the people angry?”
“It’s how he got rid of my grandfather,” Ryn says. “Everyone will realize his time as the Mael is over and they will recognize me as their new leader. That’s how we stop this war.” 
“All right,” I say. “I’m with you.”
Ryn nods, his jaw set tight. “Let’s end this.”
Ryn pulls a few of his soldiers aside and speaks to them privately before having all of them form two columns. Then we enter the base of the tower. The doors thud shut behind us, and I feel like I’m trapped in a tomb outside my village. It’s dark and quiet and I know I’m going to have to fight my way out. 
We go down several flights of stairs, his soldiers at our backs, both of us lost in our thoughts; no one speaks until we’re deep underground. Ryn leads us through a series of passageways with torch-lined walls. We pass a few doors, but Ryn doesn’t stop at any of them. 
The silence surrounding us seems unnatural—almost too silent. Besides our footsteps, I don’t hear anything. There are no sounds coming from other people—no servants, no one. The only light comes from the torches. Maccor is silent as death, which is fitting for the home of someone who made an army out of the dead. 
We climb up a few flights of stairs and emerge from the stairwell at one end of a large corridor. At the other end is a set of double doors. I know without Ryn telling me that Sothpike is on the other side. 
Ryn opens the doors, and my stomach clenches. I want to go in with my daggers drawn, but I need to know what happened to the rest of the Hands so I can rescue my brother and Kal from whatever danger they’re in. I swallow and walk in after Ryn. 
We enter a room with a round table in the center and dark curtains covering the wall on my left. Muffled shouting and cheering comes from the other side of those curtains, but otherwise the room is quiet. The soldiers file into the room, their weapons drawn. 
A pair of windows on my right overlook the river, and I realize the tunnel must have gone under the water because I can see Maccor rising above the walls of the fortress. 
For a moment it looks like streams of blood are running down one side of the tower, but when I blink, the blood turns into red-colored vines creeping down the walls like disease-filled veins, as if Sothpike’s warmongering is an infection coursing through the land, carried out of his tower by the blood in the vines and spread across Waldyria. 
There’s an odor in the air of death and decay, of Dambi, and I’m immediately tense, my hands on the hilts of my daggers. I don’t see or hear any Dambi or any kind of guard, but I still don’t relax. I can’t, because Sothpike is right in front of me. 
In the center of the room is a man standing at the round table, pouring himself a glass of wine, ignoring the soldiers filing in behind us. He’s bald, his skin pale, and when he looks up, the sunlight pouring in through the window flickers on his features and reminds me of when I saw him in the green glow of the godfire. 
His eyes lock onto his son’s.
“You’ve returned,” he says, his voice matching that of the man that Yafeu called Ivan in my vision. “And what is this you have with you?” 
“Her name is Naira,” Ryn says, grabbing my arm and pulling me forward. “She’s the one you’ve been searching for.”
My chest tightens as I begin to panic—is Ryn betraying me? But he proves himself loyal by releasing my arm and pulling out his rünga. 
“Too bad you’ll never have her,” he says. “Your time is done, old man. Tell us what happened to the Hands of God and accept your fate.” 
Sothpike laughs. “Is this some sort of joke? The one I’ve been searching for is already dead, his body thrown into the godfire by the Hands. Why do you think I slaughtered them?” 
My knees weaken and I collapse to the floor. No, not my Nez. He can’t be dead. He can’t be.
Ryn is calling for me to get up but his voice sounds like it’s coming from another world. He’s so far away from me and my grief that his words can’t reach me. 
“Whoever she is, she lied to you, idiot boy,” Sothpike says. He drinks from his glass and smiles. He’s relishing the pain he’s caused me, and that reaches me like an arrow through water, piercing the grief surrounding me and making me angry. 
“Now, what are we going to do about you, Rynnik?” he asks.
Ryn doesn’t respond. He gets into a fighting stance just as Sothpike throws his glass in his son’s face, knocking Ryn back a step; his nose spurts blood. The crystal goblet shatters when it hits the floor. Ryn reaches for his rünga with one hand and motions for his soldiers to approach Sothpike with the other, but they don’t take a single step forward. Instead, they turn their backs on their commander and exit the room. 
“You thought you could best me, boy?” Sothpike laughs and my stomach sinks. We’ve been betrayed.
When Ryn realizes what’s happening, his face turns pale. “Today you die, you bastard,” Ryn says, flicking his rünga at Sothpike.
But the older man is fast, and he twists and turns to avoid the weapons. One slices his biceps, but the other two miss their mark and embed in the wall behind Sothpike. As Ryn readies three more rünga, I get on my feet. 
I still need to find out what happened to Kal.
“Where are the rest of the Hands?” I stalk toward Sothpike. Inside, I’m trying hard to awaken my fire, but I don’t feel anything happening, so I draw my daggers instead. I’m almost close enough to strike when Ryn yells at me to get back. Before I can move, a hot, sharp pain slices across the back of my left hand. My dagger flies out of my grip and I cry out. 
Sothpike laughs and cracks the whip he holds in one hand. I didn’t even see him draw his weapon.
The whip cracks inches in front of my face, startling me, and I fall backward. He comes at me with the whip, snapping it this way and that, and I roll to one side and then the other to get away from it. 
At the same time, Ryn looses his rünga, but Sothpike knocks them out of the air with his whip. Ryn pulls out more rünga as Sothpike wraps his whip around Ryn’s legs and yanks hard. Ryn falls, and his head hits the floor with a wet smack. The rünga fall from his hands. 
It’s just me and Sothpike and I’m worried Ryn might be dead. I want to run to his side to check on him, but I can’t with Sothpike still cracking that whip. 
“What did you do to the missing Hands of God?” I’m yelling because I’m angry and hurt and I hate this man so much, I want him dead, but I can’t kill him yet. I need to find Kal. 
“See for yourself,” Sothpike says, pulling back the heavy curtains.
Sunlight pours into the room and I look through the opening. I see the arena, a round, open structure made of pale stone. Rows and rows of wooden benches hug the walls. All the seats are filled by people wrapped in furs and blowing on their hands. High stone walls separate us from the people on our right and left, and a canvas awning draped in green velvet protects Sothpike’s section from the snow and stares of the people in the rows above him. 
In the center of the arena is a large, dusty field. And on that field, Hands of God fight lizard creatures that whip their spiked tails from side to side, sweeping the legs out from under the Hands and then spitting black goo onto them that burns like acid and leaves smoke-filled holes in wooden shields. The Hands are losing. It’s a massacre. Their screams as the acid burns through their cloaks and skin and all the way down to the bone rise above the cheering. 
I search every face, but I don’t see Kal anywhere. But in hunting for him, I’m distracted, and I don’t hear Sothpike until it’s too late. 
“Now, who are you?” Sothpike says from behind me, placing my dagger at my throat. He grabs my other dagger, rips it out of my hand, and tosses it aside. 
“I’m Naira Khoum,” I say between clenched teeth. “And I’m going to kill you.”
“That boy’s name was Khoum,” Sothpike says. “Are you his sister?” He forces me to turn around and stares at my face. “‘One must die so the other can live.’” 
I repeat the prophecy in my mind and realize it’s come true—Nez is dead and I’m still alive.
Sothpike laughs—a cruel laugh—and I take that moment to snatch the whip off the ground. I try to crack it, but I don’t know what I’m doing, and it only flicks against Sothpike’s leg. He sucks in air from the pain, but it’s not enough to stop him. The next time I try cracking the whip, he lets it wrap around his arm and then yanks it out of my hand. The next thing I know, the whip is wrapped around my neck, squeezing tight, and I can’t breathe. 
I fall to my knees, choking.
The edges of my vision blacken and I feel his hot breath against my cheek.
“I may not be able to kill you,” he says, “but I can make you suffer.”
I pass out to the cheering of the crowd who are watching what remains of the Hands of God be murdered for their entertainment.



Chapter Twenty-Six
My first fight in the arena is against a chain-wielding Waldyrian who’s beaten all his opponents so far. He’s confident and brash, taunting me as he snaps his chains in my direction. 
We circle each other in the center of the arena; the crickers, those acid-spitting lizards I saw when I first met Sothpike, are stationed around the perimeter to prevent anyone from escaping. 
But my opponent doesn’t want to escape, unlike me. He relishes the crowd’s cheers, raising his arms and motioning for them to yell louder for him. Which they do. He’s their favorite right now. 
They booed when I was dragged into the arena. Merzans are their enemy and they can’t wait to see me taken down by one of their own. But that’s not going to happen. Not today. 
I’ve been given a cheap sword and a wooden shield that cracks in two the first time Heiger bashes it with one of his chains. I throw one of the broken pieces at him, but he knocks it out of the air with his other chain and laughs. 
I run behind a boulder and focus on awakening the fire within me. It’s there; I feel it on the verge of bursting to life, but then the chains slam down on the boulder, chipping the stone, and I have to run. 
He comes after me, snapping one chain, then the other. I dodge both, and when he whips out one of his chains again, I thrust the point of my sword through the links and yank. The chain flies out of his left hand, and while he stares at his now-empty hand in shock, I gather up the chain and club him with one end. Blood streams from the top of his head but he doesn’t seem to care. He swings his remaining chain with both hands and clips my shoulder. I drop to one knee, my shoulder bursting with a fiery pain. 
“You ain’t so sure of yourself now, are you?” The man cackles. “You ain’t never met the likes of me.”
“Come on,” I whisper furiously to the fire that I know is waiting inside of me, but it still doesn’t manifest.
I jump to the side just as the chain comes crashing down right where I was kneeling. He sweeps his arm to the side, and the chain grips my legs like eager fingers and knocks me to the ground to loud cheers from the audience. Using both hands, he drags me toward him, but I stick the sword in the dirt and hold on tightly, my throbbing shoulder straining and burning white-hot. The chain cuts into my legs and twists one of my ankles so hard, I almost let go, but I grit my teeth and force myself to hold on. 
He stomps toward me in boots with rusty nails driven through the soles. I pull on the sword but it’s embedded in the dirt, so I reach for the dropped chain. As with Sothpike’s whip, I have no idea how to use it, but I’m going to try anyway. His boot comes down and lands inches from my face. When I try to stand, he yanks on the chain wrapped around my legs, bringing me down; the back of my head slams on the ground. Black spots cloud my vision. I can’t get out of this chain, I can’t move, and I can’t free the sword. All I have is the other chain, so I raise my arm and snap it at him. It cracks against his hip, barely slowing him down, and he retaliates by swinging the other end of the chain at me, hitting me across the chest. Pain floods my torso and I cry out. 
“I could do this all day, girl,” he boasts, swinging the chain and striking the ground by my head. “Did you really think you could beat someone like me? I always win, little whelp. You ain’t nothing but a child. Go back home to mama.” I roll to my side to avoid the chain, but no matter where I turn, it crashes in front of me. 
He slams his boot down, this time onto my braid—now I can’t move my head. He twirls the chain, and my eyes scan the arena desperately, looking for a way out, but all I see are jeering faces screaming and shouting for Heiger to kill me. If I don’t do something soon, they’re going to get their wish. 
I snap the chain again, striking my attacker in the leg, and he curses and stumbles backward, releasing my hair. I kick my legs free from Heiger’s chain and, with my hand holding my sore ribs, I rise to my feet. I hit the left side of his face, and he shakes his head, disoriented. I snap the chain again, hitting one of his arms, and again, slicing his chest, and again, and again, and again. Sometimes the chain strikes my own arm as it swings through the air, but I ignore the pain and keep attacking. 
With every snap, the chain finds its target, and I aim for his kneecaps, forcing him onto the ground. His chain slips out of his hands when he raises his arms to protect his face. 
I kick the chain out of his reach when he lunges for it. “You may be bigger and stronger, but you’re slow and I never give up.” 
I raise my arm and rear back, ready to clobber him on the head with the chain, and the crowd goes wild.
“Go ahead and kill me,” Heiger says, “but not with my own weapon.”
His left eye is swollen shut, his lips are split, and blood drenches his shirt. His arms and body are covered with red welts, and one wrist and one kneecap are broken. I have a feeling this is the first time he’s been bested. 
I drop the chain and grab the sword; this time it slides free of the ground easily. All around me, the crowd of people are on their feet, cheering me on, begging me to kill him. Heiger is no longer their favorite. 
“Be merciful,” Heiger whispers, his eyes closed and his chin raised to the sky.
I hesitate. The only reason I want to kill him is because the crowd is telling me to. I don’t want to hurt this man anymore. I toss my sword on the ground and back away. 
The crowd jeers, and, sensing the change in energy, Heiger opens his eyes. Realizing I’m not going to hurt him, he grabs his chains and limps toward me. For a moment I think he’s coming to attack me, but he barrels past me and rushes toward the exit. He wants to be free of this place. The former champion wants to live. 
But there are only two ways out of the arena, death or winning, and Heiger didn’t win. The guards nearest the exit turn the crickers on Heiger. There’s nothing I can do but watch as he tries to save himself with his chains, but in the end, he dies just like the Hands of God did. 
With my hand cradling my side, my shoulder hot and swollen, and my ankle throbbing, I’m dragged out of the arena and thrown into a cage under the benches, where the crowd stomps above my head, excited for the next fight. I lean against the bars, tired and broken, watching the next batch of fighters—this time a group of thieves against five mercenaries. It’s a slaughter and the thieves are cut down before they even have a chance to fight back. 
I don’t get to rest for long—a retinue of guards open my cage, bind my hands, pull me out, and practically drag me away from the arena. I assume they’re taking me back to the cages underground where we wait until it’s time to fight. That’s where I sat for three days wondering what happened to Ryn, wondering if Kal was in that group of Hands I saw killed by the crickers, wondering what was going to happen to me. 
But instead of hauling me to the underground cages, they take me down to the same tunnels Ryn led me through when we first stormed the arena. 
“Why are we going to Maccor?” I ask in the silent halls.
The guards never answer. They force me up the flights of stairs into that dark tower, down a hall, and into an empty room.
I’m in a study. A long worktable with bubbling glass vials and copper kettles lines one wall, and bookcases fill the rest. In the center of the room is a wooden table covered in dark stains. As I look closer, I notice jars filled with floating body parts and various colored liquids among the books and bloodied rags thrown into corners. 
I try to back out of the room, but the guards grab the rope binding my hands and hold tight. A door opens and Sothpike strides in, a short man with long, greasy hair following close behind. 
“Some do not like conflict,” he says, pulling on a pair of black gloves. “But I do. Conflict is what makes us stronger. It rids us of the weak and forces a man to fight for what he believes in.” 
“Where’s Ryn?” I ask, not caring what he has to say.
“I believe I was born to save this world,” Sothpike continues, not caring what I have to say. “The rest of the world is run by weaklings who don’t deserve the power that’s been granted them. But I know what I deserve and it’s more than what I have now. The Foretold revealed what I needed to do to access my true power and yours as well. However, things have changed. I am not a fool. We both know that you will never obey me. But those still in power think that whoever possesses you is in control of you. So I’ll keep you as my pet, and Johtan and Nauvia will tremble at my feet.” 
“And then you’ll be king of Volsgaria.”
Sothpike smiles. “Yes.” It makes me sick to hear his voice coming out of a face that reminds me of Ryn’s. Even his smile is the same. “And then I’ll be king.” 
I spit in his face. “That’s what I think of your kingdom.”
He wipes away the spit, then backhands me across the cheek so hard, I stumble, fall, and crack my head on the edge of a table. I see white and I try to get on my feet but the room sways. 
Sothpike stands next to me and grabs the ropes binding my wrists. I flinch, and he smiles gently, as if to show that he is kind and can be trusted. He pulls me to my feet and guides me to a window overlooking the arena across the river. 
“Where are the rest of the Hands of God?” I ask once my thoughts are in order. “You can’t have killed them all.”
“You remember the crickers, don’t you?” he says, ignoring my question.
Even at this distance, I can hear the cheers from the arena, and I wonder who the crickers are killing now.
“They are mindless fighters, living for no other reason than to kill. That is what you have in you. That desire to kill is what makes your blood flow. You will fight to the death. At one time I wanted a dragon to fight for me, but now I see how shortsighted that desire was.” 
His fingers touch my skin as he brushes my braid off my shoulder, and I cringe.
“Do you know why farmers burn their fields?” he asks. “To get rid of the excess weeds and old plants so that the new crops can thrive in the soil. They scorch the earth to make it new.” 
“Where is Ryn?” I ask again, hot tears forming in my eyes at my frustration.
“Dragons also destroy to rebuild. But the problem with dragons is that you must acquire them when they’re young, before they’re tainted by the teachings of others. As a dragon, you’ve been ruined, but you can still serve another purpose.” 
Sothpike turns away from the window and stands at the table in the center of the room.
“Put her on the table,” he says. His assistant picks up a slender knife and places it in Sothpike’s waiting hand.
“What’s that for?” I ask, panic rising in me. “What are you doing?”
Sothpike doesn’t answer.
The guards grab me by my arms and legs. I writhe and twist, but they hold on tight and carry me to the table.
“Let me go!”
“Hold her down,” Sothpike says. They hold on to my wrists and ankles, the sore one throbbing with pain, and pull my arms and legs straight. Then Sothpike takes the knife and cuts through the fabric of my sleeve, revealing the joint of my right arm. 
He jabs the pointed tip of a quill into the crook of my arm. My blood travels through the quill.
“What are you doing? Stop!”
“Shut her up,” Sothpike says. He leaves the quill in place, reaches for a small bowl, and holds it under the other end of the quill. Blood pours out of my arm and into the bowl. 
The assistant balls up a dirty rag and shoves it in my mouth, gagging me into silence. With wide eyes, I watch my essence drain into the bowl. When that one is filled, Sothpike replaces it with another and has his assistant hold the new one. Sothpike dips a glass vial into the bowl of my blood and holds it over a candle flame. He turns to his assistant and says something; I hear his voice, but the words are muffled. I black out as he replaces the second bowl with a third. 
I awake sprawled out on the floor of my cage under the arena. Someone is calling my name. I try to stand, but my knees buckle, and everything in my head swirls around. I hook one arm around a metal bar and use it to pull myself to my feet. Across the aisle is Ryn in a cage of his own. 
He looks bruised and battered, but he’s alive.
“Ryn, I’m so glad you’re here. I was so worried about you.”
I reach an arm through the bars and Ryn does the same; our fingers touch enough for us to hold on to each other.
“I was worried about you too,” Ryn says. “You’ve been passed out for almost two days. What happened?”
I tell him about my fight in the arena and Sothpike taking my blood. His eyes widen when I mention what his father did to me. He grips my fingers tighter. 
“We’ve got to get you out of here.”
“We both have to get out of here,” I say. “But how?”
“I haven’t figured that part out yet,” Ryn says. “But I have good news—I know where the rest of the Hands are being held.”
My heart leaps. “They aren’t all dead?”
“No, they’re in Maccor,” he says.
I shake my head as my stomach drops. “He must be doing something to them like he did to me. Kal could still be in danger.”
“Don’t worry,” Ryn says, squeezing my fingers. “We’ll find him.”
A gate clangs open and we retract our arms. A series of guards come down the aisle, banging on the cages of those who are being sent out to fight. I let out a sigh of relief when they don’t bang on my cage, but that relief is quickly replaced by worry when they rattle Ryn’s bars. 
“Come on, pretty boy,” a guard sneers, chewing on a toothpick. “The crowd can’t get enough of the Mael’s son.”
Ryn’s face is like stone, but he doesn’t fight back. He’s saving whatever he has for the arena, where he’ll need it to survive.
But that doesn’t stop me from yelling at the guards to let him go.
“Don’t worry,” the guard tells me, his sour breath worse than the depressing stench of the cages, “we’ll be coming for you soon.” 
He motions for the other guards to herd everyone they’ve rounded up out to the arena, and just like that, Ryn is gone. If I didn’t still feel his strong, warm touch on my fingertips, I’d think seeing him was a cruel dream. 
A woman in another cage starts crying. “Joren, Joren, Joren,” she wails. I recognize the pain in her voice. Joren, whoever he was, is dead, and the woman will be trapped in a cage with him until who knows when. 
I sit on the dirt-packed floor, my back against the grimy wall, put my hands over my ears, and pray for sleep.
 
Half a week later, I’ve seen no sign of Ryn and have no idea if he survived in the arena. Sothpike comes for me again. He has me brought to the study and held down while he draws more blood. 
“Why are you doing this?” I ask, wishing I could wipe away the tear trailing from my eye. “What’s wrong with you?”
As usual, Sothpike ignores me.
When the bowl is close to overflowing, he replaces it with a new one. My eyelids grow heavy and I try to fight it. I widen my eyes and watch him dip a thin quill into the bowl of blood and stab it into the crook of his arm. His assistant attaches a pig bladder to the quill and slowly pours in the blood. Once the bowl is empty, he ties a string around the open end of the bladder and squeezes the middle, forcing my blood into Sothpike’s veins. Sothpike’s eyes roll up into his head and he grips the edge of his worktable. 
The edges of the room grow dark, and I pass out once more.
 
Cold water splashes on my face, and my eyes fly open. Sputtering and coughing, I crawl to my hands and knees, then get to my feet. 
“Good morning, princess,” the guard with the foul breath and toothpick says. “Told you I’d be back for you.”
Rough hands drag me out of the cage and up the stairs, this time in the direction of the arena.
I close my eyes and focus—if ever I needed my fire, it’s now.
Right now.



Chapter Twenty-Seven
The guard throws me a look of pity. “If you believe in anything, you should start praying to it.”
“Why?” I ask, brushing my dripping hair out of my eyes. My braid is a loose mess, and pieces stick out everywhere.
“You’ll see.”
His ominous tone does nothing for my stress levels, which have been high since I entered the arena to confront Sothpike and haven’t relaxed the whole time I’ve been here. I ball my shaking hands into fists in the hope that will steady them and my nerves. 
As we walk, I notice the cages are strangely quiet. Even when the prisoners aren’t shouting, a few are always crying or moving around or singing to themselves to keep from falling into despair. But every cage we pass is empty. 
“Where is everyone?”
“You’ll see soon enough,” the guard says over his shoulder. “Keep walking.”
A swift breeze rips through the tunnel; that and the shouting and stamping above me let me know we’re about to enter the arena. Half-circle barred openings at eye level line one wall of the tunnel and give me a view of the arena, but I can see only the feet of people who run past. There’s a scream and then a cheer from the crowd. 
A single gate separates the tunnel from the arena. Suddenly, a loud horn sounds in the air, the gate opens, and I’m shoved out onto the field. 
I run back to the gate and shake the bars. “Let me in!”
All the guards refuse to meet my eye and back away.
I reach for them through the bars. “At least give me a weapon!”
The guards retreat farther into the shadows, leaving me to face whatever is in the arena alone.
Dambi shrieks on my left and right let me know who my next opponents are. My heart thunders in my chest as I run out onto the field looking for anything I can use as a weapon but finding nothing. The spectators jump out of their seats and cheer wildly. The horn blares, and all the gates on one side of the arena open. 
Expecting Dambi, I’m surprised to see dozens of prisoners shoved onto the field. They aren’t warriors like the champion I bested in my first arena fight; they’re regular people, and I feel sick at the thought of being forced to fight them. 
The prisoners don’t pay any attention to me, though. They bang on the gates, begging to be let back in, as the crowd laughs at their distress. Just when I decide I’ll refuse to fight, the horn blares for a third time and the gates behind me swing open. I turn around to see who’s coming out and find a horde of Vra Gool Dambi tearing up the field, running around like a pack of ravenous dogs. 
The prisoners’ cries draw the attention of the Dambi. Unlike me, the prisoners have been given weapons, but many of them don’t know how to use their swords and shields. They swing them wildly at the onslaught of claws and teeth. I duck behind the boulder in the center of the arena, and the Dambi rush past me and toward the commotion at the gates. 
Some of the prisoners huddle together, and others run away. Many of those who run join me at the boulder, bringing the attention of some Dambi with them. 
I grab the arm of a man dragging an iron sword and shield. I can tell by the way he holds both that he doesn’t know what to do with them. 
“Give me your shield!” I shout at him. He stares at me wide-eyed, his entire body trembling, and holds out the weapon. I snatch the shield from his hand, leaving him the sword, and motion for him to get behind me. 
As the Dambi race toward us, their claws ripping up clods of dirt, I try to figure out a way for as many of us to survive as possible. 
“Everyone with a shield, stand up front with me. Those of you with spears, you attack while we defend with the shields. The rest of you go after any Dambi that break through. Got it?” 
I don’t wait for a response; I start grabbing people and putting them where I want them. I don’t have much time. I barely have our defense in place before the first Dambi is upon us. It charges headfirst into my shield, knocking me back a few steps, but I don’t fall. 
“Attack!” I yell and the people listen. They start jabbing their weapons at the Dambi and the creature screeches. It tries to jump back to its feet, but I bash it in the head with my shield, knocking its jaw loose. We go in for a second attack, and the people are more confident, their blows striking harder and deeper. 
I raise my shield above my head and bring the edge down on the Dambi’s throat. The creature gurgles up black blood, and I bring the shield up and down again and again until its head is severed from its body. 
The next Dambi is small but fast. It leaps over our wall of shields, right into the middle of our group, and starts swiping left and right, scratching and slashing anything that moves. I maneuver behind the Dambi and barrel into its back, shield first. The Dambi flies forward and lands on its face, giving us time to attack it while it’s down. It scrambles to its feet, but it’s not as fast as before. Two shield-bearers smash into the Dambi from opposite sides. I hear bones crunch, and the Dambi howls in pain. 
It’s complete chaos by the gates. People run into each other, trying to get away from the Dambi, only to get both of themselves killed when the Dambi pounce on them. Those who make it out of the massacre run toward my group near the boulder, bringing more Dambi with them. I dodge all the people trying to grab me, begging for help. I give them the same orders I gave the others, hoping they aren’t too shaken up to listen. 
I pick up a rusty sword just as a Dambi swipes at me from the front. Using the shield, I slide on the ground beneath its arm and plunge the sword into its chest, where it sticks. The Dambi is distracted and tries to claw the sword out of its own chest, ripping itself to shreds. 
All the commotion is now near the boulder. My breath comes fast and heavy as I bash another Dambi with my shield. I catch sight of a Dambi scurrying up the boulder, so I order the people to attack that one next—the last thing we need is a Dambi dropping down on us from above. I find another discarded sword but as I reach down to grab it, I’m stopped by a familiar voice calling my name. 
I look up to see Ryn stabbing a short sword into the gullet of a creature about to strike me. It falls to the ground, writhing at my feet. 
“Ryn, you’re alive!”
Ryn grabs the sword I was reaching for and hands it to me. “Yes, and I have a plan to get us out of here. So let’s end this.”
I want to throw my arms around him but we don’t have time. Instead, I just nod and wrap my hand around the hilt of the sword.
We run back to the fight, but something is different. What were random swipes and slashes from the Dambi are now controlled killings. They form circles around the prisoners and then attack, leaving no opportunity for escape. They herd the humans into smaller groups to make it easier to kill them. I hang back and scan the stands. Ryn motions for me to follow him, but I ignore him. When I finally see a Mistress standing in Sothpike’s section with dozens of tongues on a rope around her neck and a glowing mark on her hand, I skirt around the Dambi, toss aside my sword, and pick up a dropped spear. I hurl the spear at the center of the Mistress’s forehead. The tip sinks in deep and the crowd gasps, all of them turning toward the Mistress. Her head snaps back and the glowing mark fades to black. The crowd roars itself into a frenzy. 
But it’s not over yet. The Dambi are easier to fight now that they aren’t being controlled, but they’re still a threat. Ryn and I begin picking off the Dambi one by one. Working together with the help of some of the prisoners, we attack with a few quick slashes to the side, a jab in the back, a slice across the throat and chest, and the Dambi fall to the ground. 
The rest of the Dambi are distracted by the dead. They fight each other as they feast on the humans and other Dambi.
I run to another Dambi with Ryn at my side, but before we reach it, the crowd goes silent. The ground shakes and a piece of it falls away. In its place, a cage rises from the earth. 
“Now what?” I wonder out loud and Ryn shrugs.
I soon find out what’s in the cage—a Hand of God. And not just any Hand. It’s Kal.
But he doesn’t look like my Kal. His eyes, instead of being an intriguing mix of brown and green, are now completely black. There’s a mark in the center of his forehead, glowing just like the mark on the back of a Mistress’s hand. His gray cloak with the Hands of God insignia—three eyes emblazoned on a palm in front of a gray-green flame—billows behind him like a storm cloud. 
In his hand, he carries a silver sword.
A Dambi charges at him and he slices its head off with one arc of his sword.
A prisoner races toward Kal with a Dambi hot on her heels, and he kills them both with two strikes.
The crowd erupts, the cheering louder than anything I’ve heard before.
Ryn readies his sword. “We have to stop him before he kills someone else.”
My feet won’t move. “I can’t.”
“Why not?” Ryn sounds confused and annoyed and also concerned, and I don’t blame him. I’m a mix of emotions as well—I’m terrified, yet I also want to tell Kal how much I missed him. 
“That’s Kal.”
I don’t know how Kal heard his name over the crowd, but he must have because he turns to me. I wait for a shock of recognition, but there’s nothing like that. He’s stone-faced as he starts walking toward me, picking up speed with every step until he’s running. 
“No, that’s something that’s been tainted by Sothpike,” Ryn says. “I don’t think your Kal is in there anymore.”
Ryn grabs my arm to pull me out of Kal’s path, but I shake myself free.
“Yes, he is,” I say, pushing Ryn away. “He has to be!”
I call Kal’s name, hoping he can hear me, and all I can think about is when Obba was turned into a Dambi. I feel like this is the same fight, except Kal isn’t a Dambi. He’s something new, something I’ve never seen before, and if he can be saved, I have to try. 
I stand my ground and when Kal swings his sword at me, I hold up the shield to block it. He hits the shield with such force that it sends vibrations through my bones. But the shield holds and I quickly block the next strike. 
Ryn watches, ready to jump in, but I tell him to stay back. “I got this,” I yell. “Go help the others.”
Kal strikes again, knocking me to one knee. Ryn pulls out his sword but I yell at him again: “Go!”
This time he listens and leaves Kal to me.
I rise to my feet and hit Kal with an uppercut to the chin. He stumbles back, shakes his head, and resumes attacking me. The shield is bent and dented in the center, cutting into my arm. I’m going to have to drop it soon. 
“Kal,” I cry out, hoping he can hear me. “Kal, please!”
Something in my voice—the desperation, the pain, the love—breaks through to Kal. The blows stop and I peer out from behind the shield. Kal’s eyes are back to their regular color. 
“Naira?” he says, his voice hoarse.
“Kal?” I lower the shield. “It’s me!”
“It’s you.” A single tear tracks down his cheek.
Then his eyes cloud over and turn black again. I raise the shield just in time to block his next attack. The shield is now so bent it’s useless, and I throw it at Kal, hitting him square in the chest. He stumbles again and I lunge for a sword sticking out of the ground. 
I grab the sword and we parry. He’s fast and unnaturally strong—he cuts my left biceps and slices through my shirt across my chest, just nicking the skin—and I’m tired and weak from losing so much blood these past few days, but I don’t give up. 
I think about the Kal I know, the Kal I love, and the fire within me awakens. I toss my sword aside and wrap my arms around Kal, pull his bare chest against mine, and press our foreheads together. I concentrate the fire where our foreheads touch, and he screams in pain as I burn away the mark Sothpike put on him. 
When the fire fades, I look into Kal’s eyes and he looks into mine.
“It’s me,” I say again.
“I know,” he replies before giving me a kiss.
But we don’t have time to linger. The gates open once more and the crickers are released. Those creatures immediately start fighting the humans and the Dambi, their acid burning both. Ryn emerges from the fighting and grabs my hand. 
“This is our chance,” he says, tugging me away. “We have to go now.”
I take Kal’s hand in my free hand and pull him along with me. We race to one of the gates, where a guard nods at Ryn. I recognize her as one of his soldiers—in fact, all the guards at this gate were once under Ryn’s command. 
I pause. “Can we trust them?” I ask, remembering how Ryn’s soldiers betrayed him in front of Sothpike.
“We have no choice,” Ryn says, pulling me forward.
The soldiers lead us through the tunnels, taking us in a direction I’ve never been, deeper underground.
“Where are we going?” I ask Ryn.
“I told you, we’re getting out of here,” he replies with a smile.
I hear shouts and pounding feet coming from a cross tunnel. We wait until there’s quiet and then hurry ahead.
More shouts, this time from behind. We duck into a side tunnel and crouch in the shadows as a score of arena guards file past. At the intersection, the guards break into two groups, some heading east, the rest west. 
We sneak out of our hiding spot and follow the group going east, staying in the shadows until they go around a corner. Ryn’s soldiers lead us straight ahead. Soon, I hear rushing water and know we must be nearing an exit. The sun is down when we finally emerge from the tunnels. 
It feels good to be out in the night air—I haven’t been outside and free in so long. The soldiers lead us to a dinghy and all of us climb in. Ryn sits across from me and Kal, who’s still holding my hand. When Ryn notices, I feel guilty and grateful for the darkness that hides my flushed face. 
“This is Rynnik Kuragin,” I say to Kal. “He’s my friend.”
Kal bows to Ryn. “Kal Sayeed. Thank you for getting us out of there, Rynnik.”
Ryn smiles and holds out his hand. “Call me Ryn. I’ve heard a lot about you. It’s nice to finally meet.”
I lean against Kal’s shoulder and he lays his cheek on top of my head as the soldiers row out to sea. Across from us, Ryn glances at me with longing in his eyes, then his attention is diverted by a ship on the horizon. I let out a sigh of relief when he looks away. 
But I also want him to look at me again.



Chapter Twenty-Eight
We board a schooner, the moon our only source of light as we climb up the rope ladder dropped into the dinghy from the deck of the sailing ship. Across the water, on shore, giant plumes of smoke rise from the city. 
Holstang is burning, but Maccor still stands tall. The island with the dark spire is untouched.
“They’ll be too busy putting out the fires to come after us,” Ryn says.
I’m leaning against the railing watching the smoke as our ship pulls up its anchor and sails away from Holstang. Kal stands on one side of me, Ryn on the other. 
“Did you do that?” I ask Ryn.
“My loyal soldiers set the fires to help us escape,” Ryn replies. “Don’t worry—we targeted abandoned buildings to make sure no one got hurt.” 
“Very clever,” Kal says, his eyes on Ryn. “Your soldiers must really respect you to go to such great lengths for you.”
“Not just for me,” Ryn says, placing a hand on my shoulder. “For Naira as well. They know how important she is to me.” Ryn pauses, letting his words sink in. “To all of us,” he adds after an awkward silence. 
Kal glances at Ryn’s warm hand on my shoulder, his touch like fire against my skin. I step away from Ryn and closer to Kal, grab his hand, and pull him away from the railing. I look back once and lock eyes with Ryn; a half smile plays across his face as a thrill runs through my body and settles in my core. 
“By the Fires,” I mutter.
“What’s wrong?” Kal asks, tucking an errant curl behind my ear.
“Nothing’s wrong,” I say. “I just can’t believe you’re here. I saw what happened to the other Hands and I’ve been so worried about you and Nez.” 
“You went to Mount Tyron?”
I nod and Kal’s brow furrows. “Was it bad? They rounded up all of us initiates and forced us to march through the forest, but I heard the screams and saw the fires.” 
“There was nothing left when we arrived,” I say. “I’m sorry.”
Kal purses his lips and nods. We sit on a wooden crate on the deck, holding each other’s hands, and I tell Kal everything, from being lost in the salt pans, to traveling with the Haltayi and Omma’s attack, to meeting Gamikal, to the empress’s betrayal, to surviving an avalanche, all the way to what Sothpike did to me in Maccor, that tower of death. Kal stiffens when I bring up the Hands of God compound again, but when I ask him if I should stop, he tells me to go on. 
There are some things I skip over—namely, Ryn trying to kiss me. I catch Ryn glancing at us, but he keeps his distance, spending most of his time with his soldiers, clapping each one on the back and thanking them all for what they did for us. 
When I’m finished, a familiar soldier approaches us. “I have fresh clothes and hot water for bathing ready in your rooms,” Drita says. “If you’ll come with me.” 
Kal and I follow Drita below deck. I turn to him as we walk down the narrow corridor.
“What happened to you?” I want to know more about that trance Sothpike had him under.
“I’ll tell you all about it once we’re cleaned up,” he says.
Drita opens the door to a cabin and motions for Kal to enter. He does so, ducking through the doorway, then closes the door behind him. Drita opens the door across the corridor from Kal’s cabin and I step inside. There’s a table with a washbasin and soap against one wall, a narrow cot against the other, and two chairs on either side of the table. One chair has fresh clothes on it, the other has a stack of towels with a comb and brush on top. 
I close the door and immediately undress. I scrub myself clean but pause when I see the bruises in the crooks of my arms where Sothpike jabbed me with those quills and drained me. I wonder why he injected my blood into himself. I scrub my arms until they’re red, as if cleaning them will remove the memories as well, but no matter how much soap I use or how hard I scrub, I can’t forget. 
When I’m finished, I rebraid my hair and throw on the new clothes. Then I pick up the tray of food left at my door and head across the hall. There’s no tray outside Kal’s room, so I figure he must have already eaten. I knock on the door, but there’s no answer, so I lift the latch and poke my head in. The lamp is still lit, but Kal is asleep on his cot, his washbasin gone and his tray of food empty. I quietly step inside, set my tray on the table, and eat in silence, waiting for him to wake up. But he’s still asleep when I finish. He looks so peaceful, I don’t want to bother him, so I pull the cover over him and turn down the lamp. 
But I’m not quiet enough, because his eyes flutter open and he grabs my wrist; his fingers are cold against my skin.
“Don’t go,” he says, sounding only half awake.
I move toward the table to sit down again, but he doesn’t let go of my wrist; he pulls me closer to his cot. I kick off my shoes and climb in beside him, then pull the cover over both of us. Kal falls asleep with his chest against my back, one arm around my waist, holding me tight. 
I lie awake in Kal’s arms crying silent tears, hoping I don’t wake him up a second time. I didn’t realize how much I missed him, how much I love him, until I was in his arms again. I thread my warm fingers through Kal’s frozen fingers and fall asleep holding on to him, his soft breath against my ear a lullaby. 
We awaken at the same time in the morning, our arms and legs tangled together. We’ve changed positions; now I’m pressed against Kal’s back and his fingers are intertwined with mine. He rolls over so that we’re face to face and gently taps the tip of my nose. 
“Good morning, beautiful,” he says and I laugh.
“Good morning to you too, handsome.”
Kal smiles and I can’t resist giving him a kiss. I pull him close and run my fingers through his soft, curly hair, our lips hungry for each other, his tongue dancing around mine. I press my chest against his; he rubs my back, and we hold each other, our breath hot and fast. 
“I missed you,” he says, twirling one of my stray curls around his finger.
“Can we stay like this forever?”
Kal laughs and pats my rear, making me gasp. “We have to get up and find out where this ship is headed.” He crawls over me and out of bed. 
Reluctantly I throw back the warm cover and climb out too.
“Are you ready?” he asks, one hand on the door latch.
“No,” I reply, sitting down at the table. “Are you going to tell me what happened to you after you left Lagusa?”
“I want to, but there are some parts that are difficult.” He stares at his hands. “The parts about Nez especially.”
I tense but I don’t say anything. I want him to keep talking—I need to know exactly what happened to my brother so I can help him. He sits down at the table. 
“We made it up the mountain and passed the test, both of us,” he says, looking off into the distance as if watching his memories play out in front of him. “But soon after we arrived, we got word that Sothpike was coming. One night, Sister Cornelia and some others took Nez into the godfire and he never came back. I asked what happened, I begged to go in after him, but all they would say was that this was what their—our—god willed. That Nez had to go into the fire.” 
Kal takes my hand, tears in his eyes. “If I had known that was going to happen, I would have never—”
“It’s all right,” I say, patting his hand. “Nez knew what was coming and he was ready.”
Kal looks confused. “How do you know?”
“I had a vision from Kuresh. I wasn’t sure if it actually happened or if it was something that could happen, but now I know the truth. In my vision, Nez jumped into the fire himself—he knew what he was doing.” 
“And you’re fine with this?”
I shake my head. “No. But that doesn’t matter because I’m going to save him. You’ll see.”
Kal smiles. “I believe you.” He pauses before telling the rest of his story. “Sothpike captured a few of us and took us to Maccor. I don’t know what he did to the others, but he put that glyph on my forehead. After that, I don’t remember anything until I heard you calling my name in the arena.” 
I say his name again, and he gives me a kiss on my forehead.
“Come on,” he says, rising from the table. “Let’s go topside and see where we are.”
Kal leads us out of the cabin and up to the main deck, climbing ladders and walking across the swaying boat with ease, and I remember that he used to be a sailor. 
“We’re headed west,” he says, shielding his eyes from the sun, the breeze ruffling his hair. Salty air sprays on our faces as the ship rides the waves. “Toward Nauvia, perhaps?” 
“Correct,” Ryn says from behind me. I turn around to find he’s standing entirely too close to me, so I take a step back, closer to Kal, who wraps an arm around my shoulders. 
“I have friends there who can help us figure out our next plan, get us supplies, and take care of any injuries,” Ryn continues.
“Then we’ll be ready to take on Sothpike,” I say.
“My father deserves what’s coming to him,” Ryn says.
“Your father?” Kal asks. “Sothpike is your father?” He turns to me. “And you trust him?”
Ryn stiffens but I laugh to lighten the atmosphere. “Of course,” I say with a smile. “He saved us from the arena, didn’t he? Ryn’s nothing like that man, I promise.” 
Kal takes a moment, but soon he relaxes and gives Ryn an easygoing smile. “If Naira trusts you, that’s good enough for me,” he says. 
There’s a shout from one of the soldiers—the rigging for one of the sails has come loose and he’s struggling to get the ropes in place. 
“I’m going help him so he doesn’t make things worse,” Kal says. He kisses my cheek and jogs over to the hapless soldier.
“If I have to lose you to anyone, I’m glad it’s him,” Ryn says, standing next to me. Both of us watch Kal expertly reset the rigging while patiently teaching the soldier how to do it himself. I can tell by Ryn’s rigid posture that this is difficult for him to say—he probably doesn’t want to talk about this at all—but I appreciate that he’s trying. 
“You didn’t lose me completely,” I say. “We can still be friends.”
“I suppose that’ll have to do,” Ryn says, turning away.



Chapter Twenty-Nine
The next morning, Kal and I decide to spend the day on the deck, and it’s good timing—we’re there that afternoon when the first mate spots land on the horizon and a cheer rises among the crew. 
“We’ll be docking at Nauvia before dinner,” Ryn says when he joins us on deck. He leans against a railing. Kal and I are sitting on an unopened crate. 
Ryn stares out at the sea, toward Nauvia. “I have a friend—Ellery—who’ll be able to help. We’ll disembark at his private residence soon.” 
To pass the time, Kal and Ryn play cards on the deck. I lean against the railing and watch the shoreline grow in the distance through a borrowed spyglass. It’s not as fancy as the telescope Kal showed me that night atop the shed in our garden; this one doesn’t have any carvings and is made of wood. I wonder what happened to Kal’s telescope. It was one of the few things he had left to remember his father by. 
“I wanted to hate him,” Ryn says behind me, “but it’s impossible.”
I turn around and am startled by the dark eyes filling the lens. I quickly lower the spyglass. “Where’s Kal?” I ask.
“He’s looking at naval charts with the captain,” Ryn replies.
“I’m glad you two are getting along so well,” I say, fidgeting with the spyglass. Ryn reaches for the tool and I hand it to him, our fingers briefly touching. I can’t deny the electricity that seems to flow from his hand to mine, but I ignore it. Ryn looks at me as if he wants to say something, but he doesn’t. Instead, he puts the glass to his eye and scans the shore. 
“The main docks are there on the right,” he says. “But Ellery’s private dock is just around the bend, in that cove. We’ll be turning in his direction soon.” He returns the spyglass to me and I make sure to grip it by the edge, far from Ryn’s hand, to avoid another shock. 
But he doesn’t let go.
“I’m here for you,” he says. “Remember that.”
He lets go. “Thank you,” I say, taking the spyglass from him. “I will.”
He walks away and I finally release the breath I’ve been holding. Being alone with Ryn makes me anxious. I know he still has feelings for me, but I’m committed to Kal. I can’t let someone else’s feelings sway me. Kal is the person I want to be with. 
I join Kal and the captain at a table on the deck where a map of the Nauvian islands is spread out. Kal starts explaining what all the lines and markings mean and I try to remember it all, but I don’t really care. I’m just happy to be near him. 
“You’d rather be doing anything besides looking at naval charts, wouldn’t you?” Kal asks and I nod enthusiastically.
“Instead of looking at drawings of Nauvia, why don’t you see it for yourself?” I pass him the spyglass and he peers through the lens. 
“It’s so bright,” Kal says.
“The whole city is filled with canals and waterways,” the captain says. “The light reflecting off all the water makes it bright even at night.” 
By the time we dock, the sun is setting. We take the dinghy to shore and disembark at a set of marble stairs that lead directly to Ellery’s residence. A tall man with long white-blond hair greets us in the plaza in front, his white robes flowing over his willowy form. 
“Welcome, welcome,” he says with a smile. He greets Ryn with a kiss on each cheek.
“I received Paro’s message,” the man says to Ryn. “I’m so glad you came to me for help.”
Ryn wraps an arm around the man’s shoulders and smiles at me and Kal. “This is Ellery Isaade,” he says. “If anyone can help us, it’s him.” 
Ellery blushes. “You sing my praises too highly, I must say.” Then he motions to Kal and me. “Come in, come in, friends,” he says in accented Merzan, the words dancing across his tongue like a melody. Ellery places his hands on my shoulders, then kisses both cheeks. “And is this lovely lady Naira Khoum?” 
I bow deeply. “Thank you for your hospitality.”
Ellery claps his hands. “Words do not truly describe you!” He reaches for Kal and greets him the same way. “And this noble gentleman must be Kal Sayeed, correct?” 
When Kal bows, Ellery reaches for him to stand straight. “A Hand of God in my home? It is I who should be bowing!”
I usually find people who are as effusive as Ellery annoying, but somehow his enthusiasm and compliments aren’t irritating. He seems genuine, sincere, and that draws me to him. 
We cross the plaza and enter Ellery’s home. Paintings, hanging plants, and more lanterns line the walls of the wide halls. We walk until we reach a study like my father’s, except this one has a table covered with vials and potion bottles, herbs and plants. 
“Now, tell me, Ryn,” Ellery says, sitting at his desk and unfurling a sheaf of paper. He dips his quill in ink. “What is it that you need? Everything I have is yours for the taking.” 
“I need soldiers,” Ryn says, “and ships. I need ammunition and horses. I need—”
Before Ryn can finish, there’s a loud commotion in the hall. A servant pokes his head in the doorway.
“Highborn Isaade,” he says, out of breath. “You must come now!”
“What’s going on out there?” Ellery asks. He stands, gathers his robes, and rushes to the door. We all follow Ellery. Shouts echo through the cavernous halls, and Kal and I glance at each other in concern when we hear crying and screaming up ahead. 
We end up at the private dock near the stairs leading to our dinghy, which is still bobbing in the water. In the distance, the port glows bright yellow and I quickly realize this is more than lights reflecting on the water. The city is on fire. I watch buildings collapse into the sea as the fire consumes them, which sets the debris floating on the water on fire. The whole coast is in flames. 
Suddenly a column of fire comes down from the sky and moves from left to right, burning everything in its path. The docks burst into flames, and the burning ships sink into the sea. 
“Look to the sky!” cries a servant. Everyone looks up, even Kal, though he doesn’t know the Nauvian language—he simply follows along with the rest of us. A winged shadow soars above, blocking out the stars. As it circles over us, fire rains down. Hot, thick ropes of flames descend on Ellery’s plaza, setting the plants and fine furnishings on fire. Kal and I are almost trampled as many people run back into the safety of the house. Others jump into the water to escape the flames, but a few aren’t lucky enough to get away. 
Their screams fill the night air, louder than the roaring flames, and when the screaming finally stops, the silence is just as loud. 
“What was that?” Ellery asks, but no one seems to know the answer.
Except me.
Because I’ve seen that vile, twisted creature before in my visions.
“It’s the Chaos-Bringer,” I say and everyone gasps. “Ergenegon is back.”
So many questions come at me, but I answer Kal’s first: “How?”
“I don’t know, but I’m pretty sure it has something to do with Sothpike injecting himself with my blood.”
“But Ergenegon is dead,” Ellery says. The ground rumbles beneath our feet and a column crashes to the floor, splitting into pieces. “He was killed by Crafulgar five hundred years ago.” 
I shake my head. “He never died—he’s been trapped in the godfire, waiting. And now he’s free.” I turn to Ryn. “We need to go to the godfire in order to stop him.” 
“Why the godfire?” Kal asks. “He’s already been freed.”
“Because that’s where we’ll find the dragon called Agarza the Havoc-Eater,” I say, testing my dragon name on my tongue and liking it. 
Ryn stares at me—he’s the only one who knows what my words truly mean.
Agarza is me and I am Agarza.
I am the Havoc-Eater and it’s time for me to feast.



Chapter Thirty
Our schooner was far enough from the shore to be safe from the fire, but our dinghy was turned to ash when Ergenegon burned Ellery’s plaza. The remnants still burn on the water when Ellery’s crew brings us a new dinghy and supplies for our journey. He’s so eager for us to leave and do whatever we can to stop Ergenegon that he pushes aside all our offers to help. 
“The best way to help, my darlings, is to remove that thing from this earth,” Ellery says. He leads us to the dock now that the fires on the plaza have been contained. Scorch marks mar the remaining once-white columns; the greenery is nothing but ash among the rubble. The dead have been taken away but the shadows of their bodies are burned into the stone. 
The docks beyond the cove continue to burn. We’re too far away to feel the heat, but we’re close enough to smell the acrid smoke and hear the buildings crack and break as the flames devour them. Sometimes the voices of those suffering carry across the water, their screams and pleas haunting reminders of why I need to enter the godfire and emerge as a dragon. 
As we row out to our ship, I watch the shore until Nauvia is swallowed up by smoke and darkness. The destruction is no longer visible, but the memories remain. 
When we’re back on board, Ryn meets with the captain to plot our new course. I expect Kal to join them, so I’m surprised when he follows me to my cabin. 
“What’s going on?” he asks, closing my door behind him. “Were you speaking Nauvian? And who is Agarza?”
“We have to go to the godfire—”
“That part I understood,” he says.
“You did?”
“Yes, some of our crew was from Nauvia, so I learned a little bit. And my mother was Waldyrian, so I picked up some of that from her. But I didn’t know you spoke them both.” 
I don’t know where to begin explaining to Kal all the things that I still don’t understand myself. I sit at the table, Kal sits across from me, and I take a deep breath before diving in. 
“For the past year, I’ve been having visions from the Three-Faced God,” I say.
Kal surprises me by nodding. “I know.”
“What do you mean?”
“Sister Cornelia told us about you and Nez soon after we left Lagusa. She said you both had been fated to serve the Three-Faced God. That it had been communicating with you both, preparing you for what comes next.” 
I bristle at the idea that my destiny is to serve a being that until a few months ago I had never heard of, but if by serving the Three-Faced God I can become a dragon, I might change my thinking. 
“Did Sister Cornelia say what comes next?”
“Once we were initiated, she told Nez his fate. I was angry, but he accepted it, like he had always known that he would have to make that sacrifice.” 
Thinking about Nez and what he must have gone through brings tears to my eyes. I never wanted my brother to sacrifice himself for me. 
“That’s the part that makes me want to turn my back on the Three-Faced God,” I say. “Why did my brother have to go into the godfire? Couldn’t it have found another way?” 
“I think it has to do with the ancients. Have you heard of them?”
“I saw them in a vision once.” I shudder, recalling the abyss filled with malevolent creatures waiting in the Bernoks for someone to release them. “And Gamikal mentioned them. He said that’s who gave Sothpike the power to create the Vra Gool Dambi and gave the Bastard King Ergenegon.” 
“They didn’t give Soras Ergenegon—they transformed him into that. Ergenegon and the Bastard King are one and the same.”
It’s all starting to make sense. The ancients have Ergenegon sowing chaos for them, and now the Three-Faced God will have Agarza to set things right. I won’t be fighting a centuries-old dragon—I’ll be up against Soras the Bastard King himself. 
A war that started five hundred years ago will be finished when Soras is dead for good.
“How do you kill a dragon created by the ancients?” I ask. “If Crafulgar and the godfire didn’t kill him, what can?”
Kal crosses his arms and leans back in his chair. “Maybe Agarza will know—whoever that is. You still haven’t told me.”
“It’s me, and that’s my fate—to become the dragon Agarza.” I look Kal in the eye and place my fidgeting hands in my lap. I want to see his reaction, but I also don’t want to see it. If he’s scared or disgusted or hates the idea of me transforming into a dragon, I don’t know how I’ll manage. But he has the right to know. 
Then Kal gives me that same smile I remember from back in Lagusa and all my fears melt away.
“If anyone can handle becoming a dragon, it’s you,” he says, reaching for my hand. “I’m glad you feel comfortable telling me all these things. It makes me feel like we’re back in the jirkana, sharing our troubles, helping each other through.” 
I take Kal’s hand, but I also lean across the table and kiss him. He leans in and I taste his warmth, his desire. Hungry hands reach for me until I’m sitting on his lap, my fingers in his hair, his hand on the back of my neck pulling me close. He kisses my jaw and down my throat, setting little fires wherever his lips touch my skin. 
I want more—my hands rub across his chest; I feel his heart pounding against my palm. He stands up, cradles me in his arms, and carries me over to my cot. He gently lays me down, then climbs in beside me. Our bodies are pressed together, forming one. He whispers my name, and my skin vibrates under his touch. 
My breath is hot and heavy; my hand clutches his when he touches my face.
“I love you,” he whispers.
Before I can answer, there’s a rap on the door. “Enemy ships spotted,” Drita says from the other side. “Turn off your light and stay quiet.” 
Kal reaches for the lamp and blows it out. I glance out the window, but I don’t see anything.
“We should go topside,” I say, climbing out of the cot and adjusting my rumpled clothes. “See what’s going on.”
“Do we have to?”
I laugh and pull him to his feet. We go up to the main deck, where we find everyone staring at something on the starboard side: another ship’s lights, which grow bigger the longer we watch them. Our captain and crew work tirelessly to outrun the other ship, and by morning we seem to have lost them. But that doesn’t mean we’re safe. Soon we’re back in Waldyrian waters, where our days are spent in silence and our nights are spent in darkness. As we sail closer to the Kilmare Mountains, I find myself growing anxious—I’m nervous about going into the godfire and the change that will come after I emerge from its flames. I saw the painful transformation Theda went through—am I ready for the same? 
But I don’t have time to fret. Soon we land on a pebbly beach, the Kilmare Mountains towering above us, the ridge marking the Kozoyuki Pass visible in the distance, and the river where I was betrayed and captured rushing by and pouring into the sea. 
It’s the middle of winter in the mountains, and the bone-chilling cold makes me shiver more than usual as we set up camp our first night. 
When we’re finished, Kal is exhausted and falls asleep. I put away the supplies and go to the center of the tent, where the others sit around the campfire. Ryn is on the floor on the far side of the fire by himself. He has a pocket mirror propped up on a stool, a basin of water in front of him, and a rünga in his hand. Most of his hair is pulled into a tight ponytail on top of his head, the rest he begins to shave off with the rünga. He scrapes the blade across his scalp, and long strands of dark brown hair drift to the floor of the tent. I sit next to him, our backs to the fire. 
“Someone’s been through this part of the woods recently,” he says, watching me in the mirror as he shaves off another patch of hair. “The flattened ground, the remnants of a campfire, the broken branches along the trail—it was quite a large group.” 
“Was it Sothpike?” I ask. “Do you think they’re still up there?”
“Sailing here from Holstang would have been quicker than crossing the countryside like we did.” Ryn rinses the rünga in the water and wipes it on a towel, then pats the left side of his head dry. It’s completely bare. He switches to the other side and continues. “But I wouldn’t be surprised if he left a contingent of soldiers at the godfire. He got what he came for, and he’ll want to make sure no one else gets anything.” 
I ball my hands into fists thinking about Sothpike and how he’s always making things difficult. Ryn puts down the rünga and places his hand over one of mine. 
“They won’t stop us,” he says. “I will get you to the godfire.”
“I know.” I feel better about the situation knowing Ryn is on my side.
He uncurls my fingers and holds my hand. When I try to pull away, he holds on tighter. “Naira, I—”
“No, Ryn.” I pull my hand out of his. “I’m with Kal. I love him.”
“Every day it gets harder to ignore how I feel for you. I don’t want to be just friends.”
“I’m sorry, Ryn, but friendship is all I have to offer. If you can’t accept that, then—”
“Look me in the eye and tell me you don’t think about me sometimes. Because I think about you all the time.”
I can’t look Ryn in the eye and say that—I would be lying, and I know that he’d see right through me. I start to leave, but Ryn grabs my wrist. 
I yank my arm out of his grasp. “Ryn, this can’t happen. We need to focus, and whatever you think you feel for me you need to keep to yourself. I told you, I’m with Kal—” 
“But is that all you want?”
“That’s all I need.”
Ryn sighs and looks away. I feel awful. In another life, one where I never met Kal, I could see myself with Ryn. But that’s not this life. 
I can’t deny that I like the attention he gives me, that I like looking up and catching his eye, that knowing he’s been thinking about me makes me tingle inside, but I also love the way Kal looks at me when we’re talking, as if I’m the only person in the world. I like how being with him feels so right, so comfortable, so strong and secure. When everything else around me is turbulent, Kal is steady. 
And his smile. That’s what I’m thinking about as I exit the tent for some fresh air, but that’s not what I see on Kal’s face outside. Kal stands there, his brow furrowed, his lips drawn together. 
“What are you doing out in the cold?” I ask. I reach for him but he doesn’t move closer.
“What was that about?” he asks, nodding toward the tent.
“Nothing,” I say, glad for the darkness so he can’t see my flushed face. I hate lying to Kal but telling him how Ryn feels won’t make the situation any better. “We were just talking about the climb tomorrow.” I try to enter the tent, hoping that Kal will follow me, but he doesn’t move. 
“Why were you holding hands?”
“I don’t know,” I say, burying myself deeper in lies. “We were talking about Sothpike, and you know that’s a difficult subject for everyone.” 
Kal crosses his arms. “I’m not a fool, Naira. I know he likes you. I’ve seen the way he looks at you. Do you like him?”
“He’s my friend,” I reply. “That’s all he is.”
“Are you sure?” Kal asks. “There’s nothing else you want to tell me?”
“I promise,” I say, “that’s all.”
Kal drops his arms and I hug him. Slowly, he returns the gesture, and the turmoil in my stomach ceases. Everything is all right again. 
“What are you doing out here anyway?” I ask.
“I wanted some air,” he says. “I was about to go back in when I saw you two holding hands. I needed a moment to think, and then you came out here.” Kal releases me and I immediately grow cold. He looks deep into my eyes. 
“Naira, if you’re having doubts—”
I shake my head. “I’m not, I promise you.”
“—then just tell me,” he finishes. “You can tell me anything.”
“I know, Kal,” I say. “That’s one of the things I love about you.”
Kal smiles and suddenly the world seems brighter. A snowflake lands on his cheek and I brush it away before it melts.
“We should go back inside,” I say as more snow falls all around us, melting into our hair, drifting onto our shoulders.
I enter the tent with Kal behind me. Everyone else is still at the campfire. Ryn is still shaving his head, his back to the rest of us. I’m grateful that I can’t see his face, that he’s not watching us climb under our blankets and go to sleep side by side. 
I’m grateful.
But I’m also sad.



Chapter Thirty-One
By the time we reach the Kozoyuki Pass, we’ve fallen into a predictable pattern of rising with the sun, trekking through the snow all day, and retiring at sundown. I notice Kal and Ryn don’t spend as much time together as they used to—they haven’t played a game of cards since we were on the boat. I wish they could be friends, but it doesn’t seem like that’s going to happen and I hate that I’m caught in the middle. 
But when we reach the valley of the Hands of God compound, Mount Tyron rising behind the burned-out buildings and frozen creek, Ryn is by Kal’s side. Two large snow-covered mounds are all that remain of the bodies that Ryn and I burned to keep them from being turned into Dambi. 
“I’m the only one left,” Kal says, his eyes taking in the quiet, almost peaceful surroundings. Peaceful as long as you don’t think about what lies beneath the blanket of pure white snow. 
“The last time I was here, there was a whole village,” he continues, the tip of his nose red from the cold. “There were dozens of Hands, all of them busy. They cheered when they saw that Sister Cornelia and the others had returned. But now I’m the only one. There’s no one left to cheer but me.” 
“There must be at least one more Hand still alive,” I say. “Sothpike couldn’t have entered the godfire without being guided by a Hand. There’s still hope.” 
Kal smiles. “Behold the glory of our god.”
I hook my arm through his as we cross the bridge. “Do you believe in the glory of the Three-Faced God?”
“Yes, I do. There’s something powerful happening here, to all of us. And I believe the Three-Faced God is the cause of it.”
“What about the sea and the stars? Do you still pray to them?”
“I prayed to them when I felt hopeless and lost. But I don’t feel that way anymore. I know where I’m going.”
“And where is that?”
Kal pulls me closer. “Wherever you are.”
I playfully roll my eyes, pretending his cheesiness doesn’t make my heart flutter. Kal grins, but his smile quickly falls when he sees the remnants of one of the smaller buildings. 
“That’s where Nez and I slept,” he says. “And it’s the last place I saw him.” He heads toward the building and I follow. Behind us, Ryn and the others watch, confused. We’re supposed to be going to the godfire, but Kal is walking in the opposite direction. 
“We’ll meet you inside the cave,” I yell to the others over my shoulder as I try to catch up with Kal.
When I reach him, he rests a trembling hand on the door frame, one of the last parts of the building still standing. He wipes his eyes with his other hand. 
“I didn’t know,” Kal says, “or I would have stopped him.”
“You said it yourself—Nez knew what he was doing.” I place my cheek against his back and wrap my arms around his waist. “And I know what I’m doing. I’m going to go into the godfire and find my brother. If Ergenegon can be pulled out, then so can Nez.” 
Kal nods and steps away from the structure. We join the others in the cave, the entrance of which is covered by waist-high snowdrifts that block the biting wind. As the soldiers light a fire, Kal, Ryn, and I head to the back, to the impassable wall blocking us from the godfire. 
Wearing his Hands of God cloak, Kal places one hand on the wall, balls the other into a fist, and presses it against his chest.
“Behold the glory of our god,” he says.
Waves of gray-green fire burst forth from his hand and spread across the wall. The faces on the depiction of the Three-Faced God rotate faster and faster until they become one before fading away completely. Meanwhile, the images of dragon wings and flames that were etched onto the wall shimmer, turn into embers, and vanish into the dark cave that appears before us. 
Now that the entryway is revealed, I hesitate. I don’t know if I’m ready for this change. If I’m ready to become Agarza. Will I be able to return to myself? 
I stand before the threshold, unmoving. Kal holds out his hand.
“It’ll be all right,” he says.
I grab his hand and we enter the cave, Ryn at the rear.
We walk straight even though there are tunnels branching off the main one. Somewhere, in one of those side tunnels, Sothpike chased Yafeu. Somewhere, in one of those side tunnels, my birth father died. Somewhere, in one of those side tunnels, his body still waits. 
I notice we’re descending, going down deep into Mount Tyron. The air is stale, and soon—almost too soon—that greenish glow bounces off the walls and the stale air grows hot, telling me that we’re near the godfire. 
But I’m not ready. I pull my hand out of Kal’s and take a step back. But this is the wrong step, because immediately my head is filled with an explosive pain. I lean against the wall, cradling my head in my hands. I hear Kal ask what’s wrong at the same time Ryn asks Kal what he did to me. I want to tell them both to be quiet—everything hurts—but I can’t speak. I fall to the ground, and the last thing I see is both of them reaching for me. 
I wake up in the tunnel across from Yafeu. He gets up from the place he died and holds out his hand for me to take. I grab it and stand. 
“I’m glad you came back,” he says. “I was afraid I’d never see you again.”
“Where are you?” I ask. “I want to find you when I’m awake.”
“You will,” he says, “for I have something to give to you.” He pulls a dagger out of his waistband and places it in my hands. It’s lighter than it looks, with intricate carvings on the blade and handle. 
“This looks like the dragonbone dagger that Gamikal had,” I say as we walk toward the godfire.
“That’s because they belong together,” he says, taking back the dagger and tucking it into his waistband. “They’re twins, but each has its own purpose. One is meant to break a bond, the other is meant to take a life. They must be used at the exact same time for them to complete their purpose.” 
“How will I know when to use them?” I ask.
“Gamikal will have to tell you that part,” he replies as we exit the tunnel. The godfire lies before us, roiling and bubbling like a cauldron over a fire. 
“You do know that if you bring your brother out of there, you will no longer be protected. The prophecy works only if Nez is in the godfire. He must be dead to this world in order for you to remain immortal.” 
Sothpike’s words in my ears—I may not be able to kill you, but I can make you suffer—come flashing back to me. I didn’t pay his words any attention at the time, but now they make sense along with the prophecy. As long as Nez is dead, I cannot be killed. That’s how I can defeat Ergenegon. If I pull Nez out, if I bring him back to life, I might not be able to withstand an attack from Ergenegon. I might die, and then Sothpike and the ancients will win. 
“There is what you know you should do,” Yafeu says, smiling for the first time. “And there is what you know you will do. You know you should leave your brother to his fate. But we both know that you cannot let him suffer. So when you go into the godfire, call out his name, and he will come to you. But be careful—call his name only or others may also answer your call.” 
I glance at Yafeu. Every time he appears in my visions, he tries to teach me something, even though I dismissed him as a coward.
“How do you know me so well?” I ask.
The last Ur Atum Asimra of Merza laughs. “I am your father. I see myself in you. And I see your mother in you as well. Like me, you want to save the world. Like your mother, you have the strength and the courage to do it. You and your brother are the best of us—better than either of us could have imagined.” 
We stand at the edge of the precipice, looking down at the godfire.
“This is the last time I’m going to see you, isn’t it?” I ask, and in my heart, I already know the answer.
Yafeu nods. “It’s time for you to do what I could not. What I was afraid to do. And when you are finished, come find me. I’ve been waiting so long to be found.” 
I surprise Yafeu by giving him a hug. He slowly returns the gesture, hugging me tightly, then kisses the top of my head.
“My daughter,” he says through tears. “Save my son. I will see you both on the other side.”
We go back into the caves, and he returns to the place he died. He takes the dagger out of his waistband and plunges it into his own stomach. I cry out in shock but that doesn’t stop him. I can only watch as he twists the blade, ensuring his death. 
“I couldn’t do it,” he says, blood gurgling from his lips. “I’m not as strong as you. If I became a dragon, I would have been in Sothpike’s thrall. I killed myself to save my people. I didn’t realize I was setting up the next prophecy—I didn’t realize I was sealing your and your brother’s fate.” 
“It’s all right,” I say, tears streaming from my eyes. “We’re strong enough. We’ll take on our fate and yours.” I sit across from him and hold his hand until he breathes for the last time. 
This is the second father I’ve had to watch die, and neither of them deserved the death he got. They both should have died old men, with their families around them. Not how Obba died, ripped to shreds by Dambi. And not like this. 
I wake up on the ground, still in the tunnel, Kal sitting next to me while Ryn paces.
“She’s awake,” Kal says and Ryn rushes to my other side. They help me to my feet. Kal brushes the dirt off my clothes.
“I knew you had visions,” he says, “but I’ve never seen you experience one before.”
“It’s not fun,” Ryn adds. “We had no idea when you would wake up and we were afraid to move you.”
“It’s not fun for me either,” I say. “But at least now I know how Yafeu died. And I know how to save Nez.”
I explain my vision to them as we walk the last hundred or so yards to the end of the tunnel and enter the godfire caves. As soon as we’re in the same cave as the fire, a jet of hot air streams toward us, pushing us back a few feet. When it dies down, my body is covered in sweat from the heat. 
I duck into a tunnel to escape the blistering heat and realize these twists and turns lead to where Yafeu died. I run ahead, looking for his body, and I’m shocked when I find it, even though I knew he was dead. I kneel beside him, his skin shriveled and dry, and wipe a tear from my eye. 
“I wish I had known you,” I say, expecting him to answer, but he doesn’t. This isn’t a vision—this is real, and Yafeu is dead.
I take the dagger out of his hand and shove it in my waistband. Then I put his hands in his lap and awaken the fire within me. I kiss the tips of my fingers and place them against his cheek. The fire manifests in my hands and spreads to Yafeu. His body burns up in a flash, and soon there’s nothing left of him, not even his bones. Just a pile of ash in the spot where he waited sixteen years for someone to find him. 
I wipe the tears from my eyes and head back through the tunnels to Kal and Ryn, who are looking for me. I show them the dagger and explain what happened to Yafeu. 
“This was all meant to be,” Kal says and I have to agree with him. Yafeu held on to that dagger for sixteen years, waiting for someone to find him. For me to find him. 
I turn around to face the godfire. I take off my coat and shoes, remembering how Theda stripped down to her underclothes before jumping into the fire. I keep my pants and shirt on but remove everything else. 
Then I walk onto the ledge. I want to dive in like Theda, but I’m terrified. I teeter on the edge. I’m about to step off like Nez when I feel a small push at my back and I know, somehow, that Yafeu is here with me. 
It takes only that small push, no more force than a summer breeze blowing against the back of my neck or the strength of a newborn curling all its fingers around one of its father’s. It’s subtle and warm and feels as natural as breathing. 
I go over the edge, facing the godfire. It leaps up to meet me and draw me deeper into its eternal flames.



Chapter Thirty-Two
The fire rushes around me like a hurricane, whipping me back and forth until I don’t know which way is up and which is down. Tendrils of flames grip me like voracious hands, pulling me deeper and deeper into the viscous fire, swallowing me whole. 
There’s a fire in my chest, and my eyes widen in panic, thinking the godfire is burning me from the inside out. The inner fire grows hotter and hotter until my whole torso is alight with flames. The heat spreads to my arms and legs and up my neck like sharp blades in my veins, cutting and scratching their way through my body. The pain viciously tears through my muscles and twists my joints, the fire ripping me apart to make me anew. 
The godfire is my cocoon, and when I emerge, I will be not a butterfly but a powerful dragon.
By the time I’m hoarse from screaming, the first part of the transformation is complete. The fire pushes me toward the surface, where I’ll grow my dragon wings like Crafulgar, but I’m not finished yet. I have to find Nez. 
I dive deeper into the fire, calling my brother’s name. Below me, I find a chasm, scratched deep into the bed of the lake of green fire. 
“Nezra Khoum!” I yell down into the never-ending darkness. “Nez! Where are you?”
The fire continues to grab at me, trying to force me to the surface, but I fight and free myself from its grasp. I hear a scraping noise coming from the chasm so I dive even deeper, until I’m so close I can almost touch the darkness. Long, pale arms stretch out of the chasm, longer than any human’s. Slowly, a giant head rises out of the darkness. It has no eyes or mouth and even its ears are missing, but it seems to know where I am. The arms swipe at me, clipping my shoulder with a force as powerful as thunder, and I scream out in pain. 
One shoulder emerges from the chasm, then the other, the creature growing bigger with every passing moment.
I call for Nez again and again, dodging swipes from the creature, my throat burning from screaming my brother’s name. All the while, the fire is pulling and tugging on me, trying to expel me. I don’t belong here and it’s time for me to go, but I can’t leave. Not without Nez. 
The creature grows smaller as the fire pulls me away and I want to give up when I see a figure struggling to climb over the lip of the chasm. With the last of my strength, I dive one more time, kicking my legs furiously, and grab the hand of my brother. 
But now that I’m close to the chasm, I’m once again within reach of the creature emerging from the darkness.
Nez stands on the edge of the chasm, a silver sword in his free hand, and he slashes at the creature when it reaches for me, cutting its hand off at the wrist. The creature screams even though it has no mouth and retreats into the chasm. 
When the fire tries to take me away again, I let it. I hold on to Nez with both hands as we’re propelled out of the godfire in a jet of green flames. 
We land hard on the ground, and my injured shoulder bursts with fresh pain. Nez jumps to his feet, his eyes wild, still holding his sword. 
“The Nezorat,” he says. “How did you awaken it?”
“I called out your name,” I say, kneeling on the ground at my brother’s feet. “Is that what that thing was, a Nezorat?”
“You called for Nez and it came . . .”
I want to jump to my feet and give my brother a hug, but I can’t. I can’t move. Next thing I know, I’m on all fours and my back is exploding. I scream as the skin over my shoulder blades rips open. The exposed bones crack and pop as my wings emerge. 
Long, beautiful wings unfurl, the bones delicate, the skin soft as velvet. Even in the green light of the godfire, the red and purple ombré color of my wings is striking. 
I try to stand, but I’m too battered and bruised, my body too weak. I collapse to the ground, my wings falling limply at my side. Nez drops his sword and rushes to me. 
“Naira, are you all right?” He crouches beside me, his hands wiping away my tears.
More hot tears trail down my cheeks as I hold on to my brother. “I can’t believe you’re here,” I say, sobbing.
“I can’t either,” Nez says. He touches one of my wings, his fingers tracing the fine bones and brushing the downy fuzz covering the skin. “These are beautiful.” Then he points at the center of my chest, near the base of my throat. “You’re glowing.” 
I look down and catch a glimpse of the fire inside me. A deep amber radiance emanates from my chest, lightening and darkening with each exhale and inhale. I huff, and a little jet of orange fire shoots out of my mouth. It hovers in the air between us before disappearing, leaving behind a whispery trail of smoke. 
“How am I supposed to beat that?” he jokes and I laugh. “Seriously,” he continues. “You got wings and fire and all I got was a Nezorat—who is not one for conversation, let me tell you.” 
I wrap my arms around Nez and hug him. “I’m so happy you’re here.” My wings cover both of us like a shield.
When I pull away, Nez won’t look me in the eye.
“You know I can’t stay, don’t you?” he says. He peers over my shoulder, his eyes on the godfire. “I need to be in there to protect you.” 
“But Nez,” I say, choking back another sob, this one from despair. “I need you here.”
Nez shakes his head. “No, Naira. You want me here. But you don’t need me. You have others, like—is that Kal?” He squints toward Kal and Ryn, who are watching us from the other side of the cave, giving us space. But when Kal hears his name, he runs over. 
“Naira, you did it!” He pulls me into a hug and kisses my cheek. “You saved Nez and you became a dragon.” He turns to Nez and gives him a big hug. “I missed you, friend.” 
Nez claps Kal on the back. “I missed you too. Both of you. But I can’t stay. I have to go back.”
Kal’s smile falls. “Behold the glory of our god.”
Nez repeats the phrase, but I don’t want to hear it because I know what it means: Nez is going back into the godfire and I can’t stop him. 
I shake my head. “No.”
“But this is what I have to do.”
“No, no, no.” I want to plug my ears like a child. I want to beat my brother until he starts talking sense. I want to keep him with me forever. 
“This is what I was born to do,” Nez says.
“Nez, don’t do this, please!”
“This is my purpose, my fate. I accept it. And you have to accept it too.”
I grab his sleeve. “Nez, if you go in that fire, I’ll just jump back in and pull you out again.”
“No, you won’t,” he says, his voice firm. I’ve never seen him like this, so determined, so unwavering.
“Yes, I will!”
“No,” he says, pulling my fingers off his sleeve. “You won’t.” He turns to Kal. “Take care of her, will you?”
Kal nods and takes my hand.
Then Nez turns around and I scream out his name but he doesn’t stop. He runs to the edge of the precipice and jumps into the godfire without even looking back. I scream again; a jet of red-hot fire streams out of my mouth, and I collapse on the ground in tears. 
Kal kneels next to me, cradling me in his arms. He strokes my hair as I cry for Nez and for myself. I wanted to keep him so much that I feel like a part of me has been ripped out and thrown into the godfire with him. 
I want to curse the Three-Faced God that gave us this terrible fate, making one twin sacrifice himself to save the other. But I don’t want to be saved. I know I’ll survive even if Nez is out of the fire. I just know it. 
I push Kal away and get to my feet, ready to jump into the godfire after Nez, but Kal grabs my wrist and won’t let go.
“Get off me!” I yell, trying to pry his fingers from my wrist. But his grip is strong and I can barely see what I’m doing because of my tears. 
“If you go in the godfire, you’ll have to take me with you,” Kal says and I know he’s not bluffing.
“What’s going on?” Ryn asks. He approaches us hesitantly, as if he’s not sure he should be interrupting.
“You did it,” he says. A slow grin appears on his face. “You did it!”
“Yes, but I couldn’t save Nez. I pulled him out of the godfire but he jumped back in.”
Kal hugs me, his arms encompassing my wings. “Maybe he doesn’t need saving.”
I want to throw a tantrum and push him away, but I don’t. Because deep down, I know all of them are right. Nez doesn’t need me—but I need him. He has to remain dead to this world so I can fight. 
We leave the cave and its boiling lake of green fire. Back at the entrance, Kal closes the doorway to the godfire the same way he opened it, and the wall reappears in a blaze of fire with all the etchings. I stare at the Three-Faced God, wondering why the three of them have to be so cruel, wondering when we’ll meet again. 



Chapter Thirty-Three
I walk to the cave entrance and look out over the ruins of the Hands compound. The soldiers watch me with wide eyes, and their mouths drop open when they see my wings in full. I hear them whispering behind their hands. Before I transformed, I didn’t consider what other people would think when they saw me. I’m going to get a lot of uncomfortable stares, but I can’t let that bother me. I know my purpose and it’s not to fit in. It’s to stop Sothpike and Ergenegon. 
I flex one shoulder blade, then the other, slowly unfolding my new wings. I arch my shoulders, and the wings open fully, each long, thin bone stretching the velvety skin. My wingspan is as wide as I am tall. 
With a shrug, I wrap my wings around myself and touch the down covering the skin; I’m surprised by how soft and smooth it feels beneath my fingers. I’m also surprised by the new sensations coming from my wings. Moving them through the air sends chills from where the skin is at its thinnest, but the muscles in my back grow warm from the effort. I trace one fingernail against the fine skin and a shiver races through my wings and up my neck. 
Kal approaches me. “What are you thinking about?” He grabs my hand, the wind whipping through his hair.
“I’m thinking about trying out these wings,” I say and he smiles.
“Now, this I want to see.” He sounds even more excited than me and that makes me grin. “Do you need to take a running start or . . . ” 
“I don’t really know,” I reply. I twitch my shoulders and my wings flutter in response. They’re ready—it’s just me who’s hesitant. A flock of birds passes overhead, all of them flying with ease, and I decide it’s time to join them. 
I push off the ground while flapping my wings; my stomach rises in my throat as I jerkily bob up and down, but then I find my stride and rise in the air. But I must have stopped pumping too soon because I start dropping like a stone in water. Panic floods my thoughts as the ground rushes toward me. 
“Calm down, calm down, just calm down,” I tell myself as my heartbeat quickens. I draw in long, deep breaths and concentrate on slow, powerful strokes. 
Gradually, I climb higher and soar when I catch a current of air.
Flying is a dance and the rhythm is my heartbeat. If I relax, my wings move on their own. It’s just like breathing.
I skim the treetops, then swoop down over a snowy clearing. I quickly realize I have no idea how to land, and I hit the ground so hard my legs buckle. I bash my knees and scrape my palms but then I take off again, determined to do better next time. 
I fly aimlessly, letting the winds carry me as they see fit. Mountains and valleys pass below me, the world a blur of treetops and melting snow. A streak of silver catches my attention and I follow it as it winds its way through forests and over falls of jagged black rocks. I dive until my fingertips skim the water, letting the icy spray alight on my face and arms. 
I drop down on the muddy bank, my feet stumbling and my knees once again buckling under the force of my fall, but this time I remain upright. With a bit of trepidation, I lean over the water and stare at the reflection of my new self. 
Beneath the fabric of my shirt, an orange fire burns in my chest. It glows under my skin like the way the edges of my fingers glow when I hold them too close to the lamp. I cover my chest with my hands to feel the heat writhing within. Seeing myself as I am now, my new silhouette reflected in the unchanging river, reminds me that I’m no longer simply Naira Khoum. I’m also Agarza the Havoc-Eater. I’m a dragon. 
I fold my wings, bend my knees, and, with as much force as I can muster, push myself up toward the sky. With a snap, my wings burst open and catch the air beneath them. I rise higher and higher, my eyes on the horizon, the glow in my chest burning brighter and brighter until I have no choice but to open my mouth and give the fire release. The flames burn my throat and singe the treetops but I’ve never felt freer. 
On my right a column of black smoke bifurcates the white sky. I tilt my body toward the smoke and soar above the trees, over the barren plains, and toward a city on fire. I sweep over the abandoned battlements and down the body-strewn streets. The dead here are ordinary people, not fighters. There are hundreds of mothers and children, the old and those too young to hold a weapon, their blood filling the gutters, their bodies charred beyond recognition. Fire leaches out of the buildings, hissing and spewing heat as the structures collapse in a shower of sparks and flames. A building on my left groans. With a quick twist and spin, I dodge the falling edifice and it crushes the bodies of the dead. 
“What happened here?” I ask but there’s no one alive to answer.
Pumping my wings, I rise above the wreckage, above the fires and the smell of death lingering on each street corner, on every avenue, in the alleys, temples, and markets. 
A single stone shack brings me to the ground. It’s the only building not on fire; even the thatched roof is intact. I land hard, stumble to my feet, then run up to the door and knock. 
“Is anyone in there?” I call out. No one answers, but I notice a curtain in the soot-covered window fall back into place. Someone is watching me. 
“I won’t hurt you,” I say as I approach the window. “I want to help. I can get you out of here to someplace safe.”
A small, round face appears in the window. A child no more than ten stares at me with wide eyes that quickly become full of fear. He points at something over my shoulder before ducking out of view. 
I whip around and come face to face with Ergenegon. He’s perched atop the wooden frame of a burned-out building. He has no lips, only sharp yellow teeth that are too big for his mouth. He stares at me with completely black eyes. His skeletal body is covered in dark scales, his black wings tattered and torn, his arms reach down to his knees, and his snakelike tail whips behind him. Ergenegon flexes his fingers, and the reddish light emanating from his chest catches in his thick, black claws. 
This was not a dragon created by the Three-Faced God. Crafulgar and I look nothing like him and yet he calls himself a dragon. He doesn’t deserve to share our title. 
Frozen in place, transfixed by the monster in front of me, I don’t notice the light building in his chest until it’s too late. All I can do is cover myself with my wings and take the full blast of Ergenegon’s fire to protect the shack behind me. He pumps his wings, feeding air to the stream of fire, making it burn brighter and brighter. I’m knocked back against the stones, but the house stands firm. 
I cry out in pain as my skin blisters under the searing heat. The fire is never-ending, and just when I think I can’t take any more, when I fear my wings will be burned away, he stops. 
“I am Chaos-Bringer.” He speaks in Volsgarian. “Soras the Bastard King, the one true ruler of Volsgaria. I have survived for five centuries in the godfire. You will not live to see another dawn.” 
My chest glows orange and I unfurl my wings. I dart to the right, drawing him away from the shack. Ergenegon spreads his wings and soars toward me, filling the ruins with fire that laps at my heels. I bend my knees, then jump, opening my wings even wider to let them catch the air. Looking down, I see the boy and three others exiting the shack and pointing at the sky. 
I pull my wings in close and dive away from another blast of fire toward a patch of ruined farmland on my left. Ergenegon follows, letting out a guttural roar that seems to come from another time, before the ancients were trapped in the abyss. 
I swerve away from Ergenegon’s fire and cut through the air like light through darkness. I turn to unleash a blast of my own. The sky fills with flames but the old dragon shoots through them and knocks me out of the air with a blow to my left wing. I hit the dirt with a force so jarring, my head snaps back and I see stars. I stumble to my feet just as Ergenegon lands in front of me. 
Another blast of fire makes me tumble backward. He rushes at me; I try to jump into the air, and he digs his claws into my thighs and yanks me down. I slam onto my back with a thud that fills my ears, all the air completely knocked out of my chest. For a moment, the rest of the world goes silent and I can hear only my gasps for breath and my pounding heartbeat. 
With the return of my hearing comes the stabbing pains in my legs and an explosive hurt spreading through my back, from tailbone to skull. 
He circles around me. I’m still lying on the ground, trying to rise, but my body refuses to cooperate. Heat blisters cover my wings and my hands, and blood pours out of the wounds on my thighs. When I finally get on my feet, my legs quiver beneath me. 
“I am the dragon to defeat all dragons,” he says in Volsgarian. “I am the king to rule all kings. I am unmatched. I serve no god but myself. Even the god of time bows before me.” Ergenegon shows his claws. “I will eat this world and you with it.” 
Baring his glistening yellow teeth and sharp claws, Ergenegon lunges forward. Instinctively, I grab the dragonbone dagger I received from Yafeu and sink it deep in the center of his glowing chest. A look of shock crosses his face when he sees the hilt protruding from his life force. I’m also stunned—I didn’t think I’d be able to hurt him. 
Ergenegon stumbles backward and the dagger slides out, still in my hand. The blade itself is on fire, burning with a blue glow. 
The old dragon falls to one knee, clutching his chest. I seize the moment and plunge the dagger toward him, but he deflects with his wing, and the fiery blade tears through the paper-thin skin. Ergenegon screeches and claws at me. I quickly back away and protect my face and chest with my arms. He sucks in air. I prepare myself for another burst of fire—but there is nothing. His chest barely glows and he roars in anger. 
Then my quivering leg muscles give out and I collapse on the ground, the dagger falling from my hand. My blood seeps into the dirt, taking my strength with it. With trembling fingers, I reach for the dagger but Ergenegon steps on my outstretched hand, crushing it beneath his foot. Once again, I cry out from the pain. 
Dying today is not your fate, I tell myself as he stands over me. I know I can’t die, but I can still feel pain. I don’t want to suffer more from this inhuman creature but I’m growing weaker and weaker with every heartbeat. 
Behind him, layers of white clouds drift away from the sun, revealing shafts of light that penetrate the frosty air around us. The warmth on my legs reminds me of home. I gather just enough strength to wrap my fingers around the hilt of the dagger and thrust it into his calf. 
He howls in pain, his claws ready to rip apart my chest, then grabs his head with both hands and backs away. With wild eyes he scans the buildings and forests surrounding the fields. I don’t understand why he stopped fighting, but I’m grateful. The ground rumbles and I feel the hooves of dozens of animals racing toward us. I push myself up on one arm and see a line of soldiers coming from the south. Ergenegon sees them too, and still clutching his head, he jumps into the air, opens his tattered wings, and flies west, deeper into Waldyrian territory. 
I lie on my back and stare at the sky. I can’t get enough air, and the edges of my world are growing dark. Inside, I’m screaming at myself to get up, get away from this approaching army. I barely roll onto my side and, wincing in pain as I put pressure on my wounds, try to fly away, but I can’t get both wings to work in tandem. My left wing aches fiercely and I slowly realize it’s broken. 
I lie back down on the ground and wait. The animals thunder around me, the riders surrounding me with shouts and taut bows. But something isn’t right. The colors of their uniforms are wrong, and they ride horses, not cuocuo. This isn’t Sothpike’s army. 
I look up and see Prince Junho staring back at me.
“Arise, Agarza,” he says as two of his warriors run forward and pull me to my feet. Even in my haze of pain, I notice that although they carefully avoid my wings, they can’t take their eyes off them. “We’ve been searching for you for a long time.” 
“Am I your prisoner?” I ask, my throat dry, my voice rough.
Junho laughs. “You have an unblemished record of getting vengeance on those who try to imprison you.” His horse seemed to dance beneath him. “I wouldn’t even risk giving you a hug for fear you’d think I was trying to contain you.” 
He turns to his warriors. “Take her to the healers. And let Gamikal know we found Agarza.”
“Yes, Your Imperial Majesty,” one of the men says. The soldiers start to carry me away but I tell them to stop.
“Gamikal’s here?” I ask Junho. “What about Basheera and Grolga?”
“All safe and accounted for,” the prince says. “Now let’s tend to those wounds so you can fight another day.”
I collapse into the soldiers’ arms, relief overriding the pain.
The soldiers take me to a hastily erected tent where two healers stand waiting. Inside, they sit me on a stool and begin to chant as they cut away my pants and bind my broken wing. One of the healers lights incense and gives me a warm cordial to help numb the pain. 
I doze off in the healers’ tent and awake to see Basheera standing in front of me.
“Don’t you know how to make people worry,” she says, and for the first time I realize she’s joking and not trying to insult me in some way. 
“You’re one to talk,” I joke back. “For weeks I had no idea if you three survived.”
“Well, Gamikal can’t die, so there’s no point in worrying about him,” Basheera says with a smirk. She inspects the bandages covering my arms and my bound wing. Long strips of cloth wrap around my wing and chest, holding the wing close to my body to keep it stable as it heals. “But Grolga and I are doing fine. She’s missed you, though. She hasn’t licked anyone’s face since we were separated from you.” 
“I want to see her,” I say. I try to get to my feet but my thighs scream out in pain and I gingerly sit back down.
Basheera shakes her head. “You won’t be doing much moving for a while. You just fought Ergenegon, and he did some real damage. You need to respect that and give yourself time to heal.” 
“Yes, Omma,” I say and Basheera lets out a snort of a laugh.
“If your mother were truly here, I don’t think she’d ever let you leave this tent—you look so pitiful.”
“Where’s Gamikal?”
“He’s recovering,” Basheera replies, adjusting her glasses.
“Recovering? From what?”
“From saving you.” Before I can find out what she means, Basheera sighs. “Don’t bother asking me—he wants to tell you himself.” She pulls up a stool and sits across from me. “Did you know they all call you Agarza now? I’m the only one who still uses your real name. But if you prefer—” 
I shake my head. “No. Naira’s fine. Don’t change that.”
Basheera nods and takes my hand. “I won’t. You’ll always be young, brash Naira Khoum to me.” I laugh and she grabs a stylus and sheaf of paper off a table. “And I’ll always be a scribe. So tell me, Naira, what have you been up to?” 
“Do you want the long version or the short?”
“I want the truth.”
I tell Basheera everything, even the parts I didn’t tell Kal. I talk until my throat aches and my mouth is dry. Basheera transcribes every word, barely asking questions, just listening and writing. By the time I’m finished, she’s covered a dozen sheets of paper with her nearly illegible scrawl. 
“And now I’m Agarza the Havoc-Eater,” I finish. “My brother is dead so that I can live, Ergenegon just kicked my butt, and I found some of my friends but left others in the mountains.” 
“Nothing’s ever perfect, is it?” Basheera says, dusting the pages with sand to help the ink dry quicker. “But that’s life.”
I let out a sigh. “But why does it have to be my life?”
“Oh no, don’t get morose on me now,” Basheera says. “Given everything you just told me, I don’t think I can handle you feeling sorry for yourself. You are a dragon, Naira, and a damn good one. Your brother believes in you so much that he made the ultimate sacrifice. And those friends waiting for you in the caves—those two boys love you. And damn it, I love you. You’re like another sister to me, one I never wanted but I’m glad that I have.” 
After everything I’ve been through lately, this is what makes me cry.
“I love you too,” I say through tears.
Basheera comforts me the only way she knows how—by awkwardly patting my head. “There, there,” she says, wiping a tear from her own eye. “Now you’ve got me crying and that is unacceptable.” 
“It’s what humans do,” I say. “You should try it sometime.”
“What, being human? I did try it and it’s just not for me.”
I gesture at my wings. “Guess it wasn’t for me either.”
Basheera barks out a laugh, which makes me laugh, and somehow, the last person I’d expect to make me feel better lifts my spirits until I feel like I’m soaring. 



Chapter Thirty-Four
When I wake up the next morning, I’m much better. My thighs aren’t nearly as sore as they were the day before and I’m no longer feeling sorry for myself. I’m ready to go back out there and set things right. 
But my wing is still broken and my tailbone and back still ache from when I was slammed to the ground by Ergenegon.
Just thinking his name is enough to get me out of the cot they threw together for me in the healers’ tent. I wince when I stand and take the first few steps to the entryway, but I don’t have to go very far before the flap opens and Gamikal ducks inside carrying a tray of food. 
“Now you’re a real dragon,” Gamikal says, his eyes on my wings and the light emanating from my chest. “I never got the chance to meet Crafulgar, but I imagine she looked a lot like you.” 
I smile. “I saw her once,” I say. “In a vision. She was powerful and commanding and so brave.”
“Just like you,” he says, and I feel my cheeks grow hot. Then Gamikal clears his throat. “Well, we both got duped by the empress, didn’t we?” He sets the tray down on a table and grabs two stools. He sits on one and I take the other. 
I welcome the change in subject—I can take only so many compliments from Gamikal. One is enough for me.
“I really believed her,” I say. I lift the lid off the pot in the center to find hot rice porridge. My stomach growls at the sight. 
“She told a good story,” Gamikal says, ladling porridge into a bowl and handing it to me. I grab a wooden spoon and dig in. “Xiumin had everyone fooled, even the emperor.” 
“How is he?” I ask, remembering the frail old man I saw in the Land of Summer. I wonder if he’s still alive.
“Doing much better now,” Gamikal says between bites of food. “Turns out the empress had been making him ill so she could prevent Johtan from entering the war. In the days after her departure, the emperor quickly got better. The drugs she used to keep him at death’s door were found in her apartments.” 
“So she’d been poisoning him for years just to keep him out of power?”
Gamikal nods. “She made him too sick to rule but not so sick he would die. Because the only way she could have any power was if she acted as his regent. If the emperor had died, Junho would have ascended the throne, and he was all for joining the war.” 
I don’t feel sorry for the empress, but I recognize she lived a tragic life. She put so much work into protecting the man she loved, Sothpike, only to be killed by one of his creatures. I wonder if he knows how many people she hurt for him. 
“Basheera informed me of her fate,” Gamikal says, sipping his tea. “And of her firstborn son.”
“Has anyone told Prince Junho?” I ask.
“I spoke to him before coming here. He was sad, of course, but mostly because she kept the knowledge of his half brother from him all these years. I think he stopped considering the empress his mother once he learned she had been poisoning his father for over a decade.” 
“She had a lot of secrets,” I say and Gamikal nods.
“Which brings us to why I’m really here,” he says. Gamikal sets down his cup, reaches into his waistband, and pulls out his dragonbone dagger—the twin to the one I found on Yafeu. He lays the dagger on the table. 
“I hear you have the other,” he says.
I carry the second dagger in my waistband, so I pull it out and set it next to the other. Gamikal lets out a sigh.
“It’s been a long time since I’ve seen them together.” He takes one in each hand, then passes them both to me.
“These belong to you now,” he says.
“Are you sure?”
“You’re the only one who can wield them properly,” he says. “They were carved by the Three-Faced God centuries ago and then given to me. I was told to pass them on to the one who would break the bond between myself and Ergenegon. At one time I thought that was Yafeu, but now I know it’s you.” 
I hold both daggers in my hands, feeling the weight of them, wrapping my fingers around the hilts. They fit perfectly, as if they were made just for me. 
“We’ll get you new gauntlets,” Gamikal says, crossing his arms. “Now—about Ergenegon. I told you that I can hear him. Well, now that he’s out of the godfire, I can see what he sees. Five hundred years as a dragon and he still has memories of his mother. She was the reason he started the war. She raised her son to hate the king who raped her; she helped him build his army and cut her attacker down; she put the crown on Soras’s head and proclaimed him the Bastard King. Yes, he’s lost his reason and all compassion. I don’t deny that he is now more of a feral creature than a human, but a very small part still remembers his mother. Soras is in there, still fighting the war that began the day my father laid eyes on his mother.” 
“But wouldn’t it be better if he didn’t remember her at all?” I ask. “Then he wouldn’t have a reason to fight. This would all be over.” 
“Chaos doesn’t need a reason,” Gamikal replies. “It just needs an outlet.” He runs his hands through his hair. “It’s only because of his memories that I was able to stop him from attacking you. It would be impossible for me to navigate a mind full of chaos, but a memory, a feeling, whether of sorrow or hope—I can cling to that and use it to control the chaos long enough for the cavalry to come charging in.” 
“You saved me,” I say with awe.
“Yes, I saved you this time, but I don’t know if I can do it again,” he says. “There’s only one way to break the bond so you can kill Ergenegon. And it’s not going to be easy.” 
I put down the weapons and stare at Gamikal. A feeling of dread settles over me. Something bad is coming.
“You know what keeps me awake?” Gamikal asks. I can tell by his tone he doesn’t really want me to answer, just to listen. “You know, at night when you want to sleep but those thoughts worm their way into your head and you just can’t get rid of them? When it’s so quiet, everyone’s asleep, and your thoughts get bigger and bigger, filling up all the space until it becomes impossible to avoid them? I think about death. Isn’t that strange?” 
“A lot of people are scared of death,” I reply. I’ve never heard Gamikal talk like this, as if he’s baring a part of himself that he doesn’t even like to acknowledge, let alone share with others. “It’s normal to feel that way. Everyone wants to live. We’re born crying out for help because we want to survive.” 
Gamikal purses his lips. “If death had come to me even just twenty years ago,” he says after a long pause, “and taken my hand, I would have gone willingly. But now . . . this world is different. Change is coming. We’re on the cusp of a future I saw only in my dreams.” 
“What are you saying?” I try to get him to look at me, but he keeps his eyes on the ceiling of the tent. “You’ve lived for so long. You’re not going anywhere.” 
“I suppose half a millennium is too long for any man,” Gamikal says, his voice low. Finally, he turns to me, his eyes wet. He tries to hide the welling tears with a few quick blinks, but I see. “People like to use the word forever but they don’t know what forever really means. But now that death is so near, forever isn’t long enough. I can feel death waiting for me and I want to tell it to go away. I don’t want this life to be over.” 
“What are you talking about?” I lean on the table. “You can’t die. You and Ergenegon are—” Then I understand why Gamikal suddenly sounds so scared: In order for Ergenegon to die, Gamikal has to die. “I didn’t think about that part of it.” 
“It’s all I can think about,” Gamikal says, absent-mindedly stirring his porridge.
“I’m sorry.”
Gamikal shakes his head. “Apology not accepted. I don’t want you to feel guilty. Ergenegon has to die. And if I try to stand in your way, if my fears overtake me, promise me you won’t hesitate to strike that final blow. Even if it means striking me first.” 
“Wait—what are you saying? You want me to kill you?” I lean back, away from the table, away from this conversation, not wanting to be part of it, as if physically removing myself will make this all go away. 
“You know all too well how these prophecies work,” Gamikal says. “This is what has to be done to rid this world of Ergenegon. And you have to do it.” 
“No. You’re going to have to find someone else.”
“I’m not asking Naira,” Gamikal says. “I’m asking the dragon in you—I’m asking Agarza if she can do what needs to be done when the time comes.” 
I take a deep breath and open my mouth to speak but I have no words. “I don’t want to hurt you” is all I can offer.
“You’ll have to,” he says. “Because killing me won’t be painless for you or for me.”
Now I have tears in my eyes. “What you’re asking me is—”
“I know,” Gamikal cuts in. “It’s unfair. But you know how to do what needs to be done. This is something I can’t ask of anyone else. I wouldn’t trust anyone else with this task. It has to be you.” Gamikal looks at me. “Not many people know what it’s like to face their own death. But you know what’s in front of me. You’ve seen it, yet you still jumped into the godfire. I need you to take one of those blades and plunge it into my heart, then take the other and do the same to Ergenegon. It’s the only way to break the bond.” He wraps his hands around his empty bowl. “Will you promise not to hesitate when the time comes?” 
How can I say no? Gamikal needs me. He’s scared and asking for my help. I nod and he smiles.
“Thank you, Agarza,” he says.
I have to look away or I might renege on my promise right now. I swallow the lump in my throat and force a smile onto my face.
The tent flap opens and Basheera enters. “There’s someone out here who wants to see you,” she says. Outside the tent, a maugrab roars. 
I jump to my feet, then almost fall as the pain explodes in my thighs and back. Gamikal rushes around the table and takes my arm. I lean on him as I walk to the entrance and step outside into the cold midmorning light. 
Grolga is waiting for me, her tongue hanging out of her mouth, ready to lick my face and hands, even my wings. She nudges me with her massive head, almost knocking me over, but Gamikal holds me upright. 
When she stops pouncing from one side to the other, I bury my face in her mane and wrap my arms around her neck. “I missed you, girl.” 
The tears I’ve been holding in since I made that promise to Gamikal come rushing out and I let them flow. Grolga’s body vibrates as a soft rumble builds in her chest. She gives me a small roar as if telling me to let it all out, and I laugh. 
“We took care of her for you,” Basheera says with a sense of pride, and I know she was probably the main one who watched over my maugrab for me. 
“I was so worried about all of you,” I say, wiping away my tears with the heels of my hands.
“Ah, we had a good time, didn’t we, Basheera?” Gamikal tosses an arm around Basheera’s shoulder, which she promptly shrugs off as she steps away from him. Gamikal doesn’t even pretend to look hurt; he just laughs. 
“Speak for yourself,” she replies. “Being shot at and racing back to Capital City with soldiers on our heels is not what I’d call a ‘good time.’” 
“Spoilsport,” Gamikal mutters.
Basheera responds by huffing and adjusting her glasses.
“Well, it’s just like the old days, isn’t it?” I ask with a laugh. “I thought you two would at least be able to tolerate each other by now.” 
“We do more than tolerate each other,” Gamikal says. “We sometimes even agree on things. Last night, for instance, we both agreed it was a good idea to send word to your friends at the Hands compound to let them know you’re safe.” He turns to Basheera. “Have we heard back yet?” 
I eagerly turn to Basheera and she nods. “Yes, a messenger bird just arrived. Kal, Ryn, and the three soldiers they brought with them will be here by this evening.” 
I give Basheera a big hug and she doesn’t try to wriggle out of it. “Thank you!”
“Well, we had to act fast for fear that you’d try to go back up in the mountains yourself,” Basheera says. She smooths out her clothes as if ridding herself of my embrace. 
Gamikal laughs. “I told Basheera we’d tie you down if you tried to run off, and she reminded me of the story of the woodcutter and the dragon.” 
I must look confused because Basheera lets out that familiar huff she does whenever she has to explain something she thinks everyone should already know. 
Gamikal elbows Basheera and cajoles her into telling me the story. I lean against Grolga, letting her warmth seep into my bones to combat the crisp winter air. Grolga sniffs my wings, inspecting them with her nose, before adjusting herself so my broken wing is covered by her fur and kept warm and safe. 
“Centuries ago,” Basheera begins, the words bringing me back to the nights long past when my father used to tell Nez and me stories before bed, “when dragons were as numerous as men, a lonely woodcutter found a sick dragon in the forest. He brought the dragon to his home, made her a bed by the fire, and nursed her back to health. Once the dragon was well, she thanked the woodcutter and tried to leave, only to find that he had clipped her wings with his ax. The dragon was distraught and tried to set the woodcutter on fire, only to find that he had given her poison that dampened her flames. The woodcutter told the dragon he loved her and the dragon tried to claw out his heart, only to find that he had filed down her claws. The dragon was no longer a dragon. The only dragon part of her that remained was her life force.” Basheera taps the center of her chest, her eyes on me. “Do you know what happens next?” 
“She was tamed?” I guess. “Though she should have killed him. He was awful.”
“Oh, she killed him,” Basheera says. “Eventually. The dragon took the woodcutter’s ax and peeled the skin off his back to repair her wings. Then she drank his blood to get rid of the poison. She ripped out his nails to make new claws for herself. Finally, she took the ax and drove it into his heart. The dragon ate the woodcutter’s heart while it was still beating, because not even love can stop a dragon from being a dragon.” Basheera looks at Gamikal. “Only a fool would try to tame a dragon.” 
“I asked her,” he says. “I didn’t order her. I asked. And she agreed.”
I know immediately what they’re referring to but I don’t want to talk about it.
I rub Grolga’s fur. “I can’t wait to go riding again,” I whisper to my maugrab and she nuzzles her head against my shoulder.
Ignoring my pain, I jump on Grolga’s back and she responds with a leap. Startled, Basheera and Gamikal dart out of the way as Grolga stretches her legs. Then we’re off, Gamikal calling after Agarza, Basheera calling for Naira, both of their voices just wind in my ears. 
I know what I have to do, and when the time comes, I’ll do it. But until then, I’d rather not think about it.
Until then, let me be an untamed dragon.



Chapter Thirty-Five
The sun has risen a few hands in the sky by the time I return to the camp. My pants are soaked with blood from aggravating the wounds on my thighs, so after I dismount a tired but happy Grolga, I head to the healers’ tent. I sit on the stool and let the healers rebandage the claw marks from Ergenegon and check my broken wing. Their eyes widen when they notice the break has healed. 
“Can you move your wing?” one of them asks.
I flutter both wings, surprised at how easy they are to move even though one of them was broken just the day before.
“One of the perks of immortality,” Gamikal says from the entryway. I didn’t notice him come in. “You’ll heal incredibly fast as long as you take care of your injuries.” He motions toward my legs—those wounds look fresh. 
“Anything else I should know?” I ask.
“Even though you have all the time in the world, there’s never enough of it.” He leans against a tent pole, watching the healers work. “As time moves on for everyone else, you’ll still be seventeen with your whole life ahead of you. The young friends you have today will be old and frail tomorrow. Some of them may resent your youthfulness. There’s nothing you can do about that.” 
The healers finish and they both bow before leaving the tent. I don’t want to listen anymore—I don’t want to hear how everyone I know and love is going to die. Every time I make a friend, I’ll know that one day that person will die and leave me alone just like all the others. My mother is going to die and Rima and Basheera and Kal and Ryn and everyone alive now except me. It’s terrifying and lonely and I don’t want that life. 
But there’s nothing I can do about it. Nez made his decision. If I go into the godfire and call his name again, I know he won’t answer. 
That won’t stop me, though—I’ll find a way to save my brother. He deserves better than an eternity in a chasm with terrifying creatures like the Nezorat. 
The tent is empty except for me and Gamikal. He sits on the stool across from me. “And if one day you consider having a family of your own—do it. Watching them all pass on will be the worst pain imaginable, but the short time you spend with them will be worth it. Have your family. Love them the only way you know how to love—with all your heart.” 
“Did you have a family?”
Gamikal clears his throat and stands. “Your friends will be here soon. They’ve been spotted approaching the ridge to the southeast.”
“I want to go meet them,” I say, not pushing Gamikal to answer my question. It’s obvious that whether he had a family or not, the answer brings him pain. 
“You’re still healing.” Gamikal gestures at my legs. “We don’t know where Ergenegon is and we’ll need you at your best if he comes back.” 
“Fine,” I grumble. “But can I at least get out of this tent?”
Gamikal laughs and I slowly stand, my thighs aching as I stretch the muscles. But after I take a few steps, the pain is bearable and I’m able to walk outside without assistance. The sun is bright, but the air is frigid. Gamikal tosses a blanket around my shoulders, and I wrap the fabric around myself snugly. 
“You need new clothes,” he says. “We’ll get you some at the main camp.”
“There’s another camp?”
Gamikal nods. “Yes. Basheera should be there by now. And now that you’re back, you and I will head over.”
A captain approaches Gamikal. “We’re ready,” Gamikal says, and the captain bows and motions for the rest of the soldiers to join him. They carry the stools and table and the cot I slept on out of the healers’ tent and pile all of it on horse-drawn carts. One of the soldiers leads Grolga toward me, but I shake my head. 
“I need to fly.”
Gamikal looks like he’d prefer me to stay on the ground, but he must know that I need to practice flying before I run into Ergenegon again because he doesn’t say anything. Ergenegon dominates the skies; he’s so fast and strong, and I need to be better than him if I want to win the next fight. 
I toss the blanket on the nearest cart and push off; my wings open wide to catch the air.
Soaring high, the air cold and bracing, I smile at the freedom I have. I can go anywhere—nothing can stop me. Down below, the caravan of carts and horses carrying our supplies winds its way through the dry, barren countryside toward the main camp. I streak over the caravan, pulling my wings in tight to dive down, then snapping them wide open to slow my descent so I can swoop back up toward the clouds. 
I spin and whirl, practice twisting and pivoting in the air. My wings respond without me having to think about them—it’s as if I’ve always had them. 
I fly over open prairies and destroyed villages until the sun moves from directly in front of me to shining on my back. The sky is turning dusky red when I spot a horde of Dambi roving the fields like a pack of wild dogs. Only they’re bigger, faster, and more vicious. As I continue east, I see more and more Dambi and the groups grow larger and larger until I can’t ignore them anymore. I fly low over a particularly large horde and release my fire on them. The ones who survive the blast shriek and scatter in every direction, carrying the fire with them and setting the fields ablaze. 
I hover over the scorched earth, not sure how far the fire will spread, watching it almost sputter out when it encounters a patch of green grass and then catch hold of another Dambi and roar back to life. I’m from the desert and know better than to light a fire near dry grass, but I can’t keep myself from smiling as the fire engulfs one Dambi after another. The flames grow until the heat laps at the bottoms of my feet. I climb higher in the air to escape the fire I caused, worried that it will spread to a village or the camp. Charred bodies litter the blackened ground beneath me for miles. Luckily, the winds come in strong. The fire turns back on itself, toward the ashes, and dies. 
A large swath of the prairie was eaten away by the fire, and hundreds of Dambi went with it. While I’m glad the Dambi are dead, what I did was reckless. I can never be so foolhardy with my fire again. I stare at the destruction I caused, knowing that there’s only a small difference between what I did and what Ergenegon has done. I have to be more careful with my fire or others will get hurt. 
The sun is starting to set by the time I reach the main camp; the caravan is still a few miles away. I find a clearing outside of the camp and open my wings to glide down to a soft landing. But I still come in too fast and hit the ground with a jarring force that makes me stumble until I catch my balance. 
Junho runs toward me, a contingent of soldiers following close behind.
“When you fly, it’s like watching grace perfected,” Junho says, clapping me on the back as I catch my breath, “but you land like a boulder falling out of the sky.” 
“As if you could do better.” I shake the shock and tingles out of my legs. “When you grow wings, we’ll see who’s more graceful.”
Junho laughs. “Can’t argue with that.” We walk to the camp, Junho leading the way.
I notice the eyes watching me. Some people stare openly; others are sneakier about it, stealing glances at me, but I see them nonetheless. But I also notice there are two camps here, one filled with soldiers and the other filled with civilians. 
“Where did all these people come from?” For a moment I panic, thinking they escaped the fires I caused, even though that doesn’t make sense—there’s no way they could have reached Junho’s camp and settled in before I arrived. 
“We’ve been following Ergenegon across Merza,” Junho says. “Every village, every farmstead—he’s destroyed them. We’ve even seen entire battalions, Sothpike’s battalions, completely wiped out by his fires. These people are all that’s left. It’s like Ergenegon wants to ruin everything, no matter what side it’s on.” 
We walk along the barricade that divides the ordered army camp from the hundreds of villagers, farmers, peddlers, and children who have been rescued by Junho’s army. Makeshift tents house the lucky few who escaped with more than their lives; dirty blankets litter the ground for the rest. 
“Because he does,” I say, my eyes on the people around us, their eyes on me. “How else could a dragon bring chaos to the world?”
I pull my wings in close because of the unfamiliar chill from the brisk evening air drifting across my taut, paper-thin skin. Soldiers and villagers peek out at me from their tents or from the sides of their eyes, pretending not to look as they eat bowls of steaming food, as they talk in whispers to each other, covering their mouths with gloved hands. The fear radiating off some of them is palpable. 
To them, Ergenegon and I are the same: Creatures to be feared, to be gawked at, to be hunted and destroyed. This is the world of humans. Dragons no longer walk among the sons and daughters of men. They’re relics of the past, and that is where they belong. 
I understand the fear, but what I’m not prepared for is the reverence. Not everyone sees me as they do Ergenegon. Pockets of soldiers and refugees look at me as they used to look at the statutes of the Thirteen in the Temple back home. To them, I’m a god come to life. I’m their savior, prophesied by Gamikal, and they clasp their hands together, fall to their knees in the mud, and call out my dragon name in prayer. 
A group blocks my path and reaches out to touch my wings, to feel the glow of my life force in my chest and the heat of my fire. 
I step back from their grasping hands. “I am not your god,” I tell them, but they don’t listen.
Dozens of worshippers surround us, coming from both camps to see the dragon for themselves. Junho orders them to stand up and back away, but even I can barely hear him over their fervor: 
“Protect us!”
“Save us!”
“Heal us!”
All around me is chaos. People push and step on each other; fingers grab my clothes, trying to draw me near, trying to rip off a piece of me. My chest burns bright—the crowd becomes frenzied, and I feel the fire burning up inside of me. It aches to be released. I cover my life force with my hands and close my eyes but I can’t stop hearing them shout the name Agarza, begging for what I can’t deliver without scorching them all. 
Guards break through the crowd and form a circle around me and Junho, pushing the people back. Having space to breathe quells the disorder surrounding me and the fire in my chest. 
The life force dims and a reassuring hand takes me by the elbow—Basheera. She grips my arm and leads me away from the people who still cry out for Agarza. Guards continue to hold them back while Junho and more of his men escort me to a tent. 
Basheera ushers me inside. I hear Junho ordering his soldiers to guard my tent day and night.
He storms in. “What happened just now will never happen again,” he says as the tent flap closes behind him.
“This fire inside . . . it wanted to come out.” I touch my life force. “I could have killed them.”
Basheera sits on a chair. “But you didn’t,” she says.
“I wanted to,” I say, sitting down on a stool in the dark tent; the only light comes from my chest. “Or rather, something inside of me wanted to make it all stop. To make it quiet again.” 
“But you didn’t,” Basheera repeats.
“I’m afraid I’ll end up like Ergenegon,” I continue, my thoughts on the fields I set on fire and how easily that could have killed innocent people. “That I’ll lose control and set the world on fire.” 
“Impossible,” Basheera says.
“How can you be so sure?”
“Because you’re the Havoc-Eater,” Junho replies and Basheera nods in agreement. “You bring order from the chaos.”
“He’s right,” Basheera says before I can respond. “Besides, Ergenegon was created by those ancient evil creatures, but you’re a true dragon, one created by the Three-Faced God. None of the Thirteen ever wantonly destroyed whole villages. You are not Ergenegon—you’re here to defeat him. Understand?” 
“And what happens when it’s all over? Will they make statues of me like they did of the other Thirteen?”
“By the Fires, I hope not,” Basheera says so quickly, it makes me laugh.
“Not dressed like that, they won’t,” Junho adds, a grin on his face.
I glance down at my bloody and ripped clothes, the dirt on my knees and frayed hems of my sleeves. Junho hands me a package wrapped in brown cloth. Inside, I find a leather jacket with metal clasps at the waist and slits in the back for my wings. The jacket is padded for warmth—perfect for flying in this frigid weather. 
“Thank you.” I pull on the jacket and Basheera helps me fasten the clasps. It’s snug, but I’m able to move freely. Already I’m starting to warm up. 
Junho opens a trunk. “There are gloves and pants and more stowed away in here for you.”
Basheera stands. “Why don’t you get cleaned up?”
She opens the tent flap and gestures to someone. Soon, a servant enters with a basin of hot water, soap, and a towel. Basheera clears her throat, and Junho makes an embarrassed bow before leaving. She ushers out the servant and leaves me alone to wash and dress. Among the items in the trunk is a new pair of gauntlets with a scabbard attached to each one. I place my daggers in their sheathes and put on the gauntlets. 
I almost cry at their beauty, the power they contain.
When I’m finished, I comb out my hair and braid it. Feeling like a new person, I step outside just as Gamikal and the caravan arrive. 
Just as Kal and Ryn enter the camp beside him.



Chapter Thirty-Six
It takes a moment for them to see me amid all the displaced people and soldiers and guards surrounding me, but when they do, it’s Ryn who spots me first. He pushes through the crowd, and I push past the guards, and he wraps his arms around me in a tight hug. 
“I was so worried about you,” he says, his breath hot on my neck and ear, sending tingles throughout my body.
“I know,” I say. “I’m sorry.”
Kal joins us. For a moment, his face is disappointed, as if he wanted to hug me first, but then he smiles and reaches for me. I bury myself in his arms, and he kisses the top of my head. 
“I’m so glad you’re all right,” he says.
Before I can respond, Junho joins us, his eyes on Ryn. Silence descends on our small group—until Gamikal comes over, grabs each brother by the wrist, and forces them within arm’s reach of each other. 
“Say your piece now and be done with it,” he grumbles. “You’re brothers, torn apart for reasons only your mother knew. But here you are, together now, and you need each other whether you like it or not.” 
“It’s more complicated than—” Ryn doesn’t get to finish his sentence before Junho reaches across the gulf between them and hugs his older half brother. 
“I’m so glad you’re alive,” he says.
Ryn awkwardly returns his brother’s hug. “I’m glad you’re alive as well.”
Now that I see them together, it’s obvious they’re closely related, but they hold themselves so differently: Ryn is stiff and closemouthed, Junho full of life and smiling. While Kal greets Basheera, I ask Ryn how he’s doing. 
“I knew I had a brother, but I didn’t think he’d be so welcoming,” he says, his eyes on Junho’s laughing face. “For the first time, I’m surrounded by friends.” He looks at me, his dark eyes burning into mine. “Thank you.” 
My cheeks grow hot under his intense gaze. “I didn’t do anything.”
“But you did. After the avalanche, you could have left me for dead. Instead, you saved me in more ways than you know.”
“I did what anyone would have done,” I say.
Ryn shakes his head. “No, you did what only you can do. You brought us all together. You gave me a family. I’ll never be able to repay—” 
“No, don’t even think about trying to repay me. You’re here because of who you are. Because we want you here. I want you here.”
Ryn looks at me from the side of his eye. “Do you want me, Naira?”
My whole body trembles and I step back. He takes hold of my wrist and pulls me closer, into the shadow of my tent. It’s dark out now and the only light comes from the glow in my chest. 
“I don’t care that you love Kal and I don’t care how he feels about you. I love you, Naira. These moments with you aren’t enough for me. I want more, but you have to want it to.” 
I want more—I want all of him. But I glance over my shoulder at the others getting to know each other and spot Kal in the crowd beyond the guards, inside the tent. He’s looking for me, and the thought that I would have to tell him to stop looking in order to give Ryn what he wants hurts me more than all the pain I felt from battling Ergenegon. 
But Ryn is holding my hand, and I don’t want to let him go either.
“Ryn, I—”
“Don’t decide now,” he says. “Think about what you truly want. I’ll still be here when you’re ready to tell me.”
I nod and he kisses my forehead, his lips warm and soft against my skin, before heading back to the others. I hear Junho call Ryn’s name, a laugh in his voice, and Ryn shyly joins him. His posture is rigid, but I know he’s happy to be there. 
Kal catches sight of me and motions for me to come out of the shadows, but I’m not ready. My face is still flushed, my thoughts confused. He comes over to me instead and cradles my cheek in his hand. 
“Naira, what’s wrong?”
“I have to tell you something,” I say, not knowing what I’m about to say but knowing that I have to say it. I lied to Kal about Ryn once and I won’t do it again. “Ryn tried to kiss me when I was traveling with his army. But I told him I only want to be friends.” 
Kal’s hand drops. I take it with both of mine and I’m grateful when he doesn’t pull away.
“I knew he had feelings for you but I wasn’t sure if you felt the same.” He looks into my eyes, his green-brown ones catching the light from my chest. “Is this the end of us? Is it over?” 
There’s so much going on right now that I feel torn between wanting to push both of them away so I can concentrate on the battles I know are coming and wanting to keep them both close because I can’t bear to lose either of them. It feels like everything is happening all at once and all I can do is close my eyes and hold on to what I can. 
I shake my head. “No, not to me. But if that’s what you want . . .”
I hope and pray that Kal doesn’t say, Yes, it’s over, but I don’t get a chance to hear his response. A loud, deep ringing gong resounds through the camp and suddenly the guards are around me, trying to force me back into the tent. 
“What’s going on?” I shout while Kal yells at them to get off me.
“Dambi on the move,” one of the guards grunts, grabbing my upper arm. I wrench my arm away from him and storm over to the others. Basheera is ordering Gamikal to ready the archers. She shoves Ryn toward Gamikal and grabs Kal’s sleeve. 
“Be useful and come with me,” she says, and they run into the crowd.
Gamikal shrugs at Ryn. “You’re with me, I guess,” he says, then turns to Junho. “And you’ve got Agarza?”
Junho nods. Gamikal heads toward the caravan with Ryn in tow.
It’s just me and Junho, I block his path. “If you don’t tell your guards to stand down—”
“They’re trying to protect you,” Junho says as he rushes past me to his own tent.
“I’m supposed to be protecting them!” I yell after him, hot on his heels.
“Armor, now!” he barks at his servants and they scurry to open cabinets and trunks. He faces me as they remove his outer robes and cover his upper body in thinly linked chains. “Gamikal said you aren’t healed yet. We can’t risk you getting hurt again, not while Ergenegon is still out there. We can handle Dambi, but we need you in case he returns.” 
“I can handle Dambi,” I snap, eager to be in battle. 
Two servants fasten leather armor on Junho’s forearms and legs.
“Gamikal is worried,” Junho says as his breast- and backplates are attached.
“It’s not me he should be worried about,” I say. “I’m going to wring his neck and—”
Junho laughs. “You’ll get your chance to fight, my friend. But we have to let Basheera show off a bit first.” One servant fixes a black cape to Junho’s epaulets as another servant wraps a sword belt around Junho’s waist. A third servant places an ornamented helmet over Junho’s head. 
Before I can ask what he means, the gong rings again in the distance, followed by one that’s closer, then one right outside Junho’s tent. He winks at me. “I think that’s our cue.” 
We step outside of the tent into a maelstrom of activity. Junho is quickly surrounded by his generals, all of whom are on horseback. He climbs on his horse, looks around for a moment, then motions for some of the generals to move to one side. Grolga is brought to me and I smile when I see her. The horses shy away from my maugrab, just as they do from me. They’re frightened of us, just like some of the soldiers and refugees. 
“We make a fearsome pair,” I say to Grolga before climbing onto her back.
Junho nods, and when I return the gesture, he takes off. I follow close behind, my wings unfurled, my maugrab roaring.
My torn muscles throb from the strain of having to use my legs to hold on but I don’t care. I know we must be a sight—a dragon on a maugrab. I lean forward until my chest is almost flat against Grolga’s back, making it look like my wings are hers. 
Most of the soldiers run to the south of the camp, toward the Dambi. Others hastily gather the refugees while small groups on horseback ride off to the east and west to flank the horde coming our way. Surrounded by guards on horseback and on foot, Junho rides south with his generals behind him and me at his side. 
The darkness makes it difficult to see the dead, but I can still hear and smell them. Shrieks and screams make my chest glow like a beacon in the night. As we get closer, the stench grows stronger until even the others can smell the rotting flesh. Soldiers all around me gag, and a few vomit their dinners onto the ground. 
“There must be hundreds,” I yell to Junho over the din of the army getting ready for battle. “Many of these people will die.”
Junho says nothing and points at the two trebuchets before us. They’re arranged at odd angles, almost facing each other instead of the battlefield. I spot Basheera and Kal among the trebuchets. She’s ordering soldiers to turn them in one direction or another, adjusting them until she’s satisfied, while Kal helps load the weapons. Behind the two trebuchets are the archers and foot soldiers. Gamikal walks the line of archers, adjusting their stances and weapons. Ryn waits with the foot soldiers, his rünga at the ready. 
One moment, the empty horizon is clear. The next, it’s filled with dark shapes loping across the muddy plain on their hands and feet, faster than any human. The captains near the trebuchets blow their horns, the soldiers prime the machines, and, after a second blast of the horn, the pair of weapons are deployed. 
We all watch what looks like two big black rocks hurtling toward each other instead of the Dambi. The rocks arc through the sky and collide. A loud crack rips through the air; the ground rumbles beneath us. The rocks explode with a wave of oppressive heat that reminds me of the days under the blistering sun on the salt pans. A curtain of fire rains down from the sky, burning every Dambi underneath. 
The creatures screech and howl as the fire eats through their rotting flesh. They fall in droves, their bodies contorted like broken dolls. 
But more keep coming.
While soldiers reload and reposition the trebuchets, the archers light their arrows and loose them upon the next wave of Dambi. We watch the fiery arrows cross the night sky, rise higher and higher, then descend on the dead army like hundreds of swiftly falling stars. 
Another row of archers steps forward, lights their arrows, and lets them fly. When they fall back, the third row comes forward and sends another volley of fire arrows toward the Dambi. 
Now the trebuchets are ready and once again a fiery explosion stops the oncoming Dambi. Again and again, the fires from above fell the creatures before they get within a hundred yards of us. 
And then there’s silence. All the Vra Gool Dambi are dead. The soldiers cheer and the generals clap each other on the back, and I wish I could be happy with them. But I hear more shrieks on the wind and I know the battle is far from over. 
The gong cuts the army’s excitement short, ringing out louder than the laughter and shouts, choking relief and turning it into dread. Captains yell for their soldiers to get back in line, ready their arrows and swords, and kill every last one of the Dambi. Weapons from the trebuchets are fired—but not even a quarter of the creatures fall. Quickly, a row of archers steps forward while Basheera adjusts the trebuchets as the enemy gets closer and closer. One round of arrows, then another, then another, but there are endless waves of Dambi reinforcements and the arrows barely make a dent in the growing horde. 
“Ready your weapons!” Junho draws his sword. The generals go down the line, echoing Junho’s command to the foot soldiers. They pull out swords and ready giant lances that have to be wielded by two men. The lancers keep the Dambi at bay, making it easier for those with swords and arrows to land their blows. 
The new wave of Dambi wear wooden shields on their backs—that’s what stopped the arrows.
“I’m going to the front,” I yell to Junho, then nudge Grolga without waiting for his response. Grolga is eager to run and she races forward, the soldiers dodging out of the way moments before we thunder past. At the trebuchets, I jump down. Pain is nothing. Failing these people would hurt more than reopening my wounds. 
This is what I was born to do.
When the Dambi are so close I can see their tongue-less mouths, their white eyes, their claws kicking up pieces of dirt as they surge forward, I open my mouth and let out the fire that has been building all day. 
The fields are awash with golden light, almost as if the sun suddenly appeared overhead, and all the Dambi caught in the blast are lit afire. The ones closest turn to black ash as soon as the fire licks their rotted flesh. The surviving Dambi leap back, screeching, their ragged clothes burning, lighting others on fire. Now the wooden shields on their backs keep the flames burning. 
But there are many more behind them. My life force glows, ready for another blast. I let the fire release—and the remaining Dambi swerve around me, giving me a wide berth. My fire barely touches them. 
The Mistresses. I spin around and see Grolga bearing down on me. She slows just enough for me to hop on. The acrid scent of charred flesh follows us as we speed toward the army, the Dambi staying just far enough away not to get burned. 
The Mistresses are teasing me.
As Grolga chases the Dambi, my eyes scan our surroundings. The Mistresses must be somewhere up high so they can see what is happening on the field. Death moans and shrieks envelop me and the smell of decaying flesh hangs heavy in the air. Then I hear it: The sound of teeth biting into a piece of thick flesh. I never would have heard that before I became a dragon. 
The Mistresses are on a ridge to my right, hidden among a copse of trees.
I nudge Grolga toward the trees. “That way,” I yell, pointing west.
A large herd of Dambi break away from the rest and chase us. They know I’m coming. The more Dambi that come racing to their aid, the fewer Dambi out on the field attacking Junho’s army. Behind me, another set of boulders crack apart and fire rains down on the enemy 
Ahead, the Mistresses slither among the trees, tongues dangling from ropes around their necks, the marks on the backs of their hands glowing, their bodies covered in shapeless black robes. I can’t tell how many there are—they all blend together—but it doesn’t matter. I hold one of my daggers by the blade and fling it. A Mistress’s head snaps back, and she falls to the ground, dead. One of the remaining masked women snatches the dead woman’s necklace of shriveled tongues and picks up my dagger. 
By now, we’re close enough that I can count them. A half dozen, but the Dambi are gaining on us. I jump off Grolga’s back, my wings snap open, and I swoop down on the score of Dambi chasing me and my maugrab. I can’t set them on fire like I want to, not among these trees where the fire might spread to the forest. I learned that lesson this morning. 
But I have another way to fight Dambi.
I manifest my fire in my hands and wings and plow right into the oncoming horde. I’m a whirlwind and every Dambi I touch shrieks in pain as it burns and burns into a mound of ash. Grolga fights beside me, ripping off limbs with her teeth and slashing with her claws. 
Once the Dambi are dead, I fly up to the ridge.
As soon as I land, one of the Mistresses tries to stab me with my dragonbone dagger. It glances off my new leather gauntlets, and the Mistress’s face contorts in fear when my chest glows bright. 
Before I can set her on fire, Grolga bites off her hand, and the dagger drops at my feet. She falls to the ground, screaming.
The remaining women begin ululating, the marks on their hands glowing brighter than ever. The Dambi answer their call by racing toward the ridge. I am starting to manifest the fire again when I hear a familiar whistle. One of the Mistresses drops dead, a hole in the center of her forehead. Then another whistle and another Mistress falls, this one pierced through her chest. 
As I grab my dagger off the ground, Grolga takes off deeper into the trees. I call her name but the maugrab that answers isn’t mine. The roar is deeper, older. 
A maugrab bounds out of the trees, and although the animal isn’t familiar, its rider is.
Rima sits atop the maugrab, her spear in one hand and a Haltayi slingshot in the other.



Chapter Thirty-Seven
I call my best friend’s name and her eyes widen when she sees me.
“Naira, is that you?”
“It’s me,” I cry out and she laughs. “I can’t believe you’re here!”
“I can’t believe you have wings!”
Behind her are dozens of Haltayi warriors, many of them on maugrabs. As they overtake the remaining Mistresses, Rima jumps down from her maugrab and I run over to her. 
We circle each other, each taking in the changes of the other. Rima is as beautiful as ever, and she wields her spear like my father held his staff. She’s turned into a true leader, one I would be proud to follow. 
And then she smiles that same smile and I know that she’s still the same Rima from back in our childhood days, the one who stayed up with me at night listening to my troubles and telling me hers. 
We give each other big hugs.
“I missed you,” we say at the same time, which makes both of us laugh.
When we pull apart, she takes in my new appearance, my wings, my glowing chest, my new clothes, and my new boots that keep getting stuck in the mud. 
Rima’s changed too—she wears her hair in long braids that go down her back and she seems even taller than before. She stands with her chin raised and her shoulders back, looking like a powerful warrior. 
Not just looking like one—she is a powerful warrior. Her spear is sharp, the blade dotted with black blood, and I know she’s been fighting too. 
She can’t take her eyes off my wings, so I turn around to give her a full view.
“Are you a dragon?” she asks.
Instead of answering, I let out a puff of fire. She jumps back, but then she grins.
“Nothing can stop us now,” she says with another laugh.
By now the Haltayi have finished off the Mistresses. They call Rima’s name and race down the ridge, toward the Dambi. But before they reach the battlefield, another of Basheera’s weapons explodes, sending shock waves through the air, stopping the Haltayi in their tracks. 
“What was that?” Rima asks. She mounts her maugrab, her eyes on the curtain of fire falling on the Dambi.
I smile. “That was your sister.”
“Basheera did that?”
“She can tell you all about it herself,” I say. I call for Grolga, and this time she responds and bounds over to me. We join the Haltayi and I point out Junho’s army to Rima. 
“Basheera’s down there by the trebuchets,” I say. “Let me take care of the rest of these Dambi and then I’ll bring you to her.” 
“We can help—”
I shake my head. “Leave it to me.”
I hop off Grolga, open my wings, and fly; my feet never touch the ground. I fly over the battlefield, sending precise jets of fire down on the Dambi. There aren’t many left and it doesn’t take long until I’ve killed enough that Junho’s soldiers can finish off the stragglers. 
Once again, I land hard, but this time I don’t stumble. I’m getting better at this. I mount Grolga and motion for Rima and the Haltayi to follow me. As I lead them to the soldiers, I hear a lot of chattering behind me, but I don’t know what’s being said because they’re speaking in Haltayi. 
“They’re debating whether they should consider you a god,” Rima says. She rides next to me.
“You speak Haltayi?”
“I’ve been living with them for months,” she says. “I picked up a little bit here and there. And besides, I was wondering the same thing.” 
“I may be Agarza the Havoc-Eater, but I’m still Naira, your friend.”
“Agarza,” Rima says, feeling the word in her mouth. “That’s good. A strong name. I like it.” Then she looks at me. “Do you like it?” 
I can tell by her tone that she’s talking about more than my dragon name. I think about it for a while before responding.
“Yes,” I say, fluttering my wings and letting my chest glow bright. “I do.”
“Good,” Rima says. “Because that’s all that matters.”
We’ve reached the front lines. The soldiers stand back to let us pass, their eyes on the Haltayi and their maugrabs instead of me for once. The Haltayi do an excellent job of staring right back at them, making many of the soldiers look away in embarrassment. I need to learn how to do that. 
Rima spots Basheera before I do. One moment she’s atop her maugrab and the next she’s on the ground running toward her sister, shouting her name. 
Basheera looks up, an annoyed expression on her face until she sees her younger sister. Then she smiles and races toward her, stumbling in the ruts and grooves made by the massive wheels of the trebuchets. 
A big grin comes over my face when they hug each other, and I’m still smiling when Kal comes up to me.
“The face of a victor,” he says, holding out his hand to help me get off Grolga. I take his hand and don’t let go.
“It wasn’t just me,” I say. “Those bombs Basheera created did most of the work.”
Kal nods. “We just need more trebuchets to keep up the onslaught.” He glances behind me at the Haltayi warriors, many of whom have already dismounted and are talking among themselves. “And who are they?” 
“We are the first people, we are the only people, and we are the last people,” a familiar voice says. “We are Haltayi.”
I turn around to find Nenet walking toward me, her face painted with white and yellow streaks. “Nenet, I can’t believe you’re here,” I say. She places a hand on my shoulder and I return the gesture. 
“I did not expect to see you either,” she says. “At least not as a dragon. But I am not surprised. Xulma told us you had a great destiny and that we should help you.” 
“Is she here?”
Nenet shakes her head. “No, she did not cross the sea with the rest of us. But she sent some others that you know—my cousins Atzi and Miyal are here. They’ve been tracking the other dragon, the hepshet one.” 
I don’t know what hepshet means, but I can tell it’s not good. 
Junho and his generals are now within earshot, so I introduce Nenet to the prince.
“You must tell us what’s happening in the south,” Junho says once he finishes bowing. He motions to a servant, who brings him his horse. “I have maps in my tent. Would you share what you know?” 
“Of course,” Nenet says as she mounts her maugrab. “But what of my people? They need food and rest.”
“So do we all,” Gamikal says, joining our group. “Let’s head back to the main camp where we can eat and talk.”
As the soldiers pack up their gear, the rest of us make the trek back to the camp. I bring up the rear with Rima, who tells me about her time with the opposition, how she convinced them to join the fighting in Merza, which emboldened them to cross the sea and take the fight to Waldyria. They chased after Sothpike, but once Ergenegon destroyed Holstang, they lost track of him. They followed his Mistresses instead, taking them out and their Dambi, while Atzi and Miyal were tasked with keeping tabs on Ergenegon. They’ve seen what he can do and they don’t want to be hit by him unexpectedly. 
“And do they know where he is?” I ask.
“His movements are erratic,” she replies. “But he hasn’t been spotted in this region of Waldyria yet.”
Back at the camp, we pile into Junho’s tent, his generals on one side of the war table in the center, Gamikal and the others—Rima, Basheera, Nenet, Ryn, and Kal—on the other. Junho and I stand at the head of the table and watch as Nenet and Rima set down markers showing the locations of burned-out villages and the places where Ergenegon was spotted. They note where they battled Mistresses and the last time they saw Sothpike. 
It’s dawn when we’re finished, and yet we don’t have a real plan on where to go next. Junho will send out scouts to try to find Sothpike, and Nenet will send out some of her Haltayi to help her cousins track down Ergenegon. 
If Sothpike and Ergenegon won’t come to us, we’ll take the fight to them.
Whenever we find them.
I leave Junho’s tent a little disappointed. I want to finish off Sothpike now. We’re so close and I’m so ready, and yet we can’t do anything until we find him. 
We have to wait, and I’ve always hated waiting.
In my tent, I take off my boots and jacket and lie down on my cot. It’s been a long day and I fall asleep as soon as I close my eyes. 
I dream about green fire and I know I’m back in the godfire, but there’s a silver sword in my hand and someone walking beside me. I hope it’s Nez, but it’s not. It’s a dragon. For a moment I think it’s Ergenegon and I grip the sword tight, but I quickly realize it’s not him. I’m walking with Crafulgar. She places a hand on my arm and I relax my grip. 
“He will survive,” Crafulgar says before fading away.
When I wake up, there’s a tray of food in my tent. Everything’s cold, but I eat it anyway. I didn’t realize I was starving until I started shoveling the food into my mouth. 
“Be careful or you’ll choke,” Rima says with a laugh from the entrance.
I put down my spoon long enough to swallow so I can speak. “Flying takes up a lot of energy,” I say, then stuff my face with more rice. 
Rima sits on the stool across from me. She holds a mug of hot tea in her hands. “Tell me about it,” she says and takes a sip of her tea. When I don’t respond, she leans forward. “No, seriously—tell me about it.” 
“Oh,” I say, my hand covering my full mouth. “All right.” I quickly finish that bite and ask Rima what she wants to know.
“Basheera showed me the notes she took,” she says. “I know about all the things you’ve done, the places you’ve gone. I know about Nez.” She lets out a deep sigh. “And I know he didn’t want you to save him. But you didn’t say anything to her about being a dragon. Do you feel different—aside from the parts that are different?” 
I sit on the edge of my cot, my elbows on my knees, the bottom of my wings just grazing the floor, and think.
“Honestly, I still feel like me. Like Naira Khoum. But I also feel like I’ve tapped into something deeper. Like Agarza is who I was meant to be. Does that make sense?” 
Rima nods. “I felt that way when I joined the resistance in Lagusa and then again when I joined the Haltayi opposition. I knew what I was meant to be doing and it felt so right.” 
“Yes, it all feels just right.” I grab my spoon and scrape the last bits from my bowl. “How was my mother when you left the Gathering?” 
“You can ask her yourself when she gets here,” Rima says with a grin.
I sit up straight. “Omma is coming here?”
“Did you think she would let us leave her behind? She brought Mandisa with her too. She said she was tired of seeing her mope about after Basheera left.” 
Just then, the tent flap opens and Basheera barges in. “You’re not ready yet?” she snaps at me.
“Good morning to you too,” I say.
“It’s afternoon,” she barks. “And you look a mess.”
I roll my eyes and Rima laughs.
“She just woke up, Basheera,” she says, putting down her mug and wrapping an arm around her sister’s shoulders. “Give her some time.” 
Basheera brushes her sister aside, and Rima’s mouth drops open in mock offense. I giggle at her antics, which only makes Basheera huff. 
“Look, do you want to sit here stuffing your face or do you want to see your mother?”
“Well, when you put it that way—”
“Hurry and get dressed so we can go meet her,” Basheera commands and exits the tent.
“I guess I better get dressed,” I say, shooing Rima out.
I do a quick wash-up—the water in the basin is ice cold, so that helps me go even faster—and dig fresh clothes out of the trunk. 
But as soon as I step outside, I’m surrounded by guards. Over their shoulders, I see a barricade that’s been placed in front of my tent to keep people away from me. It takes only one person to notice my wings and cry out my dragon name to bring all the others. People swarm the barricade and the guards struggle to keep them at bay. 
Suddenly, Basheera appears riding Grolga. She holds out a hand to me. “Ready?”
“Ready.” I take her hand and climb on behind her. Then we’re off, my maugrab darting past the outstretched arms.
Some people try to follow us out of the camp, but the guards don’t let them get too far. I thought the guards were unnecessary at first, but now I’m grateful for them. 
We ride across open fields, the sun high in the sky, melting the snow and making the ground slick with mud. There’s nothing ahead of us except miles and miles of empty fields until we crest a ridge and see great belches of smoke rising above the distant hills, obscuring the eastern sky. 
“Is that where we’re headed?” I ask, and when Basheera nods, my stomach sinks like a stone in water.
Ergenegon is still wreaking havoc—the fire ahead of us must be from him.
“Take cover,” I tell Basheera. “He could be anywhere.”
Basheera nods and guides Grolga down a ravine. As soon as I know they’re safe, I open my wings and fly higher and higher, searching the skies for the old dragon. I know I can’t kill him, but I can’t sit by and let him kill others. 
I hear the creak of wagon wheels, so I drop down to the ground and meet the caravan. Right in front is Omma.
“Omma,” I cry out, reaching for her.
She jumps down from the wagon and wraps her arms around me. “My headstrong girl.”
Even though Lagusa is hundreds of miles away, I feel like I’m back home.



Chapter Thirty-Eight
It’s late by the time we—Omma, Basheera, Mandisa, me, and the rest of the Haltayi warriors—make it back to the main camp, and we stay up almost the whole night talking and being in each other’s presence. 
I wake to find my mother sleeping in a chair next to my cot. Not wanting to wake her, I slowly climb out of bed and step outside. The sun is barely up and most of the camp is sleeping, but my guards quickly surround me, alert as ever. 
A few civilians notice me; they clasp their hands and raise them to the sky. I feel like a charlatan for not stopping them, but there is nothing I can do. I can’t force them to praise someone or something else. One day they’ll realize all their prayers to me are for naught—I just hope the day when they realize I can’t make prayers a reality comes soon. 
I smell food and my stomach growls, so I follow the scent to the kitchen tent with my guards in tow. I find the cooks distributing food to the early risers like me. I grab two bowls of rice and stewed vegetables and carry them back to my tent; I save one bowl for Omma and promptly eat the other. 
Omma wakes up just as I finish. I pass her the second bowl but she sets it down.
“Let me look at you first,” she says.
I put down my empty bowl and look at Omma. She takes my face in her hands and stares into my eyes. Then she reaches for my wings and touches them, her fingers gentle. 
“So this isn’t some kind of apparatus,” she says as I open my wings, her eyes watching my every movement.
“No, Omma,” I say, not sure how she’s feeling about my new appearance. “It’s me.”
Omma smiles and sits back. “I knew you and your brother were destined for something bigger than I could ever imagine, but this . . . to think, I’m the mother of a dragon.” She laughs, but then her face turns serious. “I wish your brother were here.” 
“I tried, Omma. But he wouldn’t stay.” I tell her the whole story.
“I know it hurts. You did your best, but Nez did what he felt was best. Doesn’t mean I don’t miss him, though.”
“Of course you do,” I say with a sly grin. “He is your favorite, after all.”
Omma lets out a chuckle. “I don’t have a favorite child,” she says. “You know this.”
“Sure, Omma.” I laugh. “That’s why you always fed Nez first.”
“I never did that!”
Now we’re both laughing and it feels so good to be back with my mother. These past few months have been one trial after another, but being in my mother’s presence renews me, fuels me, makes me stronger. I clean up while she eats, then she trims the singed ends of my hair and washes it, massaging my scalp with her fingertips as she scrubs my hair clean. Once it’s dry, she smooths my frizz and curls into a neat ponytail. 
As she takes care of me, Omma tells me about her journey. As soon as she was ready for travel, she decided she would join the opposition with Rima, since they were planning to bring the fight to Waldyria. It didn’t take much to convince Mandisa to do the same—she was starting to regret letting Basheera leave without her. The three of them traveled with the Haltayi to Uzbah, where they boarded a boat that dropped them off on the coast of Waldyria. They arrived in Holstang just in time to see Ergenegon destroy the city—the dark tower called Maccor was the first building to fall. 
Since then, they’ve been looking for Sothpike, following his Mistresses, tracking Ergenegon, hoping something will point the way to him. 
“You were asleep when we got word that he’s hiding in a village near a lake—Kosugrad.”
I’m sitting on the floor between Omma’s legs as she braids my ponytail. I turn around to look at her and she quickly places the tips of her fingers on the top of my head and turns it so I’m facing forward again, the way she used to when I was a child and moved around too much. 
“Why didn’t anyone wake me?” I ask, eager to be finished so I can chase after him.
“Your body needed the rest and I wasn’t going to let anyone take that from you.”
“But Omma, this is Sothpike—”
“And that’s why Kal and the other two, Ryn and Junho, went after him,” Omma cuts in.
“How long have they been gone?”
“They left last night.” Omma places her hands on my shoulders and squeezes. “And now, if they need you, you’re ready to go too.” 
I jump to my feet, give Omma a kiss on her cheek, and thank her. I start to leave, but I stop when I notice Omma is still sitting in her chair. 
“Aren’t you coming with me?”
Omma looks surprised. “I didn’t think you’d want your mother following you around.”
I tsk and grab Omma’s hand. “We’ve been separated for too long.”
Omma gets up from her chair and grabs her basket of salves and drafts. She follows me out of the tent, watching the guards jump to attention and assemble around me. 
“Now, who are they?” she asks.
“They’re here to protect me,” I say.
“From what?”
I nod toward the people watching me, calling my dragon name, begging me to breathe my fire. Which is quite silly because if I did breathe my fire at them, they’d all die. But that’s what they pray for, not realizing what would happen if they got what they wanted. 
“They think I’m one of the dragon gods,” I whisper, keeping my eyes on the back of the guard in front of me. I don’t want to make eye contact with any of the zealots. 
“Well, you are, aren’t you?” Omma says, surprising me.
I shake my head. “I’m a dragon, not a god.”
“But you’re just like the others—Maganor, Thregor, Galgamex . . . Crafulgar. If they’re gods, then so are you.”
“They aren’t gods either,” I say and Omma’s brow furrows. She doesn’t like what she’s hearing, and I know if Obba were here, he wouldn’t like it either. 
I feel horrible because for the first time, I’m glad Obba isn’t here to see me like this. I wouldn’t want him praising me like a god and I also wouldn’t want to be the reason he stopped believing in the dragon gods. 
“Why not?” Omma asks. “Dragons bring blessings, perform miracles, help those in need, and smite our enemies. If that’s not a god, what is?” 
I don’t have an answer for Omma. I never believed in the dragon gods because they never answered my prayers. But there is a god who did answer my prayer to strike down Sothpike—the Three-Faced God, who turned me into a dragon for that specific purpose. So if I prayed to anyone, that’s who it would be. 
But I can’t bring myself to praise the Three-Faced God because if it were a true god, it wouldn’t have let Sothpike exist in the first place. 
I want to have faith in something greater—I really do. I wish there were something I could hold on to besides myself. But when it comes down to it, I can’t count on anyone but myself and those fighting alongside me. The Three-Faced God gave me wings, but I make those wings fly. 
“It’s hard for me to believe in something that allows suffering,” I say.
“The Mother in the Temple always said that dragons appear during humanity’s greatest need. Sothpike chose to become the man he is, and by doing so, he ushered in a time of chaos and upheaval. We are now in need, and here you are, a dragon. It’s not a coincidence. You are a blessing, and what you can do is miraculous.” 
I sigh and shake my head. “I don’t want to be a god, Omma. I just want to be me.”
“Then you shouldn’t jump in fires, my headstrong girl. But you did and now here we are.”
“Yes, here we are,” I grumble, watching the crowd grow bigger and listening to more and more people join in the chanting. I turn to the main guard and ask her to take me to Gamikal. She nods and leads us to Junho’s tent. 
Inside, I find a haggard Gamikal along with Basheera, Rima, Nenet, some of Junho’s generals, and a few faces I don’t recognize.
“Look who finally woke up,” Gamikal says. His tone is without malice; he’s just stating the facts. “You’re looking much better.”
“Wish I could say the same about you,” I respond.
“Well, we had a rough night,” Basheera says.
“What can I do to help?” I join them at the war table, Omma by my side. A map of Waldyria is spread out there, lit by a single lamp hanging from a tent pole. 
Gamikal points at the barren lands to the north. “Sothpike sent twenty thousand men to the Bernoks. We have soldiers tracking them, but we haven’t figured out what they’re doing there.” Gamikal traces his finger along the Kilmare Mountains. “He unleashed thousands of Vra Gool Dambi along here. He wants to prevent us from receiving more reinforcements from Johtan, but he doesn’t know Junho had his soldiers repair the harbor at Holstang, so we still have a way in if we need more fighters,” he says with a satisfied grin. Next, he points at Kosugrad. “Sothpike is holed up in this village with more than two thousand troops, and more than half of them are Vra Gool Dambi. And these Dambi aren’t wild like the ones in the fields. They’re being controlled like the Dambi who attacked our camp.” 
“Do you know where he keeps the Mistresses?” I ask.
Gamikal shakes his head. “We can’t get close enough to find out. I sent two parties of scouts. They never returned. Junho took a small group to try to find out what happened to the others, but the only one who came back was Paro here”—Gamikal points at Ryn’s falcon, perched on a branch. “So we have to assume the others aren’t coming back either.” 
If Paro returned without her owner, it means Ryn is in trouble. And if Ryn is in trouble, so are Junho and Kal.
“Which is why you need me,” I say, understanding Gamikal’s plan. “You can’t get any information from the ground, so you want me to do reconnaissance from the sky.” 
“Right,” Gamikal says with a nod. “But you cannot engage.” He looks me in my eye. “Do you understand? We don’t know where Ergenegon is. He hasn’t been seen since he attacked you; the last time he was spotted, he was flying north. We can’t take the chance that he’s in Kosugrad with Sothpike. There’s no way you can go up against Ergenegon and Sothpike by yourself. Get in, see what you can, and get out.” Gamikal places a hand on my shoulder. “We need you healthy and ready to fight when the time is right. No matter what happens, no matter what you see, you do not engage. Agreed?” 
This could finally be my chance to get rid of Sothpike, but Gamikal is telling me to do nothing. Just observe and report back.
When I hesitate, Basheera picks up a figurine carved in the form of a dragon. “There’s more at stake here than just killing Sothpike.” Basheera moves the dragon from the camp to Kosugrad. “There are hundreds of innocent people in that village.” 
I cross my arms. “Fine. When do I leave?”
“Tonight,” Gamikal says with a relieved sigh. “As soon as the sun sets.”



Chapter Thirty-Nine
As soon as the sun dips below the horizon, I take to the sky and fly toward Kosugrad, keeping an eye out for the missing, including Kal and Ryn. A few miles away from the camp, I spot the bodies of fallen soldiers from Johtan mixed in with dead Dambi, but when I swoop down to look for my friends, I find no sign of them. I breathe a sigh of relief. 
Back in the sky, I follow the road Gamikal pointed out on the map that leads to Kosugrad, and as I get closer to the village, I see massive bonfires bathing the village in light. Even the sky above Kosugrad is bright—plumes of fire erupt from tall pillars erected throughout the village. 
I land with a stumble a few yards from the edge of the firelight, cursing myself for being foolish enough to believe Sothpike would make this easy. 
A dark shadow appears in the sky and I crouch down low to avoid being seen. Ergenegon dives into the light with a fire of his own, setting everything in his path ablaze. Dambi turn to ash, soldiers become charred remains in seconds, and weapons turned against the old dragon crumble to dust. It’s the most terrifying thing I’ve ever seen. So much death, so much destruction, caused by one creature in such a short amount of time. 
Ergenegon knocks down one pillar and blasts another with his fire; the burning wood crushes those beneath it and creates chaos when it breaks apart into fiery splinters. I don’t know why the Bastard King is attacking Sothpike, but I do know that this is my chance. While everyone is dealing with the Chaos-Bringer, I can do some damage of my own. 
I shoot into the air and am bombarded with arrows as soon as I join the fray. I fly higher, out of the archers’ range, and head for the heart of the village. The layout is simple: docks to the north, a meeting hall in the center, and one major road cutting through the middle of the village. Wooden houses and shops line the main road; a few paths branch off of it and lead to farms on the outskirts of the village. 
If Sothpike is anywhere, he’s in the hall. I pull in my wings, dive toward the wooden structure, and crash through the roof. Debris rains down around me and I open my wings to stop myself from bashing into the floor. Hovering in the air, I take in my surroundings. Sothpike is nowhere to be seen, but dozens of bodies fill the hall. They’re dressed like villagers, and all of them stare at me with blank eyes. One woman’s mouth hangs open to reveal nothing but a dark, empty hole. I slowly turn, not believing what I’m seeing, my mind taking a long time to make sense of what’s happened here. All the villagers dead, their tongues ripped out. 
Even the children. They’re in a corner, their lifeless bodies piled on top of each other like trash.
I drop to the ground, fall to my knees, and let out a cry of frustration.
I’ve only wanted to help people, to stop Sothpike from hurting others as he hurt my family, but I couldn’t save a single person in this village. They’re all dead. There’s no one left for me to save. 
All that’s left is to kill Sothpike.
I get on my feet, take a deep breath, and throw open the doors to the meeting hall, my life force shining bright. Smoke hangs heavy above the town and the sound of wood cracking under the intense heat fills the air. I look up at the sky. Ergenegon is gone. I run to the docks to see if Sothpike is trying to escape by ship. 
“Naira? Is that you?”
The familiar voice stops me in my tracks. I see a dark figure at the end of the pier and call out Junho’s name.
“Naira?” Junho asks again.
At the sound of my name, I race down the pier. Junho stares at me with large, dark eyes filled with fear. His hands are chained to a mooring post, his body is battered and bruised, but he is alive. 
“I can’t believe it,” I say, giving Junho a hug. After what I saw in the meeting hall, I didn’t expect to see Junho alive ever again. “I was sure he must have . . .” I can’t bring myself to say the words. 
“Naira, you have to get out of here,” Junho says, pushing me away with his shoulders, his eyes frantically darting around as if he’s expecting an attack from every direction. 
“I know,” I say, yanking on the chains. “But I have to free you first.” The chains are too thick. I can’t break them, but perhaps I can melt them. 
“I’ll get you out of here.” I let my life force glow. “I promise.”
Junho shakes his head and again tries to push me away.
“Listen to me, Naira, it’s a tr—”
Junho’s head snaps back. He’s been shot in the forehead with an arrow. I wrap my arm around Junho’s shoulders, holding him upright, keeping him from falling to the ground. 
“No, no, no,” I cry, rubbing Junho’s cheek and pulling him close. “Not you too.”
I crumple to the ground with Junho in my arms.
“You make this so easy,” Sothpike says from behind me.
Before I can react, rough hands grab me, rip Junho out of my arms, and dump his body in the water as though he hadn’t been alive and breathing a few moments ago, the chains on his wrist still attached to the post. Sothpike’s soldiers wrap thick chains around my middle, pinning my arms to my sides and squeezing my wings; they pull the chains tighter and tighter until I fear my body is going to snap in half. 
“I expected more from you.” Back onshore, Sothpike sits atop a horse with a hooded figure on a horse beside him. “You had so much bravado in the arena. Becoming a dragon has made you soft.” 
I open my mouth to light him on fire but he holds up a finger.
“You don’t want to do that,” he says. He rips the hood off the second person to reveal Kal. He’s tied up, gagged, and bloody, but he’s alive. “Burn me, and you burn your friend.” 
My life force glows bright, but I can’t let my fire out. Kal will be killed. He jerks his head as if telling me to do it. But I can’t. 
“I will hunt you to the ends of the earth,” I say to Sothpike as his guards shove me to the ground. “I’ll never stop. And the first chance I get, I’m going to kill you.” 
“You’re good in battle,” Sothpike says. “And you’re smart. You want to protect everyone, to save those around you. That’s admirable—but it makes you weak. And I thrive on the weaknesses of others.” 
Sothpike tightens his grip on the reins of Kal’s horse. “As we both know, I can’t kill you. But there are other methods to keep you out of my way.” 
Behind me, I hear something heavy being dragged down the dock. I glance over my shoulder and see two men pulling on a chain wrapped around a large rock. I open my mouth and the men freeze. 
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Sothpike says. I turn around to see him pull out a blade and hold it to Kal’s neck.
I look into Kal’s eyes. He nods at me, giving me permission to light them up.
Instead, I close my mouth and look away. The soldiers hook the rock to the chain around my waist and push it off the dock. I have just enough time to suck in as much air as possible before I’m yanked off the pier and pulled into the ice-cold water. 



Chapter Forty
How far down is the bottom? How long can I hold my breath? What will happen to me when I run out of air?
The heavy stone pulls me deeper and deeper. I struggle against the chains, hoping to free myself or dislodge the hook, but I continue to be dragged down. Soon my lungs tighten. I need air. White spots fill my vision and I start to black out when something behind me grabs hold of the chains, slowing my descent. 
I feel the tug of fingers manipulating something at my back, and then I’m free, my arms and wings spread out in the water. Someone grabs my wrist and swims for the surface, pulling me with them. 
I burst out of the lake gasping for air, coughing up water. The spots in my vision fade as the fresh air fills my lungs. Above me, faces peer out over the dock; shouts and splashes ring out around me, and while I rub my eyes to get rid of the residual blurriness, a rope is wrapped around my thighs. Someone grabs my hand and shoves a rough rope into it. With a jerk, I’m lifted out of the water, and I have to hold the rope with both hands to keep from tilting backward and falling into the lake. When I’m pulled onto the dock, I brush the wet hair out of my face and look up to see who saved me. 
Around me are a handful of Johtanese soldiers. On my left, Ryn is being helped out of the water by two of them.
I hurry to release myself from the remaining ropes and chains, run over to Ryn, and throw my arms around his waist.
“I’m so glad you’re safe,” I say, my face buried in his chest. “But I have to go save Kal.”
“Wait—where’s Junho?” he asks as we pull apart. “Have you seen him?”
He doesn’t know. And I have to be the one to tell him.
I hold his hand. “I’m so sorry,” I say. “Sothpike, he . . .”
“He killed him?”
I run down the dock and grab the chain holding Junho. One end is tied to a post, and the rest is underwater.
Hand over hand, I pull my friend out of the water, the wet links slipping between my fingers at times. I don’t notice Ryn is beside me until he also grabs the chain and pulls. When Junho is close, Ryn holds the chain steady while I reach down and grasp Junho’s arms. Together, we pull him onto the dock. Ryn takes out one of his rünga and saws through the metal. I pull the chains off Junho’s arms and legs and toss them back into the water. 
I hook my arms under Junho’s and Ryn grabs his legs. We carry him off the dock and up the bank and place his body on the dirt.
“We need to lay him to rest,” I say as I kneel next to my friend, water from my hair and clothes dripping onto Junho’s face.
I can’t bear to look at the arrow embedded in his skull. I know it’s there and I know I’m the reason it’s there. He told me to go and I didn’t listen. Sothpike probably would have killed him anyway, but I’ll never know if he would have survived if I had just listened. 
Junho’s blood is on my hands and nothing—not even my tears—can wash it away.
Ryn stands still; the only evidence of the pain he feels comes from the trembling of his muscles from clenching his jaw so hard. His eyes are fixed on the arrow protruding from Junho’s forehead, on his lifeless body. 
Ryn drops to the ground, kneeling beside the younger brother he barely knew. He places Junho’s hands across his chest, as if Junho were only sleeping. 
“We were both supposed to make it to the end,” Ryn says. “He was the only family I had left. I knew about him my whole life. I was so jealous of him growing up with our mother, without a father like Sothpike souring every memory. But when I met him, the first thing he did was hug me. He will always be my true brother, even though we didn’t know each other for long.” 
“I’m so sorry,” I say, reaching for Ryn, but he pulls away from me and stands.
“Leave us,” he whispers. “Please. I would like to be alone with my brother.”
I hesitate, but when Ryn doesn’t move or speak, I know he means what he said. I join the rest of the Johtanese soldiers, who are opening doors, checking for survivors of the village, and finding none. All the members of Sothpike’s army are either dead or heading north, even the Dambi, and I still have no idea where the Mistresses are or how many there are. 
“This one’s filled with bodies,” a soldier calls from the doorway of the meeting hall. A group of soldiers join her.
“They must be villagers,” says another. “They’re all dead. Even the children.”
“That bastard,” mutters a third. They begin to bring out the dead for burial.
I try not to think about what’s in the meeting hall, but my mind keeps going back to it. Suddenly I realize why.
“Get out of there,” I yell to the soldiers who are inside collecting the bodies. Already two of the children are lying on the ground outside the hall. “They don’t have any tongues!” 
The dead children stir; their limbs begin twitching, their mouths open in silent screams. Two soldiers drop the body they’re carrying when its arms jerk and swipe at them. Shouts from inside the meeting hall make me run to the building. 
“I said get out of here!” I shove the soldiers out of my way and barge inside. A handful of soldiers back away from the Dambi, their eyes filled with shock, but they don’t leave. I yank one by the collar and throw him outside. 
“Let’s go,” I yell to the others.
“We can’t let them become those creatures,” a soldier replies, his eyes riveted on the reanimated bodies. Another wipes her sleeve across her brow, leaving a trail of blood behind. She takes in the dead, their lips pulled back and eyes clouded over, their limbs contorting and muscles quivering beneath their ashen flesh. 
“You’re right,” I say, my chest bright, “we can’t. I have to burn them.”
My life force sets the room aglow, breaking the hold these transformations have on the soldiers. They sheathe their weapons and back out of the hall. I take one last look at the people of Kosugrad. Then I fill the hall with fire. 
Outside, I step away so they can move the children, their bodies writhing, their silent screams becoming inhuman shrieks, back into the hall. I jump into the air and hover over the village. There’s a wide, freshly made path leading north. Sothpike must be going to the Bernoks—there’s nothing else this far north in Waldyria. 
When I’m back on the ground, Ryn approaches me.
“Are you going after him?”
I nod. “I have to. He has Kal.”
“We’d better get going, then,” Ryn says with a nod at something behind me. I glance over my shoulder and see a group of soldiers restlessly wiping their blades, securing bundles on horses, checking packs, and tightening armor. They’re waiting for me. 
“You’re coming too?” I ask Ryn.
“Sothpike is my father,” Ryn says. “I should be the one to finish him.”
“Then let’s go,” I say, unfurling my wings as Ryn jumps onto his horse.



Chapter Forty-One
I crouch on a snowy cliff overlooking the road. Ryn crawls up beside me.
“Any sign of him?”
I shake my head. We’ve been camped along the northern road leading to the Bernoks since before the sun rose, while the snow still fell. Half of our soldiers wait on one side of the Tarwan Canyon, the rest on the other, separated by the winding road below. The hills and mountains are buried under mounds of snow, which makes this pass through the canyon the only route for a marching army with heavy supply carts and hundreds of pounds of gear. But our soldiers travel light and can climb up ridges and race down snow-covered hills dotted with scraggly brush that the roads snake around. 
Although a small group of Sothpike’s soldiers and Dambi splintered off and headed east during the night, Ryn is sure Sothpike is not with them. Ryn kept us on course, always heading north toward the Bernoks and not following what Ryn considers decoys to throw us off Sothpike’s trail. We reached the canyon before Sothpike, and Ryn hopes to cut him off and use the walls of the canyon to pen Sothpike in and prevent him from escaping. Sothpike has greater numbers, but our small band of soldiers is swift and fearless, all of them eager for justice for Junho. 
Now there’s nothing left to do but wait. Above the canyon, Ryn’s falcon circles in the sky, her cries echoing between the twin cliffs. 
I sheathe my daggers. “He could’ve gone east. He might be in the Kilmare Mountains by now and we’ll never find him,” I say. “Why are we still sitting here?” 
“Just wait,” Ryn replies, lying on his stomach. He creeps closer to the edge. “He’ll come.”
I blow warm air on my freezing fingers and stare at the never-ending white expanse across the canyon. The snow is almost the same color as the cloudless sky. I watch the sun’s rays glittering on the tiny ice crystals, amazed that something so small could blanket an area as large as this. 
Paro lets out a loud screech and Ryn pulls on my sleeve, interrupting my thoughts.
“Look,” he says. “I told you.”
Down below, what looks like a merchant caravan enters the canyon. A few dozen cuocuo pull wooden carts with sleds for wheels, and all the carts are laden with rolled cloths, crates of goods, wooden barrels, and large bundles tied with rope. There are at least a hundred men and women, some of them walking, some of them riding, some of them leading others by chains, all of them trudging through the snow, their breath coming out in white puffs of clouds. 
But these aren’t merchants, unless they’re terribly lost.
Ryn points a rünga at one of the men atop a horse. “That’s Kal,” he says.
I squint. “How can you tell?”
“Look at how he’s sitting. His shoulders are being pulled down because his hands are tied to the saddle.” Ryn points at another man riding a different cuocuo. “And that’s Sothpike.” 
I lean forward. “How can you be so sure?”
“I know my father,” Ryn says, stuffing his rünga in his waistband. He pushes himself away from the ridge and stands. “Let’s go.” 
I crawl away from the ledge and follow Ryn to our camp.
“He’s here,” Ryn announces to the soldiers. “This may be our only chance. Our job is to get Kal away from Sothpike—and then Agarza can set that bastard on fire.” 
With Ryn in the lead, the soldiers grab their weapons and slide down the cliffs using ropes tied to the trees that line the rim. Clouds of snow follow them, reminding me of the avalanche, except this time there’s dozens of little avalanches coming down both sides of the canyon walls. I run back up to the peak and watch the fight. 
It takes a while for the merchants to notice them, and when they do, they throw off their rags and pull out their bows and arrows. Chains clatter onto the frozen ground and the slaves grab swords from one of the carts. Ryn was right: Underneath their scarves and layers and chains, they all wear Waldyrian uniforms. 
The Johtanese soldiers lithely dodge thrusts and slashes, moving with a grace that I’ve seen only in dancers. When a Waldyrian soldier lunges at one of them, she uses his heavy armor against him by quickly stepping around him. He stumbles forward, and she stabs him in the back with a thin sword. I watch another Johtanese soldier avoid a blow with a backflip, his feet connecting with the soldier’s jaw and knocking him into the dirt; another one dodges a mace with a spin that puts her under her attacker’s arms, where she repeatedly jabs him in the ribs with a row of blades attached to her knuckles. 
While the foot soldiers are getting pummeled, the rest spur on their cuocuo and race through Tarwan Canyon, where the tops of the cliffs are so close they almost touch. I run past the narrowest point, jump into the canyon, and open my wings with a snap to cut off Sothpike’s escape. But I didn’t consider the buffeting winds that push me out of the canyon. I pull my wings in close and dive straight for Sothpike. 
When he sees me, he pulls his cuocuo to an abrupt stop and jumps down. His soldiers turn back toward the fighting at the other end of the canyon. I don’t see Kal at all. 
“You are a very disobedient child,” Sothpike says. He pulls out long ropes with weighted blades on both ends and spins the blades in the air, letting the cords twist around his arms and legs. “It’s time I taught you to mind your elders.” 
“Men like you deserve only one thing,” I say, descending toward him. “A gruesome death.”
Sothpike smiles and beckons me closer. “Why don’t you try?” He glances over his shoulder at the fighting. “Your friends are getting killed. You’re going to be all alone. There’ll be no one left to save you this time.” 
I’m close enough to burn Sothpike with my fire, but with the winds so strong, the flames will only come back on me. I have to fight him head-on. Like a viper striking its prey, Sothpike shoots one of the blades at me. I twist to the side, the blade whips past me, and Sothpike pulls the rope back, letting it twist around his arm. The wind is less powerful on the ground, so I open my wings to help cushion my landing. 
Sothpike shoots another blade at me, snaps it back when it misses, then sends out a third blade; this one scrapes the skin of one of my wings and draws blood. I flinch from the pain and pull my wings in tight. 
“You have no idea how precious your wings are,” Sothpike says, flinging another blade at me. “All of that power is wasted on you because you don’t know what to do with it. You haven’t earned it, you haven’t fought for it, you don’t deserve it.” He keeps shooting blade after blade, each one getting closer and closer, pricking me, scratching me, then retracting it before I can catch it or knock it away. 
“I could have ruled the world with your powers,” he says between gritted teeth. I pull out my daggers and throw one at Sothpike. He bats it to the side with his ropes and then flings his blades at me in rapid succession, keeping me at bay and making me spend more time ducking and dodging than attacking. 
“I could have been a god!”
I reply to his ranting by breathing my fire; the force of the winds prevent it from going as far as I want, but it’s enough to make Sothpike jump back. 
I shoot out another blast of fire, burning two of his ropes. The blades clatter to the ground, and just when I have him where I want him, a pillar of flame shoots between us, knocking us both off our feet. When the flame dissipates, I see Ergenegon at the opening of the canyon. Sothpike sees him too and runs away from the old dragon who is setting everything and everyone in his path on fire. 
Screams fill the canyon, the cries of the burning bouncing between the high cliffs, drowning out every other sound. The high winds fan the flames higher. 
I’m ready to take on Ergenegon when I see Kal on the ground, fighting to free himself from the ropes that tie his wrists to his ankles. I run deeper into the canyon, toward the fires, ducking under Ergenegon’s claws as he swoops down and snatches up one of the Waldyrian soldiers, then tosses him into the face of the cliff. 
Ergenegon turns toward Kal and opens his mouth, and I cover us both with my wings just as the blast envelops us.
And then it stops.
“I did not come here for you, Havoc-Eater,” the old dragon says as it passes me by.
Slowly, I open my wings and watch Ergenegon dig his claws into Sothpike’s shoulders and drag him into the sky.
I’m stunned, but only for a moment. Kal nudges me with his shoulder and I cut away the ropes with my dagger. Ryn runs past the still-burning fires and joins us. 
“We can’t let them get away,” he says, his eyes on the sky. Ergenegon, holding Sothpike, banks hard to the left and goes over a hill into the Bernoks, both growing smaller and smaller. 
“I know.” I cut away Kal’s gag. He breathes in short gasps, and his clothes are coated in dried blood. “But we can’t leave Kal. He’s hurt.” 
Kal tries to wave me away but I can tell even that small gesture causes him pain. The sleeves of his jacket are ripped to shreds, revealing gashes on his arms. It looks like Sothpike used Dambi claws to torture Kal. 
“What happened?” I ask.
Kal snorts a laugh, then grimaces. “I did it to myself,” he says. “I tried to escape and he sicced those abominations on me.”
I wonder if the group we saw heading east the other night wasn’t trying to throw us off Sothpike’s trail, but trying to recapture Kal. If we had just followed them like I wanted, I could have stopped Kal from getting hurt. But it also might have been a ploy by Sothpike. Either way, it doesn’t matter now. 
“Can you stand?” I ask and Kal slowly gets to his feet, one of his hands pressed against his stomach. I don’t see any blood there, but Kal winces with every movement. He must have been beaten as well as slashed by the Dambi. 
Ryn pokes and presses his fingers against Kal’s ribs but stops when Kal inhales sharply and his face turns pale.
“He’s got some broken ribs—two, I think,” Ryn says. Then he inspects the cuts on Kal’s arms and back. “These aren’t too deep, but we’d better get the one on your back tended to now. It could be a problem if it’s not treated soon.” 
“So am I going to die?” Kal asks, half joking.
“Not today,” Ryn says in that steady voice that brings calm to any situation. “You’ll survive.” He makes his way deeper into the canyon where the soldiers are gathered. 
I squeeze Kal’s hand. “You can’t die. Not when I’m around.”
“I’m glad you’ve taken such an interest in me,” Kal says with a smile.
I laugh, relieved that Kal can tell jokes, and grab one of the jugs strewn across the canyon floor. The jug is warm from the fires, and whatever’s inside sloshes around. I sniff its contents before handing it to Kal. 
“It’s water,” I say, helping him lift the jug to his mouth. “Drink.”
Kal eagerly drinks, tilting the jug back until water spills down the sides of his mouth, leaving trails through the dirt and blood coating his skin. 
A Johtanese soldier approaches us. “Commander Kuragin ordered us to prepare for travel back to the camp,” she says with a quick bow. She turns to leave but I call her back. 
“Why are we going to the camp?” I ask. “Sothpike and Ergenegon went in the opposite direction.”
“Those are Commander Kuragin’s orders” is all she says before turning away.
Kal and I share a look, both of us not understanding what’s going on.
“Wait here,” I tell Kal, giving his hand a squeeze. “Let me find out what’s happening.”
I hop over ripped bundles of cloth and shards of broken pottery. Overturned carts still burn with mangled bodies beneath them. I bend down to retrieve the dagger I threw at Sothpike and place it back in my gauntlet. A bird screeches above me and I look up. Paro is taking flight, heading south. 
I find Ryn speaking with two Johtanese soldiers. Around them, our soldiers patch their wounds and uninjured warriors prepare the dead for burning. A few of Sothpike’s soldiers remain alive, their hands and feet bound, their mouths gagged. 
“They’ve got half a day’s head start on us,” Ryn is saying. “You’ll have to go now.”
“Who are you talking about?” I step into their circle.
Ryn turns to me. “Sometime before we overtook him and climbed the cliffs, Sothpike sent his armies south,” he says. “We don’t think they know exactly where our main camp is, but it won’t take long for them to find out. People from all over Waldyria are joining the Johtanese army to fight Sothpike.” 
“There are reports that our army is more than thirty thousand strong,” a lieutenant says, “and growing every day.”
“An army that size will be impossible to miss,” I say. I turn to Ryn. “Is there any way to warn them?”
“I’ve sent Paro with a message to Gamikal and Basheera,” Ryn replies. “And I’m sending our forces back to help.” He hands a map to the lieutenant. “You have your orders—now go.” 
“Yes, Commander Kuragin.” The lieutenant bows and calls her team to her side. A few moments later they’re running toward the far end of the canyon. 
Then Ryn speaks to the rest of the soldiers. “Once Kal is ready for travel, we move out. Let’s pack up quickly. We don’t want to lose any more ground.” 
With a bow, the rest of the soldiers take their leave.
Ryn sighs. “I should have expected this. He’s always one step ahead. I should have known he’d never do anything as simple as run directly to the Bernoks.” 
“Do we even know why he was going there?” I ask, brushing my hair out of my eyes and mouth. The wind whips every loose strand across my face. “I thought he wanted to join up with the rest of his army, but they’re all heading south now, right?” 
Ryn nods, his lips still drawn tight. “There must be something there he wants. Something he needs.” He looks through the canyon, toward the Bernoks. “But it’s of no consequence now. We have to get Kal to a healer.” 
I’m torn. Yes, Kal needs a healer, but Sothpike is so close! I don’t want to turn back now and I don’t know what to do. I can go after Sothpike on my own or I can stay with Kal and make sure he’s properly cared for. 
I find myself by Kal’s side, watching two soldiers lift him onto a stretcher cobbled together from sheets of cloth and boards from broken crates. It reminds me of the jiaos back in Capital City and how we were whisked through the streets sitting in a little cabin on a platform carried by guards. It feels like a different life, one that I must’ve dreamed and surely not lived. 
Kal’s eyes are closed and I assume he’s sleeping, but he grabs my hand as he’s carried past. I walk alongside him.
“So what’s the plan? Are you going after Sothpike?”
I shake my head. “No. We have to make sure you’re safe. And there’s everyone back at the camp. Sothpike’s army is heading there now. We have to help them.” 
“You are Havoc-Eater,” Kal says forcefully. “You came here to kill Sothpike and destroy Ergenegon. Nothing else matters.”
“You matter,” I say.
“This isn’t the time to get sentimental.” He wrenches his hand out of mine. “This is what you were born to do.” Kal places a hand on the back of my neck and pulls me in close for a kiss. It’s hot and quick, but it’s enough to send chills through me. 
“Now get out of here and save the world.” He lies back down on the stretcher and gives me a wink.
I brush the hair from Kal’s face and kiss his forehead, then I take to the sky. Down below, Ryn shouts my name, but I know Kal is right. 
This is what I was born to do.



Chapter Forty-Two
As I fly north toward the Bernoks, I notice someone down below chasing after me on a cuocuo. I dive low enough to make out Ryn’s ponytail trailing behind him. 
“What are you doing?” I shout at him from above.
Ryn doesn’t glance up—he keeps riding hard. But he does answer. “I’m going after Sothpike!”
Ryn’s response inspires me to keep going; any doubts I had about whether I should go back to the camp with the others leave me, and I fly higher and faster, darting between the low-hanging clouds. 
Soon I pass the tree line and there’s nothing in front of me except a dark, frozen wasteland. No trees, no animals, no sun. Just a flat expanse for miles and miles with wide crevasses in the icy layers appearing in the mounds of snow covering the land. 
But amid the emptiness is evidence of a large army in the Bernoks. I spot the wide paths in the snow made by their wagons and feet, the embers from the abandoned fires where they camped. If I can find his army, I’ll find Sothpike. 
Without the sun or moon in the sky, I have no idea how much time has passed before I spot movement on the ground. It’s a lone figure who I assume is a soldier, and I swoop down to a landing to question him. 
But as I close in on him, I realize it’s not a soldier—it’s Sothpike.
The ground is soggy; the layer of snow completely gone and the ice beneath is wet and covered in scorch marks. Ergenegon was definitely here. 
Ryn is a few hundred feet behind me; I should wait for him so that he can confront his father, but I don’t know what tricks Sothpike has waiting for us and I don’t want Ryn to get hurt. 
With the hilts of my daggers in my hands, I approach him. Sothpike sits on the ground, leaning against a snowbank. He’s bloody and bruised; one eye is swollen shut, his body is broken, and his chin rests on his chest. He shivers as his blood seeps into the snow, making the ground around him look black. 
“I loved Xiumin,” he says, blood dribbling out of his mouth. “I wanted us to be a family. I thought I could do it. But I had a weakness.” He tilts his head up and looks at me. “I loved power more.” 
“Was it worth it?”
Sothpike closes his eye and leans his head against the snow. “I was so close.” A bubble of blood grows out of his mouth with every breath. “I held it right in my hands.” He holds up his hands as if he’s cradling something heavy in them. He looks down at his empty palms. “When he looked at me, I felt like the most powerful man in the world. I had created life. What could be more powerful than that?” 
Sothpike’s hands drop into his lap. He looks at me again. “I want him to do it,” he says. “I want my son to be the one to kill me. It’s the least I can do for him.” 
“You don’t deserve to call Ryn your son.” I point a dagger at him. “Why were you headed here?”
“To go to the abyss.”
“You wanted to speak to the ancients?” I ask.
Sothpike nods.
“Why? To beg them to save you?”
“To beg them to return Ergenegon from whence he came,” he says, wiping blood from his chin. “To trap him there until this world ends.” 
“Where is he?”
“He had his fun with me,” he says. “Like a dog with a new toy. And when he grew bored, he left me here to die.”
“You brought this on yourself,” I snap.
“I know.” Sothpike coughs a thick glob of blood onto the ground. “I’m dying. I don’t have much time.”
On the one hand, I don’t want to do anything that Sothpike asks of me, but on the other, Ryn deserves the chance to say what he needs to say to his father before he’s gone. I look over my shoulder—Ryn is close. I call out his name and he spurs the cuocuo in my direction. 
“Everyone is gone,” Ryn says when I’m within earshot.
“Except him.” I step aside, revealing Sothpike. Ryn’s eyes widen and his jaw tightens. He jumps down from his cuocuo and pulls out a rünga. 
“Is he dead?” Ryn asks after a pause.
“Almost. He wants you to finish it.”
Ryn approaches Sothpike, whose breathing has become shallow, his face pale.
“I would have left me here to rot,” Sothpike says with a half grin. “But I suppose you need to make sure I die.” He motions for us to step closer, and when neither of us moves, he laughs. “I’m not going to hurt you,” he says. “I want you to make me a promise.” 
“You aren’t in the position to—” I start.
Ryn cuts me off. “Promise to do what?”
“Promise me you will rid the world of chaos,” Sothpike says. “Both of you.”
I glance at Ryn, who surprises me by nodding. “We promise.”
“You know what to do, don’t you?”
I nod, but he keeps talking, and I realize he probably can’t even see me with one eye swollen shut and the other almost closed.
“You have to kill them,” he continues, his words thick with blood. “At the same time. Stab them here.” He slowly raises his hand and taps his chest. “Those dragonbone daggers of yours. That’s how you kill them.” He tilts his head back and slowly opens his one good eye. “Gamikal gave them to you, didn’t he?” I nod and his shoulders shake with silent laughter. “The fool. I would have thrown them into the godfire.” 
Sothpike takes a deep breath, winces, and motions for Ryn to come closer. This time he steps forward and kneels beside him.
“Do it,” Sothpike says, covering his son’s hand with his bloody one. “Now.”
“No,” Ryn says. “Not before you tell me why.”
Sothpike cups his bloody hands around Ryn’s face. “You have your mother’s eyes,” he says. “Now kill me.”
“No!” Ryn grabs him by the shirt and shakes him. “I want to know why! Why did you do this to me? Why?”
I grab Ryn and try to pull him away.
“I did everything you asked,” Ryn yells, fighting against me. “Everything! How could you treat me this way? I was your son. I was your flesh and blood. I want to know why!” 
Suddenly Sothpike gasps, his eyes widen, and a look of fear comes over his face. Then his arms drop and his chin falls against his chest. Sothpike is dead. 
I push Ryn away from Sothpike, away from the past, until Sothpike is firmly behind him.
“It’s over,” I say, hugging Ryn close. “He’s dead. He can’t ever hurt you again.”
And Ryn will never get his answers. I can’t imagine how much that must hurt. When Obba died, we didn’t have any unresolved issues between us. It would have driven me mad if we did, and I’m glad we didn’t. I wish I could say the same for Ryn and Sothpike, but there are some gulfs that can’t be spanned, some wounds that can never heal. 
Ryn breaks down in my arms, both of us crying, both of us holding on as if our lives depend on the strength of the other.
Soon there are no more tears left, and I wipe the blood that hasn’t been washed away from Ryn’s face with my sleeve. Ryn gets on his feet and brushes the mud from his clothes. 
“Come on,” Ryn says. “We have to make sure.”
I follow him back to Sothpike; his body is in the same place we left it. Ryn pulls a rünga out and holds it between his fingers. He stares at his father for a long time, and just when I think he’s not going to do it, he flicks his wrist and embeds the round blade deep in his father’s skull. Sothpike topples over on his side. 
“It’s done,” Ryn says, turning his back on Sothpike.
I let out a sigh. Seventeen years and it ends like this—in the darkness of the Bernoks, a slow, painful death for one who caused the gruesome deaths of so many. I let out a sob for Obba, who died at the claws of his Dambi. My father has been avenged, but I still feel the same inside. There’s no contentment, only relief knowing that my enemy is dead, but with that relief comes all the pain I’ve been carrying since Obba was murdered. I can’t be satisfied that Sothpike is dead without acknowledging how much he hurt me and my family. 
Ryn wraps his arm around my shoulders as I kneel on the ground, crying for Obba and for myself.
“I’m sorry, Ryn,” I say through tears. “You should be upset, not me. Your father—”
Ryn shakes his head. “It’s hard to get upset over something I’ve never had.”
“We’re not finished yet,” I say. “I have to kill Ergenegon.”
“You’re going to need Gamikal to do that,” he says. “Are you ready?”
I nod. Ergenegon is still out there wreaking havoc and I can’t rest until he is dealt with.
But with the death of Ergenegon comes the death of Gamikal.
Ryn removes the rünga from Sothpike’s body, cleans it in the snow, and replaces it on his waistband. While he mounts the cuocuo, I take to the air once more, leading us out of the Bernoks to find Gamikal. 
I fly through the frigid darkness with no idea how much time has passed since we entered, whether it’s the same day or the next. 
Once we’re out of the wasteland, I lag behind Ryn, wanting this war to be over but not wanting to lose another friend. I wish there were another way, but we don’t have time to figure one out. 
Gamikal has lived for half a millennium and there is simply no more time left.



Chapter Forty-Three
We camp near the entrance to the canyon—the cuocuo and my wings need rest. The plan is to continue south, grab Gamikal, and bring him to the Bernoks. My guess is that Ergenegon is headed to the abyss with what remains of the army Sothpike sent to the Bernoks. The army was probably supposed to protect Sothpike from Ergenegon, but now it’s shielding the old dragon. 
That night, I dream of the godfire again, but this time I’m standing at the edge of the chasm where the Nezorat emerged, calling out a name. 
Calling for Maganor, the first dragon.
At my side are the other twelve dragons, all of them shouting Maganor’s name.
The oldest dragon bursts out of the chasm, his wings outstretched, his life force glowing. He swoops down in front of me and places a hand on my shoulder in the Haltayi way. 
“There is a final prophecy,” he says. “The one who awakens shall live once more.”
One by one, the dragons open their wings and take off, flying up and out of the godfire. Maganor and Crafulgar are the last two. Each takes one of my arms and pulls me out with them. 
I awake to a blast of cold air—the tent flap is open, and Ryn is missing. I step outside, my heart racing, wondering what happened to Ryn. 
I find him staring up at the sky, at Paro, who is circling above our camp. Ryn holds out his arm and lets out two short, piercing whistles. The falcon swoops down and lands smoothly on the thick leather glove Ryn wears to protect his hand from the bird’s talons. 
“Look how graceful she lands,” Ryn says, feeding Paro a treat. The bird pecks at his fingers as if asking for more while Ryn attaches a leather leash to the bird’s leg. “You should take notes from Paro.” 
“You treat that bird better than you do me,” I grumble. The stiffness in my spine makes me wince. I press my hands against the soreness and tilt backward, then forward, stretching out the aching muscles. 
Ryn doesn’t answer. Instead, he hands me the rolled note that was stuffed into the cartridge attached to Paro’s leg. The scratch marks on the paper are barely legible, telling me that this note was penned by Basheera. 
We’re on our way. Will be at the Tarwan Canyon by midmorning. Wait for further instructions.

I glance at the sun’s position—they’ll be here soon. Ryn is taking down the tent, so I help him. By the time we’re finished, the canyon echoes with the sound of hoofbeats, although it takes a while before the creatures making that noise can be seen. 
“Isn’t that your maugrab?” Ryn asks, pointing at Grolga, who races in front of everyone else. With a smile, I flex my wings and fly toward her. She leaps into the air to greet me, and when she lands, I climb onto her back and ride with her through the rest of the canyon, the wind whipping across my face. 
When we reach Ryn, Grolga circles around him a few times before roaring so loud he takes a step back. Paro screeches and flaps her wings in return. 
By now the others have caught up to us. There’s Basheera and Mandisa, Rima, Nenet, and the Haltayi warriors, even Kal. Among them are a hundred or so Johtanese soldiers. They brought carts carrying wooden poles and crates. Everyone is riding; some are on cuocuo, some are on horses, and the Haltayi and Rima are on maugrabs. 
I jump down from Grolga and approach Kal, who’s atop a horse.
“What are you doing here?” I ask. He’s bandaged up, but riding can’t be easy with two broken ribs.
“I can still hold a sword,” he says. “And I’m not going to let you fight alone. I’ve always got your back.” He winces when he dismounts, but that’s the only sign he shows that he’s in any pain. 
“Where’s my mother?” I ask.
“She’s traveling with the main force,” Kal replies. “It would have taken too long to mobilize everyone, especially with all the displaced people who joined us. She’s been helping them, you know. Just like she helped the refugees back in Lagusa.” 
Before I can respond, Rima kisses my cheek.
“That’s from your mother,” she says, then she wraps her arms around me in a big hug. “And that’s from me.”
I laugh and return the hug.
“So is anyone going to tell us what’s going on with Sothpike?” Basheera asks.
I turn to Ryn to see if he wants to give them the news, but he nods at me.
“Sothpike is dead,” I say and a cheer rises among the group. I let everyone have a joyful moment before delivering the bad news. “Ergenegon is still out there, though.” 
Everyone has questions—how did Sothpike die, who killed him, are we sure, what happened to the rest of his army, where’s Ergenegon, and more. Ryn steps forward and answers the questions just as fast as they are asked. 
While Ryn tells everyone what happened to Sothpike and what the next steps are, I keep an eye out for Gamikal. I find him among the burned Waldyrian supplies from the battle the other day. He kicks the blackened remains of a crate, which crumbles to ashes. Inside are bottles of wine, somehow still intact. Gamikal stares at the bottles in silence, deep in thought. 
“Go on, have a drink,” I say, interrupting the silence. “You deserve it.”
He blinks at me a few times before he registers what I’ve said.
“The old Gamikal would have,” he says, turning away from the alcohol. “Funny how I finally cleaned myself up just in time for the end.” 
“Does it have to be the end?” I ask. “Maybe there’s another way . . .”
Gamikal shakes his head. “This is it. We both know what we have to do, so let’s do it.”
“What if I’ve changed my mind? What if—”
Gamikal holds up a hand to stop me. “Whenever I imagined the dragon who could break this bond I have with Ergenegon, I thought it’d be someone older, someone who’s seen enough and become weary with life. Someone like me. But I’m glad that it’s you. I’m glad that you’re young and you still think if you just try hard enough, you can make the world bend to your will. Because maybe you’re right. I’d like to think that you’re right. I like knowing I’m leaving things in the hands of someone who still asks ‘What if . . .’” 
Instead of responding with words, I give Gamikal a hug. He reciprocates by awkwardly patting me on the back.
“I also never imagined hugging a dragon,” he says when I release him.
“And I never thought I’d be friends with someone as old as you,” I say, making him laugh.
Then he turns serious. “You still have those daggers I gave you?”
I nod and he claps a hand on my shoulder.
“Good, because we’re going to need them.”
We join the others, who are quickly mounting their animals, ready to move on. I climb atop Grolga and ride beside Rima and her maugrab. 
“I feel like we haven’t talked in ages,” Rima says.
“Because it has been ages,” I say. “Every time we’re reunited, something separates us.” Rima nods in agreement. “But I have to say, I was surprised to see you with the Haltayi.” 
“Why—you think I can’t fight?”
I shake my head. “Not that at all. I thought you didn’t like fighting, so to see you ride into battle . . .”
“I don’t like fighting,” Rima says. “But some things can’t be avoided.”
I face forward, my eyes on the encroaching darkness of the Bernoks. Behind me, people are whispering about the never-ending shadow before us, so I take the lead, my shining life force guiding us through the darkness of the frozen land. I quickly pick up the tracks of Sothpike’s missing army, and we follow their trail. 
Time has no meaning in the Bernoks. I feel like we’ve been traveling for a few hands while some of the others wonder aloud how many days we’ve been in this darkness. Soon we pass the place of Sothpike’s death, his mangled body still slumped over on the ground, but now it’s covered by a layer of snow, and the once-muddy ground is crusted over with ice and is hard as rock. 
Many pause to see Sothpike for themselves; some shed tears of relief, others curse the man who caused so much pain and destruction. But Ryn doesn’t stop. He’s cried enough over who his father was and what he did. I notice Ryn has a hand on his waistband, as if he’s ready to pull out a rünga if Sothpike’s body so much as stirs in the breeze. 
Gamikal is the last to leave Sothpike’s body. I wait for him, and when he’s close, I notice his face is drawn and tired.
“I knew him before he became Sothpike,” he says. “Before he was the Mael of Waldyria. When he was Ivan Kuragin. That’s the man—the friend—I mourn, even though he died almost two decades ago. That broken man in the snow is the one who killed my friend.” 
Then Gamikal flicks his cuocuo’s reins and we move on.



Chapter Forty-Four
The whipping winds let us know we’re close to the abyss.
Ahead of us, the sky is ripped in half. Lightning crackles around the rift, illuminating the dark, swirling vortex in the center. A voracious growl, deep and rumbling, comes from inside the abyss. Ergenegon flies toward the vortex, using his flames to herd Sothpike’s army into the gaping hole in the sky. 
The soldiers scream as they’re sucked into the abyss. The rip in the sky grows wider with every life it takes, and there are thousands of soldiers for the ancients inside to feast on, growing stronger with every death. 
“We have to stop them from going into the abyss,” I yell to Basheera over the screams and howling wind. The cold is punishing and I can’t stop shivering. 
“If you can distract Ergenegon, I’ll try to close the abyss,” she shouts. Before I can ask how, she opens one of the crates. Inside are hundreds of those bombs she created to fight the Dambi, but they’re much smaller than the ones from the battle. “I figure if I can set these off inside the abyss, that’ll do some damage.” 
I nod, grateful for anything that’ll help stop the ancients from escaping their prison.
Rima and Basheera pass out the bombs to the Haltayi; they ride onto the battlefield on their maugrabs, their slingshots primed with the bombs, each the size of my palm. They avoid Ergenegon’s fires and fling the bombs into the abyss, where they collide and explode with satisfying bursts of fire. The creatures inside let out howls of pain, and the abyss closes just a little. 
While the Haltayi focus on the abyss, Ryn, Kal, and the others race to the Waldyrian soldiers, drag them away from the dark vortex, and take them to Mandisa, who cares for the wounded. With everything under control, I ride with Gamikal at my side, our eyes scanning the sky, both of us searching for Ergenegon. 
He appears before us out of nowhere and lets out a stream of fire. Grolga nimbly dodges the flames, but Gamikal’s cuocuo isn’t as quick. The animal screeches as it falls to the ground. Gamikal stumbles to his feet, unscathed and unshaken. He draws his sword. 
“Come down and fight me like a man!” he yells to Ergenegon.
“Help him,” I tell Grolga before jumping off and taking to the sky. My maugrab turns and races over to Gamikal as Ergenegon approaches with another blast of fire. She gets him out of the way just in time. 
I climb higher and higher, above Ergenegon. Below him, a fiery plume rips across the ground toward the soldiers, liquefying the snow. Beating my wings, I pick up speed, pull my wings in tight to slice through the air even faster, and knock Ergenegon out of the sky; his body plows deep into a crevasse. 
With Gamikal on her back, Grolga races toward the crevasse. Gamikal yells Ergenegon’s name. His real name.
“Soras, you coward! Face me!”
There’s movement in the crevasse, a tremor, and I drop down in front of Gamikal just as Ergenegon bursts out of the fissure in a billowing mass of snow, setting the world around us on fire. I cover us with my wings, protecting the three of us from Ergenegon’s blistering heat as best as I can, but my wings aren’t large enough, and Grolga is hurt by the flames. 
I scream for help as the flames pummel us. My powerful maugrab falls onto the snowy ground, her big brown eyes staring into mine. She licks the tears from my face before closing her eyes. 
As soon as Ergenegon stops, the pain from the beating, from not being able to protect Grolga, flares up all at once and knocks me to my knees. Gamikal tries to haul me to my feet, but I wrap my arms around Grolga’s neck and refuse to let go. 
“I’m so sorry,” Gamikal says, “but we have to—”
“No! I won’t leave her!” I let my tears fall onto Grolga’s fur, openly sobbing.
Suddenly Rima is at my side. She tenderly pulls my arms from around my maugrab.
“I’ll watch over her,” Rima says, kneeling next to Grolga. “You finish what you came here to do.”
“I can’t lose her,” I say. “She fought so hard for me and I couldn’t protect her. I can’t leave her now.”
“She will have fought for nothing if you don’t get it together!” Basheera snaps, coming over to the four of us. “We need you to be Agarza the Havoc-Eater now. Understand?” 
I wipe my tears and look for Ergenegon, but he’s disappeared again.
“Damn it!” Gamikal spins around, looking in all directions. He turns to me. “Are you ready?”
I nod and flex my shoulders and wings, letting cool air soothe the blisters forming all over my body. “I’m going to find him,” I say, my throat tight from the unshed tears. “I’ll draw him to the Haltayi, and they can hit him with all they’ve got. We have to weaken him, get him on the ground, so we can do this right. We’ll have only one chance—he won’t let us get this close again.” 
I’m just about to jump into the sky when Gamikal holds out a hand. “I’ll find him,” he says, closing his eyes. When he opens them, his eyes are completely black. 
“I’m coming for you, brother,” Gamikal says in Old Volsgarian. “I will beat you and break you and chain you to my side for another five hundred years. You will never rise up against me again.” 
Slowly, his head turns toward me. “I can see her, brother,” he says in a voice not his own and lets out a laugh that sounds like crackling fire. Chills run down my spine and I move out of his field of vision. “I can see your precious Agarza. Tell her Chaos-Bringer is coming to rip her to pieces.” 
Gamikal’s eyelids flutter, the color of his eyes alternating between black and brown, and it seems like all the life is sucked out of him. He collapses to the ground in a heap. 
“Gamikal!” I kneel beside him and check his pulse. He’s still alive.
The ground rumbles. Expecting to see Ergenegon, I’m startled by what actually made the earth shake. A creature is emerging from the abyss. It’s huge, as tall as the sky, and the shape of a spider. Two of its legs are scuttling through the vortex and it’s trying to drag the rest of its body out. The Haltayi shoot their bombs at it, and the creature trembles with every hit but it doesn’t retreat. Then another leg comes out and the ground quakes, sending me to my knees. 
Ergenegon is the least of my worries now. If the ancients escape, they’ll devour everything in their path.
I jump to my feet and into the air, then fly directly toward the ancient creature. I blast it with my flames, and it uses its long, hairy leg to knock me out of the sky. I crash onto a snowbank, winded and bruised. The creature lifts one leg to pierce me with its sharpness. I try to roll out of the way, but it pins one of my wings to the ground. I cry out in pain as the point of its leg stabs through the thin skin. 
And then Ergenegon returns. I hear him before I see him. The roar is soft as a whisper, but it grows louder until it’s all I can hear. Coming up from the crevasse, a wall of ice and flames bears down on all of us fighting to save this world. I watch in horror as the wall crashes down on the Waldyrian soldiers, but before it makes its way to my people, another wall of fire from the opposite direction drives Ergenegon back. His wall crumbles and he’s knocked to the ground. 
I scream as I rip my wing out of the ancient’s grip. I try to stand, but I slip on the snow. A hand reaches out for mine and I grab it to pull myself up. It’s not until I’m back on my feet that I recognize who the hand belongs to. 
Nez is standing before me, a cocky grin on his face.
“You didn’t think I’d let you have all the fun, did you?”
I let out the loudest gasp of delight, of surprise, of relief. My big brother is here. Everything’s going to be all right.
I don’t have any words. All I can do is grin and give him a hug. I hold him so tight, he can barely breathe.
“I didn’t survive the godfire for half a year and resurrect the thirteen dragons just to be suffocated by my little sister,” he says, out of breath partly from my hug and partly from laughing. 
I let him go more out of confusion than anything. “What’s this about the Thirteen?”
“See for yourself.” Nez points at the giant spider leg that pinned me down. Two dragons—real dragons, not simulacrums like Ergenegon—attack the ancient with their fire, driving it back into the abyss. Now there are a dozen spidery legs crawling out of the abyss, and the Thirteen are attacking them all. 
“But how—”
“You gave me the idea,” Nez says. “I just had to call their names like you did with the Nezorat. It took a while because I had to find out their real names, but it worked. I resurrected them.” 
My dreams of the godfire weren’t just dreams—I was watching Nez resurrect the Thirteen. And the final prophecy from Maganor now makes sense: Nez is the one who awakened the dragons, and he’s going to live once more. 
Kal was right—Nez didn’t need me to save him. He saved himself.
Nez pulls out his bow. “Now let’s finish this.” He rubs his knuckles across the top of my head. Normally I’d punch him for doing that, but I let it slide this time. “Who are we going after first?” 
I finally spot Ergenegon and I point him out to Nez. “Him.”
“Let’s go,” Nez says, mounting a horse. I flap my wings and fly.
Ergenegon is right in front of me. Nez pierces his wings with one arrow after another, his aim true and powerful. To get away from the onslaught of arrows, Ergenegon weaves in and out of the fighting at the abyss, both of us dodging the fires from the other dragons and the spider legs that try to knock us out of the sky. Like Ergenegon, they don’t care who they hurt, and he has to roll to one side to avoid being hit by one of them. 
Away from the fighting, I let out a breath of fire and hit one of Ergenegon’s wings. He twists around like a snake until he’s charging right at me, his claws bared. I hover in the air, Nez notches an arrow in his bow, pulls the string taut, and releases. It embeds in Ergenegon’s left shoulder. He lets out a blast of fire at me; I duck, and he grabs me out of the sky with his claws and slams me into the crevasse. We go down deep underground with him above me. I crash onto an island made of ice in a sea of freezing-cold water hidden underneath the snow-covered ground above us. 
It’s just the two of us. Nez calls my name, his voice bouncing around the cavern we’ve fallen into, but before I can respond, Ergenegon is on me with his fire, burning me and then slashing me, again and again, trying to catch me off guard and mostly succeeding. 
I don’t know how much longer I can withstand his attacks. I step to the right to avoid the fire and he slices my right biceps, and when I dodge his claws, he hits me square in the chest with his fire, knocking me on my back. He stands over me, ready to rip me apart, and I blast him with everything I have. Ergenegon throws up his arms to cover his face, and I manifest the fire within me into my hands and grab his wrists. He screams as I pry his arms away and I let out a full blast directed at his face and chest. 
Ergenegon lets out the cry of someone who hasn’t felt pain in hundreds of years. The cry of someone for whom the thought of losing has never crossed his mind. 
I reach for him again, wanting to shove my fist into his life force and dampen his fire, but he barrels right into me, his shoulder in my stomach, pushing me through the air and plunging us both down into the ice-cold water. I hit the water back first and it feels like he threw me into a brick wall. All the air explodes out of my lungs in one burst and I can’t breathe, but I have to, my lungs tightening, shrinking, my eyes growing wide, Ergenegon dragging me deeper and deeper under the water. 
The moment he lets go, I kick my legs and climb up, trying to pull my wings in tight, but they hang off my back like fallen branches. My head emerges from the water moments before the blackness at the edges of my vision fills my sight. I gulp in air, searching for Ergenegon, my bruised body swimming for the island but coming up against the ripples of ice at the edge of the shore. 
I grab onto the ice to help pull myself out of the water but big pieces of it break off into shards that slowly drift away from me. And just beyond the floating shards, slithering through the water like an eel, is Ergenegon. He’s close and steadily getting closer. I crack the thin sheets of ice with my elbow, releasing more shards, and find a thicker section to climb out of the water and stand on. I pluck a handful of shards out of the water, some of them as long as my forearm, put them by my feet, and take one of the bigger ones in my right hand. 
Ergenegon is so close, I can see the broken shaft of one of Nez’s arrows in his wing. I pull my arm back, aim, and let go.
I strike Ergenegon’s wing, the ice tearing a large gash in the skin as it goes in one side and out the other. Ergenegon writhes in the water and I hit him with another shard, this one lodging in his back. I throw another; he bats it away, and his head and torso rise out of the water, his eyes on me, his sharp teeth glistening in his lipless mouth. 
I reach down for another shard and Ergenegon grabs my foot, pulls me under the water, and stabs me in the stomach with his claws once, twice, three times. I struggle as the water between us darkens with my blood, water filling my lungs. I don’t know how to make him stop when he suddenly lets me go and I drift back up to the surface. 
Coughing and spitting up water, I float on my back, my breathing shallow and the blood leaking out of my stomach pooling on top of the water at my sides. He’s playing with me. He’ll hurt me, bring me to the brink of death, then let me go, like a cat playing with its food before ultimately devouring it. 
But I’m Havoc-Eater—and Ergenegon is havoc. I flip over, one hand holding my stomach, the other reaching for the island. I hear a splash and feel strong hands pulling me out of the water. Gamikal crouches over me, opens my weary eyes, grabs my face by the chin and shakes it, and lifts my hands away from my stomach. He freezes when he sees the damage. It’s only for a moment, but it’s long enough. I’m too injured to keep fighting and we both know it. 
Gamikal begins ripping his clothes, tearing them into long cloths. “I’ve seen worse,” he says, holding one end of the cloth against my stomach with one hand and pulling it across my body with the other. “This is nothing. You’ll be up again soon, trust me.” 
I place my hand over his. “It’s time.” I pull out one of my daggers. “You have to do it.”
Gamikal shakes his head. “Not yet,” he says. “We can worry about that later. I have to get you patched up first. Just let me—” 
A blast of fire knocks Gamikal off the island and into the sea. I cry out and push myself up. I try to climb to my feet, but all I can do is crawl, each movement pulling on my torn stomach muscles, my broken wings hanging limply at my sides. 
My arms shake with the effort it takes to keep me from falling face-first onto the ice; my movements are slow, my ears filled with the sound of my fading heartbeat. Ergenegon snatches me by the hair and pulls me to my feet. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Gamikal climb back onto the island. He’s ready to plunge the dragonbone dagger into his chest. Now it’s time for me to do my part. 
“A broken thing you are,” Ergenegon says. “A sad little creature. Tell me, what does death look like? I’ll never know.”
I grab the second dagger. “Like this,” I say, plunging the blade into his life force.
Ergenegon’s chest goes dark. He brandishes his claws and I don’t have the strength to move away, so I close my eyes and wait.
Nothing happens.
I open my eyes and see Gamikal holding the dragonbone dagger I gave him against his own chest.
“It’s time for us to die, Soras,” he says in Volsgarian. “The age of the kingdom of Volsgaria is over. The world belongs to them now,” he says, waving a hand toward me. “Let’s let them have it.” 
Then Gamikal closes his eyes and drives the blade into his own heart.
Ergenegon opens his mouth but nothing comes out. Then his eyes change from black to brown.
“Help me,” he says in a voice that must’ve been what he sounded like when he was human, deep and throaty, nothing about it betraying what he would eventually become. 
Ergenegon collapses; his tattered wings spread out on the ground beneath him. He lies dead at my feet, the waves slowly dragging his body into the water, the dragonbone dagger still embedded in his chest. On my left, Gamikal stares with dead eyes through the fissure at the darkness above us. I reach over and run my hands over his eyelids, pulling them shut. 
It’s over, I think as I slump onto the ice, half my body in the water, all of me shivering uncontrollably. Now I can sleep.



Epilogue
I remember only moments from the next few days.
Nez and Kal carrying me out of the crevasse.
The Thirteen fading away one by one once the ancients were driven back into the abyss.
The cheers and cries of those who survived the battle.
Ryn working with a group of soldiers to toss Ergenegon’s body into the abyss before it closed completely.
The fire we burned for Gamikal’s body and the bodies of all those who died in the fighting.
The heat from Grolga’s body as we both recovered in the same tent.
Omma’s worried face when she saw me and then her incredulous face when she saw Nez.
Rima’s tears of surprise when Nez hugged her for the first time in months.
I remember the day Mandisa proposed to Basheera. She said that as much as she loved being a healer, she loved Basheera more. She could heal anywhere, but there was only one Basheera. 
Their wedding was simple, held in a Waldyrian grove out in the countryside, both looking happier than I’d ever seen them.
And then we parted.
The newlyweds headed for Nauvia to help the people rebuild, to help them heal, to learn what they could.
The emperor of Johtan ordered his army to return, and they left, taking Junho’s ashes back to his father.
Ryn returned to Holstang—not as the new Mael, as everyone expected, but to help his country find a better Mael than the one they had before. We parted as friends. 
Kal and Nez decided to revisit the Hands of God compound at the base of Mount Tyron. Some Hands had survived the arena and they were headed there as well. I wanted to beg them to stay with me, but this was their decision to make, not mine. 
The rest of us went back to Merza.
That’s where I am now, in the capital. In the palace where I was born, where my mother gave her life to protect my brother and me. In Al-Kazar, where it all began for some of us and where it all ended for others. 
I walk with Omma among the ruins, our footsteps echoing among these stone walls bleached by the desert sun, Omma pointing out the places that matter. 
“This is where you were born,” Omma says, her hands rubbing my shoulders.
We stand in a room with a large wooden bed, the mattress on the floor, the wood warped and rotten. In my vision, this room was luxurious—but that was so long ago, both my vision and my birth. 
We head down more halls, visit more rooms, Omma showing me where she slept, the passageway they used to escape the night we were born. I run my hands over the crumbling stones, my palms turning white with dust. Then we enter the throne room. 
“And this is where Avari died,” I say, recalling this room from my visions as well. Only two thrones made of stone remain.
“Everything else is gone,” Omma says. “Except these. I guess thrones can’t be scavenged.”
I recall what Sister Cornelia said about putting the child of Avari back on the throne. She called it a mistake, that the child of the Ur Atum Asim can do more than sit on a chair made of stone. 
When I sat on the throne in my final vision of Avari, I was uncomfortable. I hated it and couldn’t wait to get up.
Rima enters the throne room and kicks at the rubble on the floor. “We can rebuild. But should we?”
“Yes, we should rebuild,” I say, “but not as it was before. We should make it better. We should do it the way Obba would.”
“Not for honor, not for riches, not for glory—for what is right,” Omma says.
While they talk, I head outside. It’s time for me to take care of Grolga.
I find her lounging in the shade of a lone cypress tree. She nuzzles my arms and back as I rub in the salve Mandisa gave me for her burns. The skin is red and puckered in places, but her fur is growing back. For now, though, I adjust the thin blanket I use to protect her skin from the searing sun. 
“Good girl,” I say when I’m finished, giving her head a good scratch.
She stills and cocks her head to one side, as if listening for something. I hover above the tree and see a cloud of dust in the distance. 
Someone’s coming.
We’ve had run-ins with dragon worshippers—they still try to praise me as if I am a god and nothing I say will change their minds. Usually, Grolga growls when they’re near, but this time she just lies back down, places a paw over her eyes, and goes to sleep. She’s this calm only with people she knows, so they can’t be dragon worshippers. 
I drop back down and sit on the ground, leaning against my maugrab.
I don’t know if it’s Nez or Kal—but I hope it’s both.
After all that’s happened, I will always have hope. I don’t know what else fate has in store for me, but with my fire, I can handle whatever comes next. 
It’s growing dark, so I unbutton the top of my tunic and let my light shine, guiding our guests to my location.
I am not a god, but I can be a beacon.
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