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Epigraph

* * *

My mother told me life magic used to pass freely between our land and the faes’, like the current of the River that divided us.

Until the wall was erected, cutting us off from them.

And the invaders came.

And our crops died.

Our people starved.

And magic leaked out of our country like the drip in the rotten board of a ship.

Until nearly all the magic was gone.

All except mine.


Part 1
The Citadel

Chapter 1

We died in blood, their guns in our hands,

Our treasures chipped away like earth.

We died in homes, no longer our lands,

But oh, what did they birth?

—Songs of Astola, collected and compiled by Mahira Nazir


Yaseema

The knock at the door was likely for my cousin, but she was in no shape to go gravedigging tonight.

For a moment my heart lurched to my throat, and I scrambled to pack up the scrolls and books I had littered across the kitchen table, betraying me. My mother’s two thick gold bangles lay on the table, and I wrapped them up in her old dupatta, my fingers resting on them for a moment in reverence, before sticking the bangles back in the flour tin and hiding them from sight. There was a small chance it was the Citadel patrols conducting an unplanned raid, and they certainly couldn’t find out what I had been searching for in the darkest hours of the night.

But it wasn’t the Citadel patrols.

As I suspected, I opened the door to find Bair, his sunken eyes staring darkly at me, the rusted shovel slung over a shoulder that didn’t look as if it could support the weight.

“Safiyya can’t dig tonight,” I said, adjusting the spectacles on my nose to peer through the darkness at him, wanting to usher him away as quickly as possible.

I had a limited amount of time to hunt for the key to unlock the hidden vault, and he was cutting into it.

Bair’s face didn’t change at my abrupt words, but his body swayed slightly as if he were about to faint. My stomach gave a twist. The darkness under his eyes had increased since I’d last seen him, and he had a slight rasp in his breath that spoke of more than just illness.

Exhaustion. Malnourishment. Desperation.

“Have you eaten?” I asked, despite everything in my body screaming at me to get rid of him. I couldn’t afford this type of treason as well. And I couldn’t afford the time it would waste to do it.

Bair shook his head, his eyes darting around the kitchen as if it was a trick. As if his gaze could ask, what would I have eaten?

I glanced behind me to make sure my papers and books were safely tucked away, then met his eyes once more.

That dark, desperate stare broke me.

“Come.” I beckoned him inside, chewing my lip.

I weighed my options—if the Citadel found out that Bair and Safiyya were burying our dead, contrary to the Citadel’s edicts that prevented us from doing so, we’d have patrols on our doorstep in an hour. The Citadel—and by extension, the Angrezian Empire—viewed Astolan attempts to follow our traditional customs as both backward and rebellious. If we didn’t bury those who had died, the Citadel would cremate them, which meant they would never get their proper funeral rites. And they would never get a chance to cross over into the afterlife.

But if Bair and Safiyya got caught, they’d likely be executed.

The Citadel would then have an excuse to search our tiny house in Ginshal village at the edge of the mango orchard and would discover more than just the treason of going against the antiburial edicts. They’d discover my research, the maps to other lost fae relics I was searching for, and my mother’s bangles.

They’d find an entire revolution.

But Safiyya could barely lift her head from fever, and Bair couldn’t bury the bodies on his own. Not when he looked like he’d blow over with a strong wind.

And given that, he needed to be fed before anything else.

I knew what Nani would say at giving away a portion of the small ration I received from my job, but if Bair died on our kitchen floor, I’d have to bury him too.

Besides, I was one of the few in the village that received the extra rations from the Citadel, due to my work there. I was one of the few Astolans who was even allowed to work for them.

I spooned a bowl of too-thin lentils into a chipped bowl and handed him a flat piece of bread dusted with mustard seeds to accompany it. It wasn’t much, but Bair stared down at the offering as if it had been a viceroy’s feast. I looked away as he devoured the soup, the familiar buried anger rising in my blood at seeing how starved he was, but Bair was not self-conscious about eating in front of me.

“Thank you, Haz Yaseema,” he said between hurried bites, not even pausing to consider if he should call me by the honorific.

I stiffened. “It’s just Yaseema, Bair. I’ve known you since we were both babes.”

He nodded, but didn’t look up at me when I corrected him.

After a few spoons, his hands no longer shook. I stepped into the hall, my feet pressing into the date palm mat. Pausing before Safiyya’s door, I let out an exhale before cracking it open.

“Safiyya,” I whispered, my voice soft in the darkness. She was a small mound on the bed, her black hair strewn about the pillow looking almost as wild as mine. The hoarse bark of a cough answered me, so rough it hurt my chest to listen to it.

There was no way she could go out sounding like that. I’d already spoon-fed her crushed black cardamom seeds in honey and made her a very weak kahwah tea with the last of the cinnamon and ginger, but she needed medicine, something that was in short supply to us.

She certainly couldn’t slip into the night with Bair, illegally bury bodies as our funeral rites demanded, and then run back to our house without attracting attention.

But something heavy sat in my chest at the thought of telling Bair that Safiyya couldn’t help him, at the villagers who desperately wanted to bury their dead having to burn them instead.

Could I do her job?

Should I?

I had been searching for the key to the fae vault that might change everything for Astola, that would bring the magic we once had back to us. I couldn’t afford to do anything that would jeopardize my search.

Something like this might be too foolish of a risk.

It was one thing to ignore what Safiyya did when she left the house in the middle of the night, to pretend she wasn’t actively engaging in open rebellion every time she slung the shovel over her shoulder, but it was another thing to do the same.

It was so public.

Everything I did was done alone and was relatively untraceable. But for her, everyone in our village knew what she was up to at night. Her acts against the Citadel were smaller than mine, but no less deadly.

It isn’t treason if I haven’t pledged loyalty to them.

It isn’t treason if they invaded.

Safiyya’s sharp retort filled my mind, what she would have said had I run the options by her.

But for now, moonlight spilled across Safiyya’s supine form on the bed, and I could make out the sheen of sweat on her forehead. She coughed again, and her entire body shook.

“Safiyya,” I said softly into the room. “Bair’s here.”

“Hold on,” she croaked, trying to rouse herself. “I’m coming.”

“You shouldn’t be going out. Not when you’re so ill. Leave it for tonight. The dead will keep.”

A heavy, wet cough wracked her body, and I winced.

“No, I have to go with him. It’s the only time we have. Soon the Citadel patrols will find the body and we won’t be able to bury him anymore.” It was painful to listen to her voice, and even worse to watch her struggle to rise from the bed.

It’s the only time we have.

I felt the same every night. Poring over the ancient texts, trying to find clues to a key I didn’t know if I’d ever locate. It was the last piece of the puzzle I needed to be able to cross the wall into the fae world.

And from there I could finally find the crown that could take down the wall completely, bring the magic back to the earth, and stop the famines decimating our people.

Safiyya come to a seated position and then swayed, as if she were about to pass out.

My breath caught in my chest, and I clenched my hands tight at my side. How many hours had I devoted to searching for a key to an ancient fae storage chamber, only to come up empty-handed? And here my cousin was, about to pass out on the wooden floor of her room.

In all the months I’d been looking, I’d never come any closer to unlocking the vault door, and I certainly wouldn’t be able to now, hours before the Citadel were planning to excavate.

I closed my eyes, my decision easing the heaviness from my shoulders and solidifying my resolve. “I’ll do it with him.”

She froze at my words as she struggled to stand, and blinked at me in the scant light. “You will? But you hate me doing this. You hate me doing anything that goes against the Citadel.”

I frowned, but she couldn’t see my face in the darkness of the doorway. To everyone else, I was a model scholar, working in the Citadel archives and helping them unearth the magical objects that gave Astola its life magic.

Even Safiyya didn’t know the extent of my betrayal.

She didn’t know about my hunts for fae relics at night. Or the times when I’d even managed to steal them out from underneath the nose of the Citadel.

Because every single fae object removed from our land was a death sentence for us. The life magic imbued in every crown, necklace, goblet, ring, and all the other relics hidden in the earth kept our crops alive and our rivers flowing. And every time the Citadel dug one up and shipped it off to the Empress, more people died.

But everything depended on the lie that I embodied by day—I was a scholar for the Citadel, helping them find the ancient magical relics. If it ever got out that I betrayed them by stealing the fae objects instead, both Safiyya and Nani would suffer the consequences of such duplicity.

They might still.

“Yes, I do,” I said finally. “I’m worried about you whenever you go out, of course. And I’d rather you didn’t try to bury the dead when the Citadel has specifically declared that illegal. But you can’t go, not like this. So that leaves me.”

Safiyya chewed on the side of her lip, her eyes glassy. She didn’t want to give in, I could tell by the look on her face.

I smiled, despite myself. She’d be defying the Citadel on her deathbed, which was, fortunately, not today.

“Safiyya,” I said in a cajoling way, “I promise I won’t make a mess of it. But Bair needs someone who isn’t going to keel over the moment they try to lift a body. I’ll go. I’ll wear your cloak so no one will even know it’s me.”

That seemed to settle it for her, and she collapsed back into the pillows on her bed. “Thanks, Yas,” she murmured, her eyes fluttering closed, letting sleep claim her once more.

I closed the door and turned back to Bair, resignation on my face. “I’m coming with you tonight instead.”

He lifted his gaze from the last few lentils in the bowl, his jaw falling slack. “The Citadel won’t like that.”

“That’s an understatement,” I snapped. “With hope they’ll never find out. Besides, you can’t do this on your own.” My tone was too harsh in the faint light of the kitchen, and I exhaled, measuring my temper. It wasn’t Bair’s fault that Safiyya was sick. And he didn’t know I’d had other plans for this night; no one did.

And it wasn’t any of our faults that we were now forced to bury bodies illegally under the cover of night instead.

I grabbed Safiyya’s dark cloak from the hook beside the door. This needed to be done, and as much as I didn’t want to thwart the Citadel and give them another reason to reconsider my loyalties, to shine the light of suspicion on me and unveil my other secrets, I would do it.

If I didn’t, the Citadel would burn the bodies, and their spirits would be left wandering.

Like my father’s.

At least with these villagers we could do the proper burial rites and release their spirits into the afterlife.

Safiyya’s cloak was hefty, bought during a winter when the Citadel had made a rare discovery. I had done the research in my position as a scholar, hoping to get to the fae relic first. Rage burned inside me when I’d been unable to steal the delicate gold tikka that had been vital for the rice fields in our area. When the tikka had been discovered by the Citadel and shipped off to the Empress, the lush fields had dried up over the next few months, the fae life magic gone.

I wanted to scream when they congratulated us and gave bonuses to the scholar department. The Empire didn’t seem to realize the damage they did to Astola with every stolen fae artifact.

Or maybe they just didn’t care.

“Hide your hair.” Bair’s voice was rough and determined.

I glanced up at him and a flush stained his cheeks, making him look healthier than he had in years. “It’s distinctive,” he muttered as he waved his hand in my general direction, shifting uncomfortably on his feet and avoiding my eyes.

He was right, my hair was a wild mane next to Safiyya’s sleek tresses.

My fingers brushed my thick curls, trying to tame them under my hood. I grimaced, pushing them under the heavy fabric and having little luck. My hair wouldn’t be controlled, and I ended up braiding the thick mass over my shoulder instead and tucking it into my cloak.

Because I certainly didn’t want to be recognized this night.

Chapter 2

I killed someone today.

And I don’t regret it.

What is regret for one death, when I’m standing atop a massacre?

—Letter from Kiyan to his family, unsent


Kiyan

It’s got to be here.

I’d torn up the entire room, opened all the books, emptied out every drawer, and still the map eluded me. Why did they have to hide it so well that even their own family couldn’t unearth it? I raked my hand through my hair, leaning back in the armchair of the tiny forgotten library of the palace. If the map to Queen Azari’s vault wasn’t here, I didn’t know where it would be.

And if the Viceroy got to the ancient queen’s crown before I did, our entire Court would be decimated.

I cast my gaze out of the window, toward the towering Mountain in the distance.

Tirich Mir. The Mountain that loomed over the River Court, reminding us of what we had lost.

“Aren’t you supposed to be tracking down rebels, boy? You’re not being a very good hunting dog right now, despite your reputation.”

I jolted upright, tearing my eyes away from Tirich Mir, as General Faisal slinked into the room, picking up a piece of paper and attempting to read it before furrowing his brow and tossing it aside.

My gaze flickered to the page scrawled with the ancient language of the River Court. He likely didn’t even know how to read.

I snorted to myself, then masked my amusement. “What do you want, Faisal?”

“So touchy. You should be overjoyed I’m back.” He walked around the chair toward me and then stopped, leaning against the wooden desk, his face expectant, daring me to ask why he was here instead of fighting for Salt in the war against the other peri Courts.

I narrowed my eyes, giving in to his goading. “And why is that?”

“Because you now have help executing all those rebels you once called friends.”

My fingers pressed so hard into the wood I was surprised it didn’t crack in half.

But I didn’t react, keeping my face a smooth mask. Everything depended on me not reacting.

Instead, I stood, slowly, a calculated smile curving my lips. I planted my hands on the desk and leaned forward as though I hadn’t a care in the world.

My voice was low and quiet. “There’s whispers the rebels are trying to bring back the royal family.”

All the color leached from the general’s face, and I almost laughed. Behind his monstrous exterior, he hadn’t the strength nor power to go up against the might of the River Court at full capacity, and he knew it.

I tilted my head, crossing my arms over my chest. “I’m trying to find their source and if there’s any truth to the rumors. The last thing you need is for the royal family to be released from Tirich Mir and wreak havoc on the carefully preserved peace you’ve crafted.” My words fell light and mocking—on the edge of what I could reasonably get away with.

“That’s . . . not possible.” He took half a step back, panic lacing his tone. “They’re enclosed in a cursed tomb by dead Queen Azari’s magic. If there was any way to unlock the door to the Mountain, the Viceroy would have found it and killed them.”

I nodded, keeping my face blank. “And that’s exactly what we’re looking for. If the rebels have the ability to bring the royal family back, we want to know.” My voice was solemn and quiet, even though my heart was hammering so loud in my chest it felt as if it were going to burst free.

So that I can get to them first.

A familiar longing settled in my stomach at the thought of them being finally released from Tirich Mir, the Mountain Palace. At the thought of us taking it all back.

At no longer having to hunt and execute members of my own Court.

“It’s impossible,” the general said again, shaking his head, the color still not returning to his face. “The curse on Tirich Mir is as impenetrable as the River wall to the human lands.”

“Nothing is impenetrable,” I muttered under my breath. The same thing I’d been telling myself all these years.

Nothing is impenetrable.

I walked past the general in the doorway, but his voice stopped me, his demeanor changing back from acute fear to his usual smug vileness.

“I almost forgot to tell you. You’re needed in the dungeons.” A smile slithered through his voice, and I paused, my stomach dropping.

Faisal only experienced joy at the expense of other’s pain.

That meant whatever was in the dungeons wasn’t good.

My eyes slid to the pulse at his throat, thinking how easy it would be to use my magic to command a thorn from the roses on the desk to slash his throat clean across.

Death by flower. Fitting for such a man.

“Why? There are no new prisoners down there.” I knew every single one, and had a plan of escape for them all.

His greasy smile returned in full force. “We’ve caught more of your rebels.”

* * *

I wove through the halls of the River Palace, keeping my footsteps brisk but measured. The general followed behind, huffing to keep up as I barreled toward the dungeon.

There was no way he’d actually caught a rebel, not with the safeguards I’d put in place to prevent that from happening. The members of my guard were all loyal to me, and when it came to it, loyal to the Court of River. They would never allow a true member of the Red Jasmine Rebellion to slip into the hands of the Salt soldiers. I’d made sure of it.

But when I arrived at the dungeon, I stopped short.

Two boys were on their knees on the stone floor, their heads bowed. They weren’t in cells with the other prisoners, but hands tied behind their back in a cell in the main room. A small window in the corner of the room allowed the afternoon light to illuminate the tears on their cheeks, the blood on their mouths.

They were no older than thirteen, their limbs too big for their bodies, not yet properly grown into their skin. One had longish hair, cropped at his nape, the other a shorn head, as though he’d scraped it over with a shaving blade, the bumpy shape of his skull giving him an eerie look. Cuts and bruises marred their hands and necks, evidence that they’d already been tortured.

One was struggling to remain upright, shaking against the pain in his wounds.

The general entered the dungeons behind me and leaned against the entrance door.

I breathed through my nose and curled my hands into fists at my sides, anger heating my blood.

“Who did this?” My voice was low and violent.

“I did,” the general replied, picking his teeth with his nails. “They were caught by a Salt patrol trying to drum up support for the rebel cause. They needed a little roughing up, but I’ll still leave the real torture for the Viceroy.” A laugh tainted his words, and I nearly bared my teeth at him.

“They’re boys,” I said dismissively. “They know nothing of the rebels.”

“Weren’t you just a boy when you decided to join the Viceroy? Children can still fight. They still commit treason, can still attack our troops. Don’t be so soft, dog.”

I didn’t bother to spare him a glance. “The Viceroy entrusted me to deal with the rebels. Surely you have better things to deal with, given Salt is actively fighting wars with every other peri Court right now.” I crossed my arms over my chest, trying to calm the fury tainting my voice.

If I could, I’d rip the general’s head from his body and dump him in the River.

If killing him meant I wouldn’t damn every other peri in my Court, he would have been dead years ago.

“We’ve had a few victories of late,” Faisal said with a smug grin, his voice bouncing off the walls of the stone dungeon. “Nothing like the way the Court of River folded, though. You can’t fight Salt with water,” he said, the air between us thick with tension.

I flinched at the words, the mantra often repeated by the soldiers of the Court of Salt.

His teeth shone in the flickering torchlight, and I was reminded of the day they’d come, remembered the heel of his boot on my father’s face as the Viceroy had laughed. Right before they’d slit his throat.

“Besides, I felt the need to bloody my own hands today.” He flexed his fingers out in front of him.

My own fists balled tightly at my side. I’d sooner cut his hands off before he touched these boys again. But this was about more than them. It was about their families, anyone who knew them. He’d keep them alive with torture until they turned in their own sister, brother, grandmother. It was how they rationalized their murder of us.

We were the barbaric threat, and they the civilized peacekeepers.

I looked at the bloodied boys in front of me, evidence of their civilization.

“Nevertheless, if they know anything about the Red Jasmine, I will be the one to find it out,” I gritted out through clenched teeth, trying to maintain my composure.

“Really? Good. I’m in the mood to watch.”

“I won’t be doing the kind of torturing you like,” I reasoned, with a grim smile.

He raised a brow at me in challenge. “I had assumed not. Not when the Viceroy is so particularly good at it. He’ll purge their minds before they can call for their mother.”

Something curdled in my stomach at his mention of Reza again. The Viceroy wasn’t due back for a few weeks yet and I didn’t want him involved in any hunt for the rebels. Better for him to be kept away defending the border of the River Court.

But these boys wouldn’t last that long under Faisal’s torture.

The general pushed away from the door, striding from the dungeon. “Just don’t be soft on them—if they are old enough to fight, they are old enough to bear the punishment of betrayal. No one in River is really innocent anyway. You’re all guilty by birth.”

My blood boiled, a river of fire inside my veins, but still I pressed my hands to my sides and didn’t look toward him. He could needle me all he liked; he’d never get a reaction.

I waited until he left, until the Salt soldiers took their leave at my nod, until only my personal guard remained. I glanced over at them, until they turned around, their backs facing me.

And then it was just me and the two children unfortunate enough to be caught by the wrong side at the wrong time, in a Court that was no longer theirs.

I knelt down in front of them, the cold of the dungeon permeating my trousers.

The boy with the longer hair kept his eyes downcast, but the other met my gaze, defiance flashing across his face.

Regret sank into my stomach at seeing it there.

The general had seen them, tortured them. There was no helping them escape now, and not when it would endanger others by leaving them alive. The only thing I could wish for them was a quick end.

Magic rose at my fingers, the dirt under the stone listening to my call. A small green vine rose from the soil, uncurling a thorn at the edge, sharp and deadly. It started as a sapling, but then grew to a thick rope, winding around the bars of the cell we stood in.

“I’m sorry,” I said to the defiant boy. “But you don’t want to be alive for what he’ll do to you.”

The thorn pierced his heart before he could respond, slicing neatly through the center of his chest. He collapsed against me when the vine withdrew, and I bowed my head onto his shoulder.

I didn’t weep, because all my tears had turned to fire.

Then I turned to my guards.

“Find his family, let them bury him. Relocate them if you must. I want them out of the city before the general finds out he’s dead.” My guards nodded to me, then left to do my bidding, lifting the dead boy up in their arms and filing out of the dungeon.

Then I turned to the other boy.

The vine hung in the air, waiting for my command.

The boy shivered, sobbing as the guards carried his dead friend from the room, his hair falling into his face.

“I’m sorry,” I repeated, glad he hadn’t met my eyes.

It was easier when they didn’t look at me.

But before I could summon my magic, the boy’s hand shot out, grabbing my wrist. “Your highness,” he croaked, and I jerked back.

“What . . .” My mouth fell open at the honorific. It had been a long time since anyone had called me that.

“What are you talking about?” I demanded. No one should know anything about my true identity. Not when I’d taken great pains to hide it.

“I have a message for you,” he continued, ignoring my question. “I was trying to bring it to you when we got captured. My cousin, he wasn’t as discreet as he should have been, so they caught us.”

“Who gave you this message?”

“A churail.”

I narrowed my eyes at his mention of a witch. There weren’t many witches left in the Court of River, as they had all managed to flee when the Court of Salt took over.

“She said the curse on the Mountain would be broken when Queen Azari’s crown is found. And then she gave me this.” He fumbled in the waistband of his trousers, revealing a false pocket there, and pulled out a small gold ring.

I narrowed my eyes. This felt like a trap, but if the Viceroy knew anything about my true history, I’d already be facing his wrath.

No, this wasn’t a trap from him.

But that didn’t mean this witch was innocent. They had done their share in the war between Salt and River that made me suspicious of anything they would give me.

And why hadn’t she found me herself?

But the mention of Queen Azari’s crown nearly made my heart stop. If this witch could lead me to the crown, it was worth the risk.

“Where is this churail?”

And who was she?

“She came upon my cousin and me in the bazaar in Charvellan city. She said I should tell you she had a dream that you are the Prince that would return, that you would bring us back. That you would free the Court of River from the Salt Court and would release the royal family from Tirich Mir.”

It felt as though the ground had dropped from beneath me.

It was impossible that one witch would know so much about me when I thought no one knew who I truly was, except for a select few in the Red Jasmine.

The boy glanced up at me, his eyes glazed with something besides terror, and I realized this was why he hadn’t looked at me earlier. Not because he didn’t want me to see his fear, but rather his awe.

I wanted to stand, to leave the dungeon, to run from his eyes and the hope I saw there. I wanted to tell him all the things I was forced to do to the peris in our Court, and all the things I had yet to do.

But I couldn’t turn away.

“Will you bring us back?”

At his soft question, I closed my eyes.

“I’m trying to,” I muttered.

But I still didn’t know what to do with the information he gave me, and unease churned in my gut. “How does this churail know me?”

“I don’t know. Maybe she escaped from the Mountain Palace?” the boy said hopefully. But I shook my head.

“Impossible. No one has broken the curse on Tirich Mir since it was triggered. Queen Azari’s magic is impossible to overcome.”

It sounded as if I were echoing General Faisal’s sentiments from earlier. I curled my lip, not wanting to sound like him in the slightest, even with my own doubts echoing through my head.

No one had broken the ancient Queen’s magic before, despite our attempts. My family had entered Tirich Mir to retrieve the Queen’s ancient weapon and had never come out. But I wasn’t about to let General Faisal or the Salt Court tell me what I was about to do.

Nor would I let my family rot in a palace prison for the rest of eternity, even if I had to take their place.

The boy looked deflated at my words, and something inside me rose up—that lingering piece of resistance that wanted to be worthy of the hope I’d seen in his eyes.

“But I’m going to be the one to bring it down,” I said softly, surprised at my own words. It was strange saying this all out loud; it felt like being closer to something I’d never been able to touch before. Like with my words I had made it more possible.

“I knew the churail was speaking the truth,” the boy said reverently.

“You can’t live,” I said, watching his eyes shine, the dread sinking in my stomach as my conjured vine crept up his chest.

“If the Viceroy has you,” I continued, holding his gaze despite how much I wanted to tear myself away. “He’ll empty your memories and turn your mind against you. And he’ll torture your entire family for the information. He’ll make you turn on your neighbors, your friends.”

I’d seen it happen, over and over again. And I couldn’t stop it.

At least not yet.

My voice shook. “And I can’t get you out. Your family, yes. But not you.”

Not if I wanted to stay in the palace under this mask.

He nodded, his face solemn. “I’ll live in the River, like the ancient peris,” he whispered, before my thorn pierced his heart.

I clutched the ring he gave me, the gold cutting into my palm as his body slumped to the ground and rage poured through me.

We couldn’t fight salt with water, but maybe we could drown it.

Chapter 3

The savages native to this land are human too, but you wouldn’t think it.

They bury their dead in the ground to rot and pollute the earth, they scoop food with their hands, believing in herbs and seeds as home remedies, and sacrilegiously, they worship the life magic imbued in ancient fae artifacts found throughout Astola.

Their condition is a barbarous one.

—The History of Astola by Henry Wiltshire


Yaseema

We trudged through the frigid night, the air turning colder as Astola had begun to move away from the summer months. That meant whatever meagre harvest we could produce would be limited and taxed by the Angrezian Empire even more.

People were going to start getting desperate.

I clutched the rusted shovel in my hands and tried not to think of Bair’s hungry gaze when he inhaled the lentil soup I’d set out for him.

Perhaps we were already past desperate.

All the more reason to keep searching for a way across the River and through the wall to the fae world.

With every buried fae relic the Citadel stole for the Empress, the famine in Astola got worse. But the Empire didn’t care about what happened to the people of Astola after they’d taken all our life magic.

Which meant I needed a way to counteract what they were doing. I needed to bring down the wall separating the fae and the human world in order to return the life magic to our soil.

Or we would all die.

But right now I couldn’t dwell on that fact, nor that the Citadel was on their way to unearth yet another fae relic in the morning.

One I had been searching for months. Now, I was burying the bodies already impacted by the famine. Already taken from us by the Empire.

Bair led me on a familiar path, through the diseased fruit trees of the mango orchard and back toward the village.

It wasn’t so late that everyone would be sleeping, and yet there was no one standing in the streets, given the curfews imposed by the Citadel to stop the uprisings. There was no line for a funeral procession, no curious aunties watching what we were doing.

The fear of the Empire was too great.

In fact the houses were eerily quiet, the few gas lanterns installed by the Citadel all turned low. No one wanted to draw attention to themselves, not when it was past curfew and Citadel sentinels could be doing unannounced patrols, searching for dead bodies to burn, people to beat, or insurgents to execute.

Bair and I certainly counted as insurgents with what we were doing—by burying our dead we were going against a law that had been in place since the last uprising. The uprising that had killed my father in an execution firing line. The thought of it nearly froze my limbs and prevented me from walking. It was only through sheer force of will that I still followed Bair through the hollow streets devoured by silence and fear. If we did get stopped by a Citadel sentinel, we didn’t even have a weapon to protect ourselves with and it might be us this time facing an execution squad.

“Bair, did you bring a rifle?” My hushed voice fell like a cymbal crash in the quiet streets.

He snorted in response. “Traded that months ago for extra rations.” He glanced back at me, his face curious. “The other villagers won’t bother us if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“Not for them.” I shook my head, wishing I’d had the foresight to bring Baba’s gun that was hidden away under Nani’s bed.

He was quiet so long I didn’t think he’d answer me. “You wouldn’t shoot a Citadel soldier, Yaseema. Neither of us would.”

I clutched my shovel tighter at his certainty that I wouldn’t fight.

He didn’t know what anger brewed under the surface. He had no idea what I had already done to thwart the Citadel, the risks I’d already taken. I released a deep breath, a puff of smoke in the cold air.

Would I shoot a soldier?

Even after all this time, I didn’t know if I had the bravery of my father in me to directly go against them, out in the open. My treason was in the shadows, in the halls of fae vaults, deep under the earth.

Bair pulled to a stop in front of a dilapidated house at the edge of the village, the stone crumbling like the edge of a cliff wracked by one too many waves.

“Here?” I breathed, realizing that I knew this house. Dread sat in my stomach and began to fester, its black tendrils curling around my body.

“Yes. The man who lived here killed himself.”

“Ghassan Javed?” I gasped, taking a step back.

“You knew him?” Bair stared at me, his brow furrowing.

“Yes . . . I . . . he used to work at the Citadel. As an excavator.” He was one of the few Astolans who even made it to the position of excavator, before he was fired for arguing with the chief excavator. They had claimed he’d stolen something and sent him packing.

So many Astolans had looked up to him, especially after everything he’d done to make working conditions at the Citadel better for us.

“I can’t believe he killed himself,” I whispered, looking at the little crumbled house. Sorrow filled my bones. He’d died alone, and by his own hand. That wasn’t the Ghassan I knew.

“Things are hard when the Citadel marks you,” muttered Bair. “He wasn’t allowed to be hired anywhere, and so he starved.”

My chest felt hollow, as if my heart had been pulled out of me. I remembered his smile every morning when I came into the archives at the Citadel, his little wave when he passed me in the bookstacks.

And now he was dead.

Anger and sorrow pulsed in my veins as I wondered what the end of his days would have been like, the desperation it took for him to get to this point.

Those that didn’t have the Citadel ration got less than nothing, only what they could scrape together from their own gardens and meagre goats. The Citadel controlled all livestock, trade, and crops as the Empress took more and more from us. Last winter I stepped over bodies of two Astolans who had died of the famine, their corpses left to rot in the streets outside the Citadel. I tried my best to avert my eyes from their bloated bellies and protruding ribs. My heart had pounded with rage, my hands shaking so badly I had to hide them in the tan skirt of my Citadel uniform.

I hadn’t slept that night.

Instead, I’d focused my fury on trying to stop the slow leaching of life magic from Astola. I began searching for a hidden fae relic the Citadel had been looking for for over a year.

And I’d found it.

Using my mother’s journal which detailed fae history in Astola, the maps I’d unearthed in the archives, and clues I’d sifted from the folk songs my mother had collected and recorded, I’d managed to locate the ornate golden cup with an ancient fae inscription carved into the bottom. It was hidden in a small cave in the low mountains, a place the Citadel hadn’t yet searched. It had cracked my heart in two, but I destroyed the fae vault I’d taken it from, making the theft look like vandalism. I then reburied the goblet near the River, and new sprouts grew from the earth above it, yielding onions and a small harvest for the nearby village. That had been the first time I’d stolen a relic from the Empire and given it back to the people of Astola.

But my anger had nearly cost me.

The Citadel excavators had eventually found the fae vault where the relic had been hidden. Despite the fact I had covered my tracks, they still clamped down on their security when they’d discovered the relic was taken.

The senior excavators breathed down the necks of the scholars, so much so that I’d had to do my secret research at night over candlelight in my bedroom, instead of covertly in the archives. But it was probably a good thing I had to be more careful—I knew they were still watching me—the daughter of an executed rebel who couldn’t fully be trusted, despite my job at the Citadel. It had been the start of my small defiance, a way I could keep what was being taken from us. And yet, it hadn’t been enough.

I stared at the door to Ghassan’s house, wishing I’d known he had ended up like this, wishing I’d been able to stop it.

My hand shook as I lifted it to turn the handle, but it wouldn’t budge.

“It’s locked.” I glanced at Bair. “How do you know he’s in there?”

“Neighbors hadn’t heard from him in days and then looked in through the window. They got word to me as soon as they could, knowing Safiyya and I need to be quick to do the burial rites before the Citadel patrol found the body and burned it.” Bair frowned, trying to peer through the front window. “I’ll walk along the perimeter of the house to see if we can get in through another entrance.”

He left, making his way toward the back of the house, but I was still staring at the door. My fingers itched as soon as they’d felt the lock.

I could fix this problem easily, though Bair didn’t know that.

Finder of lost things. Revealer of secrets.

My mother’s voice whispered through me, urging me on, like a gentle breeze, lifting me up. I waited until Bair was out of sight, until I was sure he couldn’t see me and what I was about to do.

Don’t ever let them use your magic.

The memory of my mother slipped through my mind, one that I thought about too often. It was when my magic had first manifested, after my father had been executed. My Amma had been searching for my father’s last letter to her, desperately trying to find the final words he’d written to us before getting captured by the Citadel.

But no matter where she looked, she couldn’t locate the letter.

She sat on her knees on the kitchen floor and sobbed, clutching at the cold tiles. Seeing her like that, when she’d always been so calm, had unlocked something in me. Golden threads had burst through my fingers, pouring out of my hands and flooding our little house on the edge of Ginshal village. They culminated around a crack in the wall, beside the divan. My mother had stopped crying and sat back, stunned, as we watched tendrils of power coil from my fingers and surround us. Something tugged at me to follow them, leading me to where my father’s letter lay in the hidden space next to the threadbare divan.

It was that day that Amma had forbidden me from using my power around anyone else.

Don’t ever let them use your magic.

The soft voice of Mahira Nazir rose in my memories like one of the songs she collected. She knew what the Citadel would do with a power like that. I would be their puppet, finding fae relics for them until there were no more to be had.

After that day my mother and I experimented with my magic—finding out that I could unlock simple locks and reveal the answers to puzzles. It had limits—complex safes or heavy-duty locks wouldn’t budge. And I had to be in close proximity to something to find it. But after Amma left, I no longer practiced my magic in my dark bedroom.

Instead, I used it to find the relics the Citadel were so desperate to ship back to the Empire.

And now I would use my power to find the dead.

Bair was rustling around the house, looking for a way in. If we weren’t careful, we’d catch the notice of the patrols soon.

I hesitated for another second before making my decision and placing my palms flat to the wood door.

Power gathered to the surface, threading through my skin like the current of a river, golden threads feeding into the fabric of the metal lock until a small clink echoed in the night. And just like that, the lock clicked open, the door releasing with a giant sigh beneath my hands.

But once I had called on my magic, it wasn’t easy to pull it back. It kept running, like a bath tap left on, overflowing past the rim of the tub. It flooded through the gap in the open door, fine gold threads pushing out of me like a gilded web, and I staggered forward with a gasp. It had been too long since I’d last used it, and it was brimming to the surface, eager to be released. With no choice but to follow, I nudged the door to Ghassan’s crumbling stone house open. Something brushed at my hair and I jerked back with shock, my eyes darting above me to see a bundle of dried jimson weed and Malabar nut leaves hanging above the entrance. They were often used by the villagers of Ginshal to ward off witches and ghouls, preventing evil fae from entering. Luckily for me, I was human.

My feet pulled me through the doorway and into the main living area of the house.

The air was cold, and it smelled of trodden dirt. Not the fresh, earthy scent of new growth; this was the dirt that sat at the bottom of unused cellars and decrepit barns. And underneath that, the sweetness of decay had already begun to set in. The smell that promised something far worse than neglect.

The house was in disarray, with books dumped onto the floor and papers scattered everywhere. Clothes were shredded and dishes smashed.

I remembered Ghassan as a neat and quiet man. It didn’t fit him that his house would be like this, and I doubt he had done it himself. It looked like someone had been searching for something. Food perhaps? From the state of his house, it didn’t appear the sort to have any valuables.

The golden strands of my magic still threaded through the air, spiraling throughout the room and curving over something on the floor in the corner.

A body.

No, not just a body, but Ghassan. A man I had spoken with in the archives, shared lunch together, waved to at the end of a workday.

My stomach twisted with dark horror and bile rose to my throat.

I had known this man, and now I would have to bury him.

I waved away the bright threads of my magic still hanging in the air and they dissipated like a cloud of shimmering fog. Hopefully they didn’t illuminate the little house for long and Bair didn’t catch any evidence.

Then I curled my hands back to my sides and rolled my shoulders back, feeling a little light-headed as I usually did after using my magic.

“Bair,” I called out, trying to shake off the sensation of calling on my power. “I’ve picked the lock.”

Bair came trudging around the corner of the house, his relieved face coming into view in the doorway. “Thank the River. The window I found was too small for either of us to crawl through. There’s a back door but it’s destroyed and I couldn’t get in.”

Bair stepped through the open door.

“By the River,” said Bair, taking in the chaos, his eyes wide.

“Who do you think did this?” I asked, following his gaze.

He shook his head. “Looters?”

“Doesn’t look like there’d be anything to loot.”

“Well, it certainly wasn’t the Citadel patrols. If it was, they wouldn’t have left the body.”

I nodded, though not entirely convinced. No one in our village would steal from the dead.

That was a trait distinct to the Citadel and the Empire they worked for.

Bair stood next to me, a thin sheen of sweat on his forehead after climbing around the back of the house.

On our walk over I had begun to worry that Bair wasn’t strong enough to lift a body onto the stretcher he and Safiyya had fashioned. His shoulders were too thin, and his legs looked as if they didn’t support his own weight, let alone the weight of another. But as we moved closer to Ghassan’s body, I needn’t have been concerned.

It was too small.

Too small to be the Ghassan I knew. Moonlight spilled over his frail body, clothed in trousers too loose and a ragged tunic. Bile rose in my throat, my stomach recoiling, and cold sweat prickled my skin. I began to shake, pressing my arms to my waist as I did so, a weak attempt at holding myself together. Images flashed through my mind—seeing my father’s body fall to the dirt after being shot, my mother holding me, preventing me from running to him. Then every time I imagined her dead after she’d left me, her body destroyed, floating down the River with no one to claim her. My fingers wrapped around my right wrist, feeling for the shadow of her bangles that weren’t there. Not for the first time I’d wished I could wear them publicly, if only to be reminded of her.

It might have also helped when I felt like tossing the contents of my stomach onto the ravaged floor of Ghassan’s house, too. Whatever treason I did in the darkness of night, digging up relics, raiding ancient fae tombs, it was not the same as coming face to face with the dead.

Bair laid a sheet to cover Ghassan quickly, glancing at me with concern.

It was as if he knew I was about to break down.

One ankle poked out from under the sheet, his thin, dark skin stretched unnaturally over bone and my eyes focused there, unable to look away.

“How long has he been here?” I managed to find my voice, forcing the words out to steady myself.

“A few days, but this was the first night we could come without Citadel patrols.” Bair looked behind us into the dark street beyond. “They might be back tomorrow; their shifts have been erratic lately.”

In other words, we had to do it now.

Bair had begun to set up the stretcher, attaching the poles together with bits of cloth and wrapping a small sheet around it. When he was finished, it formed a narrow bed, and he placed it alongside the body in the corner.

I hung back, twisting my fingers in my skirt.

He glanced up at me. “Are you okay?”

“I’ve never done this before,” I whispered, knowing soon my hands would have to lift the body and carry it back to the woods, and that this is what I wished I could have done for those who starved on the city streets, trodden on by Citadel boots.

And still, something like fear gripped me. That once I touched his body, I would fall apart.

I had never been able to go to Baba when he’d been killed, nor bury my Amma after she’d left and likely died. How many of our people had died because of the Empire? And how many more if I couldn’t stop them?

Bair watched me for a moment, eyes darting to my shaking hands and then my face.

“I do this so often with Safiyya, that I forget others aren’t as hardened to it. Especially you. You always seem so in control working for the Citadel, but you don’t often see our villagers like this, do you? Not while you are with the others, high up in their tower.”

His words weren’t judgmental, they felt observational. Which made them sting much more—like the truth of them was undeniable. I worked for the Citadel, while he buried the bodies of those they killed.

But he didn’t know the risks I took at night, while he buried the dead.

He didn’t know what I dug up.

Bair moved toward Ghassan, motioning me to join him. “Grab by the legs first. Not the ankle, because it might snap. The thicker part. Once you’ve lifted the heft of the torso onto the stretcher, then it’s safe to grab the upper part.”

I swallowed the thick lump in my throat and concentrated on his factual recitation of what we were about to do. His voice was measured, nearly dull. Like the head scholar relating instructional research techniques he’d relayed a thousand times.

But a word stood out in my mind.

“Safe?” I walked around the body and crouched down, my stomach finally settling once I focused on the practicalities of what we were about to do.

Bair gestured to the makeshift bed. “We need the bulk of the body on the stretcher so it’s easier to lift the rest. After prolonged starvation the bodies are fragile, we want to be careful.”

I nodded as if all this was perfectly normal—my cousin’s best friend giving me advice on how best to pick up a dead body of a former coworker.

I could do this.

I exhaled, pretending this was an excavation site, that I was unearthing an ancient artifact instead of moving the fragile body of a man I had worked beside.

Lifting Ghassan’s leg onto the stretcher, I followed Bair’s lead while he hefted the rest of the body on. We worked in silence, until a strangled scream escaped my throat as we lifted the stretcher up and Ghassan’s hand swung out from beneath the sheet.

I froze, my body unable to move at seeing the horror of his dark lifeless hand drop from the stretcher.

Bair neatly tucked it back under the sheet within seconds.

He didn’t look at me. His face didn’t move. It was stone, seemingly not affected by the dead hand he’d tucked back in, as if plucking an errant vegetable from the ground and placing it back into his basket. But when I looked at Bair’s dark fingers curled into a tight fist, so hard the knuckles turned white, I knew he was not unaffected.

And in the midst of the awfulness of what we were doing there was something else on Ghassan’s hand that only I had seen.

Threads of my magic still clung to him, woven around his arm, revealing something hidden.

A thin golden chain was clasped around his wrist and on it hung a key.

My breath caught in my throat, my heart beating so fast I was afraid Bair would turn and stare.

Ghassan had a golden key dangling from his wrist.

And it certainly wasn’t a key that matched the door to his house—that was an old, battered iron lock that would take an iron key. From what I’d seen, this one was a brilliant gold, with a curving, ornate bow and an elaborate key bit that was much too big to fit the door to any house.

But it may fit a fae vault.

I tried to shake off the thought, but it took root in my mind, its tendrils curling through my brain until that was the only thing I could think of.

This was not a key anyone from our village would possess.

Unless one used to work in the archives and found the key to an ancient fae vault.

But where did he get it from?

Something didn’t make sense about it all, the golden key and chain incongruent with his too-frail frame, like a dried-up riverbed next to an overflowing waterfall.

If he had it, why did he kill himself to prevent starvation?

With gold like that, he could have sold it. Even if owning jewelry was forbidden by the Citadel, there was still a black market where people traded in gold every day. My own mother was a goldsmith, and even after it was outlawed provided her expertise on valuing gold jewelry for the black market weekly.

“Are you ready?” Bair’s voice cut through my thoughts. I couldn’t very well steal a golden key off Ghassan’s wrist in plain view of Bair, not without drawing attention to my magic.

“Yes, I’m ready.”

I fixed Safiyya’s cloak, making sure to cover my hair again, and we hoisted the body up and out of the house, heading in the direction of the woods. My mind was spinning, thinking of all the possibilities of why Ghassan would have a golden key his wrist, and what it could open. I hadn’t looked at the key closely but I’d seen enough fae relics to recognize one the minute I saw one.

And I was betting whoever destroyed his house was looking for it.

And was the reason Ghassan was dead.

I was so engrossed in my thoughts that I didn’t notice we’d already made it to the main street and almost stopped short at how different it was.

Before, the streets were empty, but now people lined the cobblestone walkway, as if they knew we were coming, as if they had waited for us.

Some held each other’s hands, others sang songs so softly you couldn’t even hear the words, just a rush of gentle whispers. Some of them even held jasmine flowers in front of them, the traditional flower of the dead.

A normal funeral procession would have the streets filled with jasmine petals, so that the dead would have the scent of the flowers to guide their way to the afterlife and they wouldn’t be forced to become ghouls, trapped in our world.

But all public gatherings were banned after the last uprising—we could no longer honor our dead, could no longer gather together to perform our rituals.

Until now.

“Why are they risking it?” I hissed to Bair. “The Citadel could find out.”

“Ghassan was loved. When he worked for the Citadel, he often gave away his extra ration to others who needed it more,” whispered Bair, his voice holding all the awe I felt.

I clutched the stretcher poles tight in my hands, trying to walk as quickly as I could and avoid meeting the gaze of any villagers. My eyes burned with the simple act of love they’d shown and something else.

Shame.

They wouldn’t suspect it was me holding Ghassan’s body, not with my work with the Citadel.

But if they did see, if they did suspect me, I knew what they would shout.

Ghassan is dead, and you helped put him there.

Chapter 4

It was hard to be without you today. The river ran red with peri blood, and still he keeps me on this leash. I never know when I will be plunging a thorn into the heart of someone I used to break bread with, laugh with, love.

But these days, it’s more likely I know them than not.

—Letter from Kiyan to his family, unsent


Kiyan

I studied the gold ring the boy had given me in the firelight. It had been a long time since I’d read the ancient language of the River Court on something other than a scroll about to be burned.

Return me to the River.

What did it mean? Did it have anything to do with the ancient Queen’s crown?

After years of searching for anything that could help me, I couldn’t help but think this was all a convenient trick. If I returned the ring to the River, if I listened to the Churail, would it get me ever closer to freeing my family? Especially when the crown had been lost for over a thousand years—ever since the border preventing access to the human lands was erected.

I frowned, holding the ring up to the light. The dead Queen’s crown might be enough to break the powers that Salt Court had, but if it ended up in the Viceroy’s hands, it would also solidify their rule over us completely.

Leaning back in my chair, I massaged my temples, puzzling out my options.

I still didn’t know who the churail was who had given the boy the ring, and how the witch knew so much about me.

Your highness.

That honorific had felt like a dagger to the heart when he’d said it. Or a thorn.

I was anything but a prince right now. Instead, I was killing members of my own Court, feigning loyalty to a madman all in an effort to bring back something I wasn’t sure could be saved.

My fingers curled into the wood of the desk in front of me, my rage so acute it was as though I could tear the entire palace down. I felt the urge to conjure my magic, to bring forth as much of it as I could to create a jungle of vines and thorns and wild things filling the River Palace. But when I reached for it, only the curl of a thorn grew from the desk, the pathetic symbol of my anger.

They had taken a forest from me and left a single leaf.

If I could just get to crown, I might be able to turn the tide of this war.

I snorted to myself. It wasn’t a war if one side was completely decimating the other.

It was annihilation.

But at least with the ancient Queen’s power in my hands, we might be able to fight back.

A knock sounded at the door and a rebel guard who looked barely old enough to wear his uniform entered my office.

“Yes?”

“You asked to be informed when the Viceroy returned, Captain.” He looked as though he was about to pass out; sweat beaded across his brow and a flush crept from his neck. The general probably thought it was a lark, assigning such a soldier to me. But he was from the Court of River at least—not a Salt soldier. The jasmine stamp on his neck signified him as such.

I rubbed the shadow of my own mark on the back of my neck, remembering the shape of it before Reza had burned it off.

This boy would feel that pain soon—Salt didn’t like their soldiers wearing River marks for all to see.

“And? Has he?”

That seemed to shake him from his nervousness, and he stood upright. “He sends word from the battlefield he’ll be returning by the next moon.”

“In time for the Salt festival,” I muttered.

Not enough time for me to do what I needed.

I nodded at the boy and slipped the churail’s ring onto my smallest finger.

“You look familiar,” I said, eyeing him. He was avoiding meeting my gaze. He had pale hair, like many peris in River, and quite a slender frame for a member of the guard, but his features were strong, and his eyes bright and wide.

“Where are you from?”

“I . . .” he choked the word out, as if his mouth were stuffed with cloth. “From the other side of Tirich Mir, sir. A village at the other end of the Khangar Pass. But there’s no Red Jasmine presence there. No sign of the insurgence that far, sir.” He nodded emphatically, his voice shaking.

I doubted that, since I knew members of the insurgence had gone to every single village in the Khangar Pass to drum up support.

But I wasn’t about to argue about the footprint of a rebel group I was a part of myself. Instead, I held up my hands to silence him. “Be at ease. I’m not going to investigate you for rebel activity.” I took in his features again—behind the scared look on his face he reminded me of someone. A flash of similar blue eyes filled my memory. “Did your family serve in the Queen’s army?” I asked suddenly.

He shook visibly, as if his end had come.

But he had no idea who I really was, and his fear was misplaced. I was not the one to be afraid of, at least not by him.

“Yes, sir. My father was a soldier.”

I nodded, the realization of who his father was hitting at the same time that sorrow swept over me. Hadi.

His father was a River Palace guard who’d served my mother faithfully, until he’d been killed by a golden soldier from the Court of Salt. They’d slaughtered most of the peris at the River Palace when they’d taken over.

I could almost still remember Hadi’s voice from when he would spar with me at the palace, hitting me gently with the butt of his sword when I was barely old enough to fight him and laughing as he taught me how to fight back.

“And now you are faithful to the Viceroy. To Salt.” I smiled blandly at him, letting my words sit in the air.

“Of course, sir,” he rushed to say.

His hands shook, as if he were trying to call on the magic that should have been at his fingertips.

But it never was. Not to its full capacity. The single thorn that protruded from the desk mocked me, reminding me of how little power I truly had. I smiled at the young soldier without humor.

“It’s difficult, isn’t it, to say no when they have all the power?” I leaned back in my chair, my disinterested smile never changing. “But loyalty isn’t in words, is it?” My hand pressed to my chest. “It’s in the heart. Remember that, when you think about who it is you are faithful to.”

He swallowed, his eyes darting around my office, uncertain how to respond.

But it wasn’t a question for him, so much as a reminder to me.

They had all the power. They had all the magic. They had taken it from us.

And every day it killed me.

But every single day I reminded myself of who I was loyal to.

Of how I was going to free the peris of River from this nightmare.

I didn’t need an answer from him. Instead, I waved him away and freed him from my presence before he soiled himself from fear. The soldier left, slipping out of the room so fast I had barely taken a sip of my coffee before he was gone. I made a mental note to approach him as a recruit for Red Jasmine later—anyone who had a father who fought like Hadi shouldn’t be fighting for Salt, no matter how frightened he was.

I rubbed at my eyes with the heel of my hands.

If Reza was returning soon, I needed to figure out where Queen Azari’s crown was a lot faster if I didn’t want more members of my Court to die.

As long as Reza already had the King crown, we had no ability to fight against him.

And the only thing that would combat King Rusul’s crown was the power of Queen Azari.

With the general here and soldiers tracking my every move, I didn’t have the opportunity to search as freely as I would like, and I certainly wouldn’t be able to go to the River to verify if an ancient ring given by an old churail would be something more than just jewelry.

What I needed was a distraction.

I tapped at the ring on my smallest finger with the pad of my thumb, measuring the right of what I needed to do. Remembering two frightened boys and the weight of their bodies against my shoulder after I’d killed them.

Usually, I could smuggle out any members of the Court of River if they’d been caught or arrested. And if I couldn’t do that, I could assign them to work camps to escape torture at the hands of the Viceroy and get them out later.

But with General Faisal watching me, I had to be careful of any missteps. I couldn’t lose my position here, or everything would fall apart. If I was found out, what little hope our Court had would be gone—hope of bringing down the curse around the Mountain and releasing my family, and hope of ending the enslavement of the Court of River.

I glanced in the direction of the River, beyond the thick forest that clung to the edge of the water. The magic caged inside me rose up, like vines crawling up my throat, eager to burst free. I could feel the pressure of it inside me, raging like a storm that was never unleashed. But with Reza still in charge I could never access all of it, nor could I directly attack him. Not when he still had the power of King Rusul’s crown.

So instead, I pushed past that spark of life my power accessed, the glowing ember of vitality and growth that my body wanted to command.

This time, I sunk deeper into whatever life magic the peris from the Court of River had been granted all those centuries ago. I slipped so deep that my magic became a perversion of itself, conjuring a different part of the life cycle, something both ancient and new.

It was a way I could finally get around the Viceroy’s limits on our power, a way we could finally begin to fight back.

I had been leashed for far too long—perhaps it was time to show the general what the Court of River could do.

Chapter 5

Take care my child, for the peris will come.

Take care and watch the River.

Take care my child, they’ll steal you away.

Take care and watch the River.

—Songs of Astola, collected and compiled by Mahira Nazir


Yaseema

Bair and I dug for hours. The grave was deep enough that wild animals couldn’t disturb him, but as shallow as possible in consideration of how little time we had. And when we were finished, we said a soft goodbye to Ghassan, sprinkled a few black cumin seeds on his grave to ward off any churails or ghouls wanting to raise the dead.

After that, we trudged back to our homes in the deep hours of the night.

But as soon as Bair left me at my door, I slipped back out again, stealing Safiyya’s shovel to undo all our hard work. I rubbed black cumin seed oil on my wrists for protection and muttered one of my mother’s songs under my breath to stave off any other evil that would come for the unburied dead.

Everything in me recoiled at what I was doing. To dig someone up I’d just buried felt so wrong it was like I was peeling my own skin off.

But if my magic had revealed the key on his wrist, that meant it was important. That meant it was something I’d been looking for.

And given the state of Ghassan’s home and the fact that the key was hidden under his sleeve, I wondered if Ghassan had really killed himself. It was highly possible he had stolen it from his work at the Citadel and they had come looking for it, killing him in the process.

At last, I dug far enough to reveal Ghassan’s bony hand, dark fingers curled in the soil, like fresh roots. I let out a scream under my breath and pressed my forehead to the earth. My stomach turned, but if my magic had led me here, I had to follow it.

And if doing this could save more from his fate, I had to try.

Slowly I dusted around the fingers, revealing the thin gold chain slipped around his wrist, and the ornate key dangling from it.

I snapped the chain, the metal cool in my hand and the feeling of death still clinging to it.

Then I reburied him, refilling the grave with dirt and respeaking the funeral rites.

In the moonlight I lifted the key up, turning it over until the light caught an inscription on one side.

My breath caught in my throat. I studied the words in the quiet of the wood.

It was in a language from one of the fae courts, but an ancient one. But beside it was a tiny jasmine flower—the insignia of Queen Azari from the River Court.

I studied its shape, the jagged top like leaves or thorns. It was the perfect size for the key I’d been searching for all these months.

And if it was the key I’d been looking for, then I only had a few hours to use it before the Citadel’s excavation of the Golden fae vault in the morning.

* * *

Daylight began filtering through the darkness, and I didn’t bother to return home, cutting through the forest instead before reaching the edge of the mountains.

There I reached the door hidden behind a tangled swath of vines and thorns, a door with a lock that my magic couldn’t open, with a jasmine insignia carved directly into the stone.

And the keyhole the perfect shape for the ornate golden key in my hand, with a matching insignia, the stamp of an ancient fae queen.

I pressed the key into the opening, the cool metal meeting the untouched stone. Then I turned it, the teeth of the key clicking into place in the lock, the sound so exhilarating I closed my eyes for a brief moment.

At first, nothing happened. Then a soft glow grew from the opening, similar to the golden haze of my magic, but instead of tendrils of power, it was similar to a fog, pouring from the keyhole like the flow of water.

Then the entire frame of the door lit up, the key doing its work, the lock unclicking inside the door, like various magical mechanisms had been undone.

My breath collected in my chest, and I remembered that Ghassan had been the one to find this key, and he’d kept it hidden all this time.

Had he been looking for the door to the Golden Vault?

Had he wanted a way across River and into the fae lands too?

I pressed my hands on the stone door—and it was no longer cold but warm. At my pressure, it swayed open, as if it hadn’t been sealed for hundreds of years, as if I wasn’t the only person to touch this door in centuries.

Some golden fog still remained, lighting up the entrance. Enough to show me that the door opened to a dark pit that was less inviting the more I stared.

But I didn’t have time to contemplate my options.

Soon the air would be filled with the roar of the Citadel’s trucks, and I knew what they would bring—excavators. They’d planned to use explosives to blow the entrance this morning, and I wasn’t sure how much ancient fae magic would keep the force of dynamite at bay.

I pulled a long rope from my satchel, along with pins and a hammer. I spent half a minute hammering in a rope so I could slowly lower down into the fae vault without breaking my neck, but no longer.

Finally, I tugged on it, testing how secure it was. It would have to be, considering I didn’t have time to hammer another pin into the ground, not when I didn’t know how long it would take me to break into the vault. And if I didn’t steal the relic before the Citadel got there, it would all be for nothing.

The air was cool and damp, like a mountain cave instead of an underground pit hiding an ancient vault. I slid down the rope carefully, the only light from the small hole exposed to the creeping dawn light above.

My feet landed on something solid, and I tested the ground beneath me.

Firm, unmovable.

I let go of the rope.

The space around me was vast, and the thought of excavator trucks and dynamite was like another world. A faint trickle of water sounded somewhere behind me. I took my pack off and pulled out my lantern, turning the gas dial so the light flared to life.

My gasp of shock echoed through the silent space as the light illuminated the Golden Vault filling the space in the cavern.

I was surrounded by a golden underground palace.

The walls were painted in a metallic yellow sheen, and instead of stalactites dripping from the ceiling, it looked as though it was encrusted with jewels.

I laughed aloud and the sound bounced off the walls, coming back to me in waves like a friendly ocean. The lantern shook in my hand as I lifted it up to see more of the golden cave. There was a path in front of me, paved in cobblestones and leading to two golden pillars, forming a gate of sorts.

I secured my satchel over my shoulder, hooking the lantern to the bottom of my bag and adjusting my spectacles. The rope above me swung gently and a soft breeze brushed my cheeks. Frowning, I looked in the direction of the golden pillars.

This should have been the only open entrance. Unless the excavators had already broken through the stone.

At my thought, an enormous boom shook the cavern and dust sprayed around me, the crystals falling off the ceiling of the cave in great clumps. My hands shielded my face, covering my spectacles, my stomach dropping at the realization of what was happening.

Dynamite.

The Citadel were already here.

Of course, preservation of the vault was not on their minds. They wanted to blow it open and unearth the greatest relic they’d ever found.

And they wanted a way to cross the River and into the fae world.

My footsteps were measured as I made my way down the path, trying to calm my racing heart with each press of my boot.

With every step I was confident I grew closer to the center of the vault.

But I’d now been unearthing fae relics for months, and I knew the ancient fae didn’t leave places like this unguarded.

And this time I could call on my magic with no one around for me to worry about. At my thoughts, I felt my power whisper though my mind, and I called on it to come forth.

Help me find it.

The coils of golden light spilled from my hands like an extension of my own body lighting the way. Golden threads of my power appeared and tugged me along the right path.

I rushed forward, following the illuminated path, but should have been paying better attention. Although magic had largely faded from the human world, the traps of the ancient fae had not.

A click sounded underneath my feet, as loud as my laughter that had echoed across the cave a moment ago.

Too late.

A hole opened up from the side of the wall to my right, and a thin blade whistled through it, like a long spine ready to skewer me.

I flattened myself to the ground as the long spike pierced the air above me, leaving an indentation in the empty space above my head. A breath eased out of me, as if my whole body released when that deadly spike did, missing impaling me by inches.

But then another click sounded.

I don’t have time.

I leapt up, the pathway before long but boxed in by golden stone walls on either side.

I had no choice but to plunge forward into the darkness, because long spikes flew through the air behind me, embedding themselves into the walls, creating an impossible escape unless I wanted my skin to be ripped off by a thousand thorns piercing my flesh.

If anything blocked my path on the other side, I’d be penned in, but I was more concerned with outrunning the lethal fae trap.

I ran as fast as I could, beating the shooting spikes by seconds as they erupted from the wall behind me. My calves burned and sweat poured from my face, proving with every moment that I really should have prepared more for something like this. Running was not one of my skills.

I neared the end of the corridor, the Golden Vault beyond opening up like a glimmering light.

A few more steps and I would be there, ready to snatch the fae artifact out of the hands of the Citadel and use it to cross the wall. I was so close to bringing life magic back to the human world.

A few more seconds, and I’d be there.

Using every ounce of speed I possessed, I pushed forward, trying to beat the explosion of deadly spires shooting out from the wall behind me.

A long barb slid along the skin of my leg, avoiding impaling me by seconds.

I was in a cage of metal spikes meant to trap an unfortunate thief in an agonizing death.

But I wouldn’t be one of them. Not today.

Instead, I lunged out of the golden death corridor, leaping forward, ready to land at the foot of the Golden Vault.

But I flew into free fall instead.

Chapter 6

It’s more than you three. It’s more than me. It’s the baker who used to fold rotis in the palace courtyard, whose shop is now boarded up. It’s the sprites who used to play in the morning dew, and now the wood is silent. It’s the magic, running through everything, now gone.

It’s all the life. Now gone.

—Letter from Kiyan to his family, unsent


Kiyan

I eyed the pile of rotted wood and dead creatures I’d begun to gather up in the abandoned royal wing of the palace. The smell alone would have attracted Salt soldiers, but with my slight magic, I managed to put a eucalyptus block on the room, which staunched the scent for the time being.

I glanced behind me, checking to make sure I hadn’t been followed to the destroyed royal bedchamber, before shutting the door behind me with a click.

Most of the royal rooms had been destroyed when the Salt Court had invaded—furniture broken, paintings slashed, bedding ripped apart.

Not just due to mindless destruction, but also to search for magical relics that may have been left behind.

Unluckily for them, the royal family had taken them all when they had had escaped to Tirich Mir.

Unluckily for me, that meant we’d had no magical weapons left to use.

Not that they would work against the Viceroy in any case.

My footsteps were soundless as I crept around the room, piecing together my collection of dead things.

It wasn’t as though the royal wing was off limits—I had reappropriated one of the bedrooms myself. But I didn’t want to arouse General Faisal’s suspicions by being discovered skulking around in abandoned corridors, not yet anyway.

Not until I could properly use this new access to magic. One that could actually attack the Salt Court.

Last month Reza had complained that the stink of death had clung to me. But for the first time I’d been able to conjure something for longer than a few minutes, and I couldn’t be bothered to care about bathing.

I hope he thought that death reeked from my pores because of the bodies that piled up in his dungeons. The ones I had been responsible for.

Let him think I’d become death, if that’s what it took.

I chuckled to myself, the idea that the River peri who possessed the thread of life magic could instead be a harbinger of death.

Where Salt sucked the magic from you, River gave life.

At least, we used to.

My experiments had been a mistake at first. The anger I’d felt from my magic being so stifled finally choked me with so much rage that I tried to unleash everything I had in the forest.

But it wasn’t life that answered, but the other side of that cycle.

Instead of the living root of a tree, or the sure-footed paws of a leopard, it was the power and force in decay and death that rose to my command.

That power hadn’t been muted, like my life magic had been since Reza had taken the ancient King of River’s crown. Instead, it had thrived, full of energy. Best of all, when I accessed death magic, I could overcome the limits the Salt Court had over the peris in the River Court’s magic.

When I tested my newfound power I found that the more decayed and closer to the vibrant, alive side of death a thing was, the better my death magic worked—a wet, rotted log, a decayed body of a khapisi (the bog hag, a casualty of a Salt soldier along the riverbank)—they were what responded to me. Not the growth of a vine anymore, but something new and dark and fierce.

And that’s how I began to harness death.

I certainly had enough around me to use. But it was hard to smuggle out peri bodies, and a certain level of decomposition was needed for me to summon the power of decay, so for now I had to be content with dead animals and sprites, with decayed wood and fetid plants.

And the creature I created now wouldn’t have to kill a Salt soldier, only to provide enough panic to let me slip away and get to the River without notice.

I focused my power on the debris, summoning that thread of life magic that sank into death, the process of rot that was a rebirth, the rise of death on my fingertips.

And it answered.

It knew me by now—I’d summoned it so many times before. But never to do something as big as this. I compiled the pieces of a newly formed beast like a macabre monster of rotted leaves and split-open rats, until the thing grew higher and fiercer, the call of death building on each one, the different levels of rot and decay merging together into a swirling mass with teeth and eyes and claws. It was larger than my other experiments—about the size of a snow leopard or a nihang from the River. I molded it to resemble the water dragon, and like the nihang it had a mane and wings and scales, but these were now made of dead leaves and decomposed animals.

Sweat poured from me, the concentration to pull such a power immense—I had to tap into every single piece of the death cycle and call on it in different ways. Unlike life, which was a pulsing, vibrant thing, calling on death felt like cutting open my veins and spilling my blood over the dark marble floors of the palace. I could feel it take its toll, the dizziness already rising up in me.

I didn’t have much time, and I needed to make it count.

The dead creature stood before me, a mass of darkness and rot. It stared at me with unseeing, dead eyes, and I felt the death inside it listening to me.

Waiting for my orders.

It was a heady feeling, creating something from the dead. More intoxicating still, being able to command it. But it didn’t feel wrong or corrupt, but rather like a side of my power I’d never been able to explore before—like seeing your reflection for the first time and realizing there was parts of you you’d never seen.

And I had given so much to death in these past few years, perhaps it owed me something after all.

“Downstairs,” I said aloud, wondering how long I could manage this. “To the courtyard.”

The creature took an awkward step, the sound of rotting animals hitting the ground like stepping through a swamp. The smell was putrid as I followed behind it, watching it fulfil my bidding from the shadows. It lumbered through the abandoned halls of the River Palace before I guided it to the large open courtyard where the majority of Salt soldiers usually were, clinging to the market stalls and looking for anyone they could arrest.

The creature trudged jerkily through the hall and into the opening of the courtyard.

The stench of it filled the air—it was a bog filled with rotting bodies, the decomposing food from the kitchens, and the decay of the underbelly of the forest. It was everything dark and foul but underneath I could sense it—that current of life that it held onto as well. It was rot, but it was also growth. And it was mine.

I hung back as the screams began, watching the dead creature I’d created lurch through the courtyard, gnashing its blackened teeth.

Attack.

I spoke to it in my mind, more confident with controlling it now and the way I normally spoke to the plants and threads of life magic I commanded. It had been a long time since I’d felt so much power at my fingertips.

But unfortunately, I couldn’t stay and watch.

A row of Salt soldiers poured from the main hall in response to the shouts from the other guards. They tried to stab the dead thing with their sabers, crying out and pouring their Salt court magic into their weapons. I grinned, watching every single attack have no effect. How does one harm death?

Instead, the claws and wings of my creature wrapped themselves around their blades, pulling the weapons into itself. General Faisal was there, issuing panicked orders, shouting at each other. Amidst the din I smiled, as a dark, violent sense of justice seeped through my gut. It had been a long time since I’d heard the melody of a Salt soldier screaming.

A pity then, that I couldn’t listen to more of it.

My brisk steps took me out of the courtyard, heading toward the bridge and beyond it, the River.

But before I lost sight of the courtyard completely, a different kind of scream stopped me.

I whirled around at hearing the low, devastating cry of death.

A Salt soldier had tried to physically fight the creature without weapons, and the death beast had grabbed his arm.

And the soldier’s arm had begun to rot.

His black flesh dropped off his arms in clumps. His piercing cry filled the halls.

I couldn’t move. By manipulating the power of death, I’d been able to harm a Salt soldier with death magic. River Court magic couldn’t normally harm those from the Salt Court after the Viceroy had cursed us.

That was new.

Soldiers ran toward us from all directions, a silver river of armed Salt warriors flooding the halls, sabers raised. It was as if every soldier in the both the Palace and Charvellan City was here.

Likely because they hadn’t been attacked like this in over seven years.

But unfortunately, I couldn’t stay to watch. I knew that when I moved too far from the creature, I would lose control, and it would fall to lifeless animals and rotting plants.

But hopefully what I had done would be enough of a distraction to keep General Faisal busy for a few hours. My eyes sought him in the crowd, picking him out instantly. He stood in the mass of Salt soldiers, barking out orders.

Good. I was glad he was there to witness what was coming for him.

After I let go, and as soon as the creature slipped apart, General Faisal would likely take credit for bringing it down, as he had done for so many battles and massacres since Salt had invaded River.

I held a grim smile as I slipped from the palace and toward the woods.

One day, I’d be there to see his body rot, and I’d use his corpse as a weapon against his own masters.

Chapter 7

Empress Lorna VII, long may she reign, has led the charge on spreading the Empire’s interest across the five continents. Of particular wealth to the Empire has been the extensive fae (often known colloquially in Astola as the peri or peris) artifacts discovered in vaults throughout the human world, with a large portion of them found in Astola. Currently, Empress Lorna has the most substantial selection of ancient fae artifacts across the Empire held in her private museum.

—The History of Astola by Henry Wiltshire


Yaseema

My feet scrambled underneath me, hitting nothing but open air. There was a gap between the corridor and the golden steps of the vault, one you couldn’t see with the naked eye because it blended into the darkness, and now I had tumbled into the abyss.

My arms pinwheeled, my hands grabbing for any purchase I could, knocking against the rough, sheer stone. I hooked onto an outcropping of rock and my body lurched, catching up with my arms and stopping its endless free fall. My scream resounded through the cavern as the abrupt stop wrenched my shoulders, a sickening pop joining it.

A wave of pain nearly overtook me, and I took a steadying breath. My spectacles were perched on the end of my nose and I shoved them back up, thankful they hadn’t fallen off my face. It was possible I could climb up this pit with one shoulder injured, but not without my ability to see anything.

Hesitantly, I peered down at what waited below me.

By the River.

I was dangling above a pit of more spikes, designed to catch anyone who made it beyond the death corridor so they could fall into the equally damaging death pit.

And the only way I was getting out of here was through sheer force of will.

If only I had magic that gave me the power of flight instead of unlocking rusty doors and finding lost things.

I grunted as I pulled myself up on the small ledge I’d managed to grab, my shoulder burning with pain and fire. The overhang was so slight that I barely had room to sit down, but I knew I needed to get my shoulder back into place before I could climb out . It still amazed me how many rudimentary traps the ancient fae used in their temples when they’d had untold magic at their disposal.

But perhaps they knew their magic wasn’t infallible. That it could dry up, or be taken away, as it had in Astola.

Propping myself against the rock behind me, I counted down through gritted teeth.

Three.

Two.

One.

With a low grunt, I shoved my shoulder against the immovable rock behind me, gripping my elbow tightly to angle it into place. The snap of the bone clicking back into place echoed through the pit.

A low moan of pain escaped me, as I brushed away my tears with the back of my hand.

“Well, I don’t have time to cry about it now,” I muttered, sounding like my nani telling me off after burning the chai. “There’s bigger things to deal with.”

Yeah, there was.

Like the sheer mountain of rock looking down at me, separating me from the vault and the fae artifact I’d come to take.

I still had my satchel, thank the River, and I ripped open the top, digging around for what I hoped I’d remembered to bring. The lantern hooked on to my satchel still flickered, providing what little light I had, but enough that I could see the glint of the sharp spikes below and know what they would do to my body if I failed.

“Don’t think about that.” My nani’s voice again, but it became comforting to think of her as my stern relic-hunting guide.

Another moment of digging and I found them—two climbing claws, and heel spikes, neatly packed in a canvas bag I’d originally stolen from the Citadel. A relief-filled whoosh of air released from my body, but I tried not to get ahead of myself with hope. I still had to climb up half of a cavern wall with just some foot spikes and a hook in each hand. The wall was sheer, but I hadn’t fallen too far down.

If the spikes in my boots sank into the cave wall, I could do it. If they didn’t, then I’d get nowhere except the death pit below me. The golden spikes glimmered in the darkness, as if calling to me, and for the first time I noticed the chalk white bones among them. Someone had already died here.

My heart pounded so hard it felt as though it was going to leap out of my chest and choke me. But I couldn’t afford to lose my head over a dead body, not when the Citadel excavators were already blasting a hole through the mountain to get to this place.

I clipped on the climbing equipment, slung my satchel over my shoulder, and slowly rose to my feet, pressing my back against the stone. It wasn’t a big climb, and I had done more, but it depended on whether I could even get purchase with my climbing gear.

Finally, I took a deep breath and swung my hook hard into the wall.

It stuck.

My heart lifted, but it still wasn’t enough. I hoisted myself up, then slammed the crampons from my boot into the rock with all the force I could muster.

Then again.

My shoulder screamed with each swing and pull, but I just needed to reach the top and then I could cry all I wanted.

I carried on like that for a few minutes—lifting, hooking, stabbing, and climbing. My arms shook, sweat dripping off them.

It was methodical, and the only thing I could focus on was the rhythmic act of what I was doing, detaching myself from the pain and the creeping panic of what waited below, and fixating on the cave wall in front of me, like an ancient fae scroll I was absorbed with in the archives.

I was so close to the top I could almost taste the relief. But my hands were slick from my exertion and the handle of the hook slipped from my grip and clattered to the ground below me. For a moment I was suspended in midair, before I started sprawling backward, forgetting that my feet were wedged into the stone, and I was trapped. Instead, I flung my body forward with all my strength and as much momentum as I could.

And my fingers caught the edge of the cliff.

A sob escaped me, as I freed my feet, pulling them from the stone and hoisting myself up over the ledge. My back hit the stone hard, but I didn’t care, not when I’d been seconds away from being impaled on a bed of golden stakes. The dark roof of the cave was illuminated by the flickering lantern at my side and I blinked up at it, clearing the tears from my eyes.

After a moment’s respite, I rolled over, took my climbing gear off, and forced myself to stand. My muscles burned, my shoulders felt like they were going to fall off, and I didn’t know how much longer my legs could support me. But the second I stood and saw what was waiting for me, all my physical ailments seemed to dull, like I’d taken a potion brewed by a churail that had softened everything to a glimmering, golden mist.

Gold pillars held up an enormous entranceway, carved with creatures I’d only ever seen in the few fae texts we had in the archives—giant wolves, horses with metallic legs, nihang water dragons with intricate scales and large illuminated manes. The floor was gold tiles etched with geometric floral motifs, each one depicting the different stage of the growth of a jasmine flower.

I had found it.

The Golden Vault.

The Citadel had been searching for this place for years, with only small mentions of it in various texts and the songs collected by my mother.

If she could see me here now, I could only imagine the grin spreading across her face.

The arched ceilings of gold had been melded to the cavern overhead, and it even looked as though there were diamonds and pearls and emeralds embedded into walls.

Just raiding the vault would have made someone wealthy.

But I wasn’t after golden water dragons and hand-sized emeralds.

My magic was already waiting for me to call on it, gathering at my fingertips like a rising river in a monsoon. I let it unleash, and the threads of my power pooled out of my hands like an extension of myself, another sense I had. The coils of my golden light poured through the air, and I followed them as they guided me through the vault, my boots slapping against the gilded jasmine tiles as I sprinted through the entrance.

There were relics here I was itching to get my hands on, wondering what power they possessed, what we could learn from them before the Citadel shipped them off to the Empire. But I walked by them all—golden goblets that were bigger than human hands should hold, ornate plates decorated with more fae beasts that I longed to study closer.

Instead, I was led by my mother’s words in the journal I’d found not long after she’d left. The one that had spoke of the fae relic which could actually change everything. I hoped my her journal was right. Because if it was, the relic was the one thing that could get me across the River and through the wall into fae territory.

My magic guided me through the halls, until I found myself in a small antechamber. Here, the ceiling was not crusted with jewels and there was barely any gold in sight, with the exception of my bright threads hanging in the air of the small room.

The antechamber was carved out of stone, with rose-colored terracotta tiles lining the walls, looking dull in comparison to the rest of the vault. It was so unassuming anyone else might run right past it.

But my magic wouldn’t have allowed me to.

A small hollow was carved into the far wall, and a statue of a quqnoz sat inside, the phoenix’s gleaming eyes looking right at me. Elation rushed through me.

It was here. The phoenix statue was here, and the Astolan folksongs my mother had catalogued had all been correct.

But I stopped midstride before I reached the statue. This had all been too easy.

The fae hadn’t wanted this object to be taken.

My magic still threaded through the air, and my eyelids fluttered closed as I gave it direction.

“Show me the way,” I whispered, before opening my eyes.

They began to collect around the statue, except for one single strand. It crawled down the pedestal like a gleaming vine, alighting on five carved stone symbols at the front of the statue. Each one was a jasmine in a different state of bloom.

My magic curled around each one in order, showing me the correct tiles to press. From the full-blown flower to the curled bud. This represented the magic of reversal, of creation.

Because the power of Queen Azari, the ancient fae queen, was to create something new.

I pressed the tiles where my golden threads alighted and waited.

A click sounded, and the statue rose into the air from the pedestal, floating with the force of whatever remnants of magic there was. I grabbed the phoenix statue from the air and flipped it over. Underneath was a catch that I couldn’t get to unless I had something sharp. I flicked a dagger out of my satchel and dug it into the catch, all the breath trapped in my lungs as the statue cracked open.

And there it was.

The ancient fae Queen’s haath phool.

It was what the Citadel was looking for too—the only thing they wanted. The fae magic infused piece of Queen Azari’s jewelry that would allow you to cross the wall between the fae world and ours.

The golden bracelet was connected by a delicate hand chain to three lotus flower rings, which curled over the fingers like petals. I held the jewelry up, my lantern flickering off the cool metal, making the intricate gold webbing look like a lace glove.

I thought of my mother in that moment, and all the ways she had led me here. With her journal and all the stories, letters, songs and thoughts contained there, but also when she’d left me to cross the River all those years ago.

Amma, I’m going to finish what you started.

I moved to put the haath phool into my satchel but my fingers froze as a thought occurred to me.

If I was searched by Citadel Patrols, they’d go after my bag first.

Instead, I flicked my knife open and made a small incision in the waistband of my canvas skirt. I tucked the bracelet into the gap I had made, and replaced the statue on the pedestal, hearing an answering click as the trap reset itself.

A sigh of relief flooded through me, but before I could take a single step, a blast shook the ground. My lantern rattled, the gas from the lamp dipping in and out as the walls of the vault seemed to tremble. A crack resounded somewhere overhead, and beams of sunlight poured through the ceiling above.

They had finally managed to blast through the ceiling of the Golden Vault.

The Citadel had made it here, and I was trapped.

Chapter 8

I called out for my beloved from across the River,

But he didn’t come for me.

I planted jasmine in my garden,

But he didn’t come to see.

The River kept him,

The River kept him,

The River kept him from me.

—Songs of Astola, collected and compiled by Mahira Nazir


Yaseema

Voices shouted from a distance, and I knew they were close, likely already in the vault by now.

There was nowhere I could hide.

Still, I ran from the antechamber and into the main hall of the vault. If I was going to get caught, I didn’t want to be standing in the room where I’d found the haath phool. The Citadel was looking for it and I didn’t want to give them any help. I was just in time to see the excavators flooding through the crater they’d made in the ceiling from the dynamite.

But it wasn’t just excavators with them—they had brought Citadel soldiers, armed with rifles and grim faces. The excavators led them through the vault, their identical tanned uniforms making them seem more like pillars of sand than humans.

When they saw me, both excavators and soldiers came to an abrupt halt, with some of the Citadel soldiers even pointing their rifles in my direction.

“Yaseema?”

I winced at hearing the familiar voice, and the surprise in it.

But I pressed my lips together and met her gaze.

“Sophie.”

Sophie Hightower’s mouth was agape, her blue eyes wide, like the chips of sky they’d blasted through the ceiling of the vault to see. Her bright blonde hair complimented the golden fae vault around us, but she still seemed incongruent—a manicured lawn in a row of wild jasmine flower gardens.

I kept my expression carefully blank as I stared back at my former friend. We’d worked closely together on many of the excavations led by the Citadel. She wasn’t Astolan but had seemed sympathetic to us and often donated her food ration to those starving outside the Citadel gates. I had thought I’d found a kinship with her, even though she’d come from the greater Empire of Angrezia to assist the Citadel in digging up fae relics. She had even worked for Empress Lorna preserving Astolan relics in her museum.

But when I’d found Sophie reading through my mother’s journal that she’d stolen from my satchel, the betrayal felt like she’d taken a Citadel saber and stabbed me in the gut with it.

She had been mining the journal for secrets, feeding the Citadel all she learned, the songs and stories that my mother had spent her life compiling, the ones that weren’t contained in any book in the Citadel archives.

And as Sophie stood before me now, her face full of shock, I felt supremely satisfied that I had at least bested her in this.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, her tone filled with accusation.

“I didn’t want you to have all the fun, you know.” I kept my voice light.

“You?” The lead excavator came forward, a man named Robert Winthrop, who’d barely ever spoken to me when I’d worked in the archives. He pushed in front of Sophie, his face furious. Bits of stone from the blast clung to his grey hair and uniform, making him seem like a statue come to life. He pointed at me, but his gaze whipped back to Sophie.

“Hightower, what is the meaning of this? How could an archive scholar have gotten here before us?” He looked back at me, his lip curling with contempt.

“I was the one who led you here in the first place,” I offered, daring Sophie to challenge me on it. She’d followed the clues in my mother’s journal just as I had, songs and poems she’d found laying a path to the Golden Vault’s location. Only I had been the one to find the door, to unearth the key. Sophie had exploded through the vault ceiling with dynamite. In response to my statement she flushed a deep crimson, her freckles standing out in stark relief.

“It’s true,” she offered, biting her lip. A wave of surprise washed over me. I had assumed she would pretend she didn’t know me, or at least didn’t know what I was talking about. “We used her research to get here, so she did assist us in finding this place.”

Not willingly.

“Well, this is Citadel property now.” Winthrop folded his arms across his chest, giving me a cold stare. I knew that look. It was the one I received most often when I walked through the halls of the Citadel, the gaze that said, you don’t belong here.

Even when my feet were planted on the ground of my own kingdom, I didn’t belong.

“Scholars are not allowed on excavation sites. You are trespassing.” Winthrop stepped forward, surveying the golden fae vault around us, as if he’d already dismissed me.

“Arrest her.” He waved his hand in my direction, and at least ten soldiers surrounded me, their guns drawn.

Panic seized me, not at the thought of my arrest, but at them searching me and finding the Queen’s bracelet there. I needed to get out of this mess, and fast.

“Do you really need this many Citadel soldiers to arrest one girl?” I asked mildly, but no one was listening to me. Even the soldiers who’d approached me were distracted by our surroundings. They were all staring at the Golden Vault, as if only just realizing the magnitude of fae wealth around us.

“Remove and compile all the valuables in the vault to send to the Empress,” Winthrop continued. “But there’s one relic in particular we need to find now.”

Sophie nodded, and I wanted to throw her into the pit full of spikes I’d just climbed out of.

“The quqnoz,” Sophie said softly and I stood a little straighter at her mention of the statue I’d just held in my hands. Of course, she would go right to it.

Winthrop gave a disgusted face. “What is that?”

I let out a little laugh. After all this time, they couldn’t be bothered to learn the proper names of the Astolan mythological creatures and relics they stole.

Sophie shot me a look. “The phoenix statue,” she explained to the excavator. “The song says it’s in an antechamber, not in the main portion of the temple.”

Only because my mother’s journal told you that, you traitorous weasel.

I didn’t say that out loud.

But the betrayal of our friendship still burned like rubbing black salt into an open wound. She had been one of my closest friends in the Citadel, even though she’d come from the Angrezian Empire. But I thought she had understood what we were going through and cared about helping us. Instead, she had been using me to find treasures for the Citadel, to leach our land of life magic and starve more of my people.

I didn’t scream at her, because I also didn’t want to give them another excuse to search me.

So I stood with my lips pressed closed while they excavated the vault, and tried not to react when they shouted about finding the phoenix statue.

“Give it to me!” cried Winthrop.

A thorn of fear pierced through me. I couldn’t be here when they noticed the haath phool missing. Though first, they would have to get through the fae’s traps.

Slowly, I took a step toward the hole they’d blasted open in the ceiling, the rubble piling up like a makeshift staircase. But as I did so, I realized what they were about to do. Dread pooled in my veins as I watched Winthrop stride toward the antechamber.

He wouldn’t . . . not even the Citadel was that stupid.

Sophie followed my gaze to see what Winthrop was doing and gasped. She’d read my mother’s journal, she knew about the traps ancient fae used for their most powerful relics.

And if this one granted the power to cross the River, it was important indeed.

“Stop!” I screamed, unable to let him continue. I despised the Citadel for all they had done, for all they would do, but I wasn’t like them. I couldn’t watch them die when I had the power to do something about it.

I pulled away from the soldiers, not even bothering to glance at the guns trained on me. “You shouldn’t touch that without—”

Winthrop snatched the phoenix statue from the podium, not even bothering to look at the tiles underneath. He clutched it to him, features twisted with greed and ambition. “The Empress will be very pleased with us all today.”

The burn of acid hit my throat. I stepped back in shock, but two guards wrapped their burly hands around my shoulders, preventing me from going any further.

The ground below us shook, not unlike the dynamite that had exploded half of the mountain open for them to get in here. But this time, the dynamite was underneath our feet. A powerful, magical, fail-safe that would destroy the vault and everyone left inside it, a punishment for anyone who had stolen from them.

Shouts and screams echoed through the vault. A boulder fell from above, smashing to the glittering, golden tiles. Soldiers and Citadel workers scattered, running in all directions as rocks and pieces of the mountain began to collapse on us.

Magic stung the air, the bright thrum of it, the same sensation every time I used my own power. This time, instead of feeling like a path forward it was a warning.

You won’t get out of here alive.

But I had to change my fate somehow. I wrenched myself free of the soldiers and raced away, peeling out of the vault and towards the open crater in the ceiling even as the floor cracked in half under my feet.

Others ran towards the rubble as well, recognizing it as the only way they’d make it out without getting crushed. I jumped across the split in the floor that had opened up, managing to avoid getting swallowed by the mountain, though a soldier next to me was not as lucky.

I climbed up the boulders that had been left jagged by the explosives. My shoulder was still aching from the fall earlier, but I managed to heave myself through the opening, the cool morning air like being doused in relief.

“Yaseema!” Sophie climbed out after me, and I whirled with surprise. I hadn’t even noticed she was behind me. Our eyes met, and I knew mine were dark with rage from the way she retreated half a step.

“You can’t run from the Citadel.”

“And what should I do, Sophie? Help them?”

“Why not, Yas? You’ve worked beside me for years. You’re an excellent scholar. The Empress will reward you.” Her words were pleading, as if she were trying to appeal to me. But she could never appeal to someone who had no future here.

“Not after today.” I shook my head. “And I wouldn’t work beside you again, even if the alternative was going to prison.”

“You don’t mean that,” she said evenly, her hands spread as if showing me she wasn’t a threat. The problem was, they always were, even when they pretended they were your friends. Because in the end, they never wanted to give up what most benefitted them.

“We only want to help you,” she continued, with an air of benevolence. “Look at you. You’re all starving. You rely on a power that doesn’t exist anymore.” She laughed a little and I wanted to throw her backwards into the crumbling vault.

“Only because you’re stealing it.”

How could I have been so wrong about her?

I had trusted her, I had confided in her, and she had betrayed me for the Empire.

Did she ever really see me as a person? As someone who was her friend, as I did her?

She couldn’t have, not if she were choosing them over me.

“If stealing our relics, starving us to death, cutting off hands when we make our cloth, and refusing to allow us to wear and make our jewelry is helping us, then we don’t need that kind of help.”

She looked up at me with despair rather than anger. “You disdain us so much, Yaseema, but we are here to stay. Maybe you should work with us instead of against. The Citadel wants to preserve your treasures in its museums, to keep them safe, and study them. Not keep them buried under the ground where no one can see or use them. Isn’t that better? In a way we are honoring them much more than if they stayed here.”

“Why do you think they are buried in the first place? Why do you think we’ve been having endless droughts and famines? Why do you think there’s no magic left while the Citadel sends the artifacts back to Angrezia, for the Empire? Because the Empress wants them for herself. All of it. She wants to strip our country bare and put our relics behind glass where only she can see and use them. And now, she wants the power to cross the River too.”

“Why shouldn’t she cross the River? Why shouldn’t we? The fae are selfish, hoarding their magic and riches to themselves, not sharing it with anyone, cutting us off with their wall. They shouldn’t be allowed to keep us out. If anything, the Empire crossing the Basrol River will be good for Astolans.”

“The Empress doesn’t want to cross the River to help humans, Sophie. And certainly not Astolans,” I said flatly. Some part of me wanted to make her see, make her understand what was really happening. But she stared at me with that same patronizing smile, as if I were a child and she a mother waiting patiently for me to tell her a story.

“If the Empress was trying to help us, there’d be fewer whippings in the public square, she’d care about the mass famines, and she wouldn’t punish us for owning Astolan jewelry and fae relics.”

Sophie attempted to speak but was cut short by another crash under our feet, as the vault finally caved in on itself.

I didn’t have much time.

Excavators poured out of the entrance, unfortunately including the Winthrop, who still held the phoenix statue in his hand.

I whirled away from Sophie, but she held my wrist in a biting grip. “You can’t leave now Yaseema. They’ve seen you. You need to be arrested and stand trial.”

I gaped at her. “For what?”

She couldn’t have any idea I had Queen Azari’s haath phool hidden safely on my person, the bracelet and connected rings sitting heavy against my skin.

“You trespassed. It was their discovery,” she said mulishly.

“There was nothing to discover!” I shouted at her. But I’d finally run out of time. The ground shook, pieces of rock falling into the vault, the dirt collapsing beneath our feet. It was as if the earth were swallowing itself.

I twisted out of Sophie’s grip, stamped hard on her foot, and she released me with a yelp.

But even as I ran through the forest, and away from the Citadel soldiers, I knew they would find me. Sophie knew I had been there—Winthrop knew I had been there. And when they discovered the haath phool was missing, they would come.

I eyed the forest in the distance, where I knew a wide emerald river split our land in two and no one except my mother had been able to cross it for hundreds of years.

Until now.

Chapter 9

Dear Amma,

I wish you were here to tell me what to do. I wish I had gone with you across the River.

—Letter from Yaseema Nazir to Mahira Nazir, unsent


Yaseema

I raced back home, Queen Azari’s bracelet feeling heavier with every step, and each press of my satchel like an anvil against my back. My shoulder throbbed, and I needed something to dull the pain, but didn’t have time. Once Winthrop and Sophie discovered Queen Azari’s haath phool was missing, they would come for me.

But they wouldn’t find what they were looking for.

Determination powered my steps, helped me ignore my burning muscles that had sat too long behind desks and books, researching and discovering secrets for others to pursue. But thoughts of Safiyya and my grandmother gave me speed I wouldn’t otherwise have access to.

Because I knew the Citadel would come for them too.

I burst through the door of our cottage, my breath trapped in my chest like a hive of bees clamoring to escape.

“Yaseema? What is it?” Nani was hunched over whatever was simmering on the stove, the fragrance perfuming the air with cumin and chili. Safiyya was huddled in a blanket on the threadbare divan, drinking a nearly translucent cup of chai.

At my entrance Safiyya looked up. “Yas, where have you been, and why do you look like garbage?” Her voice was still ragged with illness, but she sounded much better than she had last night, and her eyes were brighter and more focused.

“You have to go, both of you,” I huffed out, my wording coming out stilted. “Can you head to Sidrah Aunty? The Citadel won’t find you there for a long while.”

“What have you done, Yas?” My cousin’s black eyes found mine, her mouth pinched. “Did you drop a book at the archives?” Her tone was mocking, still thinking I was a good scholar who did nothing to anger the Citadel.

She would find out the depths of my treason soon enough.

I narrowed my eyes at her, placing my hands on my hips. “No, I stole something from them.” I put my hand in the waistband of my skirt, finding the hole I’d cut earlier and pulled out the golden bracelet and hand chain once owned by an ancient fae queen.

Safiyya inhaled sharply, her eyes blowing wide at the piece of jewelry in my hand.

“That cannot be what I think it is.”

Instead of responding, Imet Nani’s searing gaze, the one that always knew what I was thinking, no matter how I tried to hide it.

I wasn’t hiding now.

“You did it,” Nani said, her voice filled with awe. Something warm flooded my chest at the reverence and pride in her tone. “I thought you might.”

“Eh?” Safiyya whirled on her. “You thought she might steal an ancient fae haath phool from the Citadel and sentence us all to death? You might have let us know sooner, then. We could have all packed our bags earlier.”

“Hush, Safiyya,” Nani chided. “We have more important things to do than bicker. You always have conflict with Yaseema, but she is not the enemy. You must save your energy and ire for those truly at fault, like the Citadel.”

“Trust me, I have enough ire for the both of them,” she muttered while rolling her eyes.

“This isn’t something to joke about, Safiyya!” I cried, advancing on her. “You know what they’ll do when they discover one of their most important relics is gone.”

She curled her lips in a vicious smile. “Why did you steal it, then?”

I gestured to Nani’s shriveled garden patch outside, that had nothing but a few onions left. Then to the rotting mango trees in the orchard.

“You don’t think there’s a reason for all this? Our food isn’t growing anymore. Astolans are getting weaker and the Empire stronger. With every fae artifact they take, with every piece of fae gold removed from Astola, we lose our life magic that the land depends on. But what if there’s a way we could get it all back?”

Safiyya stared at me. “Now you grow a spine?”

Nani put her hands on my shoulders, her eyes bright and wet. She was a frail woman, but her arms still had weight, as if she were a statuesque queen and not a starving Astolan, watching her life drain away.

Safiyya whirled on her. “I suppose you’re going to say it’s Yaseema’s destiny? To follow her mother across the River, even though she never came back for her own daughter.”

“Go and pack, Safiyya,” my grandmother said abruptly, censure lacing her tone.

Safiyya scowled, but didn’t seem upset by what she said.

Just like I wasn’t offended with Safiyya’s words to me.

It was true.

My mother had crossed the Basrol River; she had left me and waded into the fae lands looking for a way to destroy the wall. And she had likely ended up dead. I knew that was the only way she wouldn’t have come back for me.

And now I was going to finish what she started.

A cool calm settled over me, the feeling I got when I found exactly the right book I’d been searching for. This was the right choice.

I met my cousin’s rageful gaze and knew my own contained a quiet resolve.

I was doing this for my mother, and I was doing this for Astola.

“This is about more than my mother, Safiyya, and you know it. And this is about more than us. Nani is right, we are not each other’s enemies. We want the same things.”

Safiyya’s lips tightened. Then she stood up on shaky legs, the effects of her illness still impacting her. She shook off her blanket and staggered to the kitchen, her steps growing stronger with each one. She pulled something out of the cupboard and tossed it at me. I caught it in midair.

“I’ll let you have the last edible mango.”

A shocked laugh bubbled out of me. Safiyya threw me a tight smile and then went to her room. I followed her, watching as she rummaged around her closet, throwing clothes into a bag. Then she slung a rusted rifle over her shoulder that I didn’t even know she had.

Safiyya looked me up and down, taking in my torn skirt and bruised arm, and then finally resting on the fae Queen’s bracelet I still held.

“Finally, you’re acting like a Nazir.”

My chest felt tight, pride, shame and guilt all warring with one another.

I am a Nazir, I wanted to shout. I’ve always been a Nazir.

“I couldn’t just let them take it,” I whispered instead, looking at the gleaming gold haath phool in my hand. “Not when it could change everything for us. Not when they won’t use it how it should be used.”

“And you wanted to use it for yourself,” she said bluntly.

My eyes widened, shock stabbing at my gut. “What—”

Safiyya held her hands up in placation. “I don’t mean it as an insult. We should be able to use it for ourselves. And if there’s anyone that can find a way to fight back against the Citadel and fix what’s happening to Astola, it’s you. There’s got to be some use to all that book reading you’re doing.”

I frowned at her and pushed my spectacles higher on my face. “I didn’t want to steal it to use it for myself.”

She watched me for a moment, her eyes flickering. “But maybe you should.”

With that she packed up her final items, a thin sheen of sweat coating her forehead. She nodded to my grandmother who had also packed her bags.

Together, my cousin and grandmother left our small house on the edge of Ginshal village, putting as much as they could onto their backs and packing as many provisions as they were able to. My cousin was still sick, but steady on her feet, as if fueled by rage and adrenaline.

Maybe we all were.

I prayed the Citadel wouldn’t be able to catch up.

Our abandoned cottage felt hollow without them, like the husks of the mangoes hanging from the weakened trees outside that my mother told me used to be teeming with succulent fruit. Our mulberry trees, once plentiful, were now filled with little inedible pellets of black. Every time the Citadel came for one of our relics, it got worse.

And that’s why I was going to stop it.

I packed up my few belongings—two tanned skirts and white blouses, wishing I had one of Nani’s kurtas instead of the buttoned-up Citadel clothes. Then, I gathered dried mulberry for tea, a piece of flatbread sprinkled with mustard seeds that Nani had made that morning, and a waterskin. I rolled the last good mango carefully in an old cloth and put it at the bottom of my satchel.

The final thing I packed was hidden under the floorboards of my room. After prying the loose board up, I unearthed the flour tin I’d had out just that evening. Inside was my mother’s soft green dupatta, and I unrolled it to reveal two thick gold bangles. The bangles were as big as cuffs, but still felt weightless as I slid them carefully onto my wrist. They took up almost a third of my forearm, coating my dark skin like gold armor, especially next to the Queen’s delicate bracelet and chain that lay over my hand like a thin net.

I remember when my mother had given the bangles to me, telling me never to wear them in public and never to tell anyone about them.

“They’ll take them from you,” she had whispered in the moonlight as I held them with awe. “Your father gave me the gold, and I made these bangles for you. Never sell them. Never part with them. They are part of who you are.”

At night I would slip them on my wrists and think of her singing to me, rotating the gold around my arm.

But now, I wouldn’t wear them only at night, or in hiding.

They were going to grace my skin in the sunlight, the way Astolan gold was meant to be worn.

They are part of who you are.

I walked out the door with gold on my arm, leaving the husks of the mulberries and the shriveled mangoes behind.

If they came for me, they wouldn’t be able to follow where I was going. No one would, not unless they possessed the shimmering gold hath phool belonging to a long-dead fae queen that would allow me to cross into the peri lands.

Chapter 10

I wonder if you look different, though I doubt it. I know I do. I’ve aged, and more than I should have. More than any peri should, considering. I know if you were here, you would find a way to restore our magic, but that’s not what I want most of all.

It’s really just to see your face.

—Letter from Kiyan to his mother, unsent


Kiyan

Silver-clad soldiers ran in the opposite direction to me, shouting and clambering to fight a new enemy that was nothing like the beaten-down, power drained peris of the Court of River they were used to.

They probably felt like real warriors for the first time, fighting something that could actually fight back.

But they wouldn’t be battling my creature for long. Already I could feel my hold on it loosening, a combination of tapping into an unknown type of magic and the distance I’d begun to have from it. But as long as they were distracted, that meant the usual level of guards along the River and in the forest would be less. I wouldn’t have to worry about anyone seeing what I was about to do.

After a few minutes I made it to the edge of the River and pulled out the ring the boy had given me.

Return me to the River.

I could feel anticipation rising up inside my chest. After years of searching without a single clue, this might be the one thing I needed to find Queen Azari’s crown.

It might be the one thing I needed to free my family, so I wouldn’t have to compose letters to them in my head anymore.

I pulled my dark tunic off, swapped from the usual blue coat with the silver emblem I donned as captain of the Salt Guard. It landed in the grass along the riverbank, and I stepped toward the edge of the River.

I hadn’t been in this water of my own free will since I was a boy. The last time I’d swum it, the Viceroy had us execute a slew of rebels by beheading them against the invisible wall of magic in the center of the River that cut the human world off from us.

I closed my eyes, trying to block out the image of the heads of my friends bobbing along the current, the streak of blood swirling in the center of the water like paint.

Reza’s smile had been a sharp slash of white, and from then on I knew that dark, uneasy feeling I’d gotten whenever he wore it. “Take the rebels to the River, we’ll see if they can lift Azari’s wall,” he’d said with a glee that had turned my stomach.

We’d executed twenty that day—high peri and lesser alike. I’d managed to smuggle some out, but couldn’t prevent the execution that had been ordered. Afterward, I’d vomited over the side of the bank, clutching my hands in the grass trying to mask my sobs.

Then Reza had returned to the Court of Salt, leaving me in charge of hunting any remaining rebels in his absence.

I hadn’t returned to the River since.

I threaded the delicate golden band along the tops of my fingers like a coin.

Return me to the River.

I’ll go to the River like the ancestors.

Take the rebels to the River.

I inhaled a breath and dove, sliding into the water with a slight splash. I could feel the thread of other life in the water but could not fully access it. Not anymore.

The limits on my life magic felt like drowning, like being smothered with only a sliver of air left to drink.

I held the ring between my thumb and forefinger, but before I could look at it, it grew so hot that it was like molten metal in a forge. It fell from my grasp out of reflex, my hands desperate to get away from the burning pain. I cursed, shooting my hand out to grab it back before the current swept it away.

But I needn’t have worried. It floated up, ignoring the pull of the River entirely.

The ring moved in front of my face like a spinning top, just below the surface of the water. The metal became jammy, pulling apart and liquefying, turning into something new.

My breath trapped in my chest.

Of course.

Queen Azari’s magic was nothing if not things made new.

The ring twisted itself, until the gold was no longer a ring, no longer jewelry at all, but a long key with an ornate head, curling golden vines along the top.

It stayed there, suspended in front of me in the water until I snatched it up, and kicked up to the surface with a rough gasp. I dragged myself up the riverbank, coming to my feet along the grass and holding the newly formed key up to the moonlight.

I was torn between elation and disappointment.

The key had to be a step toward finding the crown, but I had no idea what to do with it.

What use was a key when I hadn’t any idea where the locked door was?

”Fuck,” I muttered, looking up at the sky as if it would respond.

Instead, a low growl from the forest was what answered.

I pivoted on my feet, facing the trees.

That was not the sound of the death beast I had created, nor of any creature I knew to be living in the River Palace woods.

But the forest stayed silent, as if the beast knew I was now listening for it. I narrowed my eyes in the darkness but saw no movement. So instead, I closed them, calling on my magic to focus on the threads of life of everything near me. Water pixies, khapisis, jaiparis all flitted through my mind. None of those had been what I heard. A river crocodile at the south end of the water pulled my attention, but it was too far away. Suddenly a tugging of something sharp and fierce pulled at my magic. Not vibrantly alive, but old, ancient, and waiting.

There.

Something stepped softly in the woods, but it was too large to mask its sound completely. All I knew was a sense of wrongness about it.

Not the same unnatural feeling of me tapping into the death magic, but instead an awareness of it not belonging.

Another soft pad of footsteps.

It crept quietly.

It was tracking something.

I didn’t bother putting my shirt back on, but I did thread the key onto the golden chain at my neck, alongside my sister’s ring.

Then I slipped into the woods, hunting something I hoped wasn’t hunting me.

Chapter 11

Of course, the one frontier we’ve not yet been able to breach has been to cross the Basrol River in Astola and enter into ancient fae territory itself. It remains a priority for Empress Lorna and the Empire to finally expand our interests and secure our stronghold on fae magic for the next century.

—The History of Astola by Henry Wiltshire


Yaseema

They said it had been hundreds of years since anyone had crossed the River, but I knew that was a lie. The night my mother left, she’d held a fae artifact much like the one gracing my wrist now. She’d kissed me goodbye, and promised she was going to fix everything.

She’d never come back.

Now I stood at the edge of the River, just like she had, ready to take the same journey.

Even if you were able to cross the wall, the songs and stories told us that nothing was worth the agony, the creatures waiting on the other side to feast on your flesh, or the barbaric hordes ready to capture you if the former failed.

The fae would steal your babies from their cribs, devour your memories, and eat your dreams while sitting on your chest as you slept.

Nothing was worth it, I repeated to myself.

Except this was.

There was something on the other side that would put right everything the Citadel had done, that meant all the fae relics stolen by the Empress wouldn’t matter. Not if the wall came down and the flow of life magic was restored to Astola.

I pulled out my mother’s journal and read over the entry and illustration detailing Queen Azari’s crown that would bring down the fae wall in the River.

The crown was set in gold, like a braid of sunlight over the hair. In the center, a tikka hung, also woven in gold.

This was the source of the dead fae Queen’s power.

The haath phool I’d found that graced my hand would allow me to cross the River, to pass through the magical barrier created by Queen Azari. But her crown was the only thing strong enough to bring it down.

Above the page in the journal was a hastily sketched jasmine flower, its petals turned out. It was a simple design, but I’d know it anywhere. The jasmine had been the mark of the Court of River, the Court that the dead Queen had ruled over.

The River was loud, the rapids fierce, turning the emerald water white and angry. I could barely hear my own thoughts over it.

And still the water beckoned, the barrier between the fae and human worlds calling out to me.

Over time, people in Astola had begun lining up along the edge, praying to the fae to save us from the famine, drinking the water in the hopes that it could cure deadly ailments and disease, watering their crops with the River water in an attempt to get them to grow again.

But it never worked.

The magical wall that cut through the center of the River must have prevented any fae power from entering Astola.

There were no boats on the River—you could travel down it, but if you crossed the magical line in the middle it would slice your vessel in two like a hot knife through butter. Remains would wash along the shores; guts and blood and innards—a warning to all those who tried to cross the barrier.

There was no one here now. In the midday sun it was just me, the rushing River, and the crickets, their shrill chirps a warning.

I stepped into the water, the haath phool adorning my hand, and sucked in a breath at the harshness of the cold.

I scooped up some of the cold River in my hands and drank, savoring the light sweetness on my tongue. It was the last drink I would have in the human world before I journeyed to steal an ancient crown from the fae.

“Yaseema, wait.”

A voice echoed across the water, followed by the click of a rifle, and I froze.

My legs swayed with the current of the River as I turned to look over my shoulder, the voice I heard causing my body to tighten in anger and wariness.

“How did you find me?”

“It wasn’t hard, when we realized you had the bracelet,” Sophie said, her thin frame illuminated by the bright sun.

“We?”

Another click of rifles, and I scanned the forest behind her. Citadel soldiers lined the trees, their guns pointed at me.

Winthrop stood behind Sophie, dragging someone with him. My heart clenched as I realized it was the frail body of my nani, her fierce eyes alight.

“Give me the bracelet, or I will kill her.” He didn’t mince words. There was no cajoling or pleading. His blue eyes were cold.

My nani’s were not. They were blazing hot, the same fire as my father’s before he was killed in the uprising against the Citadel, and I saw what she must have been like as a girl, enduring all the Citadel had wrought on our kingdom.

“Yaseema, don’t listen to them. Don’t give up this chance. Get out of here. Do what you need to do. I will always be beside you, no matter what.”

My heart was in my throat, my eyes burning as tears streaked down my cheeks, falling into the River at my feet. This was my chance to leave, to fix everything, to perhaps save Astola.

But at what cost?

Could I watch them kill the woman who had raised me when both my mother and father were gone?

“Let her go!” I screamed, though I didn’t move from the water. Indecision warred within me, though my heart begged me to go to my grandmother.

But my head knew it might not make any difference. The excavator threw my grandmother to the ground and kicked her side. She screamed, and the sound tore through me, ripping my heart from my chest, my decision made for me.

There was no way I could leave her like this. I cried out, lurching toward her. Then, Winthrop withdrew his rapier, the thin blade glinting in the blinding light.

“Wait!” I cried, my eyes wet with tears.

“Come back here, or she dies today.” The excavator lined up his sword with her neck.

“Stop!” I shouted. “Please, don’t hurt her.”

I met Nani’s gaze.

Those fiery eyes. The love she had for me and Safiyya. My grandmother had become a mother to me when my own had left, and a father when he’d been executed. She was the person who had raised me, the person I knew best.

And because of that, I knew what she was telling me to do from her expression.

I shook my head, not willing to entertain what she was asking. I couldn’t let her be killed while I ran away. That wasn’t the person she taught me to be.

“Stop,” I said, my voice careful and clear, meeting the bright blue eyes of the lead excavator. “I’m coming back.”

Winthrop eased his sword away, a sneer pasted on his lips. “Good. Now get out of the water and hand me that bracelet.”

My grandmother’s gaze pleaded with me. “Go,” she mouthed.

“I can’t,” I whispered, barely making a sound. Her eyes were like a tether connecting to mine, and I was unable to look away. I couldn’t just leave her here.

I wouldn’t.

Instead I took a step toward her.

“No!” she screamed, her face twisted with anguish.

Winthrop moved to kick her again, but stopped as a shot rang out, echoing through the forest and landing before anyone realized what had happened.

Red bloomed across Winthrop’s chest as he lifted a hand there, his face leaching of color, blood gushing from between his fingers.

Nani screamed and crawled away from him as his body dropped to the ground.

Shock numbed my limbs. My body swayed with the force of the River but I could barely feel it.

Dead. The lead excavator was dead.

Citadel soldiers cried out, aiming their rifles behind them at the trees, shooting blindly at an unknown enemy. Pandemonium was all around me, but I picked out a familiar shout, which caused my heart to lurch once more.

“Yaseema, get out of here!”

Safiyya.

My eyes found her in the trees, sitting in a thick of branches, her rifle poised and ready.

She looked as though a weak river current could knock her over. A sheen of sweat coated her forehead and her lips were white and cracked.

And yet, that didn’t stop her from firing another shot at a soldier with her rusted rifle.

“Rebels!” shouted Citadel soldiers. Bullets flew at them in response, and I jumped back in surprise. There was more than just Safiyya in the trees, other were Astolans helping her.

Amidst all this panic and screaming and shots, a low voice cut through. “Yaseema, you have to go now.”

My eyes refocused on Nani, now at the riverbank watching me, her hand curled in her dupatta. “You can’t stay here. Cross the River while they are distracted.”

“But—”

“Listen to me, we don’t get a chance like this more than once. We can rebel. We can fight our small battles, chip away at them while they continue to eradicate us all. But even if you don’t come back, this will give us something that’s in short supply these days. Hope.”

She stepped into the River, water soaking her soft indigo kurta as the current flowed around us. The sound of guns faded with the rushing of the water, until it felt like just me and her.

“You will give us the hope needed to start a revolution. And you have to go now, Yaseema, or I fear there will be nothing left of us to come back to.”

A stray shot whizzed past us in the water, and Nani and I ducked down.

“I don’t want to leave you like this.” I clung to her shoulders like I did when I was younger and first discovered my mother had left me.

She pressed her hands to my cheeks, smoothing away the tears. “I know. But I’m always going to be beside you. No matter where you are.”

And with that, she shoved me backward into the River.

I fell back into the water, the yelling and gunshots becoming muffled when my head dipped below the surface. Bullets streamed through the water alongside me.

I didn’t have time to think, didn’t have time to wonder if the fae Queen’s haath phool on my hand would work, or if I would be sliced in half before I could blink. Instead, the current pulled me to the center of the River. I came up for air once, calling for Safiyya and my grandmother, but I couldn’t see through the blur of water over my spectacles.

Queen Azari’s bracelet and hand chain on my wrist grew hot, nearly burning my skin, and my scream was silenced by the River. But as fast as it turned hot, it became cool again.

I struggled against the current, but it already had me. I was held by the magic of the River, the border wall clinging to me as I fought to escape it.

It was like falling through an impenetrable spiderweb or sinking into quicksand. And I was quickly losing the fight.

Why was I fighting? I had been searching for this relic for so long the idea of finally being able to cross the River felt unbelievable.

You have to go now, Yaseema, or I fear there will be nothing left of us to come back to.

You will give us the hope needed to start a revolution.

My tears were hot against my cool cheeks, and instead of trying to swim back to my grandmother, I embraced the pull of the River and swam to its center.

Leaving them was like ripping my arm off, but Nani was right. Staying and not giving them this chance was even worse. If I could stop the famine, stop the Citadel, fight against the Empire in some way, I had to try.

For them, for my mother, for Astola, I needed to try.

The water in the center of the River was thick and languid and sticky, but as I began to kick and swim using my arms, the haath phool on my hand carved a path through it.

Until finally the wall seemed to release me with a lurch, and I spiraled in the water, my limbs not used to the lack of resistance after feeling like I’d just swum through yogurt.

My legs worked ferociously, kicking until I surfaced, my head popping up as I expelled a heavy gasp. Immediately I whirled around to see what was going on behind me.

But there was nothing there.

The side of the River I had just been on looked like a placid forest, with no one standing on the bank, no guns, no chaos, no fighting. I couldn’t even hear any sounds—not the shots, the Citadel soldiers screaming, or my nani shouting.

Just quiet against the rage of the River rapids.

I waited, staring out at the human world, which now felt blurred and unclear as if I had removed my spectacles. My heart lurched at the idea that I might never see my grandmother or cousin again, that they would be captured and executed, and this was the legacy I had left them with.

Treason, torture.

No. I thought to myself, balling my hands into fists, the cut of Queen Azari’s hand chain biting my skin. This would not be our end.

I was going to bring down this wall and destroy the Empire for everything they had brought down on Astolans. And I was going to do it with all the power of the fae.

I turned around, facing the fae world in front of me.

River water dripped from my spectacles and cleared my vision to reveal calm trees, and an abundant, lush forest. I had made it to Peristan.

I was in the land of the fae.

Part 2
The River

Chapter 12

Yaseema, you are too young to understand this now, but I needed you to know the reason. You should know why I won’t be there to see you press your toes into the dirt of the mango orchard anymore, or hear your sweet voice as I teach you our songs. Why I won’t be able to hold you to my chest, wrap you in my dupatta, and sing in your ear as you fall asleep.

I’m going across the River, Yaseema. And I’m going to save us all.

—Excerpt from a letter from Mahira Nazir to Yaseema Nazir


Yaseema

The current of the River seemed to pick up as soon as I had made it through the magical wall. I kicked hard through the water until I was clawing at the bank, ripping at the weeds to give myself leverage. But the current was stronger, pulling me farther along the River, tugging me under the rushing water. I cried out, and water filled my mouth, causing me to choke and sputter as I tried to regain my footing.

I managed to grab onto a broken tree branch and clung to it helplessly, desperately trying to catch my breath until warm fingers pressed into my shoulders, stealing it from me once more. I jerked in surprise, my gaze darting up.

An old woman reached down from the riverbank, a shawl pulled over her white hair, which spilled out in thick curls the color of moonlight. She held out her hand to me, her eyes filled with meaning, and I didn’t see any claws or fangs or blood dripping from her mouth like my mother’s stories had warned me about, so I grabbed her hand and she helped haul me out of the River.

I dragged myself up the rest of the way, my satchel soaking wet, my canvas skirt sticking to my legs in heavy folds. My spectacles were speckled with water and I removed them, shaking off the lenses so I could at least see properly. Once I was safely on solid ground, I flipped open the flap on my satchel, scrambling through it to search for my mother’s journal to examine the damage.

It was miraculously unharmed, protected by the wax paper I’d wrapped it in for safekeeping.

I released a sigh of relief and lay back on the grass, looking up at the trees, realizing with a start that the sky looked different. The sun was lower, as if it were later in the day, that ever changing light was somewhere between sunset and evening. It was as if I had landed on the other side of the world instead of the other side of a mile-wide river.

Soft, murmured words pulled me from the grass. The old woman who had helped me was speaking and gesturing across the River. But her words were difficult to follow. It was not that she spoke another language, but the sounds she strung together weren’t any language at all. No discernible words or meanings, just garbled whispers. Her hair was white and long, flowing past her shoulders in unkempt wildness. Her face was smudged with dirt and something red that looked like blood, her eyes hollow and dark. She wore a torn, faded frock, the pattern old and undiscernible, and as my gaze dipped to her feet I jerked back in shock.

They were twisted and backward.

I stared for what felt like an eternity. Her feet were somehow pointed behind her, distorted like a tree branch forced to bend the other direction.

There were tales of the backward-footed fae, but I struggled to remember what they were or if my mother had made any mention of them in her journal. I pushed myself to my feet trying to make sense of the words the old woman kept repeating, thse unintelligible sounds that I didn’t recognize.

“I don’t understand,” I whispered back, shaking my head and trying to follow her gestures.

But the low roar of an unknown beast cut through what she was trying to communicate, and I turned, my heart pounding so loud it competed with the rush of water beside me. The River was surrounded by forest, and not the dilapidated one in Astola, but lush trees that were green and vibrant. I didn’t see a beast or creature of any kind.

Which was all the more terrifying. Whatever had roared was waiting in those thick trees. Fear leapt to my throat as my eyes searched the trees.

Another roar sounded, this time closer.

“What was that?” I asked the woman. She wrapped her arms around my shoulders and clung to me, ignoring the violent sound of an unknown beast that echoed around us. She shook me, as if she were trying to convey something to me as she kept looking over at the River.

She must’ve never seen anyone cross it before.

I certainly hadn’t.

Another roar and low growl and I wrenched away from the old woman, scanning the edge of the water. There, at the foot of the trees, I saw something that made my skin go even colder than swimming across the River.

A beast had appeared out of the woods. It looked like a wolf, except it was the size of a horse, with a fierce black mane and teeth larger than my hands. White foam dripped from its mouth, and its narrowed eyes were a violent red. It stared at me, stalking along the edge of the River, coming closer with every step.

A scream trapped itself in my chest.

Unlike the kind old woman who had helped me, this beast was the very depiction of what human folklore had warned us about the fae.

They’ll suck your flesh from your bones. They’ll curse you to forget all your loved ones.

The fae will tear you apart and laugh while you scream.

They delight in torturing humans and feeding them to their monsters.

The fae will enslave you, and you’ll never be able to die as long as you are in their thrall. But you’ll be theirs forever.

“We have to go,” I said with a panicked voice. The creature was walking steadily closer. I gestured to a path in the trees. “We can’t just stand here!”

The woman shook her head vehemently and tried to grab me again, but I stepped back. I wasn’t going to let that thing devour me. But I didn’t want this old woman to be attacked either.

“Come with me,” I said to the woman, while never taking my eyes from the beast slowly creeping toward us.

But she shook her head and pointed again at the River. Perhaps she couldn’t run? My eyes flickered back down to her backward-facing feet again.

“I’m sorry,” I said, “I can’t stay here.”

Nor could I leave the first person to help me in this world at the mercy of a wolf the size of a house. If the woman couldn’t, or wouldn’t join me, I would try to lead the beast away from her if I could. It was the least I could do after she’d pulled me from the River.

I squeezed my eyes shut, thinking of my mother, who had done this journey herself.

Of Nani telling me that the choice I made was the right one.

Of Safiyya shooting her rifle at an onslaught of soldiers, urging me to leave.

Did they manage to escape? Were they gunned down by the Citadel soldiers and labeled rebels?

Safiyya’s earlier words rang in my brain.

Her destiny is to follow her mother across the River, even though she never came back for her own daughter.

And then my mother’s words, from her letters and poems and journals—they flooded back to me too.

I’m going to cross the river, Yaseema. And I’m going to save us all.

I clutched the journal, staring down at her golden bangles adorning my arm.

Something was happening to the human world, something my mother tried to fix. Now it was up to me to be the one to mend it.

It was up to me to finish what she began.

I will always be beside you. My nani’s words buoyed me.

I locked eyes with the wolf, then picked up a stick and threw it. The creature snapped it in midair and lunged forward.

But I was ready.

I wasn’t a fighter, but I’d had enough practice dodging traps in ancient vaults to hopefully outsmart this creature. I tore off into the woods, hoping to lure it away from the old woman. I ran through lush forests and bountiful trees, the beast at my legs, its growl echoing through the forest, of the smell of my panic and fear drowned out by the fresh scent of the eucalyptus trees surrounding me.

Why hadn’t I brought a weapon with me? Even one of the rifles from the Citadel soldiers might’ve been helpful. They were heavy, but at least it would’ve been something.

I threaded through the jungle, the eucalyptus trees fading into babuls as the forest became denser. Something hit my head, and I startled, but it was just a mango hanging low from a branch.

Trees.

I was surrounded by trees. Running was not something I was skilled at, but searching after lost fae relics in the moonlight in Astola had made me a particularly good climber.

I grabbed at the branch, swinging myself up on it and climbing as fast as I could until I reached the top. The giant wolf howled below me, and jumped at the tree, but I was thankfully just out of its reach.

An outcropping of rock touched the top of the highest branch, and I reached for it, swinging myself over the top of the tree to the ledge of the boulder. My arms felt strong as I hoisted myself onto the boulder and slid my body down the flat face of it. I peeked over the top, looking down at the wolf to see if it had noticed me climb away.

It still waited at the bottom of the tree.

If I was lucky, I could climb down the other side of the rock and make a run for it before it even knew I had left the tree.

My feet found a steady foothold as I made my way down the boulder carefully, listening as the beast grunted and growled, sniffing the air and trying to catch my scent.

I had reached the bottom of the giant rock, but my feet didn’t want to jump to the ground.

My legs were frozen, my heart pounding so loud in my chest it drowned every other noise out.

Finally, I slid down to the ground, my feet landing softly in the spongy forest moss.

An enormous roar seemed to shake the entire forest and I pressed my hands to my mouth, to stifle a scream.

My legs shook, but I began to slowly walk backward, not wanting to turn my back on the wolf if it came around the other side of the rock.

With each step a feeling of hopelessness grew in my gut.

Every myth and story I had heard about the land of the fae was true—every beast and monster from my nightmares had come from here.

This was not a nice place.

It wasn’t a place where I survive by myself, let alone search for a relic to help Astola.

I was hunted from the moment I stepped foot on the ground here. I didn’t know how to fight and my magic wasn’t for self-defense.

Panic rose in my chest as I continued to spiral—I was going to die here.

Still, I continued to back away, my footsteps soft as I watched the gap in the trees to make sure the beast didn’t follow.

If I was going to die, I would at least run as fast as I could away from that death.

I was so focused on the wolf that when my back hit a warm, solid body behind me, I opened my mouth to scream the shock flooding through me, until a firm hand reached up and clapped itself over my mouth.

Chapter 13

I’ve started to collect them, the cursed ones, the zulmi. Though I don’t know what to do with them. Reza laughs and refers to the zulmi as my charity work. But they can no longer speak, can no longer interact with their loved ones or work. They are like ghouls, haunting villages and riverbanks and roads with their white hair, nonsense tongue and backward feet. They need to be fed, and clothed and housed. Even though they can’t remember their names or history. They need us. But soon we will be outnumbered—and when I can’t tell my story, who will be left to remember me?

—Letter from Kiyan to his family, unsent


Kiyan

I tracked the halmasti as it made its way along the river edge, the huge wolf trampling down every shrub and tree in its path. At times I thought it had scented me; it even turned its head in my direction. But it kept moving doggedly forward like a snow leopard tracking a kill. What could it be hunting to venture so far from the Salt Court.

I’d never known a halmasti this far outside Salt.

The wolf crouched down, looking like it was preparing to spring forward and attack. I looked beyond the beast, to an outcropping of trees along the riverbank.

A dark-haired girl wearing odd clothes and an old woman stood together. The older woman was clearly a victim of Reza’s curse—one of the zulmi. Her feet were twisted, her hair white and skin shriveled from what Reza had done. But when the beast reared back and growled, the younger girl whirled around. I expected her to scream, or run away when she saw the halmasti. But instead, she tried to pull the older woman into the woods, egging the beast on to follow her when the woman refused.

Surprise flickered in me at her attempt to save the zulmi woman, and I followed the girl, keeping low, weaving through the woods, not letting her out of my sight as she got closer to the River Palace.

Not only did I not want a halmasti heading to the palace and massacring the River Court peris there, but I certainly didn’t want my absence after today’s attack noticed.

When the girl foolishly climbed one of the taller trees, I wanted to laugh.

Halmasti were known to wait for their prey for days. This one wouldn’t eat or sleep or move. The girl would never be able to climb down, and she would die before being able to escape.

As I sidled behind the tree she had climbed, I saw she was trying to jump to the large boulder next to it. She was brave, I would give her that. The jump to the rock wasn’t easy, and she’d made the climb up the tall mango tree without trepidation. She even had something over her eyes she appeared to look through, but I couldn’t see how they didn’t hinder her. Once she reached the top of the tree, she made a rather impressive leap over to the rock and began to climb down. I’d never seen someone climb so fast before, and certainly not in such odd clothes—a brown skirt flowing around her ankles and a dark buttoned vest with the white voluminous sleeves of a blouse underneath. Finally, the girl reached the bottom of the boulder and pressed her back to it.

She’d escaped for now, but the halmasti would find her soon enough. Their sense of smell was legendary, which was why Salt used them to hunt and kill their enemies as well as any assassin.

The scene played out in front of me, and I knew how it would end if I left her. The girl was out of breath, panting against the rock, and didn’t look like she could fight a river pixie, let alone a beast five times her size.

She wouldn’t live for much longer.

I studied her before deciding what to do—she didn’t look like she was from River—not with her strange clothes and wild hair. As far as I could tell she wasn’t a hag—the khapisis generally wandering the River looking for peris and wayward souls to test their bargains on. Her scent was unfamiliar and difficult to place, but I didn’t think she was from the River Court.

Go back to the palace, said a voice in my head. You got what you came for.

The gold key was cold against my chest, alongside my sister’s ring, reminding me of what I needed to focus on.

But something about the way the girl had lured the beast away from the zulmi woman stopped me from leaving her. I’d spent too long killing and torturing peris for the Viceroy.

Seeing someone save a life felt novel.

Perhaps helping an incredibly idiotic girl in the woods escape a halmasti would balance some of my sins.

Besides, my hands itched to fight the beast. It had been a long time since I’d been engaged in a fight where I didn’t have one hand tied behind my back or wasn’t enacting the orders of the Court of Salt.

I took a step forward as the girl pushed away from the boulder, at last realizing that the halmasti might realize she wasn’t in the tree anymore. She began walking backward, edging away from the tree she’d climbed, keeping her eye on the direction of the beast. It was a good plan, but she still wouldn’t escape.

She was a few feet from me, not realizing that I was behind her, standing in the shadows of the forest.

I waited until she pressed herself against me, feeling the shock flood through her body as I wrapped my arm around her stomach to prevent her from bolting and my hand over her mouth to stifle her scream. She struggled against me, but if she alerted the halmasti to our location now, it would be much more difficult.

She smelled . . . different.

Like mangoes, and dusty parchment, and spilled ink. There was something decidedly un-peri about her. I lifted my hand from her stomach to pull back her hair. I sucked in a breath at the sight of her rounded ear.

Human.

How could that be? A human this far east and outside of the Salt Court?

The girl didn’t seem to be enthralled, but it was sometimes difficult to tell.

She’d stiffened when I’d pulled back her hair and made another muffled scream into my hand.

Irritation rose up in my chest. She was going to get us both killed.

“Don’t. Make. A. Sound,” I said, my voice a low rumble as I glanced over at the halmasti by the tree. “Do you understand?”

She nodded against my hand, and I released her, drawing the dagger at my waist in case the halmasti heard us. At the very least, I wanted to be prepared. The girl turned to face me, and I blinked.

I hadn’t seen many humans—the few we had in River had been brought from Salt from before the time of the wall, enthralled by high peris who were amused by how malleable they were. They were usually frail, their skin drained of color, hair flat and oily, eyes glazed over.

But this female’s hair was dark and enormous, a riot of curls the color of deep tree bark, a heavy storm cloud behind her. Her eyes were just as big, and on her nose sat that gold contraption, which she kept nervously pushing up as she looked at me. It suited her, even if it was impractical to be wearing something over your eyes while running through the forest away from a halmasti.

She looked . . . alive.

Vibrant. Warm. Like a golden flower in the middle of a desolate wasteland.

“Who the fuck are you?” the girl demanded, her hands planting on her hips, the anger in her voice causing my own temper to flare up.

It seemed the flower had thorns.

I smiled at her, knowing it was not a reassuring one. I didn’t have to be here; I could let her get torn to shreds by a beast five times her size and not bother myself with any of this.

“I’m the one who’s going to save your fucking life.”

Chapter 14

I love you. Even when you’re not here and I have to imagine your hands in my hair, massaging hot mustard oil into my scalp. Even when I can’t remember your voice anymore. I love you, I love you, I love you.

—Excerpt from a letter from Mahira Nazir to Zimran Nazir, contained in the journal of Mahira Nazir


Yaseema

I could still feel his hand pressed to my skin, so tight it had likely left an imprint on my stomach. He’d held me in a vise, his body like a solid wall behind me, his voice so low it was almost a growl. When he released me, I half expected him to be another beast, ready to tear my head off when I looked at him.

Instead, it was a young man about my age, maybe slightly older.

A very tall, very shirtless man.

He was easily the most handsome man I’d ever seen, even with the cruel smile on his face.

His torso was muscular but stamped with the strangest scars over it—the outline of scorpions over his stomach and side, crisscrossing each other like a macabre web. It was as if he’d had the same image branded on his skin over and over and over. His strange silver hair was loose at his shoulders, and he had a deep scar from his cheekbone to his chin that belayed his handsomeness into something more dangerous.

As my gaze traced up the man’s jaw, I jerked when I saw pointed ears.

Not a man.

Fae.

Peri.

I was in Peristan. A fae world., I couldn’t assume that anything I knew was the same as it would be in Astola.

“What are you doing near the River at this time, human? You don’t know what things lurk in the dark, waiting for those like you to get lost.”

His voice was soft, but felt no less a threat than the growl of the wolf behind me.

“I . . . er, got lost. Then I saw—” I gestured vaguely behind me, realizing I didn’t know the names of anything here. “A beast.”

The fae male glanced behind me, and it was alarming how beautiful he was. His shoulder-length silvery hair seemed to glow, and his eyes were dark and piercing.

“The halmasti.” He nodded. “I’ve been hunting it. It’s got your scent though, it’ll find you eventually. They’ll cross multiple Courts if they’re locked in on something.” He angled his head, his eyes sliding from the beast—the halmasti—and back to me.

As if he were the one who was locked in on me.

“Who are you?” I asked again and with less ire. Though I nearly regretted it when his gaze sharpened on me, roving up and down my body, as if trying to take my measure. He smiled faintly, just a quirk of lips so that I couldn’t tell if his mouth moved or not. “I’m not someone you want to know, girl.”

“And yet you’re going to save my fucking life?” I arched a brow, despite my heart beating wildly at the beasts both behind and in front of me.

He blinked, then angled his head. “It’s not often a halmasti is out wandering the wood. And I’m fairly certain you haven’t the means to defend yourself from it.”

His eyes swept over me, and I had a feeling he was amused at what he saw. Short, disheveled, human, with tangled hair and wet clothes, my spectacles askew, my satchel swinging haphazardly beside me and my skirt torn from running through the woods.

I debated my next question to him: “Why do you keep calling me girl when we are the same age?” or “Where did your shirt go?” when my eyes alighted on something glimmering in the dusk.

He held a long dagger. My gasp echoed through the trees as I recognized some of the early fae blade work from the swords I had unearthed for the Citadel.

“What is that?” I whispered.

He followed my gaze to his weapon. “Did you think I was going to kill the halmasti with my bare hands?”

My gaze jerked up. “You’re going to kill it?”

“No, I’m going to feed it forest sprites.”

Another growl thundered through the forest, the halmasti snapping at the branches of the mango tree I’d climbed.

Fear still flooded my blood, but the scholar part of my brain pushed it aside. I took a step closer to the fae, and he raised an answering brow. I gestured to his curved blade, the handle a magnificent filigreed gold, set with such vibrant jewels they glimmered in the moonlight. The pommel looked like the curved head of a naga, the cobra ready to sink its fangs into skin.

It was a breathtaking fae dagger right here in front of me.

And it was a reminder of where I was—a place that only usually existed for me in a hidden vault beneath my feet.

“I just wanted a closer look at your sword.”

“My sword?” He raised a brow. I ignored the mocking tone in his words as my scholarly curiosity won out over my fear and I took another step toward him, examining the knife.

“It’s beautiful,” I breathed.

“The dagger was made in the River Court,” he murmured, begrudgingly, as if he didn’t want to have this conversation at all. “The Salt guards don’t use these to protect the River Palace, so you might not have seen them.”

River Palace. Salt guards.

Each bit of our conversation gave me a clue to where I was and what world I had stepped into.

I didn’t understand half of what he was saying, or what palace he was talking about, but I wanted to know as much as I could. “Why do you use one, then?”

He gave a light quirk of lips. “Because I’m from here. They are not.”

I struggled to make sense of his words. “But you are hunting it . . . the halmasti. Are you protecting the palace too?”

His mouth tightened. “I’m not a guard. Just here to hunt the beast.”

The beast in question growled low, and we both swung our heads toward it. It had finally left the tree and had almost made it around the boulder. The fae turned to say something to me, but his gaze snagged on Queen Azari’s haath phool gleaming on my wrist.

His eyes darkened, his mouth going white with the press of his lips. I processed the shock, then anger, coming over him.

“Where did you get that?” His voice was low and urgent as he sheathed his blade an took a step toward me, his hand outstretched.

“It’s mine,” I answered, tucking my hand into the pocket of my skirt so that the haath phool disappeared from view.

“It isn’t yours,” he said with a growl. “It doesn’t belong to you in the slightest.” He reached for my arm, but at that moment the halmasti roared, the sound deafening in the forest.

The silver-haired fae didn’t even look its way, his gaze focused solely on me. His bright hair and dark eyes and skin contrasted with one another in a way that made him seem otherworldly, like a god, or demon, or something unnatural.

My breath caught in my chest, my heart hammering so loudly it nearly drowned out the sound of the beast roaring.

He was otherworldly, and I kept forgetting that.

I was not in my world, I was in the land of the fae. The peris, as they were once called.

And this man was not human.

“Give it to me.” His voice was as dangerous as the beast.

“No.” I wasn’t about to give up the one relic that had brought me across the River, not if I wanted a way to get back home.

He lunged for me, but at that moment the halmasti chose to do the same. We were so wrapped up in one another that we hadn’t seen how close it had gotten.

It leapt on us, barreling into our bodies and taking us to the ground. The fae landed on top of me and all the air left my lungs. He had one hand in the grass by my head, and the other pressed against the halmasti’s jaw, preventing it from coming closer.

It gnashed against his hand, and it seemed like sheer force of will alone kept the wolf from ripping his throat out.

“My blade,” he bit out, his eyes finding mine while he pushed the halmasti back. I was crushed beneath his weight and the halmasti’s and I could barely listen to what he was saying while the beast’s giant teeth were minutes away from sinking into me.

“What?” I shook my head. “What do you mean?”

“Pull out my knife. Give it to me and then slide out of my arms.” The words ground out of him, the beast pushing him further on top of me. His hand was now at the beast’s throat, his hips pressed to mine as he grunted with the force of holding it back.

I wasn’t sure how I could possibly slide out from underneath him, as pressed into the earth as I was, but as soon as I thought it, ropey green vines curled around me, sprouting from the ground, supporting his weight and easing him off me. I stared at the vines, which two seconds ago hadn’t been there at all. He grunted as the wolf lunged at us again, and the muscles in his shoulder strained.

“Hurry, I don’t have much more in me,” he said, his dark eyes finding mine.

I blinked and moved my hands as fast as I could, sliding the naga-headed dagger from the leather sheath at his waist and pulling the blade between our bodies, unsure of how to give it to him.

“Put it in my mouth,” he muttered, voice filled with strain.

“Your mouth. Right.”

I lifted the blade to his lips, watching them part as his teeth bit down on the blade. Then I followed his instructions and slid out from underneath him. It seemed like he was using all his strength to prop himself up, even with the curled vines that had mysteriously sprung up out of the ground underneath us, because the moment I slid out from under his body his arm gave way, and he collapsed to the ground.

I thought I was about to witness his throat being torn out, but instead he rolled the halmasti over, as if he were wrestling a bear, his knife in his teeth, holding the beast’s gnashing jaws at bay.

He must have been holding the giant wolf back solely to avoid crushing me.

I pulled myself back to my feet, looking around blindly for a weapon, wishing again that I had my cousin’s rifle. Not that I knew how to properly fire one, no matter how much my father had tried to teach me. What would I even do with a weapon? The only thing I could effectively stab someone with was a quill.

But still, I saw a sturdy tree branch and lifted it up from the forest floor, attempting to wield it like I’d held a sword all my life.

The giant wolf was still snapping its jaws, its large canines inches from the fae’s face. With my best impression of my cousin Safiyya, I lifted the tree branch and slammed it down on the halmasti’s jaw. It snapped at the bark, but that bought the fae time to snatch his dagger from his mouth and with an underhanded swing, gut the wolf with a vicious stab.

It yelped, the growling replaced by a low whimper.

Then, the beast swung its gaze to me, the violent red eyes blinking and focusing on me furiously before finally fluttering shut.

The fae male stood, soaked in thick black ichor, blood like I’d never seen before dripping from his chest. After everything I’d experienced here already, it was this that caused real fear to rise in my chest.

I’d been shot at, hunted, crossed a magical fae wall, rescued from the River, and thrown into a new world. And it was finally catching up to me.

How did I think I would survive here alone? Not to mention find an ancient treasure and bring down a magical wall that had been erected for a thousand years?

What had I done?

I must have made a sound because fae looked at me, face splattered in black blood, and his eyes as cold and hard as the dead halmasti he’d just killed.

I wanted to burst into tears.

Instead, I turned and ran blindly, threading through the forest and away from the two terrifying creatures I’d found in the dark.

Chapter 15

I’m sorry that all my letters have been nothing short of miserable. There’s still hope here too, if you look. The Red Jasmine Insurgence are assembling, beginning to fight back and organize against Salt. River has continued on as it always does, a curl of life sprouting from death. There’s always a chance we can come back. There’s always hope.

I hope you come back, too.

—Letter from Kiyan to his family, unsent.


Kiyan

I watched her run, her big dark eyes round with fear, her strange clothes wet and clinging to her, hair like a storm. Most humans were usually beat down after centuries of existing as a lifeless shade in service of Salt, but she didn’t seem like that.

I remember the last human I’d properly seen—when I’d been a boy fighting in the pits and running weapons to the rebels from Charvellan city.

The Court of Salt had a few humans they’d brought with them, but they were all at the palace, and at that point I was avoiding any connection to the royal family to prevent someone from recognizing me.

A human boy my age was bound by a bargain to a churail, and the witch kept him on a leash made of threads of wind she’d conjured. His eyes had been vacant and unseeing as he did her bidding. The peris of River were enslaved to the Salt Court, but I preferred having the ability to resist, even if I died for it.

If humans could be so easily enthralled and manipulated, they wouldn’t last long in Peristan.

I looked in the direction the girl ran, feeling the spark of her life in the forest. It was faint, but still there, the beat of her heart quick and afraid. She wouldn’t get far, not on foot and not in the Court of River. I should probably be more worried that she would get herself killed before I managed to find her again.

And I needed to find her, if only to figure out what she knew and how it was possible she had a long dead fae queen’s powerful haath phool on her wrist .

Queen Azari’s bracelet and hand chain had been missing for hundreds of years.

That hadn’t been expected.

As far as I knew, it had been lost to time. Where had she found it?

And could it lead me to the Queen’s crown?

I touched the key that lay against my chest, as if checking it was still there. It sat, undisturbed, beside the ring that was permanently threaded through the chain around my neck.

My fingers wrapped around my sister’s ring and I closed my eyes, letting emotion run through me. My siblings probably looked different after ten years, but I could remember the last time I saw them as if it was permanently burned into my brain.

It was indulgent—letting myself dwell in the memories of them. I only allowed myself small moments to think of them. Amani’s smile when she teased me. My mother ruffling my hair. Even my brother Taym punching me in the arm when I annoyed him.

I knew they were still alive—the beauty of my magic was that I was connected to every living thing in this Court. And even when a thing was cursed, that didn’t stop me from feeling their thread of life.

They were all still alive—and I clung to that.

I looked up, above the trees, above the palace, to where the shadow of the Mountain stood over us, looking the same as it always had, no inkling of the curse on it that had damned us all.

Soon.

Soon I would free them.

The halmasti I killed twitched at my feet, its body spasming. My gaze flickered back to it, as I felt its life sink into the earth and became part of the same threads we were all connected to—even my family, as damned as they were.

But its body wouldn’t go to waste. Not with the plans I had for it.

Already I could feel the gathering rot, the rigor setting in, the other end of the life cycle taking over to return the body to the earth. I was attuned to it now, and I wondered why I hadn’t noticed it much before.

Why hadn’t I been able to understand this power during a time when I could use my own magic to its full capacity, without resorting to this bastardized version I had now? Likely because I hadn’t needed to.

Why learn about death when I had the life thread of every living creature at my command?

My fingers curled inwards, that same latent rage building again, a swirling river held back by a roughly built dam. Now I didn’t even have a kernel of that power.

The halmasti had come dangerously close to tearing my throat out when my magic had guttered out, and it had humbled me. The plants I’d conjured had barely held me aloft from crushing the girl and being ravaged by the beast in return.

Before Salt came and sucked away our power, I could have stopped the heart of the beast in an instant.

I could have commanded the entire Salt army to freeze in their tracks.

I could have held Reza’s life in my hands and squeezed it out of him, feeding the plants and the earth every last drop of his Salt blood.

A rustling sounded in the trees behind me, and I raised my knife in preparation for what was about to come out of the forest. Another halmasti? A Salt soldier?

I had enough anger in me that I might have attacked no matter the consequences.

But it was neither. Instead, a hooded figure emerged, a rebellion member I recognized, even though it was odd for them to be in the middle of the palace woods at night.

“By the River, you look like shit.”

I relaxed as the hooded figure stepped closer to me and examined the halmasti dead on the ground, crouching down to lift its lifeless head.

“Not tired of killing peris, you have to kill wildlife now?”

I snorted. “Is a Salt Court halmasti what you would call ‘wildlife’?”

“You’re right, it might have been domesticated. I could probably have kept it as a pet.”

I laughed aloud at that, imagining this large beast housebound like a hearth peri. “Not likely.”

“Did you get what you wanted?” They gestured towards the River.

“And more so.” I nodded to the path the human girl had taken earlier, an idea forming. “But I need you to take care of something for me.”

* * *

I returned to the palace through the back entrance, not trusting that if I walked through the front courtyard I wouldn’t get stopped by General Faisal and a dozen soldiers wondering why I was covered in the black blood of an ancient creature from the Court of Salt.

At least one of the advantages of living back at the River Palace was that I could draw a bath whenever I wanted and scrub myself of blood.

It was necessary when one was constantly stained with it.

I lay back in the tub, lifting the key hanging from the chain at my neck and examining it properly for the first time.

I’d never seen the River do something like that—transfigure one object into another. The River had its own magic, and it could be unpredictable in its nature, but magic often needed to be commanded, conjured, controlled. I didn’t have power over the River—it wasn’t alive. But the water that had transformed the ring certainly seemed like it might be.

The ring was ancient peri, that much was true. Whether it was forged by dead Queen Azari, I had no idea. But the next step was going to be finding the door that this key unlocked, and though this was the first clue I’d had in years, I couldn’t begin to think where I’d look next.

The key was gold, like the ring had been, which wasn’t surprising considering the conductivity of magic in the Tashuna gold mostly used by the peris, and Queen Azari in particular. The bow of the key was elaborate and arching, vines curling above its shoulder. The inscription would be here somewhere, and I examined it closely in the firelight, searching for those ancient fae words I’d seen before when they were on the ring. Return me to the River.

At the top of the bow, there was an inscription, but it wasn’t the same one. My heart leapt to my throat, and I nearly dropped the key in the bath when I saw the new words.

Of course, the inscription would have changed with the River, just as the ring had. I’d been too distracted with the human and the halmasti to check. It was the same number of words, with a remarkably different meaning.

Take me to the mountains.

Chapter 16

Dear Amma,

I took your bangles out today to look at them in the sunlight. I can read your journals out in the open, as the Empress hasn’t banned reading books (yet). But since the Citadel has banned us owning jewelry, I’ve had to hide yours. Sometimes I loop them on my wrist and stroke them, pretending it’s your arm I’m touching.

—Letter from Yaseema Nazir to Mahira Nazir, written in Mahira Nazir’s journal


Yaseema

You don’t know what things lurk in the dark.

I ran until I couldn’t anymore, my feet pressing into the soft earth with such urgency I hadn’t bothered to take in the rest of my surroundings. Eventually the sun had completely set and I ended up in a small clearing, surrounded by wide trees with curling, twisted branches. I leaned against one and tilted my head up, looking again at the night sky.

The image of the fae male standing there, covered in black blood, ready to gut me next was burned into my mind. Though he had gone to great efforts to save me, I imagine that it was because of the near desperation I’d seen on his face when he saw the bracelet on my wrist.

I unclasped Queen Azari’s haath phool, unthreading the rings connected to it from my fingers, and put it in my satchel. The fae knew what it was, and I didn’t need any more attention than what I already had by being human.

He didn’t seem to react to my mother’s bangles, so I left those on my arm, glad to at least be able to wear those still.

My spectacles were sprayed with black ichor—splattered from when the fae had stabbed it—and I took them off to clean them with the sleeve of my blouse. My hair and clothes at least had begun to dry, and I combed my fingers through my untamable curls in an attempt to look more presentable. I may have been attacked by a wolf the size of a horse, but I didn’t have to look like it.

After a few more minutes of walking through the forest in a more measured pace, the trees thinned out and lights appeared in the distance. I expected a small settlement, but my breath froze in my chest when I saw the full extent of what was here.

Before me was a palace made of glass and vines and wrought gold. It was as if it rose from the very River itself.

It was an enormous building, with domed glass ceilings and golden spires reaching up toward the stars. Multiple waterfalls cascaded down the front of the palace, culminating in a stream that flowed toward the Basrol River through the forest. Alongside the waterfalls grew curling vines winding their way up golden towers with white flowers everywhere. The smell of them lit up the air, rich and sweet.

Jasmine.

I’d never seen a building that intertwined with water and nature yet still look so thoroughly like a palace.

The River Palace.

That was what the silver-haired fae had called it. It certainly was that.

The entrance to the River Palace was a glass bridge over a small moat that fed into the stream the waterfalls flowed into. Torches lit the area, and the glass sparkled like diamonds with the light of the flames. All along the perimeter of the palace, silent guards stood with long sabers—even though they didn’t look like they needed to use them given how big they were.

The guards themselves were almost as tall as the fae male I’d met in the forest, though they donned a shirt. They had silver-armored breastplates stamped with a crystal emblem and helmets that shielded their eyes from view.

I stopped short when I realized some of them even had tails.

As I stood in front of the palace, it occurred to me I didn’t have a plan. I thought that when I arrived in Peristan, I could use my magic to locate the crown, or at least any clues that might lead me to it. But now I wasn’t so sure I could use my magic out in the open. After seeing what the silver-haired fae could do, it didn’t seem safe to exhibit a type of magic that might be different from theirs. I certainly couldn’t conjure vines from the earth or make water flow from golden palaces. I chewed the inside of my lip, debating if I should attempt to speak to the guards.

Would they allow a human inside their walls? My fingers itched to use my magic, to give me the nudge I needed, the direction I had to go.

But I couldn’t risk them seeing me use it, not when I didn’t know what it would mean here. I needed access to archives or a library so that I could research Queen Azari’s crown and find out where it was.

According to my mother’s journal, whoever possessed her crown, could bring down the wall.

And if I could do that, I could bring life magic back to Astola and complete what my mother had tried to do ten years ago.

I could save my nani and cousin from execution by the Citadel.

I could give Astola the hope it needed.

My eyes fluttered closed, my resolve sharpened. I exhaled heavily and shored up my shoulders, walking toward the palace.

The one thing I knew was research, and my only chance at finding the crown was using the skills and clues at my disposal.

If I had access to where the fae kept their knowledge, I could find anything.

My magic could help me source anything as long as I had the right clues. And I could feel it clamoring to get out of me, even now.

And what other choice did I have? I couldn’t really live in the woods, not with monsters like the halmasti lurking about. And certainly not when there were fae like the silver-haired one who seemed just as vicious.

The glass bridge was busy with fae moving in and out of the palace, some with carts and large cloth shopping bags, others with nothing on them at all—not even clothing. In hindsight, the shirtless male fae in the forest wasn’t that bad. Most of the fae looked like humans—just taller and bigger, with pointy ears.

As I approached the entrance of the River Palace, a hooded figure bumped into me and sent me sprawling in front of the guards. A murmured “sorry” was all I heard before the figure melted into the crowds in front of the palace.

I stared after them, then checked that my mother’s bangles were still on my wrist. I breathed a sigh of relief when I felt their firm weight.

Rolling to my feet, I continued walking to the front gate. As I did so, two guards crossed their enormous spears, barring me from entry.

“State your business,” one of them growled.

I was close, but I still couldn’t see their faces for their silver helmets.

Their tails I could see in great detail, however, and they were slightly bushy, like a mongoose’s. I looked away from the tail flicking back and forth in my general direction so I didn’t stare too long and look suspicious. The guards waited expectantly.

But before I could speak, a female fae in front of me tripped and fell into the dirt, the bundle of whatever she was carrying spilling to the ground.

“Are you all right?” I crouched down and helped her gather her brown paper parcels. They weren’t heavy, and I glanced inside them to discover they were filled with herbs. Coriander, mustard leaves, mint, and fenugreek all poked out of one large packet.

“Are you headed to the kitchens?” I asked quietly, an idea forming. I tamped down my excitement and tried to keep a neutral face.

“Yes—thank you for your help.” She scooped up a bundle of mint leaves that had rolled into the dirt and dusted them off. “I was supposed to put these in the larder earlier when I got back from the bazaar, but I forgot them in the cart.”

I stood with her and offered her a friendly smile.

“I haven’t seen you at the palace before.” Her eyes seemed to take in my bedraggled appearance, lingering on my spectacles and then the tops of my ears. “You’re human.”

She said it as if I might not know that fact, and angled her head, staring at me.

I cleared my throat. “Yes. I’m new at the palace.”

My hands attempted to smooth out my wrinkled skirt, which had so far been through a river, a magical border wall, attacked by a giant wolf and sat on by a seven-foot-tall shirtless fae warrior. I grimaced at the state of my appearance and hastily patted down my unkempt hair and pushed my spectacles up. “I had a long journey traveling here, but I’m working in the kitchens too.” I swallowed the lie, looking back at her unblinking. At the Citadel there was always a turnover of staff in the kitchens, with new hires coming in every week. It was grueling work, and most of all, it was usually easy to disappear into a job like that.

“Are you the new scullery girl? For the feast?” The fae girl’s face lit up. She reminded me of Safiyya, but without my cousin’s constant scowl.

She seemed confident and sweet, with glossy dark skin and hair that was stick straight and fell past her shoulders.

“Yes.” I answered without pause.

She turned and addressed the guards with practiced ease. “She’s with me in the kitchens.”

Then she swept through the entrance with her parcels and I followed her through the palace gates without glancing at the guards armor-clad guards.

The courtyard past the gates was busier than outside the castle, with a small bazaar set up selling wares and people bustling around . I’d seen no cars or trucks here yet, nor guns. Perhaps they had other methods of transport and weaponry and they just didn’t need them.

Or maybe the wall they erected also shut out human technology.

“I’m Ramishah,” said the girl, and I realized she was chatting to me as I was staring at the inside of the palace courtyard. “Feel free to call me Mishah.”

Though she was shorter than the other fae, she walked so swiftly through the courtyard that I had to scramble to keep up with her.

Her thick hair shimmered behind her and she had the same unnatural air that the male in the forest did. I wondered if this is what all peris looked like—endlessly beautiful and graceful. I tried to check for a tail but didn’t see anything poking out from her tan robes.

“Yaseema,” I replied as I hurried alongside her. I didn’t see any point in using a made-up name here. It’s not as if they would know me, and I didn’t think I’d be so good at pretending that I would remember to answer to another name.

“What part of River are you from?” she asked, rearranging the packages and taking a discreet look at my skirt and waistcoat, as if she couldn’t imagine where I would be from wearing the clothes I was.

I had no idea how to answer her. I knew nothing about Peristan’s geography.

“I lived with a fae family not far from here,” I said noncommittally, hoping that was enough to satisfy her curiousity. “Where are you from?”

“Herabad. Close to the low mountains.”

I nodded and filed the information away: Herabad. Mountains.

We were weaving through the halls of the palace now, and I was struggling to process everything. Tapestries depicting great battles I’d never heard of or seen lined the walls, and creatures ran past us with either tails or horns or both. One person who definitely looked like she was half human, half snow leopard, swished past us with a look of disdain at Ramishah.

Ramishah caught me staring and laughed.

“I reacted as you did when I saw some of the peris from other courts for the first time.”

I looked at her with surprise, mostly because I didn’t realize she wouldn’t be exposed to all this where she came from.

She met my eyes and nodded. “I know, even in the mountains! But I’m from a sheltered village. It was very important for my family when I came to the palace. My family needed the work.” She glanced at me as if she wanted to say, you look like you need it too.

I obliged and inclined my head. I knew I looked half starved, splattered with halmasti blood and dragged through the mud, my hair not even fit for a bird’s nest. “Things have been tough,” I said, and realized that it was not a lie.

They had been. My family was starving, my people executed for daring to want better for their children. Tough was an understatement. But I didn’t want to remark on the near starvation, considering that food seemed to be abundant here.

She was nodding in any case and so I figured general comments were safe. “It’s been hard all over River since the Salt Court takeover. And now, with the rebels attacking more frequently, they’ve put blockades up on supply routes, looted the Viceroy’s caravans, and even tried to attack the palace.” She lowered her voice,“They say it was them responsible for that horrible attack today that killed two guards.”

I frowned at each new piece of information, wondering if the halmasti in the woods was the attack she was talking about. Had that creature killed two guards? I thought of the fae from the woods.

I’m not a guard, just here to hunt the beast.

He had saved my life, but I wasn’t sure that qualified him yet as someone whose words I could trust.

We finally reached the kitchens, which I could tell from the smell. The scent of fresh grilled bread, heady spices, and even a large pot of chai bubbled over on the stove top when we reached it.

“Eh! Mishah, the chai!” a stern older woman shouted at the girl beside me, and Mishah rushed over to the pot. She stirred the chai frantically, some liquid sloshing over the side. Then she added some cardamom pods and mint leaves to the tea from the stash we’d brought.

The older fae woman turned her gaze to me.

“Who are you?” She planted her hands on her hips and reminded me so much of Nani I nearly laughed. But my humor faded to a dull ache when I remembered the last time I’d seen her—afraid, wild-eyed and with Citadel guns pointed at her.

I was in the land of peris now, and I couldn’t forget why and what it had cost me.

“This is Yaseema, Zafreen. She’s here for the scullery position.” Mishah continued stirring the chai, not looking up.

“Thank the River,” Zafreen huffed out a breath. “We need extra hands here.” She gave me a stern look as she examined me. “Never had a human work in the kitchens before, but I suppose you’re as good as a River peri since we’ve barely got magic anymore anyway. Can you start tonight?”

My shoulder still ached from earlier, I was pretty sure I looked disgusting, and I had no idea what anyone did in a scullery, especially in a fae kitchen, but none of that mattered.

If I wanted information, if I wanted to find clues to the Queen’s crown, the palace seemed like the best place to get it.

“Yes. I can start tonight.”

Zafreen had me scrubbing the tables and cleaning out pots until my fingers were raw.

Finally, Mishah showed me to my room, which was a shared bunk next to hers. I was glad of it, because I could likely get more information about the peris from her.

I peeled off my filthy clothes, still damp from the river water, and washed the mud and halmasti blood off my skin with a bowl of cold water. It felt good to finally scrub off the dirt on my face, and Mishah had a fresh nightshirt and smock laid out for me.

“Thank you,” I said with a sigh as I slipped it over my head. It was scratchy, but it was clean, and that feeling was worth everything.

If my plan was to subtly interrogate Ramishah about Peristan and the Court of River while we lay in our beds, But I failed, because as soon as my head hit the pillow and I closed my eyes against the longest day of my life, the world went dark.

Chapter 17

The other River orphans and I fight in the pits in Charvellan—the only way we can earn money to survive.

And when my hands are dark with Salt blood, all I can think about is the way they murdered Baba, and the blood that poured from him, staining the forest floor.

And all I know is that one day the earth will be red with theirs.

—Letter from Kiyan to his family, unsent


Kiyan

Take me to the mountains.

I studied the key in the morning light, the inscription repeating itself in my mind. There were two major mountain ranges in River, and I could only hope this message meant one of them and not mountains from another Court.

Especially not the crystal mountains in the Court of Salt, which I had no desire to ever visit.

I looked out my office window at the tall mountain in the distance, the one I looked at several times a day that housed the Golden Palace I hadn’t been able to enter in over ten years.

Tirich Mir. King of Darkness. The mountain’s name rang through my mind, sitting in my chest, as familiar as the steady thump of my heartbeat.

Take me to the mountains.

Though I didn’t know what lock this key opened, there was another way I could find out more about it.

A churail gave it to me.

I closed my eyes and remembered the desperation on the boy’s face, his eyes haunted—already hollowed out by the Salt Court.

And I had killed him.

Even if my hand was puppeted by another, it had been my thorn that pierced his heart.

My eyes burned at the memory of his slight weight in my arms.

A witch had given them the ring and had told them who I really was. The witches of River had mostly fled our court when Salt had taken over.

But I knew there was one still in Charvellan City.

I walked across the glass bridge from the River Palace toward the city, which hugged the stretch of riverbank to the north. The bustling bazaar stretched down the center of the street, filled with vendors and those shopping for wares.

It was market day, which meant I’d be more likely to find the churail, if she was selling her bargains and spells.

I tried to make myself as inconspicuous as possible, but it was less feasible than I wanted after working for a murderous dictator.

When I walked toward a peri with blue braided hair and polished gold skin, she hastily closed up shop, lowering the curtain around her stall, not meeting my eyes.

I winced, remembering my days running barefoot through the bazaar, stealing food where I could and hiding behind the hag stalls to avoid getting caught by the Salt soldiers.

Now I wore the same blue coat, with the silver three-pointed crystal emblazoned on the shoulder that they did.

I was now the thing I despised.

But that was what I wanted, wasn’t it? To be one of them, to have their trust, to make them think I was on their side, so much that I had become shunned by everyone else.

Until I could finally take back what was ours.

Hiding was not something that came naturally to me, and yet I’d had to do it most of my life.

I nodded to Salt soldiers as I passed them, stopping to talk briefly about rebel activity, asking if they’d noticed anything. It had been a while since my guards had patrolled the bazaar of Charvellan, and if word got back to General Faisal or the Viceroy about my presence here, I wanted it to be as innocuous as possible.

And then I saw something I wasn’t expecting—the human girl was at the bazaar with a peri named Ramishah who worked in the kitchens at the River Palace. They walked away from the stall of a night hag after buying a bushel of vegetables. Ramishah was talking animatedly, and the human nodded alongside her.

The human’s wild hair was braided today in a thick plait over her shoulder, and for some reason my fingers itched to unravel it, to see the untamed strands run free, looking like the storm of curls I’d first seen.

I glanced at her hands to check if she was wearing the haath phool, but the only jewelry she had on were two thick bangles on one wrist. They weren’t ornate like the Queen’s jewelry but still looked simple and elegant on her arm.

Not for the first time did I wonder what she was doing in the River Court. An unknown human, wearing ancient fae magic? She must have been a spy from another court—that was the only explanation I could think of.

In any case, I shouldn’t be imagining running my hands through her hair.

My hand pressed the key under my tunic, the metal biting into my skin alongside my sister’s ring. A reminder that I had bigger things to concern myself with than an intriguing human girl.

But despite that, I continued to follow the human and Ramishah through the market.

They stopped at another stall, this time a potion conjurer who had several jashtan heads hanging from the edge of her stall, the shrunken pixie skulls warning away anyone who would cheat her.

I watched them from a distance, hanging back by a River peri who sold Tashuna gold amulets which apparently provided protection against curses.

I caught snatches of their conversation, with the girl peppering the interaction with various questions of how the potion conjurer brewed her concoctions.

“This one will turn your enemy into a mongoose,” Ramishah pronounced, holding the dark green vial up into the sunlight.

“What an odd punishment. I’d rather my enemy not have the power to rip my throat out with spiny teeth, thanks,” the human responded with a shudder.

I laughed in spite of myself, thinking that is exactly what General Faisal would try and do if I turned him into a mongoose.

“Spying on females at the market, now, brother? I thought your job was hunting down members of the Red Jasmine.”

My dagger slid into my palm, the blade ready before I could exhale, ready before I could even think.

But as I pressed it to my would-be attacker’s throat, I let out a rough exhale.

“Damn it, Tal.” I sheathed my blade.

Talal grinned from ear to ear as I put away my knife, looking me up and down. He hadn’t changed since I’d last seen him—his black hair falling in thick waves over his bronze-colored eyes that were lit with an amused light, his casual gray tunic hiding the fighter’s physique he’d kept since our days fighting giants and Salt soldiers in the pit.

It had grown quiet around us, with many peris from the market dispersing as soon as I had pulled my weapon, not wanting to be caught in the crossfire between a Salt soldier and a rebel.

As a result, we were now alone in a darkened lane behind the bazaar stalls.

“What are you doing here, Talal?”

Tal tilted his head, an amused expression on his face. But I knew him better. Behind his jokes and smiles, he’d gut me in a dark alley without hesitation if he needed to.

Even if he was my best friend.

“As far as I know, I should be able to come and go as I please. The Court of Salt hasn’t issued an edict limiting our movements yet.”

“There’s still time,” I muttered, knowing that Reza wasn’t above anything.

“What are you looking at?” He leaned over, trying to catch sight of the two females I’d been watching. He frowned. “Who is the human with the pieces of cracked glass on her face?”

“I don’t know,” I said, trying not to look over at her. It wasn’t quite a lie, I didn’t know who she was, not really. I didn’t know why I didn’t want to volunteer information about her, but something inside me recoiled at the thought of him targeting her.

The girls stopped at another stall, this time a butcher’s shop, choosing cuts of meat for the palace kitchens.

Thank the River that market stall didn’t have shriveled pixie heads hanging outside it. I didn’t think I could stomach a pixie-head stew, which was saying something given the meals the Salt Court had introduced to our kitchens. If I had to eat one more dinner of salted river crocodile, I might go back to growing my meals by magic in the gardens at night.

“The human is working at the palace now,” I finally said I didn’t tell him about Queen Azari’s haath phool I’d seen gracing her wrist. “She might be from another court, but I don’t know who sent her.”

“A spy?”

“That seems the most likely explanation.”

Talal snorted. “About time the other Courts got their heads out of their arses and came to see what’s going on here. I’m surprised the Court of Vultures hasn’t directly attacked Salt for breaching the accords.”

“They’re too busy dealing with the Cold Desert to give a damn about us.” I rubbed my chin, thinking of the amount of times I’d asked the other courts for help, only to be met with silence. “I wrote to my cousin once, but he never answered me.”

I smiled grimly, remembering when I’d so naively thought the other courts would come to our aid when Salt had invaded. But even my own family members in the Court of Vultures hadn’t answered me.

“They should give a damn, Salt will come for them next.”

“If Salt still has the power of King Rusul’s crown, the other courts won’t raise a hand against them.” I shrugged. “At least not until they’re provoked.”

Tal grinned, but his smile was dark and haunted, as if he, too, was reminded of things he’d hoped for. “It’ll only be a matter of time before Salt does the provoking, then.”

He nodded toward the human. “Well I can confirm she isn’t working with the rebels.”

“I understood that much, Tal,” I said drily.

“And you’re here to what? Skulk about the bazaar by the fish stalls and stare at human girls shopping for dinner?” He sniffed, making a face at the strong smell of miniature river dragons encased in the glass beside us, the green-gold nihangs watching us with their luminous eyes. “You’ll certainly attract the human with that smell.”

I crossed my arms over my chest, my mouth pulling into a scowl. “I’m not trying to attract anyone.”

“That’s clear. What are you doing here, then?”

I gave an exaggerated sigh.

I didn’t want to get Talal involved, but he might actually prove useful for this problem. He knew everyone in River and had a much better way to get information than I did—because the rest of the River Court actually liked him.

“I’m looking for a churail,” I said finally, with a resigned breath.

His eyebrows shot to his hairline. “Looking to curse someone? Not sure that will work on Reza, given his method of protection.” He tapped his chest in reference to the crown the Viceroy possessed, the one the Viceroy had melted into his damned skin so it couldn’t be removed. I clenched my fists tighter. The River knew I wished the Viceroy didn’t have such control over us.

“And,” he continued, “there aren’t many witches left in River.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “When we fought in the pit together,” I said, referencing the fighting rings we’d grown up in, where we’d first tasted Salt soldier blood, and where we’d first planned to overthrow the authoritarian regime imposed by the Court of Salt, “there was a churail that Zafar would visit to prepare healing potions for him.”

“Taking lessons from Zafar now? Didn’t he get his insides sucked out by a Salt soldier in the pit? The potions he got from the churail can’t have helped very much.”

I rolled my eyes and kicked a stone at him.

“Regardless, I went with Zafar a few times to visit her. I’d hoped to see her at the bazaar today. She had strange eyes—black but like hot, glowing coals. And hair that reminded me of snakes.” I shuddered, remembering the wiry strings of her ever-moving mane coiling around her neck.

Talal smiled bright and wide, as if remembering a childhood dessert. “You mean Baghisha.”

* * *

Talal accompanied me to the edge of the city, away from the River, as we headed toward Baghisha’s hut on the other side of the woods.

It was a small house, with a smoking chimney, clay-packed walls, and a wild garden that grew in front of it, nearly obscuring the entrance of her house entirely. I stroked the stalk of a bitter apple plant, calling forth my magic and using it to give encouragement to the roots. It shot from the ground, growing riotously as it curled over the path and around the gate.

“Show-off,” muttered Talal, whose own magic was more concentrated with the thread of life in the earth itself, moving dirt and rocks and riverbeds.

I smirked at him as we went around the corner and up toward the door, knocking rapidly on the rotted wood.

There was no response, but the door opened a fraction as if it had been left ajar.

Talal and I cast a wary glance at one another before unsheathing our swords and slipping inside the witch’s cottage.

It was dark, with a smell that reminded me of wild garlic plants and an earthy bed of straw mushrooms.

“Baghisha?” I called out, uncertain if there was even anyone living here. The house felt cold, dark, and dead.

“So, the Prince who would return has decided to pay me a visit,” a rough voice came from the gloom.

I jerked backward, stepping on Tal’s foot as I did so. He bit off a curse and bashed into the door behind us.

“I thought you two were meant to be warriors? You haven’t changed from the long-limbed, filthy boys that used to come here.”

Baghisha stepped into the light of the doorway, her long snake-hair coiling around her head and moving like an ever-present nest of serpents. Her face was still youthful, looking no older than Tal or me, even though she’d been alive for much, much longer.

But her voice held that gravelly husk that spoke of age and wisdom and the regret of lost years.

“Baghisha,” Tal said smoothly, recovering from our inept entrance quicker than I. “We missed you.”

She harrumphed, but I was struck but how much she had changed from what I remembered. She still looked young, but lines around her eyes had begun to appear, and her skin was sallow. Her once-black hair was shot with gray, her blazing eyes dimmer.

She was ancient—I had no idea how old she was, but I knew the churails in River had been here for centuries though most of them left during the takeover.

We stepped farther into her hut and lamps along the walls illuminated the dark room.

Where it had once felt abandoned, the atmosphere switched like night into day. A fire blazed at the hearth, and several gharial jaws hung from the mantel, picked clean of their meat, the long, spiny teeth of the river crocodiles blackened with the smoke from the flames.

Jars filled with pixie heads and river slime sat on various shelves, and a very broken-in maroon-colored divan sat in the main room, covered in strands of Baghisha’s black-gray hair that still moved on their own like worms.

“Just as I remembered,” Tal said brightly before striding over to the divan and making himself comfortable, not looking twice at the writhing hairs on the cushions. “I feel right at home.”

I ignored Tal and turned towards Baghisha, not wanting to waste any time on pleasantries.

“Did you give a ring to two boys and tell them to come find me?” I narrowed my eyes, not forgetting she had called me a prince when I’d first walked in. There was no point in dancing around it.

She met my gaze solemnly, her coal eyes burning. “I did. Where are the little scamps?”

“Dead,” I returned, almost a snarl, remembering again the weight of their bodies, the whiteness of their hands when I’d stabbed them through the heart.

Tal stood at the tone of my voice, and the snap of his blade pulling free from its sheath sang through the room, though I didn’t glance in his direction.

The witch’s gaze didn’t change. “You killed them, then?”

“You didn’t give me a choice.”

“My boy, there are always choices. Resistance is an exercise in choices. Revolt? Hide? Protect? Live?” She took a step toward me, a vicious smile curling her lips. “We are, all of us, making choices to ensure the survival of our world.”

“And what was this?” I pulled the key from underneath my coat, the gleaming, ornate gold object incongruent with the muted colors of the room. “Why send them to me?”

“To see what sort of choice you would make, Prince.”

My eyes flickered to Tal then, but his face was blank, looking between me and Baghisha. He knew who I was, who my family was, of course. Most of the higher-ranking rebels in the Red Jasmine knew my real identity—it was the basis for forming the insurgence—to get the Court to rally behind a leader and free River from the brutal rule of Salt. But while we were organized rebels, we still couldn’t fight Salt when they had magic protections preventing us from doing so.

“And did I make the right one?”

“It looks like you took the ring to the River, so I have to assume you did.”

“The key is for a door in River then? Is it a way to get into Tirich Mir?” I took a step toward her, excitement rising in my chest.

But the light in her eyes dulled, and she shook her head. “No, young Prince, it is not a way to break the curse on the Golden Palace.”

“You need to stop calling him that,” growled Tal. “If you don’t want Salt overhearing you and executing Kiyan at dawn for his royal blood.”

“Easy, Tal.” I held up a hand before swinging my gaze back to Baghisha. “What is the key for, then? Why risk giving it to me?”

“You don’t recognize the jasmine flower at the top? You modeled your entire revolution after her.”

“Queen Azari,” breathed Talal, his tone filled with reverence at the mention of the long-dead fae Queen responsible for erecting the wall next to the human lands and protecting all of Peristan from the darkness spreading to us. I’d been thinking about her much more than usual after seeing her lost haath phool on the hand of that human girl.

Queen Azari was also the peri Queen responsible for the curse on Tirich Mir, trapping the royal family in the Golden Palace with no way out. Given that, I had mixed feelings about her, despite the esteem the River Court held her in.

“It’s the key to Queen Azari’s vault?” I folded my arms across my chest. “Where is it?”

Scholars across all peri courts had been looking for her vault for years.

Reza and the Salt Court had been looking for her vault for years.

It was the place where she hid her most powerful object—the crown she’d imbued with her immense magic. Something that would potentially flip the balance of power.

“That I can’t help you with.”

The witch’s eyes slid away from mine, and I snorted, incredulous.

“You give me a key to a vault I can’t find. Promised a power we won’t ever have. And you sentence two boys to death. For what? To play a game?” I turned away from her, disgusted. “You stayed in River, when the other churails left us. Maybe you should have left too.”

“I am part of this land, just as you are,” she whispered. “I’ve made mistakes here just like you. And I am trying to repent for those mistakes. Your magic is rooted in the earth of this Court. The River flows through your veins. You can stop this. You can find the vault and take the relic created by Azari to free River. I know you can.”

“The peris in River are living in a nightmare, and we can’t depend on finding a power that has been lost for centuries. We need to do something now.”

I strode toward the door, with Talal close behind me.

Baghisha stood in her little hut, her glowing eyes following me out. She looked as though she wanted to say something more, but didn’t have the words.

Finally, I heard her soft whispers on the wind as I closed the door.

“I tried.”

Chapter 18

I can’t imagine that my life is anything like you’d envisioned it would be. Instead of palace meals, I’m eating eggplant grown in the darkness and hastily consumed under moonlight. Instead of romances, dances, and courtly intrigue, I’m fighting Salt soldiers in the pit for money. Instead of you, I have other children without families, the ones that thieve from hags and ghouls before their hands are cursed off.

Instead of family, I’m alone.

—Letter from Kiyan to his family, unsent


Kiyan

I didn’t go back to the bazaar after speaking to Baghisha, returning instead to the palace.

If I could find the Queen’s vault, then there might be a chance we could overthrow the Salt Court—maybe without loss of life from River. I was still frustrated that my visit to Baghisha had come to nothing, and she hadn’t seemed to care that she had sent two boys from River to their deaths.

But at least I knew this key was for the Queen’s vault.

Now, I just had to find it.

I saw the human girl again the next day, following Ramishah around the palace. This time she wore palace servant clothes consisting of dark blue linen trousers and a tunic with the Salt crystal emblem on the sleeve. I watched her from afar, and just like at the bazaar, she no longer wore Queen Azari’s bracelet.

Which meant she’d hidden it somewhere.

I slipped into the bedroom she shared with Mishah and saw the satchel she had carried with her.

I rifled through it but didn’t find the haath phool.

Instead, I pulled out a small journal wrapped in wax-coated parchment. It was a brown leatherbound journal, and I flipped it open to the first page.

For Yaseema, I hope this helps you find who you are.

—Amma


I frowned, seeing the peri language of the River Court scrawled at the bottom of the page, a separate message.

Don’t try to find me.


It was odd to see my language in a human’s journal, especially when the rest of the book seemed to be song lyrics and folk rhymes repeated by humans to warn each other of the dangers of the peris.

I raised my eyebrows at reading the intricate tortures we apparently subjected humans to. I hadn’t thought about a human in a very long time, and this book made it sound like we had once hunted them.

What an easy thing to hunt.

There was a large section of letters between different people that I skimmed through, but much of it related to human affairs that I didn’t understand.

I closed it, wrapped it back up, and slid it into the satchel, placing everything back the way I found it.

I didn’t know yet how this girl—Yaseema, if the dedication on the notebook was to her—fit into everything yet or how she had one of the ancient Queen’s pieces of jewelry, but I was going to find out.

* * *

“You’re needed, dog.”

I bared my teeth at Faisal, acting like the name he’d given me.

“Another rebel for me to put down for you? I told you; I am the one tasked with finding them—you should go back to your job at the front, leave the fighting in River to me.”

I returned to my desk, pretending to study the map of the lower mountains, where I knew it was rumored the Red Jasmine camp was.

But Faisal stayed in my office, his heavily perfumed scent filling the doorway.

My nose wrinkled. “What do you want, General?”

“There are rebel spies in this palace.”

“Not this again.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “They aren’t able to get in and out without alerting me. I know everyone in this palace.”

“And you’ve interrogated everyone? Even in the kitchens?”

I blinked up at him, tilting my head. “By interrogate, you mean torture.”

He slammed his fists down on my desk. “I’ll be informing the Viceroy how little you actually care about the rebels who successfully took down two Salt guards last week, with a magic we’ve never seen before.”

I stood from my chair with a calm I didn’t feel, knowing that Faisal would step back once I towered over him.

“Careful. The rebels haven’t infiltrated the palace before, and the first time they do, you and your soldiers being here are the only difference. I would be hesitant to explain to Reza how there’s a rat in our ranks when you are among them.”

“Careful yourself, boy,” he growled, though the fear he meant to invoke was dimmed by the wariness that had entered his eyes. “I have the allegiance of Salt on my side. You are River scum who will be snuffed out at the slightest opportunity. Don’t make the mistake of thinking yourself important.”

“You don’t make the mistake of thinking you know this Court better than I.” My palm pressed to my chest, a humorless smile lifting my lips. “My blood runs through River. I am this land. There’s nowhere the rebels can hide from me. Soon I will snuff them out, and you’ll be eating your words.”

“Not soon enough.”

He stormed out of my office, and I stared at the door he slammed behind him. Rubbing my eyes, I leaned against the window looking out over the forests of the River Court.

I am this land.

He didn’t know how true that was.

But still, my distraction with Baghisha’s key had sped up the timeline. If I didn’t have something for Reza soon, the Viceroy would come down hard on the Court.

I was still no closer to finding a way to bring our magic back, or a plan to fight Reza when we couldn’t raise a hand against him. Anger flooded my veins, and thick green vines with heavy thorns curled against the windowpane. I moved from the window and out into the hall, thoughts of the general’s words in my head.

You’ve interrogated everyone? Even in the kitchens?

I didn’t find anything when I’d looked through her bag, but perhaps it was time I questioned the little human who had found her way into the kitchens. She certainly didn’t seem like a dangerous spy—she seemed less trained in physical combat than a forest fawn.

But she was hiding something, and if she had Queen Azari’s bracelet, she potentially had a way to find the Queen’s vault.

I strode through the palace toward the kitchens, not relishing the conversation I was about to have with her. When I was almost there, the human in question stepped out from the kitchens and into the corridor. I stepped back in the shadows, observing her.

“Are you done, Yaseema?”

“Yes, Zafreen asked me to fill another bucket.”

She walked by me in the hall carrying a large tin bucket. Her footsteps were unhurried, and she didn’t even glance my way when she passed. She was back in her human clothes again today, her long skirt hugging the curves of her hips and drawn in tightly at the waist, the white blouse contrasting with her dark hair which she’d braided again. A moment later she put the bucket down, empty, and swept her gaze back and forth down the darkened hallway.

She wouldn’t have seen me—from what little I knew about humans, they didn’t have great eyesight in the dark. Though I wasn’t sure what that golden jewelry on her face did for her vision, as she seemed to require them for sight. She seemed in a rush to get somewhere else.

The girl strode down the hall heading to the west side of the palace. I stayed in the shadows while following her, my curiosity pulling me behind her more than anything. Where could she be possibly going in the palace?

I’d searched every inch of this building myself, and there was nothing she could possibly want.

When she reached the east wing, she ducked into a room—a small library barely ever used—leaving the door ajar. The hallway was cast in darkness until a strange golden light emitted from the room, casting an eerie glow to where I was standing.

I pushed the door open slightly and nearly stumbled back in shock. Bright threads, like golden chains, curled around the air. It was as if my vines had flooded the library, lit up from within with magic—like a golden web that covered the entire room.

It wasn’t possible that it came from her.

And yet, there in the center, the threads of yellow light pouring out of her like a river, stood the girl.

Yaseema.

They curled around her dark hair, kissed the curves of her hips, and stroked her legs. If I didn’t know better, I would say they were alive. They were like Baghisha’s hair, like the current of the River, like the vines that I called to me.

They were magic.

“Anything here? Keep looking.” She muttered the words, unaware that I watched her.

This girl was no human.

As far as I knew, humans didn’t have magic of any sort. Some had even worshipped peris, building temples in our honor, awed by the power we possessed.

But this girl had magic flooding from her fingertips.

It wasn’t like any power I’d seen, not in all the peri courts. Certainly not from the Court of Salt, where their power sucked out and drained life, mimicking the power of others, growing poison and stealing language instead of bringing life.

But this girl talked to her magic, followed it, studied it as it whipped around the stacks of books. One by one the threads of her power began to disappear, as she looked at various manuscripts and parchment scrolls in the library. I stayed in the shadows, watching as the light in the room slowly winked out.

When the last golden wisp of her magic faded, the final glow of gold highlighted a tear streaking down her cheek. I stepped back fully into the hallway, not wanting to listen to her sobs as I headed back to my office.

She was looking for something, was so desperate to find it that she wept when she didn’t.

And the more I watched her with her magic, and listened to the words she spoke, I realized what it was her magic did.

It helped her find things.

If she had the power to locate lost objects, that would explain how she wore the Queen’s bracelet when I’d first seen her. And if she could find hidden objects, she was much more useful than I’d ever imagined.

Chapter 19

I’m worried for Yaseema. And I’m worried for you. Every time they string up another rebel in the square, I cannot bear to look. Sometimes they make us march past them, and though I don’t raise my head, their bodies dangle in the wind, their bloodied legs the only glimpses of the people they once were.

Sometimes I worry that it’s your feet I see.

—Excerpt from correspondence from Mahira Nazir to Zimran Nazir, contained in Mahira Nazir’s journal


Yaseema

The next few days were the same—me doing whatever chores Zafreen gave me, and not finding much time to search the palace for any clues to the Queen’s lost crown. I’d searched for the jasmine flower, any mention of Azari or the ancient fae, maps, books, archives, anything that would give me a clue to where it would be.

Ramishah gave me more information about the peris and every new thing she unwittingly revealed made me increasingly aware of how foreign this all was to me.

For one, they never seemed to refer to themselves as fae, and I realized it was because that was a name humans, and more specifically the Empire had given them. My mother’s journal gave clues to how brutal the fae were, but the soldiers from the other Court—the Court of Salt—seemed similar to the soldiers from the Citadel in their cruelty.

I guess invading powers were the same, no matter what world I was in.

From what I gathered from Mishah, there were six fae Courts, and the Court of Salt to the west had found a magic that had allowed them to invade the Court of River and take over. One of their high ranking leaders was now living in the Court of River and had called himself the “Viceroy”. He was the one who wielded a type of magic that had limited all the power of the Court of River so they couldn’t properly fight against him.

The magic here was the thing that most interested me, especially given that I had only ever known my own. Mishah talking about ancient fae King’s crown that had stolen the power from the Court of River reminded me of what the Empress had done to Astola in the human world—draining our life magic so that we weakened with every fae object she unearthed.

And here they used their powers openly, as part of their everyday life.

I nearly jumped out of my skin when Mishah lit a fire with just her hands, the flames sparking out of her fingertips like a gas lamp.

And if that was with their limited power, I couldn’t imagine what could be done if they were at full capacity.

Then I began seeing magic everywhere—almost everyone in the court practiced small pieces of it on a daily basis.

In the human world I had barely tried to practice my magic, so that I wouldn’t be used to find all the relics the Citadel couldn’t. Even when I was hunting the fae relics to steal them from the Citadel, my mother’s words haunted me every time I did.

Don’t let them use you.

Could I access my magic easily here? Would anyone say anything about it? Still I hesitated, because my power seemed so different from the peris’. It even looked different for a start—emitting a gold light and having a physical manifestation, unlike the peris in the Court of River.

When I did use it here, I did so in secret, but it still felt freeing as I walked through the halls of the palace, letting it pool in my fingertips, going through each library, archive and office one by one.

Mishah and I worked long hours in the kitchen—she helping the cook prepare the feast and I doing every single grunt job they could give me.

My mouth watered at the heady smells of saffron, cumin, and chilis—the food here was similar to what we would make in Astola—if we ever had food, thanks to severe rations we were given—but the flavors were magnified. It could have also been that I hadn’t eaten properly for years, so the abundance of the food even in the servants’ quarters was novel to me. Every night there was fresh fruit, firm cheese simmered in spicy broth, and fragrant rice that was layered with spices and baked meat—it was more food than I could comprehend.

They certainly didn’t have a problem with growing crops or feeding animals here, which only reinforced that it was the Empire that had caused the famine.

Mishah talked as she worked and didn’t seem to mind my silence or the fact that I wasn’t really giving away anything concrete about my own background.

She also didn’t seem bothered by the fact that I was human. Other peris did, however, and I felt their eyes following me as I made my way through the palace every day. A Salt soldier had even cornered me on my way back to my room, attempting some sort of magic that was meant to control me. I felt a pulse of cool power inside my blood when he’d done it, and, strangely, coming from my mother’s bangles that graced my wrists freely here.

But Mishah dragged me away from getting enthralled, as she described it, and I barely had time to examine the feeling.

Mishah and I had developed a good friendship in the last few days, and I was hopeful that I could get a better lay of the palace from her. I’d so far found two libraries and three offices and hunted through them but found nothing.

I thought of the one I’d looked through last night, letting my magic explode through my fingertips in the empty room.

But there was nothing that could lead me to the crown, and I was starting to feel hopeless. I’d thought of Nani and Safiyya captured by the Citadel, and then of my mother, who had undertaken this same journey and hadn’t survived to return.

For once I gave in to the sobs that had been threatening to take over since I got here and cried my tears dry in the library.

Every minute that I stayed here without helping Astola was another minute my grandmother and cousin was possibly being tortured or even killed. I had no idea if they were still alive, and I replayed the last moments I’d seen them on the riverbank every day. I’d left them in danger, only to skulk around a palace, eat delicious food and wash out pots.

I felt like a fool.

Mishah was often late, earning a scolding from the cook, but no one seemed to really pay attention to our comings and goings after we’d done our work.

This was good—it meant that I could slip away unnoticed and search for what I needed.

One day I arrived after Mishah was already there—except she wasn’t alone.

A fae man I’d never seen before was there with her.

Mishah shot me a panicked look but kept silent as she stirred the baby pumpkin stewing over the fire.

He was older, probably as old as my father would have been if he’d survived, and he had an ugly sneer painted on his face. I knew from his dress alone that he was important, as no other palace workers wore jackets embroidered with silk brocade. His right shoulder was also embroidered with the image that Salt soldiers had stamped on their armor—a three-pointed crystal in threads of silver that converged in the middle.

“Morning!” I said brightly to cover the fact I was just staring at him. The head cook was not there.

Mishah turned in my direction. “Yas! Will you help me over here?”

“Human.” A greasy voice slid from the male at the other end of the room, and I met penetrating his gaze. “Leave us. You are not needed here.”

I stared at him for a moment, then glanced back at Mishah, reading the silence between them. She shot me a pleading look, and I swallowed and looked back at him.

“My apologies, sir, but I don’t want to risk the ire of the head cook. I have a lot to do for the feast.”

I measured the air in the room, taking in the charged atmosphere between him and Ramishah.

The man stood up, and I wasn’t expecting him to be so short, especially compared to the other fae. The silver-haired shirtless male I’d seen was still taller than all the other peris I’d seen. This one was smaller than even the shorter soldiers. His eyes seemed to grow more bulbous as he took me in.

“You dare to defy a general of the Court of Salt?”

Shit.

I knew he was important—his clothes were a dead giveaway—too much silk and embroidery compared to our plain smocks. But I didn’t know he was a general. What was a general doing in the kitchens?

But when I took in Mishah’s panic-stricken face, saw the sheen of sweat on her upper lip, I knew I had to stand my ground. “I’m sorry, sir,” I tried stammering, but I wasn’t very good at appearing contrite.

What did Safiyya do when she wanted men to piss off and leave her alone? I remembered belatedly something she’d told me once when she’d conned her way out of an arrest by a Citadel soldier.

You’ll never believe how fast men will run away from you when you start crying.

I pinched the inside of my arm and started blubbing as best as I could. “I’m so sorry, sir, I didn’t know you were the general! Please, sir, don’t tell cook. I’m new here.”

I got more enthusiastic with my wailing when he immediately contemplated me with disgust.

But at least he wasn’t looking at Ramishah anymore.

Finally, he gave her a long stare, made a scoffing sound, and left us, giving me a final withering glance before he went.

“Thank you so much!” Ramishah threw her arms around my neck after he’d left.

“Who was that?”

“Just who he said he was.”

“You’re kidding. The general of the Viceroy’s army?”

Ramisha nodded. “The high general. He can do whatever he wants, no one ever stops him. He wins all the Viceroy’s battles for him. He abuses his power and often punishes those he deems lesser than him. Even children. Once, a boy brought him his dinner cold, and he burning the boy’s skin with a poker from the fire.”

“By the River,” I whispered into the empty kitchen. It reminded me of the Citadel soldiers branding those who had led the rebellion as traitors.

The stink of burnt flesh had filled the bazaar. My father had been among them.

I shook the thought from my head and focused on comforting Mishah, who looked as though she were going to pass out from relief.

“What did the general want with you?”

She huffed out a breath and made a disgusted face. Something churned in my gut at her expression.

“I was in his private rooms bringing his dinner. He was suspicious and began questioning me about the kitchen staff. With the rebels constantly attacking the palace, he’s very afraid of poison, probably because his own magic creates poison with a touch. He would obviously be the one they’d target if they wanted to hit back at the Viceroy.”

I raised my brows at that.

“Not that I would poison him,” she rushed to say.

I burst out laughing. “It’s okay, I’m just glad you’re safe.”

She gave me a grateful smile. “Because of you.”

I wrapped my arms around her in a hug, thankful that I had at least found one ally in this world where beasts roamed the woods and magic poured like water from fingertips. But as I embraced her, I couldn’t help thinking of the general’s last glance toward us, certain in the knowledge that he would be back.

* * *

The day the Viceroy finally arrived, every fae in the palace was panicking. When I arrived at the kitchens Zafreen assigned me triple the work to do. While I cleaned out the fire and washed pots, a feast was being prepared in the Viceroy’s honor.

That evening, my shoulders were so sore I could barely make it to my room, let alone scour the castle for clues to the ancient Queen’s crown, but I knew I wouldn’t have many more opportunities like this, especially if security tightened after the Viceroy was back.

It was easier to move around unnoticed in a kitchen smock, especially with the influx of people busy with the Viceroy’s feast. Everyone was running around as if the River was on fire, and there seemed to be double the population in the palace. It meant that no one really noticed if I was wandering around the halls, rifling through libraries and papers.

But my search had yielded nothing so far, even when I used my magic.

It may have been that I wasn’t in proximity to anything useful. Some books were in a language I couldn’t even read, despite knowing ancient fae and most of the court dialects. Nearly all the books I could read were on subjects that wouldn’t help me—fighting strategies using magic, land development in River Court, meticulous recordkeeping of tithes—none of them even so much as mentioned Queen Azari, least of all her crown.

I sat back on my heels in a tucked-away library I hadn’t searched before, massaging my temples and humming the songs my mother had sung to me as a child. I repeated the myths and legends in her journal, searching for the jasmine symbol that had been stamped on the inside of her bangles. If I couldn’t find anything in the palace that would help me, I wouldn’t have any direction on where to go next. When I got up and walked around to another bookshelf, I noticed there was a young man sitting in the shrouded alcove in the corner of the room who hadn’t been there previously.

I weighed the risk of using my magic in front of him.

With what I’d seen in the Court of River, it was second nature for the peris to use magic, like lifting their arm or penning a message. It was in their blood.

But that was just it—it came naturally to them. It was part of them and looked like it was part of them. It seemed as common as scratching their nose or blinking.

The vines rising out of the earth when the silver-haired fae had saved me. Cook blowing on a fly across the room and having it fall dead. Mishah coaxing extra leaves to grow on the coriander plant in the window.

When I used magic it was bright and golden—threads of light bursting from my hands and searching out what I was seeking. And no one had seen me conjure it here.

But I didn’t know what else to do. Nani and Safiyya needed me, the Astolans in the human world still needed me.

I couldn’t stay here and knead rotis in the kitchen for days on end while they were suffering.

Even if there was a chance this scholar would see my magic, it hopefully wouldn’t appear strange to him. Regardless, if I used very small amounts in the corners of bookstacks, he wouldn’t even notice what I was doing.

Making my decision, I pushed my spectacles up and placed my hands on the books in front of me.

I had loved doing this when I worked in the Citadel archives and could feel the same whispered tendrils flooding through the books, searching for what I asked it. The image of the jasmine was at the forefront of my mind, the relic that could help me destroy the wall and bring magic back to the human lands.

Golden threads sprouted from me, my magic touching every book, every piece of parchment, searching for what I needed.

The familiar rush of my power consumed me with giddy elation again, the certainty that I was going to find what I needed, that if anything was here, my powers would locate it.

And accompanied with that was the certainty that I was powerful, something I had never had the opportunity to be except when I used my magic. I couldn’t shoot or fight like Safiyya. I couldn’t inspire crowds like my father had during the rebellion. I was bookish and quiet—but when I used my magic I felt as though I could do anything.

Something snagged on one of my threads and I stopped, lurching toward the feeling. The golden coils of my magic faded from the air like dust, except for the one that called to me. I followed it, a gold light in the dark. There, tucked away at the far end of the shelf, my thread had gathered around a single volume.

I rushed over to the book, lifting it off the shelf carefully. I frowned at the title of it, flipping over the dark red leather-bound tome and holding it up to my spectacles.

Plants of the River Court.

This couldn’t be right.

But my magic had never steered me wrong before, and so I opened the book, flipping through it. But it was nothing—just a regular book. I went through each page, examining the bindings, the ink, the cover. When I was about to replace it, something stayed my hand.

There.

It wasn’t about the book at all, it was what was underneath it.

On the bookshelf where the book had been there was a small catch, almost invisible. I pried at it with my nail, flipping it up so that it became a lever.

I exhaled, my breath rushing through me like a strong tide. All the magic in Peristan, and the peris still relied on rudimentary tricks and mechanical hinges to hide things. It was just like their vaults filled with basic traps when they had the power to do anything at their fingertips.

I wondered if in this case it was because magically hiding something could be detected, but this was something you could only find if you knew about it.

Or if you had power like mine.

I twisted the lever, and then tugged it, so a wooden flap in the bookcase lifted up, revealing a hidden compartment.

And inside, a book.

Loud ringing sounded in my ears when I saw the imprint of a jasmine flower on the top of the spine. My heart hammered in my throat as I stood frozen in the bookstacks. Then, I slid the hidden book out of the compartment.

It was in the ancient language of the River Court, but Amma had taught me it as well as the other court dialects alongside the regular tongue as soon as I had learned to read. It was something that had been passed down through her family, given that they lived along the border to the fae world. I traced the words, reminded of the nights she’d painstakingly taught me, and all the times I’d complained.

Until she’d left, and those had become my most treasured memories of her. That familiar ache of her loss sat in my chest as I read the hidden book.

And my breath caught in my chest.

The book was a history of the vault that had been constructed to house Queen Azari’s most powerful relics.

My eyes fluttered closed at the certainty of what was in my hands.

This was exactly what I needed.

As I clutched it to my chest, a piece of paper slipped from the book and fluttered to the ground. It was old, with crease marks and stains and mildew, but my hands shook as I unfolded it.

It was a map.

The Court of River was beautifully sketched on the page, from the Basrol River I had swum across, to Charvellan City where Mishah and I had bought food from the bazaar, to the high Mountain I’d seen in the distance, its snowy peak cresting the clouds. My finger traced the River, the border that separated fae from human lands, Astola not even featured on the page. Then, my eyes roved over the rest of the map, landing on a small, detailed image of a jasmine sketched onto an illustration of a low mountain range on the other side of the Court.

I whistled low between my teeth.

It had to be Queen Azari’s vault, the place she hid all her magical relics after her death. It was the resting place for her crown—the only thing that would bring the human lands back its life magic and disintegrate the wall between our worlds.

A thump sounded, and the door to the library burst open.

I slammed back against the shelves, holding the book to my chest. My heart thudded so loud it was like a drum in the quiet bookstacks.

But the room didn’t stay quiet for long.

A muffled scream cut through the air, and sounds of struggle ensued—pounding, shouting, objects shattering—the noises of fighting and things being knocked over.

I crept to the end of the bookstack, looking around the side of the shelf to see what was going on.

Straight hair, delicate shoulders, and wide golden-brown eyes greeted me.

Ramishah.

And the high general had his hands around her throat.

Chapter 20

Dear Amma,

I reread all your letters to me today, and then I went back to your journals and read all the letters between you and Baba. I know why you felt you had to leave, especially after his death.

But I still wish I had you here with me, instead of words on a page.

—Letter from Yaseema to Mahira Nazir, unsent


Yaseema

Panic seized me as I watched Mishah and the General struggle. He slammed her into the table behind her, and a statue of a water dragon fell to the ground with a violent smash. I looked back at the alcove where I’d seen the young man sitting, but he was no longer there.

Blood ran down the general’s face from an open wound near his eye. It was deep, and too long and precise to be a fingernail.

It looked as though it had been done with a blade.

Ramishah must have stabbed him with something.

Her words from earlier echoed in my mind—that the General used his power over those weaker than him in the palace. From the signs of the struggle between them, he was clearly doing so now.

Anger rose hot and dark in my stomach, outweighing my panic, my fear.

I was comfortable with books and research and scrolls. I could dig up ancient relics and figure out puzzles faster than anyone I knew. But going against a fae war general as he tried to kill my only friend here? I didn’t have magic that could overpower him, and I was human. The only thing I had at my disposal were my hands.

I had also just discovered the information I needed to help my grandmother and cousin, and to fulfill my mother’s final act.

The book sat heavy against my chest as my heart and my head warred with what I should do.

If I intervened now, it would jeopardize everything.

If I got involved in this fight, I couldn’t slip out into the night with my discovery. I’d be hunted, if I even made it out of here alive.

But there was no way I could leave this library and let him kill her.

What was the point of any of this if I sacrificed others for my gain?

I picked up a large statue of an azi from an end table and lifted it high, the dragon’s wings curled in anticipation. Books toppled from the shelves as I walked by, the remnants of my magic still holding them in its thrall, the final golden thread dissipating into the air.

The general didn’t even turn his head, but Ramishah’s wide eyes darted in my direction.

I raised the statue high. The general was short for fae, but I was still shorter, so the most I could manage was bashing the bottom side of his skull with all my body weight behind it. I swung as hard as I could manage, connecting with his head with a wet crack.

But instead of collapsing to the floor as I thought he would, the general howled, clutching the nape of his neck and whirled around.

His beady eyes narrowed on me; fury etched in his expression.

A glint of silver caught my eye, a sharp letter opener that had fallen to the ground when they’d crashed into the table.

“You?” he growled out the question.

Despite myself, I nearly huffed out a laugh, because he reminded me so much of Winthrop from the Golden Vault. “You’d be surprised how many people say that to me.”

I crouched down, picking up the letter opener from the floor as he advanced on me.

“You’re working with her?” he demanded.

The question didn’t make sense to me.

Of course we worked together—he’d seen us in the kitchens, though that didn’t seem to be what he was referencing.

But I didn’t have time to respond. He lunged at me and I flung myself backward, despite being the one holding a blade. Safiyya’s voice whispered in my head, censuring me about holding a knife against an attacker without knowing a thing about using it.

He’ll use it against you unless you use it first.

The thought of stabbing him made me feel sick, so instead I grabbed frantically for anything on the table behind me, wrenching a lamp and smashing him over the head with it. But he still kept coming.

“Do you have a head made of bricks?” I gasped out and scrambled away.

I kicked him in the shins and tried to run toward the door. A hand wrapped around my ankles, yanking me down. The general was on top of me then, blood pouring from the wound in his face, his expression contorted and purple with rage.

His meaty hands wrapped around my throat this time and I choked out breath, trying to fill my lungs with air. I heard Ramishah cry somewhere behind us, but my vision had begun to go blurry. I also felt something darker flood through me from his hands, as if he had spread death to my veins.

The General can create poison with a touch.

I remembered Mishah’s words from the other day, and knew he must be using his power on me now.

My head started to swim, my strength fading. My mother’s bangles burned against my arm, a cool pain that flooded through me. As if my energy had buoyed, I clenched my fingers tight.

And something sharp bit into my fingers. The letter opener.

I gripped it, hearing Safiyya’s voice in my head over and over.

Use it first. Use it first.

IWith the last piece of consciousness I had, I lifted the blade and slammed it into his bulging neck.

His hands dropped from my throat, and his blood splattered across my face.

I gasped as air filled my lungs and the blackness in my vision receded. The cool burning from the bangles at my wrist was still there, a reminder that I was still alive.

The General collapsed on top of me, but he was still moving, gurgling blood in my ear.

Blindly, I lifted the knife and struck again, stabbing himin the fleshy part of his neck.

Then I tore the blade out and struck him again.

And again.

Blood sprayed over me, coating my face, and Mishah’s screams had become an ever-present noise until I couldn’t tell if they were even hers or if they were mine.

Was she still in the room?

Was I?

Was I passed out on the floor and imagining this whole thing?

But the hot, sticky blood on my skin felt real. And the weight of the general’s body slumped on top of me was not a figment of my imagination.

I pushed him off me in a daze and rolled away, scrambling to my knees and coming to all fours. My throat was raw and I still felt like I was drowning, but I was alive.

I was alive.

Awareness slowly trickled back in, the thrumming in my brain fading. I blinked, realizing that the leg of the chair I had been staring at in front of mewasn’t a chair at all.

It was boots.

Which led to legs. And as I raised my eyes, an entire fae male was standing before me, looking down at me, taking in my blood-soaked smock, the letter opener in my hand and the body of the Viceroy’s general, which had been stabbed repeatedly by said letter opener.

It was the young man I’d seen earlier in the library, and a slight fluttering of relief went through me. He wasn’t a soldier come to arrest me, he was a scholar.

I could reason with a scholar.

I knew scholars.

I was playing with my father’s parchments before I could walk, and spending time at his philosophical meetings almost every evening. This was the type of person I knew—someone who used logic and thought and reasoned with facts. He didn’t have to turn me in, not yet anyway. I could make him see reason, escape with the book and be long gone before the soldiers came looking for me.

I swept my gaze around the room to check if Ramishah was okay. She stood beside a bookshelf and clasped her hands in front of her. They were shaking. Her head was bowed, and she was covered in blood.

“Mishah, are you okay?” My voice was a weak croak.

She didn’t answer me, and I cast my gaze over her, seeing the red marks on her throat from the General’s hands. I probably had similar fingerprints on my own neck.

Anger spiked in my blood once more, thinking of the attack and how vulnerable we both were.

I looked back to the young man in front of me. “Thanks for the help by the way,” I said sardonically, nodding over to the General dead on the floor.

If I thought the scholar would be surprised at my censure, I would have been wrong.

The shadow of a smile quirked his lips, which looked foreign on his face—as if they were unused to making such a gesture.

He looked toward the dead general, his face impassive.

“You looked as if you had it all in hand.”

His voice was amused, as if he were bored. I stood up finally, praying my legs held my weight and that I didn’t faint to the floor in front of this scholar. I needed all the finesse I could muster for this one.

“He deserved it,” I said bluntly, looking pointedly at Mishah. “He was attacking her.”

“Oh?” That same faint smile, those too-bright eyes roving over me, as if I were a book and he were reading every word.

I didn’t have time to react to him, or explain, because at that moment soldiers poured through the door of the library, their strange silver helmets blocking their faces, their twisted spears pointed at me.

A shadow of hope whispered in the dark dread that had settled in my chest. This scholar was my witness—surely they might consider the possibility that the general’s death might have been self-defense.

What if this had happened in the Citadel? Would they still let you live?

No.

That was the answer I was most afraid of. If I had killed a lead excavator, I’d be dead myself. But perhaps in this land, things were different. Perhaps those taken advantage of still had some power left.

“Please, help me,” I pleaded with the scholar, and his eyes widened with surprise as they met mine. “Tell them I had no choice.”

He smiled again, and rage filled my chest at his nonchalance, at his amusement.

I was covered in the blood of the Viceroy’s general and surrounded by soldiers about to kill me, and he was laughing at me?

I wished I’d stabbed him with the knife.

“Didn’t you?” His head tilted.

I processed his question, shock sweeping over me. “Can you only pose confounding questions that don’t really have answers? You saw me. If I have a witness maybe the Viceroy will spare me. Maybe they’ll be mercy.”

“Perhaps.” He leaned in close to me then, so close I even smelled the cloves from his soap and saw the dark stubble dusting his cheeks. “But perhaps I might have wanted my general alive still, to win me a few more battles.”

A sound was ringing in my ears, and I thought it might have been Mishah screaming again. But it was just his words, repeating themselves over and over as bile rose in my throat and my stomach twisted.

My general.

My general.

“Arrest them.” He waved his hand in my direction. “They’ll stand trial for the murder of General Faisal.” He met my gaze then, the mirth in his dark eyes increased, his teeth bright in the torchlight of the room. “Don’t look so frightened. Perhaps you’ll be spared if a witness comes forward.”

The Viceroy left the room with a laugh and didn’t look behind him as the soldiers shackled me and Mishah together.

Chapter 21

I’ve gotten a job at the palace. It seems strange, working at the place where I used to live, but we’ve reached a point where we are losing too many friends. I can hear your voice in my head, telling me that hard choices have to be made. But I wish you were here, and I didn’t have to make them alone.

—Letter from Kiyan to his family, unsent


Kiyan

“Faisal’s dead.”

His blunt pronouncement was the only warning I had before whirling around and seeing the Viceroy striding toward me, anger pinching his features.

Rage gripped me, as it always did when I came face to face with Reza. When I looked into his cold eyes my desire to rip them from his head never eased.

But the words he’d just said stuck, and I waved a hand in the air, halting the Salt Guard training practice.

“What did you just say?”

“Some kitchen girl slit his throat.” He gave a harsh laugh, which sounded half crazed.

I straightened at that, my heart pounding in my chest. “Who?”

“A human.”

I jerked forward with shock, but he didn’t notice my reaction and kept speaking.

“Helped by another, a peri from River. I don’t know why I bother employing anyone from this Court.” He gave me a scathing look.

A ringing sounded in my ears, and I could barely hear the rest of what Reza was saying.

A human slit Faisal’s throat.

But I didn’t have time to think about what that meant. A fae boy carrying an armful of weapons for the soldiers walked by, struggling. Reza raised a boot and planted it hard into his back, sending him sprawling into the dirt.

“Practice is done, boy,” he snarled. The boy hurried to gather the swords but fumbled with them. Reza approached him with a sneer, lifting a hand as if to touch him, as if to use his magic on him. I stiffened, a rush of panic flooding my veins. I stood in front of the boy, trying to distract Reza.

“Rebels?” I asked, folding my arms over my chest. Reza looked up from the boy, his annoyance being replaced by a thin smile.

“Not surprised there are rebels working in the palace, Kiyan? Shouldn’t you be distressed that two rebel females managed to bring down my general?” His voice was a low hiss, but I knew his moods by now.

Reza needed coddling and managing, like a spoiled child who liked tearing the wings off pixies, and could never be directly told off. You just had to hide all the pixies from him. And if his torture needed an outlet, I would rather it be me than a boy happening upon his path at the wrong time.

“There are no rebels in the palace,” I lied. “And I told Faisal that. He was obsessed. If you ask me, he was more taken with a female in the kitchen than suspecting them of treason. I don’t know what happened, but if I were to guess, I’d say she likely stabbed him to keep his wandering hands off her.”

It was just speculation, based on all the unsavory things I knew about Faisal, but I needed to give Reza another reason for his death as I tried to play catch-up with what had happened. I didn’t want him to suspect this was the work of rebels or have Reza looking too closely at his staff.

He’d find too many things right under his nose.

And we weren’t prepared for that yet, we needed more time .

Reza frowned, turning my words over in his mind and rubbing his chin. “Yes, he does have a history of muddying himself where females are concerned.”

He spit on the ground at that, not noticing the tight curl of my fist against my side. But when he glanced up at my face, I knew it was a smooth mask.

I’d have never survived if I hadn’t learned to control my reactions long ago.

I cleared my throat, trying to keep my tone measured. “Faisal shouldn’t have even been here. I heard the Court of Salt’s border is still under attack. There are other battles to fight.”

“Well, no more for him, now.” He shrugged his shoulders as if a fly had been stepped on instead of the death of his most effective war general.

“No.” I raised a brow and looked out of the training field. Faisal being dead was very good indeed—he had been a thorn in my side all summer. If he was gone, the rest of the pieces could be put into place, and there was one less enemy to dispense with.

But did that mean the human girl was dead? I tried to understand the sinking disappointment I felt, knowing she would’ve been the subject of Salt wrath.

Reza stood beside me, a petulant look on his face. His shirt was partially undone, and King Rusul’s gold crown that sat embedded in his chest was partially visible.

A memory of Reza arriving in River came back to me, the image of him striding through the swaths of dead soldiers on the battlefield, the ancient King’s crown in his hand. As soon as my father had seen it, he looked at me with terror in his eyes and told me to run.

I’d listened to him, tearing off into the woods, joining other children in hiding before realizing my father hadn’t been behind me.

And then I had watched Faisal and Reza kill him, draining his magic, twisting his tongue and feet, before stabbing him through the heart.

After Reza had taken all my father’s power for his own, he’d melted King Rusul’s crown into his chest, the arches of gold like the mast of a shipwreck rising above the water in his skin. From that day on, the King’s ancient fae power was permanently part of the Viceroy’s body, and not a soul in River could harm him.

Our magic was then one-tenth of what it had been.

I still felt my old power brewing underneath my skin, ready to unleash, but it never had the opportunity. Reza had smothered our power with the King’s crown, and I couldn’t figure out a way to bring it back.

Not for the first time I wished I was anyone other than me—even the halmasti from the River. Then I would’ve torn the crown from his chest with my snapping jaws and found a way to destroy it.

But while it sat in his skin, I couldn’t raise a hand against him.

Not a hand of the living, but perhaps one of death.

I’d keep honing my unexpected death magic, keep sharpening it, and hopefully when the time was right, I could pierce his heart.

As if he knew what I was thinking, he spoke. “What is this I’m hearing about a rebel attack? A rotted thing that killed one of the soldiers?”

I sighed, rubbing the back of my neck. I’d planned this conversation but handling Reza was always delicate; you could never predict his moods.

“It should’ve been Faisal telling you this. He’s the one who tried to fight it. I was doing a training exercise with the Salt Guard when it happened. I didn’t see it, but I don’t think it was due to the rebels. We’ve certainly never seen them with this sort of magic before.”

“Well, Faisal’s now dead. He’s not available to be questioned.”

He turned his bright eyes on me, in them the glimmer of mania that always set my teeth on edge.

“I lost one of my soldiers, Kiyan. If it does turn out to be the rebels, I’ll be taking that loss from you in blood. Either yours, or . . .” he looked over to the boy, still gathering up the weapons from the field.

I exhaled, knowing his threats weren’t idle.

But, neither were mine. My mind flitted back to a human girl with strange clothes, wild hair, and an unfamiliar bright magic that could find what was lost.

“What happened to the human?” I said, abruptly, suddenly desperate for the answer. I needed to know if the girl was dead.

If Yaseema was dead.

There was a feeling of sinking dread in my stomach, even though I was glad Faisal had been killed. Because there was no way I could save the girl from Reza’s punishment. I could only hope she’d been executed, despite the magic she harbored. Otherwise, the torture she would receive at the hands of the Viceroy would render her mindless.

Brown eyes from behind golden frames flashed, and something in me mourned that her spark of life might be gone.

The bright flower in the desert wasteland, never able to thrive.

“She’s in my dungeon.”

My body lurched involuntarily, my mouth dropping open before I could school my reaction.

“But I won’t be executing her.” Reza picked at his teeth. “Not when I’ve seen what she can do.”

I raised my head and looked at him directly.

No. He couldn’t possibly know.

Panic raced through my blood, my heart pounding so loudly I felt as though I were in the middle of battle. The thought of what Reza could do with a power like that—one that allowed him to find hidden things, discover new relics, increase his power tenfold? He would raze River and laugh while doing it.

The Court of Salt would have the power to take over all Peristan.

“What can she do?” My voice cracked at the end, but Reza didn’t even glance my way. That light in his eyes was now an unholy gleam, and I recognized it for what it was.

Power lust.

“The most magnificent thing.” He licked his lips, as if imagining her conjuring the same golden threads I’d seen her call in the east wing library.

Bile rose to my throat.

“I saw her pull magic from the air and use it to locate a hidden map. And a book about Queen Azari’s hidden vault.”

As if my nightmare had come alive, Reza held up a folded square of paper with the ancient language of the River Court scrawled all over it.

“She found a map to Queen Azari’s crown. And it’s going to give me the power to kill the royal family and take the other fae Courts completely.”

Chapter 22

I can’t come home. Not yet. Not until the Citadel stops the digging, stops executing us, stops cutting off the hands of the workers, stops the leaching from Astola. I’m doing this for you. I’m doing this for Yaseema.

—Excerpt from letters from Zimran Nazir to Mahira Nazir, found in the journals of Mahira Nazir


Yaseema

Ramishah hadn’t said anything in our cell since we’d been arrested, and I wasn’t able to snap her out of her silence. My hands were dry and cracked with blood, my hair was a tangled mess, and I felt like I’d been screaming for hours. I’d acquired a few bruises from when the soldiers had dragged us down here, but they hadn’t done anything more than that.

Yet.

But what was worse was that I didn’t have the book, or the map, despite having it in my hands just hours before. I was so close to finding what I needed to finish what my mother started.

I’d failed before I’d even begun.

“Shit.” I put my head in my hands. “Shit, shit, shit.”

“Yaseema?”

Finally, Mishah’s voice pierced through the cold dungeon.

I huffed a breath, realizing it had taken me having a breakdown for her to actually respond. “Yes?”

“Are you okay?”

I considered her question and took stock of my injuries. Swollen neck, scratchy throat, my side hurt for a reason I couldn’t fathom but likely came from the general’s body on top of mine as he tried to kill me. And now I was locked in a cell without the one thing I needed. I felt the prickles of annoyance. I was far from okay.

“I’m doing amazing, thanks,” I said, my voice laden with sarcasm.

“Thank you for saving me,” she whispered, ignoring my barb. Then her voice dropped low. “I can’t believe you killed the general.”

I released a breath and let my annoyance roll off me. I had chosen to get involved, and it was the right thing to do, despite where I was now.

Despite what I had lost.

It was what my mother would have wanted.

“You don’t need to thank me, Mishah. He was going to kill you.”

“I know. He cornered me in the hall, shouting that his food had been poisoned. I tried to escape and he wouldn’t let me. That’s when I slashed his face with the kitchen knife and bit him.”

I let out a surprised laugh that ended in a cough as it burned across my damaged throat. “You bit him?”

She sniffled a bit. “Yeah. Then he went berserk.”

“Good job.” I thought back to what he’d said during our fight. “Why did he ask me if we were working together?”

She released a heavy sigh. “He was obsessed with the Red Jasmine Rebellion—the rebels responsible for all the attacks. He thinks they are in the palace, attempting a coup. But a lowly kitchen girl like me isn’t going to risk her neck for the rebels. They make everything harder for the rest of us. If we comply with the Viceroy, then our families live. And I don’t want to cause trouble.”

I nodded at her, thinking how similar she sounded to the Astolans who worked for the Citadel with me. I understood why you wouldn’t rebel when your life or family’s lives were on the line. For some, it was too much to risk. For others, there was no other option.

“Yas?”

“Yeah?”

“You aren’t from River, are you? I mean, I know you’re human, but even the humans have been here for years, since before the wall.”

I let a beat of silence stretch for far too long before I answered. “No. I’m not from here.” Then I laughed. “Was it that obvious?”

Mishah snorted. “Yes. You knew nothing about anything and were always disappearing into the palace. I figured you were sent by another Court.”

I let out a low laugh. If only it were that simple.

“Then, you addressed the Viceroy like you had no idea who he was.”

“I didn’t have any idea who he was.”

If I had, things might have been very different. I would’ve left the library as soon as I’d seen him.

But then Mishah would be dead.

I sat back, my head resting against the cold stone behind me.

Try as I might, I couldn’t regret what I’d done to help her, even if I may have just gotten us both killed anyway.

“Where are you from, then?”

I debated not telling her, but I couldn’t bluff being from anywhere else here either. And if we were going to die, it would be nice for someone here to know who I really was. “I’m from across the River. From Astola.”

Her gasp echoed through the prison. “That’s not possible. How did you cross it?”

I thought of the Queen’s haath phool, and the feeling that had enveloped me when I swam across the center of the River. And I remembered the expression on the silver-haired fae’s face when he’d seen it.

“I had an ancient fae relic. It allowed me to cross.”

I was met with silence at that, and though I was glad to be able to finally tell her, I also felt the fluttering beats of nervousness at her knowing that I hadn’t been truthful this entire time.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” I said into the darkness of the dungeon. “But I didn’t know who I could trust here.”

“Why come here?” Her voice was slightly defensive and I knew she must have been thinking of all the times I had lied to her while we’d been together.

But this time I hesitated—I didn’t want to tell her the real reason I was here. So, I told her something very close to the truth. “I’m looking for my mother. She came here when I was young, but she didn’t return. I’m trying to find her.”

I wished the possibility and hope of my mother being alive was something still beating in my chest. I’d given up on her being alive a long time ago.

But I still wanted to know what happened to her, even though that was not the real reason for me being here.

Even though I’d grieved her death a long time ago.

She’d likely died attempting to do what I was doing now—finding a way to bring down the wall and restore life magic to the human world. And it looked like I was going to end up with her same fate.

“I’m sorry you’ll never get to look for her now.” Mishah sounded truly wretched. I also knew what she was saying with those words.

I’m sorry you’ll die here.

Because we would never get out of this dungeon. There were only tiny windows, metal prison bars, and nothing I could use to escape. This was not a situation I could research myself out of.

Unless I had magic that could unlock doors.

My breath caught in my chest, my pulse leaping. I was such an idiot.

I jumped up, ignoring the ache in my side and ran to the bars of my cell. There was a guard stationed at the far end of the corridor by the stairs, but he was far enough away that he wouldn’t be able to see what I was doing unless he looked closely.

Mishah followed me to the door of our cell, looking confused.

“What are you doing?”

“Getting us out of here.”

Ramishah frowned, eyes following my hands through the gaps in the bars. “Even if you could pick the lock, we’d still have to get past the guard at the end of the hall, and the ones stationed at the door.”

I’d used my magic before to find objects, relics, clues in text. But I knew it just obeyed what I directed it to. And I knew I could use it to escape too.

“What if I could pick the lock? And find a way out? One without guards?”

Ramishah still looked uncertain, but now there was something underlying her wariness—intrigue. “How?”

“My magic,” I explained, and her eyes blew wide.

“Humans have magic on the other side of the River?”

I hesitated, not wanting to explain, but she carried on without a response.

“In our stories, the wall was raised to separate us from the humans, because a darkness was taking over your land. Our ancestors erected the wall to protect magic, protect our people, and prevent anyone from crossing either way. What is it that you magic can do?” Ramishah came close up to the bars, eyes gleaming, I shook off the uneasy feeling I had.

“Open things. Unlock locks, even doors that cannot be opened.” I gestured to the prison door. “I can also find things.”

“Find them?”

“Like a way out.” I swallowed. “An ancient relic.”

Her eyes found mine. “That’s what you were doing in the library?”

“Yes.” What was the point in trying to hide it now?

“What are you looking for?”

I thought of the book and the map, likely still sitting in the library, likely drenched in blood. “It doesn’t matter.”

If I managed to get out of here, I would find it again. But in order to do that, I had to stay alive. I placed my palms to the lock, facing away from the guard, feeling my magic rise up to do my bidding. Elation drowned out my fears and honed my concentration. But just as I was about to unpick the lock, a wash of warm air flooded through the cells, and light trickled down from above.

“Get back,” whispered Mishah, her voice urgent. “Someone’s coming.”

We both stumbled back from the door of our cells as a collective of guards marched toward us down the long corridor. I recognized the Viceroy from the library, but with him was another young man with silver hair that gleamed like moonlight.

It was the fae I’d seen in the forest the first day I arrived, the one who’d saved my life.

At least he had a shirt on this time.

My eyes flicked between him and the Viceroy. I had no idea how I ever thought the Viceroy was a clueless young scholar. His hair was dark and slicked back, and his eyes glowed like hot coals. He wore different clothes now; instead of a buttoned-up shirt as he’d had on in the library, he was wearing a tunic that was loose, the front exposing the top of his chest. As he walked closer, something glinted below his collarbone, and the closer he got the more I realized it wasn’t a chain around his neck as I had first thought.

It was pieces of gold embedded in his very skin.

My eyes darted up to find that he was watching me with an inscrutable gaze.

“Take the other one,” he said, waving at the guards beside him, his voice low and bored. He didn’t even glance in Mishah’s direction; his intense gaze stayed focused on me.

She screamed as the guards dragged her out of her cell. The man with the silver hair inclined his head as they dragged her away, and stepped aside as the guards moved past, but didn’t try to help her.

I rushed to the bars. “Wait! Where are you taking her?”

Hot, burning anger rose in my blood, and I wished I had the kind of magic that could save the people I loved from dying.

It was Nani and Safiyya all over again. It was my mother, leaving her only child so that she could help our people, but never coming back.

Again and again I was useless in the face of injustice.

And it made me want to throw things.

They pulled Mishah down the hall, and her screaming dimmed to a low hum as they carried her out of the dungeon.

The rage built inside me, turning to molten gold, and I faced the Viceroy, who looked hardly older than me, but seemed to command so much power.

Then I spit in his face.

The silver-haired man gave an audible intake of breath, and my gaze flickered to his for the briefest moment. He watched me with a blank expression, so devoid of emotion that I almost thought I’d imagined the soft sound of surprise he emitted.

“Your general deserved everything he got,” I said, low and vicious.

The Viceroy smiled that same manic grin as he had in the library and slowly reached up to wipe his face with the back of his hand.

Then he nodded to the other soldiers with him. “Leave us.”

The other soldiers disappeared wordlessly, but the man with the silver hair stayed. He still showed no sign that he’d recognized me from the woods.

“Come to torture me?” I asked, my voice braver than I felt.

“Not if I don’t have to,” the Viceroy smiled thinly. Then he turned his head toward the silver-haired fae. “Have we tried to enthrall her?”

His eyes flickered to me, then back to the Viceroy. “No. This is the first I’ve seen her.”

It was a lie, since I’d already met him at the River, but I didn’t know what game we were playing. He stepped forward, the planes of his face illuminated by the torchlight in the room. He smelled the same as he had at the River—fresh earth and pine and the rushing wind. It was as if he’d brought the outdoors inside with him.

He stared at me intently, muttering something under his breath. I stood still, unsure of what was happening, but something about his eyes made me want to look into them. Abruptly, he stepped back and shook his head, looking at the Viceroy.

“It can’t be done. Her magic must protect her from it.”

I frowned at that, since it appeared he hadn’t done anything to me at all, but the Viceroy moved toward me, and all thoughts fled from my mind.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small rust-colored book.

It was the book I’d found in the library, stamped with the jasmine flower. My heart stuttered at seeing it.

“You were searching for this book. Why?”

“I’m interested in the history of the ancient fae.”

“Lies.” He tilted his head and watched me, his eyes combing over my skin.

The silver-haired male still said nothing, instead he leaned against my prison bars, eyes trained on my face.

“You are looking for Queen Azari’s vault. You want her crown.” The Viceroy wasn’t asking a question, his words were an accusation.

I inhaled sharply, but it was too late to hide my confirmation.

“I’ve been searching for her crown for years. I’ve had soldiers scouring the other Courts for any mention of it. And yet you found the first real sign of it within seconds of being in my own library.”

He leaned forward, his face coming so close to the bars I could touch him, his eyes gleaming with a glint of obsession.

Uneasy, I looked over at the other fae, and this time I caught him when his cool mask had slipped. He looked very interested in what the Viceroy was about to say to me.

“I saw you in the library. You used magic to find the book—a kind I’ve never seen before. I could smell it on the air, feel it sizzle across my skin.”

He didn’t ask me any sort of question, so I waited for what I knew was coming. The same thing the Citadel would have asked, had they known about my powers. The things my mother warned me about.

In a world where locating hidden treasures was prized above all, the power to be able to find anything was valuable indeed.

“You’re going to help me find the Queen’s crown.”

My breath was trapped in my chest, his words repeating like a drumbeat.

Help me find the Queen’s crown.

This couldn’t be real.

I thought he was going to kill me, but instead I’d been given an opportunity.

There was still a way I could find the crown, still a way I could tear down the wall.

“Why do you need it?” I asked, my voice wary.

Was he planning to take down the wall to the human world?

The Viceroy barked out a laugh. “Every king in every Court would slaughter for a chance to possess it. Azari’s power was to unravel. It gives you the magic to crush your enemies, to drain their power, to create something new. It is both the power of creation and the master of all magic. And you are going to be the key to me finding it.”

My hands gripped the bars in front of me tightly. The silver-haired fae still hadn’t said a word, but he was looking at me just as intently as the Viceroy was.

“And if I don’t?”

He gave a small smile. “That isn’t an option. You either choose to assist me, or choose pain. Either way, the relic will be mine.”

I swallowed, sensing the truth of his words, and the power there. But I wasn’t going to refuse him. Finding the relic was always the goal, I just needed to steal it from him first.

The silver-haired fae finally straightened and spoke, his voice the same low timbre from the forest.

“You are a scholar.” It wasn’t a question.

“Yes,” I answered, the first true thing I could say. Then I repeated the same question I’d asked in the woods. “And who are you?”

The Viceroy barked out a laugh. “You are speaking to my hunting dog, little cat. It is he who will be doing the torturing should you decide to resist.” He leaned closer to the bars. “It is he who will execute you, should you not prove useful.”

The fae with the silver hair didn’t blink at the Viceroy’s assertions. He never took his eyes off me. “You aren’t interested in the crown? To use it for yourself?”

His words were low, curious, but I sensed an urgency underneath them. And a feeling that he cared about my answer far more than he wanted to admit.

“I have an interest in history,” I finally said, realizing my answers were flimsy at best.

“You killed the general.” His mouth lifted the tiniest fraction, as if the thought didn’t displease him. “That alone qualifies you for interrogation. Torture. Death. It raises the question of your motives—are you working with the Red Jasmine Rebellion?”

His question was cold, but his voice was not, and its low rumble trickled through me like honey.

“I’m not. I’m not in league with them. I don’t even know who they are. I am simply a scholar interested in history, who happened upon a girl who needed help.”

It was a weak excuse, I knew, even though it was mostly the truth.

But it seemed to be enough. The silver-haired fae turned his head back to the Viceroy and gave a nod. Then he slipped into the shadows, a moon dipping behind the clouds.

The Viceroy smiled brightly, as if he hadn’t been speaking about my torture moments ago. “As of today, you work for me.”

I exhaled. “And what exactly am I doing?”

“You’re helping me find the relic that will make me the most powerful Viceroy in the seven Courts. And your magic belongs to me.”

I didn’t agree with any of that, but it wasn’t the way out of this cell.

He would never willingly let me leave with Queen Azari’s crown. I knew that. But as long as I found the crown, I could make an escape plan.

“Yes, I’ll work for you.” I remembered Mishah being dragged from the prison, her screams echoing through the halls. “But only if you spare the life of the kitchen girl—Ramishah. She goes back to her job and no harm comes to her.”

“You are in no position to be bargaining with me, human.” The Viceroy watched me with that same oily amused me, as if I were a plaything he was enjoying manipulating. “But I’ll grant you this. The kitchen girl goes free.”

His expression didn’t change, as if he always knew what my answer was going to be.

I suppose we both did—it wasn’t as if I had a choice.

Movement from over his shoulder drew my eyes to the silver-haired peri. His impenetrable face was dark, angry, and his eyes brewed like a storm. He crossed his arms over his chest and raised his chin, assessing me. It was the same look he’d given me in the forest, only this time I felt his valuation more keenly. Maybe it was because I was in a prison cell and he my jailer.

He walked to the door of my cell, waving his hand at the intricate locks, muttering words under his breath I tried to catch. The metal mechanisms clicked furiously until the door swung open. He had no way of knowing I had the power to do that too, even though it looked very different. But they didn’t know all the details about my magic, and I wanted to keep it that way.

“Come,” the silver-haired peri said, his voice tight.

I followed the Viceroy up the stairs, out of the dungeons and into the sunlight streaming down from palace windows. I lifted my head toward its warmth, the chill of the prisons seeping from my bones.

The silver-haired fae followed behind, and I felt his presence like a monster lurking behind me, the halmasti waiting to feast on my flesh.

The Viceroy peeled away from us without looking back, and I moved to follow. A firm hand on my shoulder stopped me.

“This way.”

His breath was warm on my neck, and I jumped at how close he was. I turned in the direction he pointed and trudged forward, feeling entirely out of my depth.

I’d killed a war general by stabbing him in the neck.

I’d stared down a fae Viceroy and spat in his face.

I’d struck a bargain with him and now walked through the halls of a palace with a towering silver-haired fae who looked as though he wanted to drown me in the River.

It had been a long day.

Eventually he led me to a large bedroom, better than the one I’d had as a servant, and stayed at the threshold as I walked through.

I didn’t need to turn around to know he was still there, watching me. But I did.

We stood staring at each other in silence. I knew the look he gave me—he was trying to figure out a puzzle he couldn’t yet understand. That look was mine every time I helped the Citadel discover a new fae vault, every time I researched a new relic or dissected the songs in my mother’s journal.

It was a calculation of mastery—he was assessing how long it would take to crack me, to figure me out, to know who I was and what I wanted.

Never, I wanted to say aloud to him. You will never know me.

What had the Viceroy called him again?

His hunting dog.

Before he closed the door to my room, that low voice slithered through me once more.

“If you ever try to escape, I will find you.”

Chapter 23

I got the cutting of hair you sent, and the jasmine petals. The scent flooded out as soon as I opened your letter and for a moment I imagined I could reach out and touch you. I closed my eyes and I could see your face.

But when I opened them, all I saw was blood.

The only thought that gets me through this fighting is knowing you and Yaseema are safe and healthy. But how long until it’s your blood in front of me?

—Excerpt from a letter from Zimran Nazir to Mahira Nazir, contained in Mahira Nazir’s journal


Yaseema

When the fae male left me, I had a chance to peruse the room I’d been given. It was bigger than my entire cottage with Nani and Safiyya.

A bath stood in the center of the room and was already filled with steaming hot water. Alongside it sat a plate of food on a small table.

I rushed over to the food, not caring that I was still covered in the filth from the dungeon and gulped down water from a red crystal on the table. It had been hours since I’d eaten or drunk anything, and drinking the cool water felt like gulping air. Then I stuffed my face with the food on the plate—dates, flatbread, spicy cold chickpeas. Once I had eaten as much as I could I pressed my forehead to my hands, trying to still my heartbeat.

I still had access to the map and the book.

That was all that mattered.

Even though I didn’t have it in my hands, I knew where it was. I was the Viceroy’s prisoner, but at the very least I still had access to the relic. This was no different from working for the Citadel, I just needed to find a way out.

The stink of the prison filled my new room, and I looked down at myself—the general’s blood still crusted my clothes and skin, looking like streaks of red earth. My already wild hair was a cloud of curls behind me. I must have looked half crazed when the Viceroy made his deal with me.

When his hunting dog had made his assessment of me.

Peeling off my clothes took some effort, as the fabric was stiff and stained. I dipped my hands into the bath to test the water, and sighed happily.

I’d seen cook heat her cooking water often with a muttered word and a wave of her hand, much like the silver-haired fae had unlocked the door to my cell. I stepped into the bath, feeling the grime melt from my skin as I slid under the water, sinking beneath the surface until everything around me was muted and I could finally think.

My satchel, was still tucked away in my old room. They had removed everything from me when they’d arrested me, including my mother’s bangles. I wanted them back so badly I hadn’t realized that they’d almost felt like another limb until they’d been taken from me.

I wish I had the book and the map on me. Then I wouldn’t be beholden to a Viceroy who threatened to torture me if I didn’t agree, or a silver-haired peri who looked at me like he wanted to devour me whole.

If you ever try to escape, I will find you.

When all the air had left my lungs, I sat up from the water.

And let out a piercing scream at the face peering down at me.

An older woman stood over me, her dark hair streaked with gray and pinned back against her neck. Her ears had the telltale point of the peris, and her eyes had a catlike quality.

“Good. You’ve already found the bath. I heard you needed it.”

She poured some rose-smelling goop over my head before I could utter a response and I sat in the bath gaping at her. But when the lather turned the water pink with old blood, I was glad of the soap. Relief coursed through me at the general’s blood being washed away.

“Are you meant to be washing my hair right now?” I gritted out after a few minutes of her rinsing the soap out from my wild strands. It felt good to be clean, but I still had no idea who she was.

“I should hope so. We need to make you presentable.”

“For . . . ?”

“For the Viceroy! You think you can just recline all day eating honeycomb in your room? You have work to do. And so do I if you want to look like you belong here.”

She pulled out a deep red frock with bell sleeves and matching trousers underneath, embroidered with tiny gold beads. It was undoubtedly expensive, but not ostentatious—a far cry from the beige kitchen smock I’d worn every day here and even from my brown canvas skirt and white blouse that had been my standard clothing at the Citadel.

I got out of the bath and she noted the color of the water with disgust, as if she imagined that my killing a man and then sitting in a stinking prison for a night meant I wouldn’t get a speck of dirt on me. But based on her immaculate appearance, it was likely that the filth from the prison wouldn’t touch her. She wrapped me in a large towel that was incredibly soft, and I curled into the fabric.

“I should probably know your name if you’re going to be helping me dress.”

She paused as she lifted the dress and huffed out a breath. “Gul,” she said, begrudgingly.

I smiled. She reminded me of my grandmother, gruff and efficient, but not unkind. “I’m Yaseema.”

“I know.” Her words were clipped. “You swindled your way into the kitchens and infiltrated the palace. And now the Viceroy favors you.”

She frowned at me, and I nearly withered under her gaze. It was as if she were telling me exactly what she thought of someone who was favored by the Viceroy.

After a pause, she cleared her throat. “Thank you for what you did. For the kitchen girl.” She nodded stiffly, as if it were foreign to her to express thanks. “The staff will remember that.” Then as swiftly as it came, her sweet mood was gone.

At the mention of Mishah, my stomach tightened. It wasn’t for praise that I had fought the general. If I hadn’t helped her, I would no longer be able to look myself in the eye.

She laced up my red frock briskly, the long dress falling gently past my knees. Then she brushed out my wet hair and braided it down the side and over one shoulder, my curls looking much more manageable.

“Thank you,” I whispered softly. It had been a long time since anyone had braided my hair for me, and I touched the plait, thinking of my mother.

Gul snorted. “Do you think we’re finished? Wait until you have to go to the feast. It will take hours to get you ready.”

I shuddered at the thought of spending hours primping for a feast with the black-eyed Viceroy who looked as though he would enjoy torturing small animals. “Well, that sounds exciting.”

Gul rimmed my eyes with black kohl and put on a golden jewelry set with matching jhumka earrings and a choker.

I decided to test the waters and ask the one thing I desperately wanted to know. “Gul, I had personal items in my other room, and bangles when they’d arrested me—do you know where they are?” I tried to make my voice nonchalant, even though I could hear my heart hammering between us louder than thunder.

“The guards were ordered to bring them for you. They are on your bed.”

My heart slowed its panicked beat as I whipped my head around to see my satchel. I dove for it, unwrapping my mother’s journal and holding it to my chest. Her bangles were tucked inside the bag, but Queen Azari’s haath phool was gone.

Still, it was relieving to even hold my mother’s bangles, and to still have her words with me. I slipped the thick bangles on my wrist, tucking them under my sleeve and vowing never to take them off again.

The cool metal against my skin was a reminder of why I was still here, and how much I had to lose if I didn’t continue.

But why would they give them back? Perhaps the Viceroy didn’t think they were important like the haath phool was.

“I wouldn’t have thought the Viceroy would think of returning these,” I said to Gul, surveying the thick bangles gracing my arm.

From what I had seen of him, he was cruel and selfish. The type of man to completely ignore those he deemed lesser than him, and he certainly wouldn’t have her personal things sent to her room.

Gul stopped what she was doing and turned to face me. “It wasn’t him who thought of that. it was the captain. He is the one who ordered it.”

“Captain?” I frowned. “The fae with the silver hair? He’s the captain of the palace guard?”

She shook her head. “Captain of the Salt Guard. His job is to hunt rebels traitorous to the Empire and bring them to heel.” Her mouth grew thin. “You don’t want to get involved with him either.”

It sounded dangerously close to what the Citadel did to my family, hunted down those they’d deemed traitors to the Empire, even though we’d never once sworn our loyalty to them. “What’s his name?” I asked her, wanting to put a name to those dark eyes. He saved me in the forest, only for him to be my jailer at the palace. At least I should know more about him. “The captain I mean?”

Her brows dipped at my question. “Kiyan. Don’t know his family name. He’s one of us though, from the River Court, not like the Viceroy. That’s why the Viceroy promoted him to the position—the captain knows how to hunt the rebels because they are just like him.”

Safiyya would hate him.

He was just like every Astolan who worked at the Citadel, betraying his countrymen for the good of an Empire that would never sacrifice for them in return.

Just like you, Safiyya would say.

I thought of Kiyan’s dark eyes burning into me when I was in the dungeon, and of how they darkened when the Viceroy spoke of the relic.

Kiyan. Captain of the Salt Guard.

I’d stay as far away from him as I could, if only to stop him finding out all my secrets.

I smiled brightly at Gul, and our eyes met in the mirror. “Thank you, Gul.” She’d given me far more than a new dress and neat hair. And now, I had to take my measure of my new situation.

Chapter 24

Dear Amma,

Safiyya says I am being foolish, writing to you.

But I hope one day you will read all these letters.

I hope you’re still alive.

I have to believe you wouldn’t have left me unless you thought we had no other choice. Unless you knew you would come back.

—Letter from Yaseema Nazir to Mahira Nazir, written in Mahira Nazir’s journal


Yaseema

I’d only been to the dining hall once before, when I’d helped Mishah carry dishes from the kitchens. I had nearly dropped all the plates when I’d first walked in, and even now I had to temper my reaction to the opulent room. It was all glass and gold like the outside of the palace, but shimmering water ran down the surface of every pane of glass like a waterfall. It was as if every wall in the hall was alive with the flow of water. The torchlight created a multicolored effect on the glass, and made the entire room into a warm, glittering diamond. And if that weren’t enough, the ceiling was held aloft by golden curling vines that erupted into real plants and flowers along the top of the room. It was like being in one of the glass conservatories at the Citadel with hot house flowers pouring from the ceiling—if the conservatory was fueled by fae magic that made you feel as though you were in an extraordinary, hazy, midsummer dream, filled with the scent of jasmine and surrounded by shimmering waterfalls.

The only thing that felt incongruent was the addition of enormous crystal crusts of salt covering large areas of the plants and water. They looked like an overgrowth of mold choking the beautiful room, and I longed to take a poker from the fire in the kitchens and smash them to pieces.

“That’s from the Salt Court,” Mishah had whispered when she’d noticed my lip curl. “They wanted to put their stamp on everything as soon as they took over. They wanted to make sure that every part of the palace was a reminder that they owned us now.”

They owned us now.

I thought of those words as I strode into the room, no longer the one serving the food, but now sitting at one of the tables.

But still no less a servant.

They led me to the large table at the head of the room, also made of wrought gold, curling green vines and shimmering glass. I could tell it had been beautiful once, but now the table legs and surface was covered in overgrown salt crystals, like a winter frost had eaten away at a new spring garden. It was here that the Viceroy sat with his advisors, his blue coat and crystal emblem on his sleeves a mirror to the ostentatious crusts of salt littered around the room.

The silver-haired fae was beside him, and I felt his dark eyes watching me as I moved closer.

Kiyan, I repeated to myself. His name was Kiyan. At least it was easier to call him that than ‘shirtless silver-haired fae warrior’ in my head over and over. And now I knew he was captain of the Salt Guard, and the one who hunted down the rebels in this Court for daring to stand up against their oppressors.

I certainly didn’t want to enmesh myself with the person in charge of hunting rebels with the plans I had.

But tonight, they put me at Viceroy’s table. Worse than that, the only empty seat was right beside the captain, the person I’d hoped to avoid.

All eyes turned to me.

Instead of being as innocuous as I could, I had somehow made myself the most conspicuous person in the room.

“Our esteemed guest.” The Viceroy leaned back in his chair and surveyed me from next to Kiyan.

When I’d first seen the Viceroy in the library, I’d found him handsome in a slick, scholarly sort of way. But now he had another aspect to him that colored my opinion—entitlement.

It flowed off him in waves as he studied me, as if he could see through me.

As if he owned me.

They owned us now.

The captain stayed in the same position as when I entered, looking stiffly ahead with a tight jaw.

“I’m a guest now? Don’t most guests have the option to attend? I think I might be more of a prisoner.” I tilted my head, not reacting to the gasps that echoed around me. The strange half smile lifted the Viceroy’s lips again, as if I were a toy he couldn’t wait to break.

Kiyan now watched me, not reacting to my words, though he did not look amused.

The Viceroy gestured to the chair beside Kiyan. “Sit. Eat. You look lovely tonight.” He said it in the way someone might comment flatly on the weather. Looks like rain. You look lovely.

Not no, you are not my prisoner.

“I just look clean.” I touched my hands to the dark red frock, the fabric falling down to my knees and skimming my hips tightly. I don’t know where they got it from, but it fit me well. I sat beside Kiyan, barely looking at the food placed in front of me, despite my stomach growling in hunger.

I’d made a bargain to be here, but the Viceroy could kill me at any moment, and his hunting dog had taken a keen dislike to me.

The only thing I could focus on was finding the Queen’s crown. I just needed a way to steal it and escape without getting caught. I took a sidelong glance at the fae captain beside me and suddenly couldn’t get the image of him standing in the woods, naked from the waist up, out of my mind.

As if he noticed my attention, he turned to face me. His eyes flicked to the Viceroy, who was talking to an advisor on his other side, and then back to me.

“Can I help you with something?”

“I know you remember me,” I said, my voice low, unable to stop the words from tumbling out. “We met in the woods with the . . .” I paused, thinking of the word, “halmasti. You killed it.”

His mouth firmed as if he didn’t want to talk about the night we’d met. As if he wanted to pretend it had never happened. “I see you didn’t scare off, despite you running through the woods as if your hair was on fire.”

“You’d just gutted a giant wolf. I think I was entitled to be a little terrified.”

“I saved your life,” he growled, reminding me of the wolf in question.

I cleared my throat, determined to get more out of him than just accusatory growls. There was no doubt in my mind that he was the one who had taken the haath phool from my satchel. But he had also returned my mother’s bangles to me, which left me not knowing how to feel about him.

If I was going to figure out a way to find the queen’s crown and steal it, I needed to get to know those I was meant to be working with. Even if he only spoke in monosyllabic grunts.

“I heard you were captain of the Salt Guard. Were you tracking rebels in the woods?”

Kiyan leaned back in his chair and crossed his hands behind his head, affecting the appearance of nonchalance, but I could tell from the tightness in his jaw he was anything but.

“Not that evening. Unless you are one of them?” He cocked his head, his dark eyes burning into me. And yet, something told me he knew I was not part of the rebellion.

“No.” I shook my head. “As I told you, I’m not a rebel.”

Not on this side of the River, anyway.

The others at the table began eating and I turned my attention to my food, managing to scoop a little of the gravy and rice from my plate with a piece of the bread. Then I let out a exhalation of surprise. What we were eating in the kitchens was good, but this was food like I’d never tasted before.

It was as if every spice was enhanced on my tongue; the turmeric was somehow more earthy, the pickles sharper. Dishes were placed in front of me—roasted meats, salted river crocodile, flower-stem curries, baby pumpkin stew, deep red pomegranates. I almost choked in my rush to get the next bite in, unable to suppress a low moan with every mouthful.

“We mustn’t have fed you very well in the kitchens.”

“Thinking about your own execution really builds an appetite,” I said between bites, scooping up more flower-stem curry.

The ghost of a smile touched the captain’s lips.

“And what we ate in the kitchens really didn’t compare to this.”

It was the truth, but what I didn’t say was that nothing I’d eaten before compared to this. Not the husk of a boiled mango or thin lentil soup Nani would make in the evenings. This food stuck to the insides of my stomach and made me feel heavy in a satisfied way. It was as if my body had woken up and finally remembered what eating good food was like.

Kiyan leaned forward, his eyes flickering between the bread in my hand and my lips. His gaze was so intense, just like it had been in the forest.

I’d never met someone who looked at me so wholly before—as if no one else was in the room and he could only focus on me. It was disconcerting, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from his.

“What was the magic you used to find the book?” he said, his voice low, pulling through me like a caress. “The Viceroy said he’d never seen it before.” His curiosity had overcome his usual frostiness, and I blinked at the change of subject.

“I’m a scholar. And yes, I happen to have magic, which is what the Viceroy saw me use. I only really use my powers to find things—usually in books.”

“I’ve never seen a human with magic before.”

“It isn’t common,” I said, not bothering to tell him I hadn’t either. “But I’ve studied Queen Azari’s pieces and I knew what I was looking for.”

“Yes, you had her bracelet.” He angled his head, his eyes touching on my empty left wrist and hand, where it had once been. “Queen Azari’s lost haath phool.”

“Which is no longer in my personal items. I want it back.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He gave me a wolfish smile as he picked up a piece of bread sprinkled with black sesame and bit into it. This time it was me watching his mouth as he chewed slowly. I was reminded of when he’d been on top of me in the forest, and I’d slid his dagger between his teeth while he held the giant wolf back with one arm.

Get it together.

“Reza’s been looking for Queen Azari’s vault for a long time. And the Queen’s artifact contained in it.”

It took a moment for me to recognize that Reza was the Viceroy’s name and he was no lot referring to the Viceroy by his title. It felt like an opportunity for him to show me how much power he had here.

Kiyan lifted his ruby-colored glass to his lips and took a liberal drink before setting it back down. “He has access to whatever you need to help him accomplish it.”

My ears perked up at that. I might not have Queen Azari’s haath phool anymore, but right now there was something more important I wanted access to. “Whatever I need?”

Kiyan’s jaw tightened. “Whatever resources you want when we go looking for the vault. I don’t imagine there’s much use to doing more research in the palace, though you are more than welcome to. After all, you found something I didn’t expect.”

He was talking about the very thing I longed to get my hands on again, that stained piece of parchment that had fluttered from the hidden book I’d found. I wet my lips, finding my voice again. “The map?”

He nodded. “The map. Reza’s never been this close before. The map gave us what we needed to find Queen Azari’s vault. Now the Viceroy can go after the crown.” His voice was bitter, almost angry.

“Sounds like you don’t need me at all,” I said lightly.

He shook his head, his mouth pressing into a thin line. “If your magic holds true, you will be a very valuable asset for the Viceroy.” He rubbed his hand across his chin. “Ancient peris, especially Queen Azari, were quite maniacal about protecting their relics. It isn’t easy to find what they’ve hidden, let alone get to it once it’s found.”

The traps in the Golden Vault when I’d found Queen Azari’s haath phool came to mind. If I hadn’t used my power then, I’d be under a pile of rubble right now.

Kiyan was right that my magic could give us a lot more than a map.

He took another sip of his drink, the dark cherry liquid staining his lips. “And besides, you seem to want to find the crown as much as he does.”

More.

But his words and their strangeness struck me. You seem to want to find it as much as he does.

“You don’t want to find it?” I asked, watching the way his eyes slid away from mine and focused on his glass.

That shadow of a smile touched his lips again, like he knew something I didn’t. “I have no need of a power like that.”

“Because you have magic of your own?”

“I have powers like all the peris in the Court of River—a connection to the natural world in some way. There is very little else I need. I have no desire to rule over another Court with my magic.”

The Viceroy did though—Mishah had told me he was from the Salt Court.

The Viceroy was like their version of the Citadel

And here I was, helping him.

Not for long.

I remembered Safiyya with her rusted rifle shooting Winthrop from the trees, protecting our grandmother. Her shouts still echoed in my mind, reminding me of why I was here.

It seemed unfair that I was here, enjoying the most amazing food I’d ever tasted, wearing finery I could only dream of, while my family was running for their lives—or worse. It was difficult to not lurch to my feet and run out the door. But I no longer had the Queen’s haath phool—nor the map to the crown. I couldn’t just abandon them, like my mother had.

I’m going to cross the River, Yaseema. And I’m going to save us all.

My mother’s words were always with me, and though I knew she hadn’t chosen to abandon me, it still ached with a ferocity that stole my breath, knowing that she had tried to come here and find the relic that would take down the wall. And that she had failed.

Because of that, I had to see this through and find a way to take the crown.

To avoid responding to Kiyan, I ate a spoonful of black chickpea soup, the crisp pomegranate seeds on the top popping in my mouth.

But now the food tasted like the dredge of a river when I thought about Nani and Safiyya out there, running from the Citadel. When I was reminded that my mother had likely died here, and I was trying to accomplish what she couldn’t.

I forced myself to chew and swallow, washing the food down with the same dark liquid Kiyan consumed liberally.

“When do we go after it?” I finally managed to ask.

“After the Salt festival,” the Viceroy said, looking up and interrupting our conversation, as if he’d been listening this whole time. I turned toward him, but Kiyan didn’t even look in his direction. Instead, he took another long drink.

“After that, we will use the map to find the dead Queen’s crown. After all, I must have a matching set.” He gestured to his chest, the shirt open again at the collar, the pieces of gold jutting out from his skin.

I was curious about the golden crown that was fused to his chest, so much that it felt physically painful not to ask about it. They had no idea I was from across the wall, and it might look odd asking questions about a fae crown I was supposed to know about. I had never seen a relic embedded in the skin of another like that, and it was fascinating in the most macabre of ways. If I had the power to do something like that, I would certainly make my mother’s bangles a permanent fixture on my arm.

He had mentioned the Salt festival before, and I knew it was soon because we had been preparing for it in the kitchens before I had been arrested. Which meant that I had very little time to come up with a plan to steal the crown and escape.

At the end of dinner, the Viceroy stood and gave me a brief nod. “You’ll use your magic to search the rest of the books in the palace. If there is anything else worth noting, you will bring it to me.” The tone of his voice conveyed a vague threat, as if he were saying to me, or you won’t like what will happen if you don’t.

If we knew the location of the crown, then we usually didn’t need anything else, but knowing the ancient Queen’s vaults as I did, it was always a good thing to be prepared. If I could find any mention of her traps and obstacles, then that would help us.

With any luck, I’d find out more information about the vault, and how it was built. I gave a sidelong look at the Viceroy, but he was already walking away from the dining hall. Instead, it was the captain who caught my eye, our gazes locking with such intensity my arms prickled with awareness.

If you ever try to escape, I will find you.

It seemed like it wasn’t the Viceroy I had to worry about, but the fae sitting beside me. If I managed to steal the crown, something told me Kiyan would not let me go easily.

* * *

While the palace prepared for the festival, I spent most of my time poring over the books and using my magic to have free reign of the palace libraries. It was almost a dream come true to have unfettered access to tomes of ancient fae books and histories, but all I could think about was the map I’d found and the crown that was waiting for me. I wanted to take a closer look at the map, but the Viceroy kept it in a small golden locket around his neck at all times. He also had guards stationed at my door, following my every move, so trying to steal the map wasn’t possible. And even if I did, I likely couldn’t navigate the River Court on my own. So that left finding the crown with the Viceroy’s help until I could steal it for my own.

When I started to feel cross-eyed from reading ancient fae texts, I went in search of Mishah in the kitchens. She hadn’t said a word about my confession in the dungeon, and sometimes I wondered if I had even dreamed it all up.

Occasionally I caught her watching me oddly, as if sizing up our differences, and I knew she was thinking about what I’d told her, and that she wanted to ask me about being from the other side of the River.

If she had asked, I would have answered. It was almost a relief to tell someone who I really was, to have someone in this land know me.

And if there was one person I could trust in this place, it was her.

I helped her in the kitchens with preparations for the Salt Festival in my free time, so that I didn’t just have the guards at my door for company. We prepared spice mixes, marinated river crocodile, yak meat and baby goat for roasting, and rolled out dough until late into the evening, spending the following day filling it with a spiced potato and vegetable mixture that made my mouth water.

At night I was “invited” to dine with the Viceroy and Kiyan, which sounded as if I was his esteemed guest, with the exception that I was escorted by my guards, forced to dress up in an outfit picked out for me, and be gawked at by a hundred members of the Court.

But the food . . . I never got tired of the food.

Seared cubes of salty cheese atop spicy peppers and jasmine-scented long rice filled my dreams. Mango puddings and sticky, sweet desserts laced with cardamom and roses made my mouth water. Vermicelli rice soaked in milk and garnished with fruit, raisins, and dates, and sweet halva reminded me of everything Astolans didn’t have with every mouthful I ate.

When I felt frustrated or guilty, I had to remind myself that every second at the palace was a second closer to the crown. That every minute I was here, was a chance at getting back to my grandmother and Safiyya and fulfilling what my mother had set out to do.

That evening was the start of the Salt Festival, and there was another obscene frock laid out on my bed, this time an ice blue color covered in silvery crystals reminiscent of the uniform Kiyan and the Salt Guards wore. I had begun to dread every time I had to get ready for dinner, bile rising to my throat as I dressed in the latest outfit the Viceroy had chosen for me. To accompany the dress was a mask covered in crystals, giving the impression that my face was crusted in salt as well as my dress. My lip curled when Gul tried to put the mask on my face and over my spectacles. It wouldn’t fit and when she tried to remove my spectacles in favor of the mask, I swatted her hand away.

In the end she snorted and tossed it on the bed.

I had become a tool to be used by the Viceroy, just like I had been for the Citadel. Let him look at my real face when he used me. I certainly wanted to be able to see his.

At dinner, the Viceroy wore his own mask made of crystals, the silver frame of a scorpion gracing his face. His eyes swept my outfit as I was led to the table, narrowing on my spectacles on the edge of my nose. Kiyan was already seated beside him, and blinked rapidly when he saw me, turning his head away the moment I sat down.

“Any developments today?” the Viceroy asked, his voice smooth and affable, a too-pleasant smile on his face that set my teeth on edge.

I knew I had to be careful with handling him, the same way I spoke to the excavators from the Citadel, who looked down at me like I was a slug beneath their boots.

So, I did the same thing with him that I did to the excavators—attempted to bore them to death.

“The book on engineering in the ancient peri world was fascinating. The tunnel system might help us when we find the vault, as the book I found discussed that it was quite complex. And there were some details about a portion of the vault being underwater, which has an added challenge,” I said, my voice monotone as I spooned more black chickpeas onto my plate.

The Viceroy leaned back in his chair, a frown creasing his brow as he tried to follow my words.

When he didn’t respond, I continued. “In order to prepare ourselves, it’s probably a good idea to research the vault system as much as possible.”

“In preparation for Azari’s wonderful traps,” Kiyan said with a humorless smile, not looking at either of us, filling his own food onto his plate.

That cleared the confusion on the Viceroy’s face. A sly smile curled his lips. “The River Court should know all about Azari’s traps. They were after all, defeated by them.”

Kiyan stabbed his roasted river crocodile so hard I thought his plate would crack in half.

“I’ve heard there might be an alarming number of death traps that await us. Queen Azari was from the Court of Vultures, after all.” The Viceroy chuckled at his own joke, though I wasn’t entirely sure of the context.

I had dug up and studied ancient fae relics, but I didn’t understand the social hierarchy and inter Court relationships, at least not yet. Nor did I know why Kiyan suddenly looked like he wanted to overturn the table over.

Traps in fae vaults were nothing I hadn’t survived before. The memory of the pit filled with spikes from the previous vault entered my mind, and a shudder ran through me.

“Cold?” The Viceroy asked, but his voice held no concern, instead it was like he were asking the question because he was fascinated with a human feeling anything at all.

“More like dread,” I said, thinking about how close I’d come to dying alone in a pit where no one would ever find me.

“Scholars aren’t meant to be adventurers.” He gave me a thin smile, his eyes cold. He and Kiyan both had dark eyes, but where Kiyan’s reminded me of tree bark, or freshly dug earth, the Viceroy’s were like an endless black pit.

I wondered if the Viceroy had ever felt anything like dread or fear. I wondered if he had any feelings at all.

He was handsome, but I still remembered the brightness in his expression when he threatened to torture me, the delight in his face as he spoke of it.

He did have feelings, just the wrong ones for the wrong reasons.

My gaze slid back to Kiyan, who had begun skewering his meal roughly, the most emotion I’d seen from him since he’d seen Queen Azari’s haath phool on my wrist.

“But some might say scholars are in the best position to find lost relics,” the Viceroy continued. “They often know how to retrieve them and have access to the research needed to both find them and avoid vault traps.”

“That’s because most of the relics aren’t lost,” I said, turning my attention back to the Viceroy. Kiyan had stopped cutting his meat and angled his head towards me, as if to hear better.

The Viceroy narrowed his eyes, his mouth flattening. “What do you mean by that?”

“Scholars are meant to be the protectors of history. Ensuring that they stay safe,” I continued, measuring my words. “Most of the relics aren’t meant to be found. They are hidden deliberately. They are part of the vaults and burial grounds of ancient ancestors, and it’s our job to keep them where they’re meant to be.”

And why I had to rebury as many as I could to stop the Citadel from taking them.

A lot of scholars at the Citadel had similar thoughts to me—it was difficult to pour so much time and effort into studying ancient fae vaults that were just going to be torn apart by the Empire.

But I forgot who I was talking to this time.

Kiyan lifted his head and stared at me. The Viceroy looked more than amused—his smile had turned sharp like a blade.

“And you think they should stay hidden?”

My chest tightened with dread as I realized I had spoken too freely.

“Don’t tell me you are sympathetic to the rebel cause?” His eyes held a hardness that had me shifting in my seat. My problem was, I had no idea what the rebel cause was. But after what I had seen of the Viceroy, I sympathized with them more than not.

“No.,” I answered truthfully. “First and foremost, I’m interested in studying these ancient objects. But I understand why they are hidden and protected.”

The Viceroy scoffed. “The rebels want to keep them hidden. They know that revealing them will mean they stand no chance against our power. That they won’t be able to withstand me after I find it.” The Viceroy’s eyes took on an unholy glint. “And that with it, I will be able to find their protected fortress, their protected royal family, and destroy them all.”

An unsettled sense of foreboding washed over me. I was starting to realize that I actually didn’t know the power Queen Azari’s crown had. The only thing I had thought about was taking down the wall and bringing magic back to the human world, but it sounded as if it did much more than that.

Silence stretched out between us until music began in the background, causing a momentary distraction.

The way Kiyan reacted to his comment made the silence even heavier. Tension rolled off him in thick waves. His shoulders were rigid, his face frozen except for the angry tic in his jaw.

The Viceroy’s hand touched mine, and I looked down. It was the first time he’d really touched me, and a frisson of shock ran up my spine. I wanted to shrink away from him, given that I was trying to get him on my side, so I held myself still instead. I’d expected him to be warm, like his general demeanor had been at dinner, but instead his hand was cold, and his voice low and ominous as he murmured in my ear.

“The Red Jasmine Rebellion wants to thwart me, but they don’t know about you, do they? The rebels don’t know that with you, I’ll finally be able to find the crown, and lay waste to them all.”

He lifted his hand from mine and stared out at the revelry. “Drink. Dance. We will leave in a few days, after the Salt festival.”

Leave in in a few days.

I tried to search my feelings for why I didn’t feel the relief I expected, knowing we were that much closer to finding it. Instead, I followed the Viceroy’s gaze to the celebration in front of us, the courtyard beyond the dining hall filled with masked courtiers spinning around the dance floor in a violent explosion of color.

Lay waste to them all.

His words reminded me of the Angrezian Empire, reminded me of Empress Lorna’s power over Astolans.

Despite their belief in the civilization they brought, they were more savage in their actions than we could ever be.

My food turned sour in my stomach and I excused myself from the table.

Chapter 25

I’m starting to forget your voices, and it scares me. How long until I forget what you look like entirely? Sometimes I wonder if this is a dream,

and we are actually still together.

Then I kill someone else and realize I’m never getting out of this nightmare.

—Letter from Kiyan to his family, unsent


Kiyan

It was time, though I couldn’t shake the uneasiness running through me as I began to pile the bodies I’d been collecting. The greatest asset was the rotting halmasti, at the top of my death creature, forming the bulk of the body of the beast. From there, mulch and leaves and rotting branches awaited my command. I closed my eyes, having never created life out of anything this big before.

This time I was in the forest outside the palace, and the connection to my life magic was stronger with my feet planted in the earth. Even though Reza put limits on our powers, I was at my strongest with nature.

I concentrated on the rot that had begun on the beast first, grabbing that tiny thread of life still working inside, using the decomposing material to my advantage. It was easier this time, linking all the different stages of death. If I could harness a main thread connecting all the different stages of the death cycle, then the rest of the bodies began to fall in line. It seemed that I could amplify the death cycle the more I piled together. And this magic felt strong—stronger than I’d ever felt since Reza had used King Rusul’s crown to drain us.

The he fact that my previous attempt had killed one Salt soldier and injured another gave me the means I hadn’t had in years—a way of fighting back.

I needed this power.

Reza had found the map to Queen Azari’s crown, and with it, a way to destroy the royal family.

He needed to be stopped.

I flooded my energy, the limited spark of my power, into the pile of death at my feet.

Slowly, pieces of it began to snap together, the dead halmasti I’d killed in the forest rearing up on its hind legs and towering over me, a festering, bloody beast. Crusted black ichor clumped its matted fur and provided a landing place of sorts for leaves and logs and mulch and dead sprites.

I had become an expert at collecting death, a gravedigger without graves.

If life no longer obeyed me, then I would command death.

I would use whatever power I had at my disposal to free my kingdom, even if that meant sinking into the stench of rot, becoming a piece of the forest floor that thrived on decomposing bodies.

Slowly, the creature started to form, and I began to see the beauty in what I was doing.

Others might not; the stink was foul, pieces of limbs and rotted plant fell in clumps, only to be scooped up by the frothing cloud of death I had spun.

When I had compiled it, the beast began to move at my command, pieces of it in constant motion as I manipulated the cycle of death.

“Kill Reza,” I commanded. “And take back the map.”

It obeyed, and just like the others I had made, it groggily answered in my mind, unused to a master, unused to the manipulation of an outside force.

Life, I found, was used to being manipulated. It obeyed easily.

But death resisted me at every turn; the side of life that was death was almost never interfered with.

I got the sense that it listened to my conjuring out of curiosity more than anything.

It was curious about this new sensation of being used in this way, created as a weapon, being called upon by the living.

We will, it whispered, a thousand voices and yet only one.

We will kill. We will take.

The beast took a hideous step toward the palace where the Salt festival was being celebrated—honoring the day Salt took over by stealing our magic, killing the River Court peris, and sucking our powers away.

A fitting day to attack.

* * *

I slipped into the palace before my absence was noted, walking idly around the dancing and merrymaking of the Salt Court. Most of the River Court was working in the palace, with a few of the high peris from River celebrating half-heartedly, so as not to be punished by Reza for not taking part. I remembered when I was a boy working at the palace, how one whiff of dissatisfaction with the new regime would get you publicly whipped in the courtyard.

I learned quickly to become frozen, no emotions or reactions.

I had climbed further up in the palace with that attitude, a cold mask of indifference to torture and insults, doing what I could to ease the pain of those that had been affected, while at the same time trying everything to look for a way to bring our power back.

Until one day Reza had become aware of a young fighter from River whom he could exploit to catch rebels. A River peri who wouldn’t hesitate to arrest their own neighbor, if it meant serving the Court of Salt.

It was the perfect place to inject my own rot into his rule.

And yet, I couldn’t help but think I’d been rotting too while working for him.

It felt too good to release my power, too satisfying to fight back.

Finally.

Resistance felt like I was reclaiming a part of my soul that had been battered down so long it didn’t know anything but compliance. Until now.

Yaseema was standing at the periphery of the dance floor with Mishah. She looked uncertain as she watched the dancing, her own outfit a product of the Salt Court—elaborate, ostentatious and glittering. She didn’t wear a mask however, and kept the gold jewelry on her face instead, even with the thin crack in one lens.

It made me perversely happy to see her without a Salt Court mask on her face. I was the only other peri without one except for the staff, and it made me feel a kinship to her which I most certainly shouldn’t. Not with the power she wielded and how devastating it would be for the River Court if Salt used it to their advantage.

It was surprising that no one had attempted to enthrall her yet, though likely Reza’s interest had something to do with that. I didn’t know if her magic prevented it—I hadn’t even tried in the dungeon, despite acting as though I did. The less power Reza had over the human girl, the better.

He still sat at the high table, staring at Yaseema with a heavy, focused gaze. Uneasiness swept over me—the same feeling I’d had when he touched her—and though I always wanted to smash Reza’s teeth through his face, the feeling was currently trebled.

I didn’t like his interest in her, which I knew went beyond her ability to find the crown. Every time he spoke to her, watched her, interacted with her, it set my teeth on edge. I knew he would torture her to get what he wanted—he would have no compunction about extending her suffering and savoring it. He’d done it too many times in the past, and humans were even more fragile than we were.

He would break her.

She would have no chance against him, and I wouldn’t be able to do anything to stop it. Not if I wanted to free the Court of River from Salt’s clutches.

It made something wild and ugly rear up inside me, and I wondered if using the death magic was starting to affect other parts of me, beyond my powers. When he’d hurt others of my Court before, I’d been able to hone my rage into action and focus—that one day we would take him down and do everything to him as he had done to us. . But his attention on this human girl made me want to unleash all the darkness in me and drown him in it, and I struggled with restraining myself.

I couldn’t afford such emotion, not for a human like her. Not when her power gave him a way we could lose all hope of winning against the Salt Court.

She tucked her large cloud of hair behind one rounded ear and readjusted the golden jewelry on her face. I followed the progress of her hands, the way they delicately traced her skin when she pushed back her hair.

She wouldn’t survive here. Not with how soft, and trusting she was.

I remembered her eyes when the halmasti was upon us, how wide and frightened they were.

And yet, she still withdrew your dagger. She still slipped it between your teeth, no matter how badly her hands were shaking.

And she still fought it with a tree branch when your magic failed.

I walked toward her as if being pulled by one of her golden threads, unable to keep away, to stop myself from talking to her.

She was in this now, just as I was. We were both one of Reza’s puppets to use.

And she would never find a way to cut the strings.

Chapter 26

The birthday of our Empress has been commemorated in Astola since the very first Empress, Lorna I, claimed the Kingdom for the Empire. It remains the most joyous and celebrated day in Astola. The Astolan natives are particularly enthusiastic in their celebrations, with only a handful of counterprotests every year, which are swiftly squashed.

—The History of Astola by Henry Wiltshire


Yaseema

I found Mishah standing at the back, surveying the festival with a strangely angry expression.

“Aren’t you going to dance?”

Her face wiped clean of her previous emotion, and she turned and gave me a wide smile.

“The kitchen staff have their own celebration, I was just here dropping off the food.” Her hands twisted together, and she seemed nervous. I wondered if she was uncomfortable being back near the Viceroy after what the general had tried to do.

“You are safe here, Mishah,” I reassured her gently. “The Viceroy gave me his word that no harm would come to you as long as I helped him.”

For a moment her eyes were dark. “We aren’t safe anywhere, Yaseema. Remember that. Not when the Salt Court are in charge.”

She turned and walked away before I could call after her.

Instead, I stood awkwardly in the middle of the festival, watching the dancers whirl around me. If we were leaving in a few days I needed to pack and prepare. And I still needed to think of a plan to steal the crown when we found it.

After my conversation with the Viceroy, I knew he wouldn’t let go of Azari’s power easily.

I was so absorbed in that thought that when a dancing couple knocked into me, I was thrown completely off-balance, landing against something hard. Solid arms steadied me.

“Thank you—”

Dark eyes, the color of fresh earth looked down at me. Kiyan’s silver hair formed a curtain around his face, his hands gripping my elbow. His long fae ears peeked out from underneath his hair, enhancing his otherworldliness. He studied me for a long moment, as if we were suspended in time, with everyone else spinning around us, intoxicated by the festival.

My heart thundered in my chest, his brown eyes pinning me to the spot. It felt as though he had stopped my lungs too, constricting my chest with his stare. I wanted to know what he was seeing, to understand the reason he seemed so absorbed.

A scream pierced the merriment before I could speak, and the intoxicated joy around us turned to panic. I whirled around, but Kiyan caught me by the forearm and dragged me to him.

The screams grew, and festivalgoers began running in every direction, pushing each other out of the way, clawing over each other to escape.

But escape what?

A howl erupted in the hall, a sound like I’d never heard before—a thousand screams and guttural moaning drowning out the shouts and fear.

I no longer fought the hold Kiyan had on me, and tried to see what they all ran from.

“Stay here,” he said, his soft words in my ear, honing my focus to only him. He pulled me to the side, away from the stampede of fae screaming and pushing each other.

Another roar sounded, and this one much louder than the halmasti from the woods.

Fae, guards, courtiers, and panicked palace staff fell over each other to get away.

And when I saw what they ran from, my heart nearly leapt out of my chest.

The creature before me wasn’t an halmasti, though part if it seemed like it was, once. This was a horrifying thing made of fur and blood, rotting branches, dead pixies and sprites, and bits and pieces of the natural world. Twigs, mulched leaves, decayed mulberries all formed parts of its body that was both the halmasti and several other dead creatures at once.

People scrambled in every direction away from the thing, until it was only Kiyan and I standing in the center of the room.

The monster lurched toward us and I screamed, but Kiyan gripped my arm.

“Don’t move,” he repeated, low.

Instead of attacking us, the creature made of dead animals and leaves and rotted forest floor whirled around to face a figure standing at the other end of the dining hall.

The Viceroy.

He was flanked by his guards, their swords drawn as they advanced on the creature. The monster emitted another great roar and its enormous arm made of uprooted trees and thick swaths of rotting plants swiped at him.

The Viceroy moved in front of his soldiers and raised his arms wide in the air, no weapon in hand.

The map I’d found still dangled around his neck, folded and stored in the golden locket there, above the pieces of gold embedded in his skin.

Kiyan stiffened beside me as the Viceroy walked up to the creature.

He was too confident as he stood, poised to fight the massive creature before him without a sword at his side.

The Viceroy brought his arms together and clapped.

A buzz of something zipped through the hall, like the aftermath of a rifle shot or lightning bolt. Something that cracked across the air and made room for itself, stopping everyone lesser than to take notice. The crown in the Viceroy’s chest seemed to glow like a beating heart of sunlight embedded in his skin.

The creature screamed, and fell to its knees, or whatever twigs and leaves and mulch held it in place, stopped by whatever magic the Viceroy wielded. Its form began to shrink—no, rot, the leaves shriveling.

Kiyan gripped me hard, his hands bruising, but I didn’t care. I was too riveted by the creature as it bowed—and then resisted. It rose up, if possible bigger than before, a deep growl coming from the dead halmasti’s throat, its jaw torn and rotting off.

Abruptly Kiyan released me, his body jerking in shock.

“What . . .”

But whatever he was about to say was swallowed by the creature’s howl as it lunged for the Viceroy—who hadn’t been expecting the attack.

From our angle behind the beast it looked as though the beast consumed him, the Viceroy’s body had been enveloped by the dark swirling cloud of death.

“No!” I screamed, my only chance of going after the crown now inside the belly of a rotten beast.

Without thinking I wrenched Kiyan’s dagger from its sheath at his waist, despite only ever studying knives like it in archaeological dig sites and Citadel museums.

“Yaseema!” Kiyan shouted, and I didn’t pause to wonder at the panic there. Though my brain did register that it was the only time I’d ever heard him say my name.

It didn’t matter, because I didn’t look back. My only focus was on the map around the Viceroy’s neck. I wasn’t about to let this thing made of darkness, death and rotting forest debris destroy my only chance of saving my family, of finishing the job my mother had set out to do.

I dove toward the creature, the knife in my hand steady.

I didn’t know what it would do, but at least I could try.

My knife dug into a rotting log that made up the monster’s middle, Kiyan’s blade breaking the weak wood in two and delving deeper, into the soft underbelly of rotten flesh. It moved around me, letting me in, consuming me as it had the Viceroy.

My skin burned, going black with every inch of it that had been touched. I was folded into the darkness, the small tendrils of decay curling around my shoulders, my hair, and neck, wrapping around my skin until I was sucked in, pulled into the heady dark to become a rotted thing just like it was.

Chapter 27

I wrote to my cousin, but I’m sure Salt is blocking all messages out of our Court. I’ve been sleeping in the city, in doorways like a hearth sprite, growing food with my limited magic. They haven’t found me yet, and I’m going to use that to my advantage. If they don’t know who I am, they won’t know when I’m coming for them.

—Letter from Kiyan to his family, unsent


Kiyan

She disappeared into the belly of the dead beast I’d created, and everything I’d worked for turned to ash.

Reza screamed as my creature consumed him, but the moment Yaseema dove into my dead halmasti it spat him back out again. Even so, part of his leg came away black and rotted.

The map was still around his neck, unscathed.

What was she thinking?

She hadn’t thought. She had simply acted, and I doubted her weak human form could withstand the rotting creature I’d made. The death cycle had likely already eaten her alive.

Bile rose in my throat, and I had the sudden urge to throw up in the middle of the dance floor. Rage and horror consumed me—and inexplicably, sorrow.

The Viceroy’s soldiers rushed at my death beast, but there was nothing they could do.

The girl was already dead.

I curled my fists into my side, almost letting go of the hold I had on the creature.

But no sooner had I thought it than a spark seemed to ignite inside the beast, growing steadily until it had completely burst into flame. Screams sounded around us, even more panicked than when it had chased half of the River Court through the Salt festival.

Because now it was a screeching, dead, rotted thing on fire.

The Salt soldiers stopped battling it and instead began to retreat.

And I saw her, in the middle of the flames, as if they burned around her, for her, and did not consume her.

She was flailing, moving, trying to get out.

I ran.

I didn’t think or question it.

I had made this creature and now was responsible for this human girl burning alive. I thought of her soft voice as she spoke to the golden threads of her magic, the wild storm of her hair, that odd jewelry that sat atop her nose. Those dark eyes, staring up at me.

She didn’t deserve to get dragged into my nightmare too.

I dove into the burning creature, commanding the pieces of death to fall away, to lose shape, to come undone.

It obeyed.

Around me the burning logs and body parts collapsed, the fire receding into a smoldering flame.

And unfathomably, the girl lay in the middle of the pile of embers, unharmed.

Her eyes were closed, her body curled up into a tight ball, as if to escape the flames. Her clothes were burnt off, with thin shreds of blackened fabric remaining, crisscrossing her body. Only her two gold bangles remained on one arm.

I reached for her, and she flinched violently when my hand grazed her sweltering skin. A relieved breath tore through me—a sign at least that she was still alive.

I unclipped my cloak and pulled it off, draping her in the thick indigo fabric.

“You’re safe,” I said, as softly as I could, wrapping the coat around her and lifting her into my arms.

“Fetch a healer!” I shouted at the Salt soldiers who stood around me, gaping.

One of my own guards appeared at my side and I nodded to him. “Find the palace healer, then fetch cold water and towels to her room immediately.”

I tucked her against my chest, ensuring my cloak covered her. I didn’t want to hurt her further and risk touching any skin that was burned, though from what little I saw of her body was unblemished.

It was remarkable there were no burns marring her dark skin.

How was that possible?

Reza lay on the edge of the pile of dead burnt things, clutching his leg in pain as I carried Yaseema out against my chest. His lip was curled and his eyes blazed.

“This is the work of the rebels, boy. They tried to kill me!” He pointed to his blackened leg.

“And she saved your life,” I snarled back at him.

He blinked at me, momentarily stunned I’d addressed him that way.

I was stunned as well.

But this time my anger couldn’t be contained; it roared up in my chest like the rotting beast I’d set loose in the palace.

Except now I was the rotted thing, the dark, snarling creature ready to kill him.

My plan had been to finally try to kill Reza, but instead I’d hurt someone who didn’t deserve to be hurt.

For the first time, my rage was all for myself.

“She needs a healer.” I strode away from Reza before I could react any further, before I could completely destroy any advantage I had in this Court by being a fool.

I took the stairs two at a time, running her back to her room. My guards were already in the room by the time I got there, as was Mishah from the kitchens.

I placed her on the bed, my cloak still wrapped around her.

Her eyelids fluttered, causing something to ease in my chest.

She wasn’t dead.

Her condition seemed unfathomable. She’d been trapped in a burning inferno, and by all accounts she should be in agony, her skin burnt and black like Reza’s leg.

But my cloak slipped down one of her shoulders and the brown curve of it was unharmed. I touched my fingertips to the exposed skin, not believing my eyes. It was soft and cool—no sign of any trauma or wound.

She’d walked into my death beast and set it on fire without a single injury.

It had to be connected to her magic somehow. My eyes skimmed her figure, alighting on the thick bangles at her wrist. I’d returned these to her with the rest of her things, only taking Queen Azari’s haath phool from her. But perhaps I should’ve taken a closer look at these.

As I bent to examine them, Badrah, the palace healer, burst into the room in a flurry of activity.

“Captain! I was with the Viceroy. His leg needed to be repaired, the skin regrown,” Badrah said, looking harried. Her duties usually involved tending to Salt soldiers’ injuries from skirmishes with rebels in the city.

“Were you able to help him?”

“I think so, especially after experimenting on the Salt soldier that had been injured by the last rebel creature in the palace. I’ve managed to reverse whatever blight is causing this. Was she hit by it?”

I shook my head, looking down at Yaseema, whose eyelids stayed firmly shut. Even her hair remained as wild as before, though I noted one side of it had been burned by the fire.

“No, she doesn’t appear to be. But she was inside the beast when it lit on fire.”

When she ignited it.

It had to have been her; she was the only anomaly here. The Salt soldiers didn’t know how to fight my creatures, and neither did Reza. He had tried to pull magic and use King Rusul’s crown when he’d first approached it, using his powers from the Court of Salt and the crown to unmake it.

I wondered if he would succeed—he was able to weaken it, like he had weakened all the life magic in our Court.

But he couldn’t overcome the beast. It had fought back, had been able to resist his power. I needed to examine what that meant later, because if I were able to raise a hand against him using death magic, that meant we had a way to take our Court back.

Without the crown, and without my family locked in Tirich Mir.

Yaseema let out a whimper, and my gaze swung back to her as she reached up and wrapped her arms over her face. For some reason I didn’t want to examine, my heart gave a lurch to see her waking up. At her movement my cloak slipped from her shoulders and slid down her torso. Badrah bent down to examine her, whisking the rest of my cloak off her body. I whirled around, realizing belatedly that she was naked.

Ramishah, the kitchen girl, shot me a look as if to say, what are you still doing here? and I looked away from her.

But something in me didn’t want to leave.

You just want to know how she killed it. That’s all.

But if Reza was now healed, he was likely spitting mad about the rebel attack and needed to be calmed down.

“I’ll leave her to your ministrations,” I said to Badrah, nodding at the kitchen girl before stepping out of Yaseema’s room and closing the door behind me. But even though I had closed the door on her, and even though she seemed unharmed, I couldn’t block out the image of her inside the beast I’d made, burning it down.

* * *

I returned to the great hall, which had been cleared of everyone, but tables were still upturned and food scattered across the floor. The decorations from the festival were strewn about the room, with intricate curling vines torn in half from the mad stampede caused by the creature. I bent down to examine the remnants of the beast, trying to glean some understanding of how this could have happened.

What had she done to burn it to cinders?

Something gold glinted in the pile of rot and ash, and I reached for it, pinching my fingers around the slender jewelry. It was the golden frame that the human used to see through, but now the glass was broken, the arms twisted, the object not fit for its purpose any longer.

Still, I picked it up and tucked it in my pocket before standing again.

“Where have you been?” His voice was sharp in the destroyed room.

I turned to find Reza standing a few feet behind me, Salt soldiers flanking him.

“Sir,” I gave a clipped bow. “I was just about to—”

“Save it,” he snapped and shot his arm out, grabbing me by the shoulder.

I shouldn’t have been shocked, because I knew it was coming.

Reza only touched you when he wanted to hear you scream.

But he wouldn’t get that satisfaction from me.

He lit my blood on fire when his poison filled my veins and I fell to my knees with a heavy grunt. The stamp of his magic would be emblazoned across my skin, and I could already feel the burn forming as soon as he touched me. It was the mark of the Salt Court. Having that mark was the real torture; this pain I could endure.

His punishment lasted a full minute, until I was gasping on the floor, my palms slick with sweat, acid rising to my throat as my body rebelled against me.

I’d survived his torture before. I would survive this too.

He needed me too much to kill me now.

When he lifted his hand from my neck, I released a shudder, a small moan escaping my lips. The only sound of pain he would hear from me.

I waited a minute. Two.

Reza was ranting about something, but my awareness was fluttering in and out as my body processed the aftershocks of the pain. Eventually, I climbed to my feet and stood, facing him once more.

“You’re getting weak,” he spat. I didn’t respond, only inclined my head.

“My apologies for the breach in security. It won’t happen again.”

It would.

“Twice, they’ve managed to enter my palace, Kiyan! And this one managed to touch me. You’re lucky I didn’t rip your magic from you and turn you into one of those blithering fools you love so much.”

My guards standing behind Reza shifted uneasily. Removing my magic and turning me into a zulmi—the peris in River that Reza fully drained of their power, along with their youth, language, and identity—was no small threat.

But it wasn’t worth the battle now. And if Reza had actually tried to drain me of life and magic, I would be ready.

“Sir, it is imperative we leave to find Queen Azari’s crown.” I nearly winced as I said the words. I didn’t want Reza to get his hands on the crown, as that would solidify his power.

But finding it might be our only chance to unseat him.

Reza nodded, my earlier transgressions forgotten as his fickle attention was focused on something else.

“Yes. Where is the girl?”

“Recovering. I brought her a healer. We should leave as soon as she wakes.”

“I want that crown, and then I want every single rebel in this forsaken Court executed.” He spat the words, even the soldiers behind him flinching. I was surprised that we had gotten away with so little loss of life considering he had been injured.

Reza whirled away at my nod.

Then I closed my eyes, not wanting to watch him walk from the courtyard, not wanting to look at him any more than was necessary. The Salt soldiers and my guards dispersed as I headed to my own room, shutting the door behind me and leaning back against it, slowly sliding to the floor.

My hands shook as I lifted my shirt to examine the product of his latest torture. The fabric of my tunic was damp with sweat, and I exhaled slowly to steady my breath.

My fingers curled around the new scar that had formed on my torso, red and raw, layered atop the other ones, standing out like a woven river of pain across my skin.

The red scorpion curled up my side this time, the stinger arcing across my chest.

It was a bigger mark, as usually the length of Reza’s torture determined the size. The first time he’d done it, I tried to burn the mark off, charring my skin.

I still had the burn scar, but somehow the outline of the scorpion had stayed.

There was no way to remove the stamp of Reza’s magic from my body, the reminder that he held power over me.

But now, I didn’t want to remove them.

I wanted to look in the mirror every day and see a reminder of the scars he left, a reminder of the violence that had to be done to rid myself of him.

Chapter 28

I don’t know how much longer we can do this. The Citadel suspects you. They come almost daily to the house, asking where you are. Yaseema asks questions too, and I’m afraid for her. What will her world be like without her father?

But what will it be if we don’t fight for our freedom?

—Excerpt from a letter from Mahira Nazir to Zimran Nazir, unsent


Yaseema

I had expected the beast I’d attacked to be wet and dark, that I would be choked more by the foul stench that rolled off it. But when I was inside it, the creature smelled like fresh earth, like new leaves, like life.

That is, until I was suffocating.

A distant shout sounded when it had consumed me, Kiyan again, calling my name.

The second time he’d said it.

My skin burned, and I knew my flesh was dying too, rotting, decaying, peeling off.

It was agony—until it wasn’t.

Something burned white hot on my wrist as if I’d been lit on fire from within—as if I dove into the creature with an oil lantern and set it ablaze.

Fire foamed around me.

That was the only word for it.

It wasn’t the flickering of orange-blue flames that had coiled up in a violent rage, but a soft burning, one that grew thick and round and frothed up around me.

Dead branches and flesh and fur and mulberries and flowers burned up with me. The smell was smoke and rot and death, but that other smell was there too. Something that wasn’t bad, but new. New growth, like the forest fire that gave way to the sprigs of green trees that came out of the ash.

And the bangles at my wrist—my mother’s bangles—felt heavy and cool as the rest of the world burned around me. Until my clothes gave way, and my hair plastered tightly to my neck.

“You’re safe,” Kiyan said, soft in my ear, and so close. That same voice from the woods with the halmasti, from the prison when he questioned my interest in the crown.

Low, steady, and piercing.

But somehow a voice that was trustworthy. Safe.

Hands gripped my shoulders and slipped under my knees. I was held against a solid chest, the breathing rhythmic and deep, his chest rising and falling against my body, lulling me into soft slumber.

And then the burning stopped.

And the coolness at my wrist faded.

And I fell.

* * *

I woke in my bedroom in the palace, confused at first.

Thick covers were piled on top of me, the smoothness of the sheets like clouds against my bare skin. I gasped, realizing I hadn’t a single thread of clothes on my body, and sat up, checking my wrists quickly. Relief rushed through me that my mother’s bangles still sat there.

“I wasn’t sure if you’d ever wake up.”

A sardonic voice cut through my confusion.

“Mishah!” I nearly leapt out of bed before remembering my nakedness. “What happened?”

“What do you remember?” She leaned forward, her eyes keen, her elbows resting on her knees. My vision was blurry, and I cast my gaze around for my spectacles but didn’t see them anywhere. I glanced back to Mishah and could see enough to tell that she was still wearing her beige kitchen smock and her hair was swept back at the nape of her neck, but she had a look on her face I’d never seen before.

One that reminded me of Nani when she had first asked about the Citadel coming for me—as if she had to know but didn’t want to.

I frowned.

What did I remember?

“I was inside it. That thing.” I shuddered, and not even the finest of all the Viceroy’s bedsheets could have made me feel safe then.

Ramishah nodded. “You dove in, I’d never seen anything so idiotic. The soldiers tried to fight it off but didn’t seem to do any real damage.”

“But I remember arms pulling me out. And the feeling of fire.” I glanced again at my bracelets, the intricate gold bands unchanged and looping around my arms.

And that voice, I thought. His voice.

She hesitated a minute before answering. “Captain Kiyan went inside to help you. He pulled you out. But by then, you’d already done it.”

I touched my shoulders as if I could feel his hands there now, lifting me away from the fire, his body hard and strong.

Ramishah’s words shook me out of those thoughts as I processed what she’d said to me.

“I’d done what?”

She smiled, and her face transformed from my curious, concerned friend to someone a little bit awed.

“You’d already set it on fire. You killed the creature.”

I shook my head, not remembering any of it.

Just the soft burning. Just his voice.

“Your clothes burned off. I was surprised your hair didn’t. Kiyan carried you out and threw his cloak over you, ordering the guards to deal with the remnants of the beast and get you a healer.”

“And the Viceroy?”

“You seemed to save him by going inside the creature. He did get injured, which was more than anyone has been able to do in the years since he’s been here. But he’s alive.”

I didn’t think that was a positive thing, considering all he had done to the Court of River. But I needed that map, and I couldn’t regret saving it, not if I had any hope of helping Astola.

“Do they know how the beast got into the palace?”

She hesitated, her eyes darting to the side. There was something she wasn’t telling me.

“Mishah, I nearly got killed by that thing. Why?”

She dropped her voice so low I could barely hear her mumbled words. “They are saying it’s the work of the rebels in an attempt to kill the Viceroy.”

It was the first time I’d seen evidence that the rebels actually existed, despite Kiyan questioning me about them at every opportunity.

But if they could make something like that, a beast of rot and flesh—I could see why the Viceroy was wary of them.

Anyone that could create creatures of death like that was not to be underestimated.

Ramishah kept speaking, and I forced myself to focus on what she was saying.

“Kiyan ordered the entire staff to wait on you, whatever you needed. He’s been checking in on you since, should I tell him you’ve woken up? He was extremely angry you went inside the creature.”

“I didn’t really have a choice,” I murmured, barely hearing my words as I registered that Kiyan had carried me through the palace stark naked in his arms.

I looked down at my body again, glad I was now covered by a sheet to cover how flushed my skin had become.

“Yes, you are still naked,” Ramishah said, as if my thoughts were reflected clearly on my face.

I swallowed, then noticed Kiyan’s dark cape draped over the bed.

“Please tell me you have clothes for me.”

She gestured to a nearby chair, where a midnight-blue skirt and short blouse were folded neatly. “I’ll help you get ready.”

“I can do it myself,” I said hastily. “You’ve already seen far too much of my arse for my liking.”

She laughed. “After you destroyed that creature in the great hall, you could walk around naked every day, and the people of this palace would kiss your feet. It was heroic.”

I grimaced. “No thanks.” I gritted my teeth at the thought of more attention on me.

“What was it?” I asked quietly, slipping on the underthings that had been on the chair along with the other clothing. “The creature? I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Something conjured. A creature of death. Someone with strong power must have created it. It was the second time something like that had infiltrated the palace.”

“How can an animal like that be created?”

She frowned. “Not with any magic anyone in River might possess. The Viceroy has limited our powers—especially the peris of River. They can only conjure a small fraction of what they could do before.”

“And do the rebels have someone new working for them?”

Ramishah sat on the bed, crossing her legs. “I don’t know. When the Court of Salt came here, the royal family retreated to the Golden Palace in Tirich Mir to hunt for a weapon hidden by Queen Azari centuries ago. But while they were searching, they triggered a trap, a curse on Tirich Mir that locked them in the palace. The Viceroy was furious—he wanted to kill them all. The curse both protected and damned them. They’ve been trapped ever since.”

I thought of the looming shadow of the Mountain in the distance, bigger than any mountain I’d ever seen.

Tirich Mir.

It was still inconceivable to me that we couldn’t see it from our side of the River, even with the magical wall.

I put the blouse over my head, pulling my hair through the opening. My fingers stopped abruptly when they felt rough, singed ends.

“My hair.”

Ramishah walked over to me. “I guess you did burn it after all.”

One side of my hair had a rough, uneven texture, burnt from the power of the flames. “I’ll have to chop it.” Right now, my hair went down to my waist, but to get rid of the burn I’d have to slice it off at the shoulders.

Mishah brushed the burnt strands with her hands, examining it. “A small price to pay.”

“For my life? Yes.”

Despite my protests she helped wrap the skirt around me, folding and tucking it at the side.

“All that lovely hair,” she muttered, as she brushed it out. Then she turned her sharp eyes on me. “How did you do it? How did you set the fire?”

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “I was pulled inside it. I’m not sure I did much with that dagger. But then it just started burning. And then I felt his—Kiyan’s—hands on my shoulders. And then it just went black.”

I didn’t mention my mother’s bangles to her, nor the magic I’d felt emanating from them.

I still wanted to keep my mother’s secrets close to my chest. Especially when I didn’t know what it meant yet.

She mulled over my words, chewing her bottom lip in thought.

“Wasn’t the Salt festival a celebration for the Viceroy? It makes sense if it was the rebels responsible for the attack.”

“Far too much sense.” The low rumble of Kiyan’s voice came from the open doorway.

Thankfully, I was clothed now.

Ramishah made a little squeak of surprise and then leapt up, gathering a bundle of linens in her arms before sweeping out the door.

I tried to call after her, but it was too late. I felt a lot better in Kiyan’s presence when she was here, because then I didn’t have to look right at him.

He was standing in the doorway, his hair mussed and his eyes stormy. Normally he had an air of nonchalance that seemed unflappable, as if nothing really disturbed him. But now, he was disturbed.

“You’re awake, then.” He walked farther into the room. The clothes I had just put on suddenly felt as if they encased me in a steel cage that trapped me before him.

“Yes, I woke up a few moments ago.”

His jaw firmed. “That beast should never have been able to break in here. Not with our security.” He bowed his head. “For that I am sorry. And that you were the one that had to fight it.” His eyes grew flat. “But you shouldn’t have tried to attack the creature. You are much too important to be killed by some weak rebel attempt.” He cocked his head. “Even so I would like to know how you managed to kill it.”

His eyes pierced into me, as if I were naked again and he was examining every inch of my skin.

To my relief, my voice didn’t break. “Truthfully, I’m not certain I did much.” I recounted the same thing I told Mishah, including omitting the detail about my mother’s bangles.

I nearly looked right at them in the moment, but I didn’t want to draw his attention there, and the questions that would come about my mother.

Then would come questions about who she was. About who I was. About what I was really doing here.

He still didn’t know I was a human from the other side of the wall, nor that I wanted the crown for myself.

Finally, he nodded. “You still saved the peris in this palace. And the Viceroy.” He cleared his throat. “And the threat is even greater than I suspected. If the rebels have infiltrated here, we must find the crown now before they try and wrest control. Only the crown can give him the power he needs to crush them.”

A shudder flitted through me. But he was right. The rebels had unleashed a beast capable of killing thousands.

But a voice whispered inside me, one that I’d heard before.

What had the Viceroy done to them to make them rebels?

And hadn’t my father been one too, just in a different land?

It wasn’t as if I was going to let the Viceroy take the crown.

If this all worked out, I’d be the one to steal it, and take it back across the River. The Viceroy was just my path there. He could talk all he wanted about crushing and destroying the rebels, but he wouldn’t get the chance to if I walked off with his power.

I cleared my throat. “When do we leave?”

Kiyan’s eyes roved over me once more, as if he were assessing damage, but I sensed it was more. Something heated his gaze with more than concern, and it wasn’t pleasant.

Anger.

He was angry at me, for what, I couldn’t discern.

“Are you well enough to travel soon?”

“How soon?”

“The Viceroy wants to leave tomorrow.”

“And you?”

“It’s my job to enact the Viceroy’s wishes.”

“But what do you want?”

His mouth thinned, eyes darkening. “My wants don’t matter.”

I swallowed, trying to get to the bottom of the clear anger in his words, wishing I had my spectacles so that I could see the nuances of his expression better. “Then tomorrow works fine,” I snapped back, tired of his attitude. Was he regretful that he had to carry me? I certainly hadn’t asked him to save me. “Let’s just find the crown.”

“And then? What happens after?”

I tilted my head, trying to understand what he was asking. I was confused by this new side of him, as if he were frustrated by my presence. “What happens after?”

“What happens to you after?”

For a second, I thought he might have guessed my plan to steal the crown and head for the River, but if that was the case I would already be back in the dungeon.

The floorboards creaked as I shifted uncomfortably. “It’s what the Viceroy said, I help him find it and then I work at the palace as a scholar.”

“And that’s what you want?”

“I want to find the crown. After that, I don’t much care what happens.”

His eyes narrowed, but he stayed silent, another piece of his assessment not adding up. He turned to leave, but paused before he did, removing something from the small pocket at his chest.

“I thought you might need these.”

He held something gold and delicate out to me. I stared down at what lay in his hands before truly understanding what they were.

Spectacles.

But they looked different than mine; the arms of my previous pair were serviceable and plain, but these were fashioned to look like ornate golden vines. The glass inside was clean and uncracked, unlike my previous frames. I hadn’t been able to get a replacement for years, so I’d just made do with the broken glass.

I looked up at him, knowing my shock was clear on my face. I couldn’t even try to hide what I was feeling. “Where did you get new spectacles?”

“Your old pair were in what was left of the beast. They weren’t in the best of shape, so I had them fixed by a deo smith in the city. Giants aren’t often pleased to work with peris, but they are the best smiths. He did some . . . changes, as we couldn’t get them back to how they once looked.”

“They’re beautiful,” I breathed.

He cleared his throat. “It seemed like you used them for more than just adornment.”

He lifted them up to my face, his intention clear.

I blinked, and gave him a nod, taking a step toward him. He slid them over my ears, his fingers brushing them as he did so, causing a pleasant tingle where he touched. I was deeply aware that his hands were on my face and I stood inches from him, looking up into his dark eyes. What was worse is that when he perched them delicately on the bridge of my nose, his face came into view, clear and unfocused. I could see every small line on his face, the flex in his jaw, the scar bisecting his cheek. My heart raced so loud I was scared he would hear it.

“Humans use them to see,” I explained, my words too breathless for my liking.

He lifted a brow, and I realized how silly that must have sounded to a fae. I probably couldn’t see half of what he could, even with my spectacles on.

“And can you now see?” He tilted his head, watching me. Now that I could see the details on his expression I was even more confused, because behind the tightness in his jaw there was also a disquiet in his eyes, something simmering behind his gaze I couldn’t put my finger on.

“Yes, they work beautifully.” I gave him a small smile. “Better actually.”

It was true—I could see things in such detail I hadn’t known what I’d really been missing.

He didn’t return my smile. “Good. Then you’ll be able to see properly to be able to find the ancient Queen’s crown.”

He said the words abruptly before striding out of my room and closing the door with a very final click.

But even his frosty demeanor couldn’t chill the warmth spreading through my chest as I picked up a book from the shelf and began flipping through it, seeing the words more perfectly than I’d seen them in years.

Chapter 29

Dear Amma,

Nani says I have hair like yours, that when my father was working for Empress Lorna, you would come go to my Nani and have her cut it. And one day, when my father came back, he picked up a freshly cut lock of your hair and kept it as a reminder of home.

I’m going to grow mine long, I think.

I’ll only cut it when I fall in love, just like you and Baba did.

—Letter from Yaseema Nazir to Mahira Nazir, written in Mahira Nazir’s journal


Yaseema

I studied the map once more, my hands shaking to finally be able to touch it again. The Viceroy had finally let me look at it, under the watchful eye of Kiyan. There were still flecks of the general’s blood on it, but I ignored them as I focused on the details scrawled in parchment.

By this time next week, I could be using the crown to take down the wall and have life magic flow freely to the human world again.

I wondered if this is how my mother had felt when she’d crossed the River and come into these lands. I wondered if she ever got very far.

Not for the first time had I thought of her while I was here, wondering if I’d ever turn the corner to see her.

But now that I was actually journeying toward the crown, I felt as if I were following her footsteps. Did she walk this way? Did she find the Queen’s vault?

Did she die here?

I’d taken to reading her journal every night, trying to glean some idea of the path she might’ve taken. If she crossed the Basrol River, she must have had a plan. I had to believe that.

And a part of me wondered if I was even here to really bring down the wall at all or if I only wanted to find the crown because that was the last thing my mother did, and this was the only way I might be able to find out what happened to her.

I’d clutched her journal to my chest every night since she’d left. I read her words, her collected songs, her letters over and over, trying to know her just a little more. I’d had so little time with her, and yet her journal gave me an insight into who she was as a person, as well as her fascination with the ancient fae.

The book I’d found about Queen Azari’s vault didn’t have many specific details about the crown in it. There had been mentions of how the crown might be protected by the ancient fae queen, but no one had seen it in hundreds of years, let alone been to the place where she’d locked it away.

The book did expand my knowledge on the different magic of each Court and the Court of River’s magic specifically. Much of the Court of River’s powers were concentrated on nature and life-based magic—power rooted in growth, plants, light, animals, blood, and anything from the living world.

Their magic had been sucked away by Salt, whose power traditionally was that of mimicry, absorption, and theft. They could steal another peri’s magic, normally to borrow it temporarily. But what the Viceroy was doing to the Court of River did not seem temporary, which must be a result to the fae crown that was melted into his chest.

We’d ridden out that morning, and after a few hours in the saddle I wished I’d asked for more breaks.

I rode behind the Viceroy on a creature that looked like a horse with metallic legs.

It rode so fast the forest around us passed by in a blur, the sound of its heavy hooves the only indication we were touching the ground at all.

Occasionally the Viceroy glanced back at me, as if to check I was still there. Or maybe he was still unsure of me.

He should be, given that I planned to steal the crown from him as soon as we found it.

But every time he looked over his shoulder, discomfort spread through me, like he was assessing me with every step, calculating which parts of me were worth more. It was eerie to feel like a thing to someone.

As if I were a possession to be used and taken out when needed. A cog in the wheel, just like I had been for the Citadel.

Our company was surprisingly small. Even though Kiyan was tasked with finding the rebels, he traveled with us, and for some reason I kept thinking of him holding my naked body against him, striding through the palace. I had no memories of it, but I couldn’t help imagining it and feeling my face heat every time I shot a glance his way.

I had said goodbye to Mishah that morning, embracing her so tightly she’d laughed.

“You’ll see me when you come back.”

But I didn’t know if I would.

Ramishah had become a good friend in the palace, and the only one I really had. She visited my room daily, and we’d stayed up eating cakes she pilfered from the kitchen and drinking leftover wine from the feast late into the night.

I had told her about the relic we were looking for, and her eyes went wide.

She didn’t come to see us off, but instead packed a bag of all my favorites from the kitchen and stuffed it in my hands. “In case you miss me,” she whispered with a wink.

That had been only this morning, but now the sun was setting around us and we still rode, a collection of silvery blurs in the countryside.

Eventually the forest changed, becoming rougher, mountainous, less lush. I felt more than saw the Viceroy tense at the change in terrain. Kiyan rode ahead, his horse’s metallic legs tearing up the trail behind it.

“What is it?” I asked him, though I sensed he didn’t want to speak.

“Rebels are often sighted here,” he clipped back, scanning the area. The soldiers had grown tense too.

Kiyan rode back a few moments later and nodded at us.

“It’s safe ahead. We can make camp here.”

I swung down from the horse with metal legs—Kiyan had told me his name was Cheeni.

The horse’s mane was soft, like underwing feathers, and I patted it awkwardly, as it swung its silvery eyes to me. Its legs shimmered like they were made with molten iron, and I had the distinct impression it knew all my secrets.

Hastily, I took a step back from it, nearly colliding with Kiyan, who reached out a hand to steady me but dropped it from my shoulder in nearly the same moment. I glanced up at him, feeling my face flush.

Desperate to change the awkwardness between us, I cleared my throat to speak. “Won’t the rebels attack us as we are? There aren’t very many of us.”

“We’ll be a bigger target with a whole company of soldiers instead of a small outfit,” said Kiyan, though he scanned the tree line when he said it, as if looking for an imminent ambush.

I exhaled, thinking of the rotting forest animal and the feeling of burning when I’d been inside it, before that strange cooling feeling coated my skin.

My mother’s bangles still sat on my wrist, and I pressed my fingers to them for reassurance. They felt like a talisman from her, and no matter what I had told Kiyan or Ramishah, I knew they had something to do with what happened to the beast.

Or perhaps they had protected me from burning up too?

Whatever it was, I knew they weren’t ordinary pieces of gold.

Kiyan’s eyes flickered down to my wrist where I touched them, but he said nothing. It felt odd even wearing them out in the open—the Citadel had banned all our jewelry and made it impossible to own any gold lest there be fae power imbued in it. The only reason I was still allowed my spectacles was because I worked for the Citadel. And even that had required extensive approval.

But here, gold graced the wrist and neck of every hag and pixie and peri that walked through the forest.

One of the soldiers conjured a tent, magic sprouting out of his hands like rain, and I stood fascinated as its shape formed from trees and canvas. It looked as if it were spun from leaves and earth and tree bark, a miniature house that had grown from the forest floor in a matter of seconds. Three tents were set up, with the guards sleeping outside in a semicircle around us with a fire. The Salt soldiers’ silver helmets hid their faces from view, their tails swishing back and forth as they worked to make camp. The effortless magic made me uneasy, and once again I was reminded of how powerless I was here, of how easily they could crush me if they wanted.

I nervously shoved my spectacles higher up my nose, pushing down my fear and anxiety and burying my head in what I knew best—books and parchment.

I pulled out the map, studying it again, trailing my gaze over the path outlined to the vault. There was a large mountain that stood out in the far corner of the map, and I knew from what Mishah said that it was the place where River’s royal family was trapped. Tirich Mir.

It looked as though we were already very close to the vault and perhaps needed another day of riding on the incredible half-metal horses.

A shadow loomed over me as I continued to study the parchment. The Viceroy stood behind me, examining the map as well. He was close enough that I felt the same uncomfortable sensation slither through me as when he touched my hand at dinner. His eyes flicked up to meet mine, that greedy gaze reminding me of the children of the Citadel who would taunt starving Astolan street kids with fried honeycomb, only to eat it themselves.

“You’ve never searched here before?” I asked him, gesturing to the map, focusing on the task at hand and diverting attention away from me.

The Viceroy looked up at Kiyan who was walking past us, though he looked like he’d rather not make conversation.

“Kiyan knows this area of the River Court better than I—was this area searched before?” The Viceroy’s voice was bored, as if he truly didn’t care about the answer, but I sensed an underlying threat in his words.

Or maybe it was always Kiyan’s reaction to the Viceroy speaking to him, like he wanted to throw up and commit murder all at the same time.

His eyes sparked so much flame I was surprised the Viceroy wasn’t scorched.

Kiyan surveyed the map intently, lifting his finger to the paper and frowning. “May I?”

He moved so close to me I could feel his breath on my neck, the soft, warm air sending prickles of awareness down my spine. His intense demeanor still set me on edge, but it was mostly difficult because of how aware I was of my own body whenever he was near. As if my clothes were burned off me every time he so much as cast me a glance over his shoulder, or touched my ear when replacing my spectacles. My skin came alive; every movement I made felt so much bigger. The scent of him took over everything—the smell of brand-new spring and fresh pine and an uncurling vine.

“Yes, of course.” My voice came out as an unnatural squeak, and I cursed myself for being so disturbed by him.

He blinked at me and took the paper in hand.

“We haven’t searched the lower mountains, given the rebel attacks.” He placed a finger on a point in the map that I assumed was where we were. “It’s also a place with limited access to magic because of protection spells cast by the ancient peris.” He flexed his jaw and looked up at the Viceroy. “You might not have to worry about that given that you are from Salt.”

The Viceroy smiled, a thin, reedy grin that reminded me of the slash of a blade. “Oh, I think I’m limited by the same conditions you are, Kiyan, since all my powers now primarily come from the Court of River.” He placed a hand on the gold sunken into his skin and traced the jagged peaks of it.

I didn’t know what that meant, but Kiyan’s gaze shadowed, and I could tell it wasn’t a positive thing, whatever he was saying.

“Interesting that you didn’t think it was necessary to look here, with the Queen Azari’s connection to the lower mountains.” The Viceroy’s voice had an edge to it.

Kiyan shook his head. “There was never cause to. And with all the trouble with the rebels, it became a matter of balancing priorities.” His own words were level, and I was impressed at how steadily he held his own against the Viceroy.

It was as if he were managing him.

The Viceroy’s gaze grew stormy and petulant. “This should be our priority.”

Kiyan gave a tight nod, “And it will be,” then looked at me. “Will she be joining us when we enter the vault?” I bristled at him talking about me as if I were not there, but this seemed to be a silent war going on between the Viceroy and his hunting dog. One that reminded me of a violent, petulant teenager and a placating parent.

“I rather think so, given that it was her magic that got us here,” the Viceroy snapped.

“Of course.” Kiyan smoothed out his dark blue uniform, the silver emblem of the three-pointed crystal on his shoulder nearly glowing in the late afternoon light.

They stared at each other, and I distanced myself from the clear power struggle, walking away from them and toward the tents instead. I didn’t think I could escape them and find the vault on my own, but at least I could try and study as much as I could to prepare us for the next steps.

But as soon as I entered the closest tent, I froze in shock—it was like being back in one of the bedrooms in the River palace.

Instead of the dark inside of a tent with a bedroll and a small lantern, as I was used to when we had camped at Citadel dig sites, this one had a full bed, laid out with pillows, bedding, embroidered indigo coverlets, a fluffy rug that came from the skin of some unknown creature with soft periwinkle fur.

There was even a table laden with food and a bathing stand for washing.

I stood open-mouthed, surveying the room.

There was a rustle behind me, and the tent flap lifted open. I turned to find Kiyan, who stopped short at finding me in there.

“Is this tent yours?” I asked, my heart beating rapidly. It had been a few days since we’d been alone together, and I found that every day there was a growing awareness of him. “I can go to the other one.”

I walked back to the entrance, but he raised his hands to stop me, his face impassive.

“Unnecessary, I’ll go.” He turned to leave, but I couldn’t stand the atmosphere between us any longer.

He’d saved my life twice now, got brand new spectacles made just for me, and though he acted like he hated me and didn’t want to be anywhere near me, he seemed to be everywhere. If we were going to be working together, I couldn’t let this tension between us continue.

“Wait.”

He paused at the threshold and looked over his shoulder at me, his mouth tight.

My heart was lodged in my throat, my pulse hammering. I was used to books and old tombs and translations in dusty rooms, not confronting seven-foot-tall fae warriors who wrestled wolves the size of horses.

“I never got the chance to thank you for what you did.”

He arched a brow in question, turning to face me.

“When you pulled me out of that creature I tried to fight at the palace. And for covering me . . . when my clothes burned off.” I said the last words in a hurried rush and felt my cheeks heat.

Kiyan cleared his throat. “You don’t need to thank me for doing my job.”

“It’s not your job to rescue me from a burning, decomposing leaf creature I threw myself into and cover my bare arse with your cloak. Nor to provide me with brand new spectacles. So that’s why I’m thanking you.” My words fell out in a rush.

Kiyan gave a small smile in the corner of his mouth, and something lifted in my chest at seeing it. He leaned against one of the tent poles, crossing his arms over his chest, taking me in. I waited, as he seemed to want to say something.

“How did you do it?” he asked finally, his tone low. His voice was so smooth and soft it nearly had me closing my eyes.

“Do it?” I whispered back. “I don’t understand.”

He stood and started walking toward me. “Tell me again. How did you kill the creature?” He stopped so close to me, as close as when I’d held the map. My answer seemed vital to him somehow, and his eyes gleamed with something hot and fierce.

“I don’t know. I was inside it, and all of a sudden I felt it burst into flame around me, as if it lit up from the inside, and everything was burning except me.”

There was silence between us, but it was so weighted I felt as if I couldn’t draw breath to disturb it. His eyes searched me, looking for something he couldn’t quite see. Finally, he reached up, his fingers brushing against my curls, the rough edges I hadn’t had time to cut before we left captured between his forefinger and thumb.

“It burned your hair. You weren’t entirely untouched.”

A sudden urge grabbed me, and I reached up to touch my hair, brushing against his hand.

“Do you have your dagger?” I asked, my voice urgent.

“I . . . what?” He straightened. “Yes?”

“Can I use it, please?”

“My . . . dagger?”

I arched a brow. “I really resent the way you just said that.”

A startled laugh erupted from him, and I smothered a smile.

“Yes, your actual knife. The beautiful one you killed the halmasti with.”

He pulled out the blade from his hip, the snake head still fierce, with golden emeralds for eyes. He handed it over to me wordlessly.

I held it up to my hair, measuring how much I would need to chop off the burnt parts. Right at shoulder height. I hadn’t worn my hair that short since I was a child.

He watched my hands work as I hacked away at my hair, hoping that I made everything a bit better looking, not worse. But when I got to the strands at the back, I struggled.

“Here.” His voice was closer and I jumped at the intimacy contained in that one word.

He took the blade back from me, his calloused hands brushing my ink-stained ones as he gripped the hilt.

It felt like I was playing with fire, doing this, the tension between us, the blade.

Then he bade me turn around in front of him. I complied and he took a step closer to me, the warmth of him along my back.

His breath was a whisper across my skin as he carefully lifted a handful of my hair from my nape. The tips of his fingers brushed my neck, and I sucked in a sharp breath. Every single thing felt heightened between us, that small touch from his hand as if he’d placed his whole mouth there. Then he pulled my hair down in a methodical manner so he could cut.

He took his time, the sharp blade slicing easily through my burnt hair. He put no more emotion into it than I did when cataloging artifacts, but still the air between us felt blistering.

The tent was silent besides the sound of his efficient slicing of every ravaged strand.

Eventually he cut the last burnt piece, but he didn’t move away from me. Instead, he ran his hands along the bottom of my curls, taking the time to brush away any excess. When it was done, I lifted my hands up to the ends of my hair. I wanted to lean back into his warmth, feel the skin of another person against mine.

I’d been alone for so long that being near Kiyan felt like stark relief in comparison.

He cleared his throat, and I looked back over my shoulder at him. He was so close I could see the dark irises of his eyes against the deep brown, rimmed with thick lashes.

I didn’t understand him—at times he was curt, dismissive, and bottled up, but other times—like in the woods when he killed the halmasti, and here in the tent—he was like a quiet, raging fire.

He cocked his head, surveying me. “It suits you.”

His hand skimmed my hair, and I felt the impression of his palm on the back of my head. He pulled one thick curl between his thumb and forefinger. Then he dropped it.

It was rare to get him alone, and even rarer to see him soft like this. I didn’t want to waste this chance to find out everything I could about the Viceroy, so that when it was time to run, I could do it.

“What did the Viceroy mean? When he said his power comes from the Court of River?”

I wanted to know where the Viceroy’s magic came from, and what its limits were. I still didn’t know how I was going to steal the crown once we found it and every little piece of knowledge helped.

If there was one thing I knew, it was that research, information, and preparedness would be my best chance of getting out of here.

Kiyan ran his fingers through his own hair then, chewing the inside of his cheek in thought.

“As you know, Reza’s magic is different from ours. His skills are to absorb the magic of those he drains and take it as his own, as is all the Salt Court’s. Normally that ability is only temporary—a way to borrow the magic of other peris. But when he came to the Court of River, he had something that amplified his ability to take—the ancient peri King Rusul’s crown.”

I’d read about Rusul when I’d been learning about the ancient fae Queen. They had been married, but had started a war that lasted hundreds of years between the peris. His magic was said to be an antithesis to hers—an opposing force. Hers was about the creation of magic, of power, of life, while his was meant to be about the absence of it. Not death exactly, but the removal of life.

If King Rusul had created a crown forged from his own powers, that explained the Viceroy’s ability to reduce the Court of River’s life magic.

Kiyan said the words simply, without inflection. But something was lurking in the back of his smooth voice, something edged in anger.

“Take it . . . the Viceroy removes magic from you?”

Kiyan smiled, but it was without humor. “Not me. Not yet. At least not in the same way. He’s managed to limit our magic and amplify his own ability using the King’s crown embedded in his chest.”

He tapped his own chest as a reminder. My eyes flickered there, realizing with alarm he had been in a state of semi-undress when he’d come into the tent and his shirt was half open, revealing the various scars still there. But he was unaware of my distraction and kept speaking.

“What Reza does is a form of punishment—a peri is drained of their magic, their language and their memories taken too. The one that performs the punishment takes their magic.” He screwed up his face. “It isn’t theirs exactly. The magic becomes twisted, different. So, the Viceroy has a significant amount of magic due to the punishments he has performed, but the King’s crown enhances that magic. And in turn, limits ours.”

“I’ve seen them, those he punishes,” I said slowly, thinking of the woman with the backward feet who had helped me at the River. “An old woman near the River who spoke nonsense.”

Kiyan nodded. “Yes, we call them zulmi. For our Court, magic is life. Taking it away doesn’t kill us, but we no longer have our language, our thoughts, our ability to move the same. It ages us, makes us husks of who we are.”

“The Viceroy has done that to others?” I whispered, looking up at Kiyan.

His mouth flattened.

“He has.” Then he leaned in closer to me, his eyes alight.

He’s going to kiss me, I thought. His lips were so close. I saw every crackle of fire in his dark eyes, every glowing strand of his hair.

It was different shades of silver, I realized. Almost white. A shimmering pearlescent steel, catching dark and light.

I turned my head toward his, my mouth parting. The air was charged, and it felt as though at any moment it would ignite between us.

Kiyan stopped just before my mouth, his hot breath on my lips. “But you would know all that if you were from here.”

Chapter 30

They’ll hold your life in the palm of their hands,

Your thralldom is what they want.

They’ll grow your flowers, make fertile your lands,

And your heart, they’ll haunt.

—Songs of Astola, collected and compiled by Mahira Nazir


Yaseema

I wrenched away at his words, but he grabbed my upper arms tight, his fingers digging into the meat of them. I pushed against him until he walked forward, pressing me to the thick wooden pole holding up the tent.

“Stop struggling,” he bit off, his body pressed against mine. “And don’t you dare scream. We are going to have a conversation.”

“Fuck you.” I tried to jerk again but it was impossible, given how tightly he was holding me.

“You don’t want to be fighting me, not yet,” he said ominously. “I am the reason you are alive right now.”

My mouth dropped open, thinking of how he’d rescued me from the flames. A smooth, curved smile that reminded me of the sound of his voice spread across his face.

“Not because of what you did at the festival. I’ve known for a long time you aren’t a servant girl at the palace, Yaseema. And I know you aren’t from Salt either.”

“And what do you imagine I am, then?”

“When we first met you were attempting to run from a halmasti like a clueless fawn. Then you stab the fucking general in the neck. You have magic no one has ever seen before, and the Viceroy meets you and immediately has more information on an ancient peri relic he’s been searching for than he has in years.”

He pressed up against me, every inch of him hard and unyielding. “Who are you?”

I stayed silent, bullish, determined to not give him a thing.

“You want me to tell Reza my suspicions and have him order me to torture it out of you?” He leaned forward, and my heart raced so fast I wouldn’t have been surprised if he could hear it. “Do you know how many people I’ve tortured for him?”

His eyes were shadowed, haunted, deep wells of anger. I shook my head, unable to speak, not sure what I would even say.

“So many I’ve lost count,” he whispered, voice ragged with pain. “So many I can still hear all their screams. And if that’s what you want from me, so be it.”

He released me abruptly, striding away toward the entrance.

“Wait,” I called out for the second time, grabbing his arm. It was unmovable steel, like his eyes, and even I was surprised at my audacity. He stilled, and turned to face me, an eyebrow raised in expectation. I kept my hand on his arm but took a step forward.

I may not be intimidating, but I could hold my own against someone who threatened me.

Safiyya’s voice sounded in my mind. Finally, you’re acting like a Nazir.

“Why haven’t you told the Viceroy already?” I cocked my head.

He exhaled but didn’t try to remove my hand from his arm. “Is that what you want? For me to tell him I think you’re a spy from another Court?”

So that’s what he thought I was—a human sent from another peri court.

His hand found my chin, and he lifted my eyes up to the lantern hanging from the top of the tent. I shook my face from his grasp.

“No.”

As much as I wanted to lie, it was impossible now. From what I’d seen in the Viceroy’s eyes, he wouldn’t hesitate to get to the truth.

“You don’t look enthralled.” Kiyan’s eyes narrowed on my face. “But there are ways to hide it.”

“I’m not enthralled,” I snapped. “You don’t understand what you’re talking about.”

He pressed forward, until we stood toe to toe. “So, make me understand.”

I sighed and released Kiyan’s arm. He crossed his arms over his chest, waiting.

I took a deep breath, steadying myself for the conversation I was about to have. The only other person I had told was Mishah, but she was like me, someone who was just struggling to survive—not a fae warrior whose job it was to catch and kill rebels.

“I’m not from here.”

He snorted as if he knew as much already and opened his mouth to retort, but I cut him off.

“I’m from across the River,” I clarified.

His mouth dropped open and he uncrossed his arms, looking as if I’d just hit him over the head with a copy of the Citadel’s History of Astola.

“Impossible,” he finally muttered, more to himself than me. He shook his head, looking me up and down as if there were some way to tell whether I was a human from across the River.

“Not impossible,” I answered anyway. “I had a fae relic that allowed me to cross.”

His eyes glittered, mouth curving as he realized. “The haath phool. You used Queen Azari’s bracelet. The one that was lost.”

I nodded. “Yes, the one you took from me,” I said, still bitter. “It was in the human world when I found it.”

When I took it.

“But if you are a human from the other side of the wall, how do you have magic?”

“I don’t know. Humans used to have access to magic, but the wall cut us off. So I thought maybe that had something to do with it. But we only have songs and stories about what life was like before the wall. I would assume you would know about that better than me—don’t you remember what it was like before the wall?”

“The wall was built a thousand years ago.”

“And?”

He gaped at me, a look of pure astonishment on his face. “You think I’m a thousand years old?”

I blinked. “Aren’t all peris immortal?”

His eyebrows were up to his hairline and he looked like he was about to laugh. “We live much longer lifespans than humans, yes. But we do age, and we do die.” He looked me up and down, tilting his head. “How old are you, human?”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “Stop mocking me.”

He raised his hands. “I promise I’m not. Just . . . I would assume you are around your twentieth year, is that correct?”

“I’m nineteen.”

“I am in my twentieth year. Only a year older than you. We may age differently, but we all have to start somewhere.”

“Oh.” I rubbed my arms, suddenly feeling better that I wasn’t speaking to some ageless immortal fae. “Are you going to tell him?” I whispered in the din of the tent.

He finally shifted his gaze to mine, his dark eyes searing me. “Should I?”

“What purpose would it serve?”

“You tell me. Do you think I keep secrets from him?”

I thought back to the halmasti, to Kiyan being shirtless and alone in the forest as he fought the beast. To the fact that he didn’t even tell the Viceroy we had already met. There was a reason he was hiding things from the Viceroy, something bigger he was trying to keep from him. “When it suits you, yes.”

He looked at me with an assessing gaze, as if surprised I’d called him out on it. “Why did you come here? Why cross the River?”

“To find my mother,” I repeated, the same story I’d told Ramishah. That desire was never truly gone from my heart, even if I knew it to be futile. If my mother was still alive, she would have found a way to get back to me. But Kiyan didn’t need to know anything more than that.

He didn’t need to know that I was here to finish what she started.

“And the crown? Why were you searching for it?”

“I told you I had an interest in it.”

“And you just so happened to take an interest in it at the same time you are looking for your mother?”

I glared at him and lifted my chin. “Yes.”

He moved an inch forward. “You just expect me to believe what you are telling me?”

“I don’t expect anything. I am being honest.”

“And if Queen Azari’s crown is found, do you know what Reza will do with it?”

“Don’t you want him to find it?”

He sneered. “That’s none of your concern. I work for the Court of Salt. I kill and hunt and torture and destroy for them. But I still have some power. Me. I have control. If Reza finds the crown, then there won’t be anything in his way. He will raze this entire Court.”

“That sounds treasonous,” I shot back. “Aren’t you supposed to be loyal to him?”

He leaned in closer, with a catlike smile once more. A thrill ran through me, the same kind of feeling as when I called on my magic and felt its heat igniting my veins with power.

When Kiyan was close to me, my entire body felt alive.

“Are you going to tell him?” he asked, an echo of my own question.

There was so much more intertwined in this than I realized. Kiyan was hunting and torturing his own people at the bidding of the Viceroy. But was it because he wanted to? Or was he like I was—working for the Citadel and at night staging my own rebellion? He was so wrapped up in different layers that every time I thought I understood him I got caught on another facet of who he was under the cold mask.

“No,” I responded, tucking a freshly cut curl of hair behind my ear. His gaze followed my hand, then traced down my neck and back to my face. “I’m not going to tell him. Neither of us are. Because in the end, it doesn’t serve us for the Viceroy to know our secrets. We’ll just continue as we are.”

I swallowed, taking in his blazing eyes, his nose, slightly crooked from a bad break, and the scar that sliced across his cheek. He had an incredibly hard exterior, but underneath he seemed as desperate and passionate about his land as I was about mine.

That had to count for something.

“So do we have a truce between us then?” I held out a hand as if to shake it.

He looked down at my extended palm and then back up to my face, rubbing his hand across his chin. Something then crossed his face that I couldn’t read—surprise maybe, or perhaps relief.

Instead of taking my hand to shake it, he took it in his calloused fingers and brought it to his lips.

“A truce,” he repeated against my skin, his lips soft on my hand. He looked down at me, the momentary exhaustion and weariness gone from his gaze. “I’ve never had one of those before.”

* * *

After Kiyan left, I still felt his presence like a storm cloud in my periphery, foreboding, and perhaps just the slightest bit of excitement in the air.

I slept fitfully, after combing through my mother’s journal for any other details that might help us with what lay ahead. But amongst the riddles and songs and letters, I couldn’t find anything that might speak to what she had uncovered about Queen Azari’s crown.

In the morning we packed up quickly, my fascination unending when the silver-helmeted guards reduced the tents to twigs and leaves once more. It had been a veritable palace compared to my home with Safiyya and Nani, and now it was nothing more than forest debris.

The Viceroy rode ahead with the other guards, leaving me and Kiyan to travel together.

I thought about our conversation from the night before over and over.

I didn’t want Kiyan to be suspicious of me—distrustful was fine, but as long as he didn’t suspect I was going to take off with the crown, things would be easier. Which meant I had to get him to see past my initial lies and trust me, at least a little.

A truce, then.

It was time I laid the groundwork of that truce.

“Do you have any family?” I asked as we rode through the forest toward the lower mountains.

His head snapped to me, his forehead creasing in confusion. “Did you think I just sprang up, fully formed?”

My face heated, but I persisted. “Not quite. But you are alone.”

He studied me for a moment.

“There’s no one,” he said after a long pause. “That’s why I work for the Viceroy. Even if there was, they wouldn’t want me as their family anymore. Not after what I’ve done.”

What I’ve done.

His words were bitter.

“So why work for him? Why do his bidding?”

He set his jaw and stared straight ahead, his gaze focused on the mountains.

“Why not?” His knuckles were white on his reins. “I was living on the city streets when I got the job at the palace. I was scraping by, getting beaten and spat on by hags and giants, fighting soldiers for coins and not doing much of anything. I was good at hunting and good at ferreting out traitors.”

He kept staring straight ahead. I leaned forward in my saddle, and my metal-legged horse Cheeni sensed my mood, and matching Kiyan’s pace. “What a load of bullshit.”

He whirled his head in my direction, a snarl curling his lips. “Is this what a truce is, then?”

I waved my hand. “I believed everything until you said you were good at hunting traitors. Because I don’t think you are.”

He reared back, his eyes blazing. But before he could speak, I did.

“Do you think I don’t know what it’s like to wear the skin of another animal so I don’t get mistaken for a kill? Or to sneak in amongst the wolves, in order to poison their water? You aren’t telling me everything, Kiyan, which is fine. But don’t think I don’t understand why.”

He narrowed his eyes at me, his throat bobbing. “What did you do?”

I inclined my head, confusion furrowing my brow.

He cleared his throat. “In the human world. What did you do to make you say that? And what did it cost you?”

I was quiet for a moment. “I stepped over people dying in the streets. I helped the Citadel build their power. I took whatever they gave without question and passed it to the people I loved. But I didn’t do it blindly, and I didn’t do it without plans. I may have worked for them, but I did it to protect my people.”

I did it so I could steal back the relics that were taken in the first place. So I could bring life magic back to Astola. I didn’t tell him that, because he might guess my plan revolved around the crown.

I didn’t tell him we were being starved. I didn’t tell him being cut off from life magic by both the wall and the Empire was killing us.

“And you? You didn’t do this job because you thought you were good at it, or you had nothing else to do. You did it because you have someone you want to protect. I heard you say it earlier—you have some power, even if it is much less.”

“Protect is one way of phrasing it,” he said finally. “I want to protect all of River, if I can.”

“Even the rebels?”

“Especially the rebels—even from themselves.”

We were quiet after that, riding through the forest under a light rain, the droplets hitting the legs of my horse like drips from a leaky roof hitting a tin bucket below.

“Where are we headed?” I asked finally, breaking the silence between us where we both were taking new measure of each other.

Kiyan looked out over the head of his horse. “The map takes us to the edge of the lower mountains, but from there I am not sure where exactly the entrance to the vault is.”

“But once we head there, I might be able to narrow it down with my magic,” I said, sitting up straighter in my saddle.

I looked past the lower mountains and turned my head toward Tirich Mir, the Mountain that rose high above the low clouds, its snowy peak so high it seemed to touch the sun.

“Why is the Mountain cursed?”

Kiyan shot me a surprised look, then looked ahead at the Viceroy, whom we had gotten closer to. His voice lowered when he answered me. “When the royal family of the River Court saw what was happening, saw the destruction the Viceroy and the Salt armies wrought, especially with King Rusul’s crown, they fled to the Mountain, to unearth an ancient weapon hidden there. But much like all Queen Azari’s powerful objects, there are protections around them. They triggered a curse, with no real way to break it, at least not from the outside. You cannot even find the entrance to the Golden palace in Tirich Mir anymore.” He released a heavy breath. “Now instead of a palace, it is a prison.”

“And that’s why the Viceroy wants the crown?”

“I’m sure he wants the curse broken so he can take the weapon hidden in the Mountain and kill the royal family.”

“And you? Do you want the royal family freed?”

“My heart’s far too black to care about them,” he said and gave a bitter laugh. “They are protected. Those living outside of the Mountain are not.”

“But if you could free them, that might change everything.”

“If they’re free, they’ll be dead.” Kiyan said bitterly. “They’re no use to anyone.”

“And now, instead of fighting the Viceroy, you’ve accepted him. What’s more, you work for him.”

“As do you, scholar. As do you.”

“That’s different.”

“How?”

“I’m not killing anyone.”

He gave a small smile. “Aren’t you? What will happen when you give him the power to remake magic itself, I wonder?”

I wouldn’t be giving it to him.

But that didn’t mean I wouldn’t be killing anyone with it.

I thought about his words, then remembered my cousin’s to me.

Finally you’re acting like a Nazir.

Do you think I don’t know what it’s like to wear the skin of another animal?

What skin was Kiyan wearing?

Was he the lamb, or the wolf?

And which was I?

Chapter 31

Sometimes I wonder if I’m doing the right thing. Or if I’ve forgotten what’s right or wrong and I’m just surviving.

—Letter from Kiyan to his family, unsent


Kiyan

Why work for him? Why do his bidding?

I raked my hand over my face trying to get her words out of my brain, trying to think of anything other than the questions she’d asked, cutting to the core of me.

When she’d asked about Tirich Mir, it was as if she were reading my thoughts.

She doesn’t know who you are. No one does.

That was what scared me most.

No one knows who I am.

And when I died, I would be alone.

I sat up in my bed. If I couldn’t sleep, I would do something else.

I walked out of camp, to the slow, winding river that made its way through the lower mountains that came very near our camp. Once there, I stripped off, unclipping my cloak, unbuttoning the indigo tunic of the Salt Guard and then slipping off my trousers.

I could have easily heated a bath or used the standing washbasin in my room, but being from River, we were always able to clear our heads best when we went back to the water.

I dove in, the crisp mountain water sluicing over me, returning me to myself, even if just for a moment.

When I came up for air, the moon was high above me, and I tipped my head back in the water, looking up at it.

I planted my feet in the riverbed, the water calm and shallow enough that I could stand without issue, and for a few seconds I let what little power I still had of my life magic flow through my fingers, calling on any spark of life in the river.

Jaipari, fish, mud lobster, the whisper of water chestnuts, rushes, and reeds. The roots of a babul tree responded, as well as the life spark of a woman far downriver fetching water.

In that moment I felt like the peri I was before the Court of Salt took over our Court.

I may have worked for them, but I did it to protect my people.

I’d gone to the river, but I still couldn’t forget her, nor what she’d said. It was so similar to my own story, I had felt less alone talking to her.

But you can’t completely trust her.

She’s lying to you.

I knew she was holding something back—as was I.

But the words she’d said to me felt true. Real. Familiar. Even if there was something she wasn’t telling me, there was something between us I couldn’t ignore.

I stretched my arms up to the sky and winced, the pull of Reza’s latest mark on my skin stinging across my torso. I touched it gingerly, the elongated stinger of the scorpion branded into my side.

“I never got to ask about the scorpions.”

I whirled at the sound of Yaseema’s voice, shock shooting through me at the sight of her.

As if I’d conjured her, she sat on the riverbank, the golden jewelry on her face glinting in the moonlight.

Spectacles, she called them.

Her hair, freshly chopped, hung in thick waves around her shoulders, and the determined point of her chin jutted out toward me.

I crossed my arms over my chest, giving her a pointed look.

“Watching me bathe now, Yaseema?”

She smiled, a slow stretch of her lips, a silvery glint in her eyes reflected from the moonlight, and for a second my breath caught.

“I was already here. You walked right past me.”

I gaped at her.

I’d gotten completely undressed in front of her and hadn’t even noticed she was there, because I’d been thinking about her to the point of distraction.

You’re losing your edge, brother.

“It’s only fair.” She held her hands up. “You saw me stark naked after you pulled me from a fire, so I figured it was my turn.”

I sputtered. “I did not look at you while you were naked. You were unconscious.” I uncrossed my arms. “And you should have let me know you were there.”

She released a laugh that was so throaty and deep, I wanted to join right along with her, despite my indignation.

“Save me your maidenly blushes. You undressed so fast, I barely had time to protest, let alone look. And besides, I was busy.”

She gestured to the book in her hand. “I was reading by moonlight. Sometimes it clears my head.”

“No wonder you have to wear spectacles.”

She snorted. “You didn’t answer my question, what are the scorpions for? I saw them when I first met you, but there wasn’t exactly time to ask.”

I didn’t meet her eyes, and instead looked downriver.

There was a beat of silence as I contemplated what to tell her.

“What do you know of the peris and their magic?”

“Only what I’m learning at night, in the books I took from the palace and what you’ve told me.”

“Often when our magic is used, we leave a mark . . . a stamp of sorts. It’s like a signature of who conjured it. The Court of River—stemming from Queen Azari—has such a signature, though everyone’s is a little different.”

“The jasmine,” she breathed, beginning to understand.

“Yes.”

“And it stays every time you use magic?”

“It isn’t always visible, or even there, depending on the strength of the magic. But strong magic, or magic conjured with fierce emotion such as anger or pain, leaves a stamp.”

She was quiet for a minute. Then—“The Viceroy’s signature is a scorpion.”

I nodded, meeting her eyes. “Yes.”

She sucked in a breath, her eyes roving over my torso. Not all the marks were visible, but I knew what she was seeing. My chest and stomach were a massacre of scar tissue, overlaying scorpions, their stingers and tails and segmented bodies lapping like burns across my skin, like a spiderweb of punishment.

“I’m sorry.” Her voice was soft and heavy against the gentle flow of the river.

My throat grew thick.

When had anyone ever said those words to me?

But allowing emotion wasn’t part of the plan.

And the sorrow and compassion I saw shining in her eyes right now were misplaced.

The moment I let myself feel was when I gave Reza more power over me than what he already had.

“You shouldn’t be sorry. I chose this. I don’t need pity or sympathy, the marks he gave me are a reminder.”

I knew my words were harsh, but she needed to understand.

I needed to understand.

“A reminder of what?”

“Of what I fight for. Of what I fight against.”

She pursed her lips. “How long have you worked for him?”

I remembered that first day, when Reza had hauled me into the dungeons for beating his soldiers in the pit. After he’d put his first mark on me, he offered me the job. He’d wanted someone who knew the Court, someone he could control. He had no idea who I really was.

“Since I was sixteen. I was making a name for myself in the fighting rings of the city. And I had beaten most of his own soldiers. So he hired me.”

“And tortured you.”

“No more than the marks I’d get in the ring.” I tilted my head, fascinated by the emotions flitting across her face—sorrow, anger, determination.

“Can you fight back against the Viceroy, as you can in the ring?” she shot back, rage coloring her words.

I gave her a slow smile this time. “You’re beginning to understand the Viceroy.”

I swam to the edge of the water, planting my hands on the side of the riverbank, then paused. “If you don’t want another show, I would consider turning around.”

She gave a small squeak and hid her face in her book. I laughed out loud at that and hauled myself out of the water, dressing quickly, not bothering with my shirt.

“You shouldn’t be out here much longer, it isn’t completely safe—the rebels are a real threat, you know.”

“So you keep saying.” She swallowed, then begun to pack the books back in her satchel. “But it sounds more like we are making camp with the real threat.”

* * *

The next morning we rode through a small settlement in the lower mountains, a town I’d visited only once with my father, but I still remembered it.

Tashuna townsfolk stopped in their tracks upon seeing our company, and mothers grabbed their children, running inside their homes.

I didn’t blame them.

Reza adored it. He smiled smugly from his steed, the entitlement and power radiating from him. He fed on fear and panic, and I knew it was the only thing that made him feel like he had any sort of control.

“Maybe we should stop here, Kiyan. Show them a taste of the Court of Salt. They likely haven’t seen any of the fun we have in the city.”

Something dark sank in my stomach, Reza sounding like he did in the early days, when he tortured indiscriminately in order to show his authority. When the palace courtyard ran red with River blood and he laughed at rebel attempts to fight back.

“We likely don’t have time,” I said blandly, without any inflection.

“Come, Kiyan. We have to stop for the night in any case. We might as well stop here.”

Dread seeped into my veins, but as usual I kept my face immovable.

I glanced toward Yaseema—and she looked back at me as if sensing my unease.

“Very well,” I answered. “There is a caravanserai at the end of town. I suggest we make our way there before nightfall.”

“And in the morning, I can greet the people.”

I nodded, tightening my hands on the reins.

“Where are we?” whispered Yaseema, her voice low and concerned.

“Tashuna. It’s the last town before the lower mountains. It was an important place for the ancient peris.”

I didn’t know why I was repeating the lessons my father had given me when we’d last been together, but Yaseema seemed to want to know everything and anything, looking intently before she usually scribbled it down in one of her journals.

Now she was hanging off my words as if she were going to write a book about them.

I looked over at Reza, but he had ridden ahead, likely looking around for pet animals he could kill in front of the village children.

“Why was it important?”

“It had a great concentration of magic, and one of the most famous goldsmiths made their home here. As a result, many royal peris came to get the magical pieces made that would have been conduits for their life magic.”

“Like Queen Azari’s haath phool,” she said, referencing the hand cuff I’d taken from her when she’d arrived at the palace, the one that had helped her cross the River.

“Yes, and her crown. Gold mined near here is the only metal that can hold a thread of our magic. It makes its nearest town valuable indeed.”

“Why did they bury them? The relics? Why not keep them in the hands of the peris?”

“The Court of River is unique in its underground vaults. But you already know the answer to that—when you imbue the object with a thread of our life magic, it keeps the earth alive. Here, magic is in the land, and it’s in the peris—they are one and the same. When the peris from River left the human lands, they left some of the relics behind, because to remove them would have been catastrophic for the land.”

She rubbed the back of her neck, clearly uncomfortable after such a long ride, and I had the sudden urge to place my hands there and ease the ache. I looked away from her.

“Because of the history of the town, this is a popular place for peris to come from all over the seven Courts to get jewelry made,” I continued to explain. “I’ve been here once before. There’s a bazaar you might like.”

Her eyes lit up, making me wish I’d mentioned it sooner.

Watching her study everything that came across her path was fascinating, and I didn’t doubt why she’d become a scholar. She was filled with questions, her curiosity never satiated, and I wondered how it felt to have such a relentless zeal for discovery.

I had lost much of mine when I’d lost my family.

We arrived at the caravanserai just as the sun was sinking behind the low mountains and the tree line was casting a shadow over the road. I felt a prickle in the back of my neck and looked toward the mountains but saw nothing.

“Stable the horses, make sure they have a good ironsmith,” I said, nodding to a Salt soldier. Salt soldiers often didn’t know how to keep River horses, whose iron legs would seize up with too much riding.

I lifted Yaseema from her horse, ensuring that I was brisk and efficient and didn’t linger on her waist, though I had thought about the night before at the river entirely too much.

Then I went to arrange the rooms.

“Three rooms, please.” The Salt soldiers would sleep in the stables, or the great hall, but I wasn’t about to expose Yaseema to that, and to the potential threat of rebels.

I could feel the town’s hatred toward us as we rode in, and hatred and anger often overpowered fear—that was what made me wary.

“We only have two, sir.” The innkeeper said the words softly and looked as though he were about to throw up. “I’d give you mine, sir, only my wife and I have already given ours up for another patron.”

He lowered his voice. “The Viceroy and his human consort could share a room perhaps, sir.”

I raised my eyebrows at that, and I must have glowered at him, as he began sputtering other options.

I glanced behind me, seeing Reza and Yaseema enter the caravanserai. I didn’t want Reza to have a reason to curse this peri into oblivion, so I made a decision. “The human and the Viceroy will have their own rooms. I will sleep in the main hall.”

“Oh, but sir, the hall is not for great visitors such as yourself, you don’t understand—”

I raised a hand again, as the peri had nearly turned white in his panic.

“Please show us to our rooms.”

“Yes, sir.”

He hurried up the stairs, a dark tail swishing behind him. Reza entered his room and immediately shut the door, and I left Yaseema to her room. She shot me a questioning glance.

Did I think she was safe in a room beside Reza?

As long as she was useful to him, as long as he saw her as having worth according to him, she would be fine.

I, on the other hand, prepared myself for a very long night in the main hall with all manner of unsavory people who wanted my death.

Chapter 32

I adorned myself in Tashuna gold,

Like I was the most precious gift,

But when my true love came to claim my hand,

It was too laden to lift.

—Songs of Astola, collected and compiled by Mahira Nazir


Yaseema

If he thought I was just going to stay in my room quietly while I’d been shepherded around and he’d just told me this was a town where all the fae relics were made, he didn’t know me at all.

I slipped out as soon as Kiyan was gone, creeping back down the stairs and out of the front door of the caravanserai.

It was dusk, and the town was very different from what I’d seen at the palace and the city. Every building, every streetlight, even the cobblestone streets were accented with gold. Occasionally I’d bend down to the bricks of gold in the cobblestone streets and read ancient fae that had been inscribed there.

They were all words of protection, safety, and love.

When I turned the corner, I ended up in the bazaar that Kiyan mentioned.

I thought it might have closed, given that night was falling, but the bazaar was still bustling, the warm glow of the streetlights making everything look like a hazy dream of gold, jewels, and magic.

If Safiyya had been with me, she would have been raiding the gold stalls like a mad woman, filling her satchel with all the magical objects she could carry.

I walked through the market, pausing at a stall with a collection of rings, each one heavily engraved with ancient fae.

“What do they mean?”

The female who operated the stall had long dark hair and glowing blue eyes and looked as though she’d just been dragged through a swamp, wearing strips of fabric that fell off of her in waves.

Khapisi. I thought the word, having heard Kiyan say it.

She was a bog hag.

“They are for love,” said the khapisi, her voice raspy.

“How much do they cost?” I didn’t need a spell for love, but any ancient fae magical object sparked my interest.

“How much do you want to bargain, sweets? I can take your last breath, or your first one if you wish. Or I would be happy to part with one for the first memory of your mother, you don’t need to remember such a thing, do you?” She grinned at me, her mouth rows of sharp, jagged black teeth.

“She’s not bargaining with a khapisi, and you know better than to deal with humans, hag.”

The bog hag hissed at the man behind me, whose voice rumbled like the low roar of a river.

I turned and saw Kiyan, a mulish expression on his face, his arms crossed over his chest.

“Trying to escape?”

“How could I when you’re hunting me?” I returned, sweetly.

He leaned close to me, the smell of rain and pine and new spring taking over.

“If you wanted to see the night bazaar, you should have asked.”

“You seemed determined to lock me up.”

He reared back, a thick groove appearing in his brow. “It isn’t safe in Tashuna, not for anyone traveling with the Viceroy.”

“And not for you?”

“Especially not for me. This isn’t friendly territory for the Court of Salt. I want us to get in and out without causing any trouble. If it were up to me, we would have ridden through this place and stayed in the forest.”

“Well we’re here now, and I want to see the bazaar.”

He glared at me. “We should go back.”

“Absolutely not.”

“I could make you.”

“What are you going to do, wrap me in vines and throw me over your shoulder?” I arched a brow.

His tongue ran along his teeth. “That sounds like a great idea actually.”

“Who needs a peri ring for romance when I’ve got you.” I skipped past him, brushing by his hand when he tried to stop me. “At least let me look at the bazaar.”

“This isn’t the time to go shopping,” he growled.

“I’m just going to have a quick peek. I promise I’ll be back in my prison cell in an hour.”

He followed behind me, as I perused the large piles of tea at the next stall and then again as I inspected the goods of a swordsmith.

The excavators at the Citadel would die to get their hands on some of these artifacts.

I wished I could just transport them all back across the River and bury them across Astola. I stopped to look at the gold bangles at the next stall, and a tall peri with golden hair and skin darker than the bark of a eucalyptus tree leaned forward to greet me. But when her eyes caught on my bangles she froze, a frown tilting her face.

“Where did you get Tashuna gold like that, human?” Her voice was ageless, and reminded me of spongy moss with how soft and heady it was.

I knew that my mother’s bangles likely had magic in them, especially after they’d helped me with the dead halmasti when I’d burned inside it, but to hear it confirmed that they were Tashuna gold felt like a secret part of me unlocked.

My mother kept these for me. She’d been here. And then she’d gone back to save us.

I clutched my wrist to my chest. “They were my mother’s,” I said, not bothering to keep that private.

Kiyan’s attention was on me, the weight of his gaze trying to dig deeper, discover all my secrets.

But this secret even I didn’t know. He was welcome to find the answer that I wanted myself.

“Your mother had access to peri gold, then?”

“I don’t know where she got them.”

The peri held her hand out, gesturing for my wrist. She had such a calm air that I didn’t question it when I handed them to her. She examined the two thick bangles, tapping them.

“Hmm. One is missing.”

“What?” I looked at the two wide gold bands on my wrist, trying to see what she was talking about.

“Look.” She pushed the bangles together on my wrist, then twisted them so that they aligned. I gasped when she slowly turned them at a certain angle and the partial engraving of a jasmine appeared. The top petals lined up perfectly, together forming one third of the same type of engraving as on the vault in Astola, as the emblem on Kiyan’s pin.

“Just missing the stem.” She tapped on them again. “Then you’ll know what their power truly is.”

I gaped at her, emotion inexplicably rising up in me, my eyes burning. “Thank you,” I said, though it couldn’t encapsulate what she had made me feel with this simple knowledge.

“You don’t want any of my wares, not with those on your wrist.” She turned to her next customer.

Kiyan was quiet beside me as we walked through the rest of the bazaar. “Did you know your mother gave you peri gold?”

“No. I had no idea.” It wasn’t exactly a lie. I hadn’t been aware of their importance until fairly recently, but I still didn’t know where I stood with Kiyan enough to be totally honest with him.

Our conversations at the river last night and while we rode side by side had made me understand him much more than I wanted to.

We were two sides of a coin on each side of the River.

Only, it scared me what he was willing to do for his Court. Who would he kill, what depths would he go to? Was that the same level I was prepared to go?

“Come over here, I saw something you’ll like.”

He guided me to a stall filled with books piled atop each other like a library. Some were leatherbound, with intricate detailing on the spine—lotus and jasmine flowers, carvings of hearth sprites and river crocodiles. A giant hardback book sat on display, a hand painted gharial on the cover, it’s long snout and jagged teeth set in gold. Some volumes had blackened edges, or were stained red with dye, designed like I’d never seen before. Titles jumped out at me, histories and journals, folktales and song collections that I was itching to get my hands on. Others had clearly been made with magic and had green curling vines sprouting from the spine, or words that seemed to disappear as I read them. Most written in ancient fae, but I spied some in the common tongue. I wanted to dive into the pages and never come up for air.

“By the River,” I exhaled, barely able to breathe.

“I take it that’s a good thing.”

I gripped Kiyan’s arm with a squeak when I saw a compendium of peri magic, my heart in my throat. “A very, very good thing.”

He chuckled, his laughter rumbling through him, causing him to shift closer to me. Tearing my gaze away from the books at the table, I glanced up at his dark eyes, the lanterns from the festival making them glow warm and bright. We were very close, so close I could see the tiniest dimple in his left cheek and the hint of a smile.

He nodded towards the books. “What are you waiting for?”

A startled laugh burst out of me and I began rifling through books, combing through all the volumes on ancient fae relics and magic that I could find. There were handbooks on peri creatures, a detailed comparison guide of all the magical abilities across the different Courts, an anthology of poisons with ingredients I’d never heard of. I even found a detailed book on how to transmute peri magic into Tashuna gold, creating tools that would fill your garden with vegetables, inspire animals to trust you, and assist you in finding infections and injuries on a body or forging weapons that would protect you better than any sword. I poured over this one, though it seemed few peris could imbue gold with magic and the objects created were rare and valuable.

That certainly described Queen Azari’s crown.

I could’ve stayed there all night. I looked back at Kiyan, worried I was keeping him there too long, but he didn’t look bored. Instead he was watching me read through the books with an all consuming expression—as if I were the stall of books to him. At my worried glance, his face smoothed out, and he nodded back towards the stall.

“I’ll leave you to go through the books, I’m going to be over there.” I nodded, watching him walk to a bazaar stall a few down from the books, before I turned my attention back to the book on peri gold and jewelry making.

A few minutes later I lifted my head from my thick stack of books to see Kiyan speaking to a hooded figure at the end of the bazaar, his face pinched in frustration. I stood straighter, trying to see more of what was going on, when I felt a slight smack on my hand.

“Are you going to be buying these books, human? This isn’t a library.”

The bookseller was a mottled green creature, with thin, spiny wings that stretched above him, iridescent in the glow of the bazaar lights. The beauty of his wings was incongruent with the grotesque way the features on his face were put together, as if he were made of frogs and moss and pieces of wet log.

“Um, I’m sorry, I don’t have any money.”

He harrumphed and pointed to my bangles. “What are those, then?”

I clutched my mother’s bangles to my chest. “These aren’t for sale.”

“Then sell something else. Your face is pretty enough, you could likely get quite a few things here with one of your ears, or that nose.”

I stared at him, my mouth falling open.

Right at that moment someone bumped into me, shoving me against the stacks of books.

“You shouldn’t be here alone, human,” a rough voice whispered in my ear.

But before I could respond, my arms were locked to my side, and I was yanked from the bazaar before I could even scream Kiyan’s name.

Chapter 33

Sometimes I wonder if we are ever looking at the same moon, the same stars. Or if it’s just me, and everyone else is looking at the dirt.

—Letter from Kiyan to his family, unsent


Kiyan

“Where is she?” I had returned to the bookseller’s stall a few moments later but Yaseema was nowhere to be found. I knew better than to think she was walking around the bazaar, not when her stack of books was still piled in the middle of the stall and the one she’d been looking at was flipped open.

The bookseller shrugged, avoiding my eyes.

I gave him a thin smile. “I would bet a giant’s weight in gold that you know exactly who I am, and what I am capable of. So, let’s stop pretending, shall we?”

He swallowed thickly, his toady throat bobbing with strain. “They dragged her that way. You shouldn’t leave unenthralled humans alone if you care for their safety.”

I whipped toward the direction he pointed, a small laneway off the bazaar. I raised what little power I still had in my veins, and this time it wasn’t the breath of life I conjured, but the whisperings of death.

I bolted into the alley, sniffing the air for her distinctive scent.

There.

They’d taken her out of the village, and down to the woods at the back of the bazaar.

I was a blur of wind and leaves and vines as my feet pounded the earth, wishing I had my iron-footed steed. But Yaseema’s scent grew stronger with every step, and when I started to hear voices, I slowed my pace.

Yaseema was tied up on the forest floor, her hands behind her back and a gag in her mouth.

I slipped behind a eucalyptus tree, taking in the scene.

There were two peri males, armed with daggers, and black masks over their faces. They were as big as any warriors I’d fought in the ring in Charvellan city and large enough to give me pause. They had taken her from the market instead of trying to kill her, which meant they either planned to ransom her, or worse. My fists curled so tight my fingers bit into my palms, a deep rage beating at my chest.

Yaseema kicked out, thrashing against her bonds. She had blood on her mouth and I couldn’t tell if it was hers or theirs. The gag in her mouth stopped her from screaming, but she made several muffled groans. I’d never been more excited to gut someone in my life, a grim smile curling my mouth as I watched the two masked peris.

I crouched down, and a twig snapped under my feet. The two males arguing didn’t look up, but she did.

We made eye contact over the brim of her golden spectacles, which were askew and sitting oddly. She stopped struggling and watched me, blinking furiously as I put a finger to my mouth.

Wait, I tried to communicate to her. I’m here.

You’re safe.

“She’s only a human; how did she manage to do that?” One of the peris was gesturing to a wound on the other one’s cheek. I couldn’t see his face that well given they were both masked, but I could tell there was blood running down it.

Good girl.

“Because she’s a wild cat! She’s worse than a swamp pixie with those nails.”

“By the River, just restrain her. I knew I should’ve brought someone else.”

“Do you think the captain will be after her?” Fear coated his voice and I nearly answered for him.

Yes, he will be.

“He came with her to the bazaar, but the distraction we sent will have preoccupied him for a while.”

The dark anger inside me twisted into something hot and consuming. They had planned this, pulled me away from her, and now they would pay for it.

“You should have occupied me longer,” I bit off, my words no more than a growl I didn’t wait another moment before leaping from the underbrush and tackling one of them, dagger in hand.

My vines burst through the soil, wrapping themselves around the other peri, who hadn’t been prepared for my attack.

The one underneath me kicked out, aiming for my kidney. His hands were on my knife as I attempted to slide it underneath his ribs. For just a moment I raised my chin and met his eyes, and pure shock and recognition hit me.

I swore and leapt off him, the knife in my hand unbloodied.

He scrambled away, crawling backward and pushing to his feet.

I sliced open Yaseema’s bonds and pulled the gag from her mouth. She grabbed my outstretched arm, and I lifted her up from the ground. Her eyes were wild and red-rimmed, but after a quick assessment she didn’t seem to be injured.

“Wait for me at the edge of town, by the bazaar. You can see the torchlight over there.” I pointed towards the flickering golden glow of the Tashuna bazaar.

Yaseema glanced at her attackers, then back at me, her lips bloodless as she took in my expression.

“Don’t kill them,” she whispered, her hands on my cloak.

I raised a brow, but didn’t answer her plea. “Wait for me at the edge of town,” I repeated, my voice low.

She nodded, releasing my cloak and fleeing in the direction I had told her.

When she had left, I turned to the two rebels. One was wrapped in my vines on the forest floor but had ceased struggling.

The other stood silently, watching me through the dark mask that could not hide the eyes I knew nearly as well as my own.

“What the fuck are you doing here, Tal?”

His hands came up and he roughly removed the mask tied around his face, revealing his smug grin that gleamed in the moonlitthe forest. “Did you miss me, brother?”

I scowled at him. “Fighting in the ring didn’t make us brothers.”

“What does, then? Our united resistance against the Court of Salt?”

“You don’t know what you’re doing. You went directly against me, Tal.”

“The Viceroy can’t have her.” He jerked his chin in the direction Yaseema had gone.

“You can’t have her either,” I growled, my hand drifting toward my knife.

Tal raised his hands. “Easy, we were just here to—” he cast a glance at his co-conspirator. “For River’s sake, can you free Badar? We won’t harm you.”

I called on my vines to recede, and his friend breathed with relief and sat up, rubbing his forearms. He too removed his dark mask, though he was much less smug than Tal. He actually had the good sense to look afraid. I didn’t recognize him, which wasn’t surprising. There were many in the Rebellion I did know, with more and more coming to our side every day.

“The Viceroy cannot have Queen Azari’s crown, you know what he will do with it,” Tal continued, echoing the same thoughts I’d had myself. “We can’t risk it, brother.”

“And what exactly do you propose I do? Kill her?” I bit off, frustration spilling into something more feral.

Tal just looked at me, his face stony.

Yes, he was saying to me, without voicing the word aloud.

Yes, we should kill her.

I growled a low sound. “No. Absolutely not.”

“Nothing stopped you from killing before,” he said viciously. “Even members of your own Court. Which she isn’t.” He crossed his arms over his chest.

“You think I don’t dream of every single person I’ve ever killed and know that? You think I don’t wish I had another choice for them? This won’t end if we still can’t attack Reza or raise a fight the Court of Salt. Our powers are still limited, and Rusul’s crown protects him from being attacked.”

Tal snorted. “Do you think I’m a fool? We know you want Azari’s crown to lift the curse on Tirich Mir and free the royal family. It isn’t just about the River Court.”

I went still, not even daring to breathe. “There’s no proof Azari’s crown will do that. No magic can break that curse.”

He jerked his chin. “Hers might.”

I shook my head, my heart sinking even as I said the words I knew to be true. “Queen Azari was powerful, but that curse is impenetrable. I doubt even her crown would be enough to find the entrance and allow us inside. Whatever she used is old magic, something once triggered, impossible to overcome.”

“I didn’t mean the Queen, you fool. I meant your little scholar.” Talal tilted his head. “Quite pretty, isn’t she? I mean, for a human.”

I snarled at him. “Shut your mouth—”

“This isn’t useful, friends.” Badar raised his hand, startling me because I’d nearly forgotten he was there in the middle of my argument with Talal. “Kiyan, we have no quarrel with you. We acted on opportunity. The Red Jasmine doesn’t want your human giving Reza the crown.”

“She won’t,” I bit off. “I won’t allow it.”

“Then why even go through this?” bit off Tal.

“Ask our leader,” I nearly shouted. “This is her plan. I’m just helping to follow it through. Maybe it’s time you talk to the other members of the Red Jasmine before acting on opportunity. Tell her I’m bringing the crown back and she can fucking have it. But she doesn’t get the girl. Nor do you.”

They both looked at each other then, eyes widened in surprise.

Tal folded his arms across his chest a look of understanding flashing across his face. “She wants the rebels to steal the crown from him?”

“It isn’t my job to make sure you know what you’re doing. Everything is in place. Maybe you should all talk to each other before messing with a plan and causing the entirety of Reza’s army to come down on you in a shitstorm of epic proportions.”

Badar had the decency to look worried.

“I can protect you from him to some extent, but not if you take her. She’s the only thing that’s given him any excitement lately besides ripping the wings off river pixies.”

Tal shuddered and looked away. “Can she really find it?”

“She can find anything,” I breathed.

Tal lifted his chin, a new gleam entering his eyes. “Even the entrance to the Mountain?”

My eyelids fluttered closed, briefly. “Maybe even that.”

“So that’s why you want her.”

“Yes,” I said, letting him believe the lie.

The truth I suspected, was much more troubling.

* * *

Yaseema waited at the edge of the village, as I had instructed her, her arms wrapped around her shoulders. She was illuminated by one of the streetlights and looked so small in comparison to the two warriors I’d just spoken to in the forest—even though she’d managed to make Badar bleed with a vicious scratch down his throat.

“Are they dead?” she asked bluntly.

I rubbed my hand across the back of my neck. “No.”

“Good. They didn’t harm me, you know.”

“They could have. They likely wanted to. And why do you care so much about the well-being of rebels?”

“Why did they take me?” She ignored my question.

“They don’t want Reza having an advantage.” I shook my head. “No, that’s not right. It wouldn’t just be an advantage if he found the crown, it would be catastrophic.”

She took that information in, chewing on the inside of her cheek. “And how did you manage to convince them otherwise?”

“I told them that if you went missing, Reza would wipe the entire eastern corner of the River Court off the map. It simply wouldn’t exist anymore.”

She huffed a breath. A cold breeze lifted the curls around her face and she gave a small shiver. My anger slowly leaked out of me at seeing such a human reaction. I unclipped my cloak and draped it around her shoulders, silencing her when she protested.

“We are heading back to the caravanserai before any other member of the resistance decides to abduct you.”

I took her hand in mine, and she glanced down in surprise, though I hadn’t thought about the casual intimacy of it. I just wanted to make sure she didn’t disappear again.

She can find anything.

Even the entrance to the Mountain?

I’d be lying if I hadn’t thought about it, if I hadn’t wanted to try to see if she could give us a way into the cursed Mountain.

I had no idea if the magic of Queen Azari’s crown would break the curse but if it took away the Court of Salt’s power, it was the only chance we had.

We wove through the cobbled streets, and she didn’t pull her hand from mine, nor object to my pacing. The streets were quieter now, the night bazaar closed. Villagers still gave me a wide berth, eyes flickering to the crystal embroidered on my sleeve, knowing that I worked for the Salt Court.

At last we made it back to the caravanserai. The main hall was already full of sleeping travelers, but there wasn’t any way I was leaving Yaseema alone after tonight. Instead, I walked her to her room, exhaustion settling into my bones.

“I’ll sleep out here, to make sure you don’t get absconded with in the night.”

She glanced down at the floor by her door and then back up at me. “Don’t be foolish. There’s plenty of room for you to sleep in here. There’s even a chair.”

The journey, coupled with how much I had to be around Reza, had seeped into my skin, weighing me down with fatigue, like lead in my veins and it smothered all my protests. I allowed her to usher me inside, stepping through the open door and gave her a stiff nod of thanks.

A fire raged in the hearth, and she unclipped my cloak from her shoulders, draping it over the chair.

“Your cloak is so heavy, I don’t know how you can walk around with it all day.”

Her words reminded me of something, and I strode over to her, lifting my cloak from the chair.

“This might have something to do with the weight.”

I pulled a book from the pocket of my cloak, one of the thicker ones she’d been reading at the bazaar, A Compendium of Magic in the Seven Courts of Peristan.

“What is this?”

“I swiped it from the bookseller in the bazaar, when he decided to lie about not knowing where you went.” I shrugged. “I figured you might want to keep reading it.”

Her mouth dropped open, and she took the book with tentative hands. “Thank you. That’s. . . .” She looked up at me with big, dark eyes, and I found myself arrested by them. “No one’s ever given me a book before,” she whispered.

I nodded at her, not knowing what to say. It looked suspiciously like gratitude in her eyes, and I was the last person anyone should be grateful for.

I was the one using her to get what I wanted, and giving her nothing but a book in return.

She placed the book on the small table next to the fire and began rummaging in her bag. I turned around as I realized she was getting ready for bed and busied myself with removing my boots and weapons.

“I’ll sleep on the floor.”

“The bed is huge, and I don’t mind.”

She slipped under the covers and turned her back to me.

It seemed innocuous to lie down beside her, but my heart pounded as if there was an imminent threat at any moment. I was being a fool. But if I slept on the floor now, it would seem as if I were admitting to a problem. She certainly didn’t feel uncomfortable about sharing a bed with me.

I exhaled slowly and slid under the covers beside her, staying fully clothed.

It was the first time I’d ever slept beside another person without a knife under my pillow, and my body felt like it was a vine unfurling into sunlight for the first time.

I held my breath until I heard the steady sounds of sleep overtaking her.

Then I lay on my back, staring at the wooden beams of the caravanserai ceiling, wondering when the lines started blurring between us and how much I could do to stop them.

And if I even wanted to.

Chapter 34

Dear Amma,

I stepped over a dead body today, on the way to the Citadel. I was still shaking by the time I made it to the archives and was caned for dropping a collection of scrolls on the floor. I can’t carry on like this.

I can’t not do anything. I have to stop our people from dying, otherwise there will be no one left.

—Letter from Yaseema Nazir to Mahira Nazir, recorded in Mahira Nazir’s journal


Yaseema

I woke to thick arms wrapped around my torso, and my head buried in Kiyan’s chest. For a second I tried to adjust to my surroundings, attempting to piece together where I was.

I was in the middle of the bed in the Tashuna caravanserai, Kiyan’s leg swung over my hip and my own under it. My arm was around his waist and my cheek flush against his chest, directly atop his heart. The slow, steady beat of it thrummed in my ears, and despite the intimate position, I didn’t feel uncomfortable.

That was the part that scared me.

The smell of spring was all around me, and I was conscious of every place our bodies touched.

He shifted, his hand dropped from my hip to my bottom, and I inhaled sharply as he drew me closer.

He mumbled something incoherently and pulled me against him, so that my head was tucked underneath his chin and our hips snapped together. I didn’t even want to breathe or extricate myself from his arms and risk waking him up.

Or risk losing this feeling.

It felt . . . good. Being in his arms, being held as if I mattered to someone. As if I were a person of worthy dreams and thoughts.

It could be like this. You could stay here with him.

I dismissed my inner voice which sounded suspiciously like Ramishah and concentrated on trying to slide out of his arms as quietly as I could.

But I could sense the moment he woke up.

He tensed, and his palm that was previously splayed over my behind was suddenly lifted. His heart hammered faster.

I had the courage to tilt my head up, and found dark eyes rimmed in silver staring back at me.

“I’m sorry,” I said, my voice husky from sleep, and I cringed inwardly at the throaty tone. It sounded like I was trying to seduce him. “It appears I mauled you in my sleep.” I looked down at my arm locked around his waist.

“It’s my fault for not sleeping on the floor.”

I let out a little laugh, the idea that he should’ve slept on the floor to avoid me throwing myself all over him, but my humor caused unexpected movement and we both froze at the additional contact.

“I’ll just . . .”

“Yes, that’s fine.”

We extricated our limbs, our hands, our bodies until we were both stood on opposite sides of the bed, not facing each other.

He cleared his throat. “I’m going to check on Reza and make sure everything is still to plan.”

I turned abruptly. “Are you going to tell him about yesterday?”

He met my gaze as he put his boots back on. “No. And I would hope you don’t either, for all our sakes, including the lives of the peris in this village,” he warned.

“I would never do that.”

He nodded, and slipped from the room, leaving me to my thoughts and my burning face.

I had slept with him.

The man who was the Viceroy’s rebel hunter, the one who seemed to be playing both sides and who had secrets he wasn’t telling me.

Yes, we had only shared a bed, but waking up entangled with him felt like it had woken my body up too.

And now it was very, very aware of him—and in more than just the physical sense.

Near him, I felt as though I wasn’t alone anymore, as though I had someone who understood the act of violence that was growing up being told you couldn’t be who you were meant to be, because someone else had taken that from you.

It was in the way he understood that the very soil and connection to the earth had meaning. The importance of home and being free in our home.

I sat down on the bed, my head in my hands, wishing fervently that I had never known what it felt like to have his arms around me, nor to listen to the steady beat of his heart.

* * *

We traveled the rest of the day, the terrain growing rockier, more mountainous. Occasionally I would call on my magic to see if there was anything nearby.

Find what I need.

But it was silent, despite the increased in power thrumming through my veins. As we grew closer to the low mountains, I felt my magic rising in my belly, spreading to my fingertips, my skin, all over. My body was alive with it, the same way it had been when I’d found Ghassan’s key. It was the same feeling I’d always had when I came close to unearthing what had been lost for centuries.

But this time, you’ll be taking it for yourself. You’ll be the one stealing it from where it belongs.

I knew logically that was right, I was doing something very similar to what the Citadel was doing—digging up long-buried relics and taking them from the people they belonged to.

But my mother had left for this, perhaps died for it.

I touched my fingertips to the bangles on my wrist. She had believed this would save us. And if that meant I would steal the crown from the peris to save my family, that is what I would have to do.

And still, despite that conflict, elation thrummed through my veins at the possibility of entering Queen Azari’s ancient vault, of seeing first-hand everything I had studied and researched my entire life.

After a few days more of travel, we finally arrived at the place indicated on the map.

It was a nondescript low mountain, with a flat top, but not much else. Even the trees had thinned out, the forest giving way to rockier terrain.

Nothing but sheer rock face greeted us.

I cast my magic out, calling it from my veins, and watched the golden web spiral out of me, zigzagging across the forest and up the low mountain.

There were no carvings or stone markers, and nothing to indicate Azari’s vault was here. We fanned out and began to search, the soldiers combing through the mountainous forest to find any sign of it.

I sat down hard on the ground, the rock face pressed against my back in cold mockery. I thought through everything I had known about Azari and the fae vaults scattered throughout Astola—some large like the Golden Vault, and some small—a shrine to a particular fae relic hidden in a small cave. The fae in Astola sometimes put entrances in trees, empty caverns or dried up riverbeds. But always my magic could find it.

Now, I didn’t feel anything.

Either this was the wrong location and I wasn’t close enough, or there was something blocking my power.

“Could it be underneath our feet?”

My fingertips felt hot, my magic eager to leap from my skin, but it didn’t have anywhere to go, it still spiraled in every direction, leading me to everything and nothing.

Kiyan frowned and shook his head, placing his hands on the ground as if it could tell him the answers.

“No. There doesn’t seem to be anything under us.”

I reached into my own magic and felt nothing.

“And there are no caves, no entrances into this mountain?” My hands felt the hard wall as I remembered the Citadel blowing open half the earth with their dynamite to get into the Golden Vault.

The Viceroy and Kiyan walked around the perimeter of the mountain and the guards began setting up the tents.

It appeared we were making camp here in any event.

A tree in the distance caught my eye, and I walked over to it. It reminded me of the husks of life in my grandmother’s mango orchard. The other trees in the area were all healthy, rich with magic and bursting with green, fruit, leaves. This one looked hollowed out.

I touched it and my fingers prickled.

At last.

There was something here, I could feel it. My skin buzzed with it.

I focused my magic once more, and gold threads spooled out from my fingers like drops of ink in the air.

Finally, it had somewhere to go.

Once it had gathered and grown, the threads spilled into the tree, pouring through the hollow dead thing like they were giving it new life. I felt rather than heard Kiyan beside me, his solid form silently observing what I was doing. The Viceroy walked over from the other side of the clearing; his eyes gleaming in the forest.

It made me feel vaguely unnerved, his watching me like he was waiting for me to do this very thing. I’d forgotten he’d seen me use my magic in the library, that this is why he wanted me.

My threads filled the tree, and looked inside it, expecting to find something within the dead stump. But before I could reach it, my magic burst out from underneath, lighting the ground up like golden roots beneath our feet. The roots crisscrossed the ground and then threaded up the side of the mountain.

My heart sank. If the vault was hidden beneath the lower mountain, then I had no idea how we were going to break into it. It wasn’t as if we had dynamite like the Citadel, and I didn’t know the extent of Reza’s magic, but I doubted he could blow apart an entire mountain. If he could I doubt Tirich Mir would still be standing. I bit my lip hard, willing tears of frustration not to fall.

I wouldn’t be locked out of yet another place by a damned wall.

The roots crawled up the side of the lower mountain, pulsing like a vein. They reached the top of an outcropping, a space in the sheer rockface that stuck out like a ledge, and stopped.

I looked up, squinting into the midafternoon sun. “Can we access that?”

Kiyan and the Viceroy followed my gaze. Above us, the mountain stood like a shroud over the valley.

Kiyan walked over to the foot of the mountain and place his hands on the fading golden threads of my magic still winding up the rock. It felt strangely personal watching him rest his hand against it, nearly as intimate as his hands on my body this morning. I bit my lip, my face heating as I looked away.

“It looks like we’ll have to climb up there.”

“Climb?” The Viceroy asked, frowning up at the mountain.

We hadn’t talked much during the journey, but I could feel him giving me probing glances when we had stopped to feed the horses. It had been unnerving.

I thought of my last adventure in climbing, and how much my muscles protested. Already they were screaming in refusal this time around. I felt the rise of irritation in my chest.

“I don’t want to climb, but right now it’s the only option that makes sense. Do you have picks? Shoe clamps? Anchor hooks?”

I knelt down, opened my satchel, and sorted through what I had that could assist. I had a slim rope, some hooks, but nowhere near enough the level of equipment I would have as an excavator.

Kiyan stared at me. “What are you doing? I couldn’t begin to understand what you want to use those for.” He looked back up the mountain again. “But I could get us up this rock.”

“I’m sorry?” I followed his gaze up the sheer rock face to the towering table of the mountaintop above us. “We’ve been riding across this damned country and you are now telling me you have the power of flight?”

He rubbed his chin. “Not flight, per se. But as my magic is concentrated in the natural world, I could lift us up to the top.”

“If you have a plan that doesn’t involve me having to climb up there or having us fall to our deaths, then let’s do that.”

Kiyan flexed his hands in preparation.

The Viceroy stepped forward, his eyes gleaming.

“I’ll have to take Reza first.”

But the Viceroy shook his head, picking at his nail. “You two go on ahead, find the crown. We’ll set up camp here.”

I darted a glance at Kiyan. The Viceroy wasn’t coming?

“I’ve heard the Queen has deadly traps lying in wait for those who disturb her vault. I’ll let you two do what I brought you here for.”

In other words, he didn’t want to risk his skin.

Kiyan frowned. “Sir, do you think it’s wise to stay here, given the rebel activity?”

The Viceroy smiled. “You know I would welcome such an attack, Kiyan.”

Kiyan’s jaw flexed as his mouth pulled into a grim line. Then he nodded brusquely and walked over to me.

As I’d seen him do before, he brought his hands up, and, with whispered words, vines grew from the ground like eels, curling out from the forest floor and wrapping themselves around our legs. He placed a hand on my waist, and the other twisted in the air, commanding the plants around us.

I felt a spike of panic as they curled around my body, around my hips, and along my arms. It felt almost intimate, just as it had when he’d touched my magic against the rock, and especially when the vines curled around our joined bodies and pressed us closer together.

It was as if these weren’t plants that wound around my legs and hips, but his hands. I shot Kiyan a look, but he was focused on calling his magic. Sweat beaded along his forehead and his mouth was curved down in concentration. His chest heaved heavily against mine, labored, like he’d been running.

Conjuring this much magic was taking a toll on him.

Reza limited our magic, and we can only do a fraction of what we once could.

It must cost him to use magic like this.

I glanced over at the Viceroy, and was disconcerted to find him watching me, his eyes narrowed, an expression I couldn’t read on his face.

The crown in his chest gleamed, golden-filigreed spokes peeking above his skin. He always kept his shirt open, I noticed, a reminder of his power. I hadn’t realized the extent of what King Rusul’s crown controlled until Kiyan had described it. The power to suck magic from an entire Court and wield it as your own.

And if the Viceroy had Queen Azari’s crown as well, he’d have nearly ultimate power.

I just had to make sure he didn’t get it.

My legs were pulled upward and we were lifted in the air. I gasped and grabbed onto Kiyan’s shirt front. He glanced down at me, startled, his concentration breaking. We lurched, dropping from the sky, and I screamed, clutching him tighter. But he regained our balance quickly, righting us. Then he gave me a small smile as he looked at my hands and returned his focus.

It was an unnatural feeling—thick roots lifting my body up, slowly at first, and then they gained speed, until the Viceroy was left behind on the ground with the soldiers, watching us with his greedy eyes.

We were being lifted up the mountain, the vines commanded by the man pressed against me. My stomach flipped as our speed increased, and I clung to Kiyan’s shirt as if he would help me, instead of being the reason I wanted to throw up.

“I wish we’d climbed!” I shouted up at him, over the rushing wind, as we were hoisted into the air.

He glanced down again, but this time his smile was sly. “I can get you up the mountain, but I can’t promise you won’t fall to your death.”

“Liar, you need me. You wouldn’t kill me.”

He laughed, his chest rumbling against my hands.

I had the urge to fight against the vines, to tear them from my legs and plummet to the valley floor once more. I hadn’t thought through what it would feel like to depend entirely on him as he brought us up to the top, to entwine my body with his. It was a reminder of this morning, but instead of vines it had been legs and arms locked together.

Eventually we reached the top of the outcropping, and the vines placed us softly on the stone. They slowly began to slither away from my skin, but again, they moved like a caress, their touch familiar. I watched Kiyan, but he had his eyes closed and was speaking softly, his magic seeming to require verbal cues.

I was relieved to be back on the ground again.

“You can let go of me now,” he said, humor in his voice.

“Oh,” I replied, not realizing I still clung to his shirt front, my body still plastered to his, despite the fact that we were back on solid ground, and I didn’t need to hold on at all. I released him hurriedly and stepped back without making eye contact. My face was hot, and I was sure I was flushed with embarrassment.

Instead of focusing on that, I took in our surroundings.

The plateau of the mountain was desolate. Flat, with a rough bit of underbrush beneath our feet, but other than that, no sign of an entrance or vault.

This time I summoned my magic instead of waiting, closing my eyes and feeling for the threads of gold in my mind. They wove around my head, then became unlaced, coiling out over the area like a webbed map. The light burst from me, a glittering spool of sunlight.

“Remarkable,” muttered Kiyan, and I startled at him so close to me, his voice low.

“Do you use a specific word when you conjure them, is there something they listen to?”

I drew my brows together, thinking through his question as the golden threads drifted around me. “No, it isn’t like that. My magic isn’t something to be told—it’s just me. I do talk to it sometimes, but it feels like talking to myself. It’s like holding out your hand and turning the knob of a door—do you need to tell your arm to lift? Your wrist to turn? It’s an action that’s part of me.”

He cocked his head, watching the golden threads. “Mine is like a partnership, a connection I have with the earth, with life. A conversation.”

“And it’s not part of you? You don’t feel what it feels?”

His eyes flitted to mine. “No, I do. It’s just more like I’m inhabiting the power for a short while. Visiting.”

I was about to reply when my golden web pulled me back, snagging on something at the edge. I stood and walked over to it, all other threads dissipating into golden dust except the one that had snagged like a lure.

It was here, I knew it.

I was so determined that I didn’t notice the rough terrain until my foot caught on a rock and I fell, tumbling toward the edge. A scream tore through me, my face meeting the open air until a warm hand caught me and yanked me back. I fell into Kiyan’s chest with floppy relief.

“Thank you.” I looked up at him, but he stared stoically ahead and then released me abruptly. I fell to the ground in a heap and made a frustrated sound. His mouth quirked but he stepped back from me, not meeting my eyes.

“You can’t help us if you’re dead.”

I shot him an annoyed look before sweeping my gaze around the area. I stood, searching for the thing that had pulled me here.

“A carving,” I said, seeing it again. The rock I had tripped over jutted out from the mountain, innocuous, but when you looked closer, it had a carving in the top of it.

An image of a jasmine flower.

Kiyan looked down at the same time as I did, and we both drew in a breath at the small flower at our feet.

This was something.

I pulled away from him and knelt down to inspect it. I traced my fingers along its edges, the symbol that was on my mother’s jewelry, and on every book about the Queen’s vault.

In the center was a large hole, the width of a thumb.

Air whistled between my teeth. It looked like keyhole.

I didn’t have a key, but usually, I didn’t need one.

Brushing the dirt away, my excavator instincts kicked in, and I wished I had all my tools with me.

“What are you doing?” Kiyan’s shadow draped over me.

“Looking for a door. Help me.”

Kiyan crouched down, his large frame looking incongruous as he felt for the seam of a door. I snorted at the thought of him being an excavator for the Citadel, his large hands holding the dainty brushes used to clean the delicate relics unearthed.

“What?” He glanced up at me, his brow furrowed in confusion.

“Nothing. I appreciate you being so hands-on.”

“What did you expect? Me to stand there glowering in the corner while you searched?”

“Something like that.”

My fingers brushed at the dirt, trying to find the edges of a door that didn’t seem to exist. I released a frustrated sound before something occurred to me. I stood and began to step back, right to the edge of the plateau.

“If you fall off again, I’m not saving you.” Kiyan crossed his arms over his chest.

“I thought I can’t help you if I’m dead?” I mimicked.

“I’ll tell Reza your own stupidity killed you.”

“I’ve been called many things, but never stupid,” I snapped at him. I kicked at the earth. If I couldn’t find the door, I couldn’t unlock it. My gaze ran the perimeter of the plateau, taking in everything.

“It’s the whole thing,” I whispered, and knelt at the edge again. I closed my eyes, imagining the perimeter of the plateau, allowing my magic to fuse into the edges of the door, feed into the jasmine carving, and snap into place.

My golden threads unfurled, pouring into the large hole in the center of the jasmine like rain.

“What . . .” Kiyan began to speak until my magic sparked to life in the air again, and he watched it with his mouth half open, awe painted on his face.

But I didn’t deserve his admiration, because the lock resisted me. It didn’t open.

I shook my head, working on the lock with my threads, coaxing it to listen. I fought it, pushing against its resistance.

Sitting back on my heels, frustration rose in my chest. I realized that Kiyan had no idea that I could open doors as well as find them, but I couldn’t be bothered to hide that portion of my magic anymore.

“What are you trying to do?”

“Unlock it.” I met his gaze.

He crouched down next to me. “You can do that?”

“Sometimes. I’m not sure if I can now though.” I released a bitter laugh. “All this, and we can’t even open the door.”

Kiyan made a small sound, and I looked up at him. “You said you use magic like an extension of you?”

“Yes.”

He hesitated a fraction of a second, before taking my hand and pressing a finger into the keyhole. “Use your magic now.”

He was using my hand as the key. My eyes fluttered closed as I exhaled, calling my power forth once more.

Something moved around my finger, transmuting it to fit the lock, or the lock to fit my hand. It folded around my hand until it had swallowed it whole, the stone changing to a shimmering gold metal.

I felt rather than heard the lock click and give way. The earth rumbled, rocking with the force of my magic, with the energy of whatever was placed here to keep visitors out. I jerked my hand away, checking it over closely, but it looked the same as it always did.

The center of the plateau began to lower, a platform forming into stairs, leading slowly down like a pattern of cards fanned out across a table.

We moved to stand at the edge, taking in the cavern that had opened up in front of us.

I glanced over at Kiyan. “Do you want to do the honors?”

“I’ll follow you,” he said as he gestured toward the ominous entrance.

“Coward,” I muttered.

“I’ve been called many things, but never that,” he said, an echo of my own statement earlier.

And so, the coward and the fool stepped into the earth to find what neither of them knew was there.

Chapter 35

The Empress is coming for us, of that I’m certain. She won’t abide rebellion, and we have committed the worst rebellion of all.

—Letter from Zimran Nazir to Mahira Nazir


Yaseema

The entrance was cold, and the only light we had filtered down from the sky above, revealing the stairs that descended into the mountain.

“It’s only going to get darker,” I said. “I can use my magic, but it might not stay if there’s nothing hidden nearby.”

“Hold on, there are torches here.” Kiyan moved over to the wall, and whispered a few words, placing his palms flat against the stone. Torches in sconces along the edge of the stairwell lit up, creating a path of fire into the center of the mountain.

“I didn’t know you could summon fire as well.”

He looked at me. “It’s life. Anything that has a spark of life in it can be conjured.”

I released an unsteady breath, unexpected fear gripping my chest as we began the descent. Usually, I felt the opposite when I entered a vault or tomb, or anything where ancient artifacts were housed. Normally it was a chance to get there before the Citadel, to keep something in our lands and keep the life magic in the earth. But this was the first time I was descending into a peri vault in their own land.

I didn’t know what traps awaited us here.

“Expecting monsters?” Kiyan’s voice came from behind me, tainted with amusement, and something else, something that felt as wary as I did.

“Hopefully not. But I don’t know what type of traps the ancient fae have. There might be monsters after all.”

“Don’t worry, you already have one beside you to ward them away.”

I glanced back at him, expecting to see his eyes dancing in the flame light, but he appeared quite serious.

“That doesn’t give me confidence.”

He didn’t feel like a monster when he’d repaired my spectacles and placed them carefully on my nose, nor when he’d handed me the book on fae magic.

Or when he’d been tangled together with me this morning.

Are you a monster? Is that how you see yourself?

The stairway ended abruptly, though the torches kept going.

“It looks like a cliff,” I said, peering over the edge. There was only darkness below, with the occasional shimmer of light in the distance, bouncing off the flames.

Kiyan leaned forward and sniffed the air. “There’s water below.”

“Can you use your magic on it?” I turned to him.

“I can call on what’s inside it, but only if I’m touching it. And I can’t conjure plant life here, because we are too far underground. With my old powers, maybe. But not with my limited ones.”

“Can you tell if anything is in it now?”

He closed his eyes, whispering softly under his breath, placing his hand along the cavern wall, connecting to the condensation that spiraled down to the water. The torchlight flickered across the hard planes of his face.

He looked much less harsh when he wasn’t scowling at me or giving me suspicious glares. When his eyes were closed, I was uncomfortably reminded of how beautiful he was—like one of the ancient statues I helped the Citadel unearth, carved from rock, unforgiving.

“There’s something, but it won’t speak to me. Or can’t. But it’s hard to determine when I’m not in the water.”

“That sounds terrifying.”

Kiyan peered over the edge. “We don’t really have any other option. I can’t conjure plant life in here. There might be some I can speak to in the water, but it is too far away. Can you swim?”

“Of course I can swim, if it’s necessary.”

“It’s necessary. We’ll have to jump.”

I gaped at him. “We can’t jump down there!”

“What else do you suggest we do?”

I peered over the edge. Across the dark expanse, torchlight lit up the other side of the cavern, looking like the continuation of the corridor. It seemed as though the path kept going on the other side of the underground lake; we just had to swim to it.

“There’s a reason I never liked swimming,” I muttered, clenching and unclenching my hands. This was no different than me plummeting into a bottomless cavern filled with perilous spikes.

Which was what I was afraid of.

The black surface of the water shimmered, and it looked fathomless. But despite the unknown, there wasn’t a pair of eyes staring back at me from the lake.

I shored myself up, preparing to jump into the darkness.

“Okay, I think I can do it. I’ll jump.” I darted a look at him. “But I might need you to do it with me.”

He rolled his eyes. “We can jump together.” His hand found mine, and my fingers were swallowed by his palm, firm and unyielding. The panic in my chest eased. I took off my spectacles and folded them carefully in my pocket.

“I’m ready.”

“Thanks for letting me know,” he said sarcastically.

“One, two—”

He yanked me off the ledge, my hand still in his, and we both plummeted into the dark water below, my scream echoing through the ancient cavern.

When my legs hit the surface, my body felt as if it had been dipped in ice. It robbed me of breath, and I panicked, kicking out frantically. I had lost Kiyan’s hand, and I couldn’t sense where he was in the water.

It was so dark, coupled with the fact that I wasn’t wearing my spectacles I was disoriented and turned around, unable to see anything.

I wasn’t the strongest swimmer to begin with, but with my lungs bursting I kicked my legs hard, desperate to draw breath and escape the freezing lake. I finally broke through the surface with a heavy gasp, my lungs clamoring for as much air as they could get. My breath came out in shallow bursts, and I tried to calm my consuming panic.

Kiyan popped up behind me, surfacing much more gracefully than I had, with hardly a sound. I looked across the lake at the flickering torch I’d seen earlier and began to swim toward it. At least I had a beacon of light to swim toward, even if I couldn’t see.

I was desperate to escape the icy water, though it had grown more bearable the more I swam.

“It looks like the vault is over there,” I said to Kiyan, my voice coming out like a weak croak. I kicked harder toward the light, but a hand gripped my shoulder, holding me back.

“Kiyan, we need to go before we—” I turned.

Black hair, wet to her skull, sunken eyes illuminated by the torches, a mouth too wide for her face, and tiny white teeth sharpened to razors.

Her hand was on my shoulder, the fingers filed down to stubs, the bones of her knuckles protruding like nails.

My scream tore through me, the sound caught in my throat. I tried to push away from her, but my legs refused to cooperate, terror overriding my body.

A shrill shriek erupted from her mouth and her bone nails dug into the meat of my arms, dragging me back down to the depths of the underground lake.

I kicked against her side but couldn’t gain purchase; instead, her nails scraped down my body, the pain like a trail of fire in the cold water.

She latched onto my ankles, pulling me down farther, and no amount of kicking was going to break the vise she had on me. The scant light above started to dim, and at the same time the edges of my vision grew black.

I was fading, my ability to resist disappearing with every inch I was dragged under.

Until a small spark of relief came in the form of warm, calloused fingers wrapping around my wrist, and tugging me back up.

Kiyan.

I grabbed onto the hand with both of mine, feeling the muscle of his solid forearm under my skin.

A scream wrenched through the water, and I saw flashes of the creature out of the shadows as she tried to yank me back down. The whites of her eyes, little sharp teeth, and snatches of a snarling demonic face chased me as I was pulled toward the surface. My chest felt as if it were about to combust, and I was finding it difficult to focus on anything but the warm hands wrapped around mine.

They were the only thing I could focus on.

I kicked my legs furiously, despite my waning consciousness, and I was rewarded when my heel connected with cold flesh.

The monster released my ankles just for a second. In that moment, I lurched up, breaking the surface, gasping air.

Kiyan was in front of me, breathing heavily, watching me with a grim expression.

“What was that?” I gasped out, but a shriek filled the air before he could answer me.

The creature was back, her awful eyes large and wild.

Kiyan shoved me out of the way with a hard push.

“Was that necessary?” I splashed water at his face. “You could have just said ‘move.’”

“It is when you just sit there gawping at a jaipari about to drown you,” he shot back, diving at the creature.

A flash of steel glinted in the torchlight and he plunged a dagger toward the chest of the monstrous sea woman—the jaipari. She laughed, a shrill sound that took my breath just as fiercely as the cold water. She shoved the dagger away, swimming around us in a swirl of black water.

The jaipari lunged at me again and this time Kiyan grabbed her by the throat and slammed her up against the cavern wall.

She bared her teeth at him, her bone nails digging into his forearms, drawing blood. Her teeth were ready to tear out Kiyan’s throat.

I thought Kiyan was going to strangle her, even though she didn’t seem to need air, but instead he shouted something in a language I’d never heard, jagged and guttural. My ears perked up at hearing this new sound come from his lips.

The grin was gone from the jaipari’s face, replaced with a slack jaw and unbridled shock.

She responded, and I could hear the questioning lilt of her raspy response. He growled the same foreign word he said earlier, and something else.

Then, inexplicably, he pointed at me.

Finally, the creature softened in his hold.

She nodded and he released her, her eyes darting to me, this time with a sly look instead of hungry. She gave me a smile that I don’t think she meant to be terrifying and then bowed her head.

Then she looked back at Kiyan.

“Good luck, princeling,” she said in the common tongue, her voice raw and ravaged, the sound of rushing water bursting through rock.

She gave him the same small bow of her head and slipped under the surface without a word.

Kiyan and I swam hard toward the other side, and he helped lift me up out of the water onto the edge of the rock.

I collapsed on my side, and Kiyan lay on his back, panting and looking up at the ceiling. My mouth tasted of blood and salt and heavy minerals from the cave water, and I curled my hands open and closed to get the feeling back into them. I turned to Kiyan, watching him catch his breath for a few minutes.

“Care to explain what that was? And what just happened?”

“She was a jaipari.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “The damned things can lie dormant for centuries waiting for those who disturb their waters.”

“What did you say to her? It didn’t sound like ancient fae to me, but some sort of dialect I’ve never heard before. And her final words were in the common tongue. Why did she call you princeling?”

He was silent for a minute, not looking at me. When I thought he wouldn’t answer, he finally spoke, his words rough.

“There’s an old agreement with their kind and the royal family. I invoked it. She was charged with protecting the crown, to stop it from falling into the wrong hands.”

I stared at him. “How could you invoke an agreement between jaiparis and the royal family?”

He finally turned to look at me, his eyelashes sticking together and dark drops of water trickling to the stone floor. An inane urge to reach up, cup his face, and brush the droplets of water from his lips came over me. But the surprise of his words still hung in the air, and I waited for his response.

Good luck, princeling.

“Because I’m a member of the royal family.”

Shock traveled up my spine, my heart pounding wildly in my chest.

“You mean, the family trapped in the Mountain? In Tirich Mir?”

“The very same.”

I stared at him, my eyes roving over his face, staring so long at his immovable face after such a shocking pronouncement that I almost thought he’d turned to stone.

“Who are you?” I finally asked, my throat thick with emotion.

He gave me a bitter smile. “No one. I don’t exist.”

Chapter 36

It’s my birthday today. I stood in your room and closed my eyes, but when I opened them, you still weren’t here.

—Letter from Kiyan to his family, unsent


Kiyan

I could have told her anything, I could have said that the words I’d told the jaipari meant nothing at all, that I had threatened her and she’d relented.

But as soon as the jaipari had called me a Prince, Yaseema would have questions—I knew her well enough that she wouldn’t let that go.

But also, something in that moment, in the buildup of whatever this was between us, had led me to confess, to say out loud what I had longed to tell her.

It felt so good to admit to it, to have her understand even a small part of what I was, even if I wasn’t him anymore.

Even if now, I was no one.

I watched the shock ripple over her face, the questions on her lips that always seemed to accompany her when she was fascinated by something. She sat up and pulled her spectacles from her pocket, sliding them on her face as if she were going to study me.

Was I her new subject? The thought didn’t make me as wary as I thought it would.

“Does the Viceroy know?”

“No. If he did, my skin would’ve been flayed from my bones long ago. He doesn’t want the royal family to live, he wants to break the curse on the Mountain so he can kill them and take the weapon hidden there. He doesn’t want any threats left alive.”

“And your family has been trapped in Tirich Mir the entire time, while you’ve been out here?”

I swallowed thickly. “Yes.”

That word stood in the silence like a separate person, a ghoul haunting me.

Yes, I’ve been alone. Yes, they’re all gone.

Yes, it felt like I was trapped in that Mountain too.

Yes, I wish I had been.

Yes, yes, yes.

I knew she had a thousand more questions, that she likely wanted to write a book on it all, record it in one of her journals, document every word I said.

But I didn’t want to rehash a past I was trying to forget, especially when I was working so hard to correct it.

Even still, she opened her mouth, and I steeled myself, preparing for the onslaught. But all she said was, “I won’t tell him.”

Her brown eyes were solemn behind her gold spectacles, which were askew again. I eyed her warily. “Why?”

She snorted. “Not everything has to be about cost or blackmail. Maybe I don’t actually want your skin to be flayed from your bones.”

“That’s quite possibly the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”

Yaseema rolled her eyes and then pushed to her feet, walking around the outcropping of stone we’d climbed onto.

I stayed there, staring at the dark water, thinking of the words I’d hurled at the jaipari.

The ones that had gotten her to release us and allow Yaseema and me to go and get the crown.

“There’s a hallway down this way,” she called over to me.

She walked over to the entrance of the corridor and knelt down, studying pieces of tile with ancient peri scrawled into them.

“What are you looking at?” I followed her toward the torchlit corridor, which was lined with paintings and images I didn’t understand. Jasmine carvings were everywhere, as well as garbled pieces of songs and passages—some I’d known as a child, some completely foreign to me.

A large tablet at the entrance of the corridor had a poem engraved on it that took up nearly a third of the wall. Yaseema squatted down underneath it, fiddling with something.

I frowned, reading the words. “I don’t think my proficiency in ancient peri is what it once was.”

I moved closer trying to make out the faded inscription.

It may not be claimed,

by blood, or birth

It may not be claimed

by greed or power,

this gift is given on a measure of worth

Are you worthy?

If so, become us.

It is for those cunning,

for those wise,

for those willing

to accept their demise.


“Quite a cheery lot, the ancient peris, weren’t they? Also, I’m not sure they understand how rhyming works.”

“Shut up, I’m trying to work out the riddle below.”

“What?” I glanced down to see Yaseema moving the tiles, realizing that she was sliding them like a puzzle.

“The ancient peris loved trickery, more even than magic. Everything they did was about bargains and riddles and mystery. I once had to feed a statue a memory in order to release a relic.”

I paused in dusting off a carving of a curled lotus flower. “What memory did you give it?”

She lay on the ground on her side now, sliding the tiles back and forth into different slots. Her tongue was pressed between her lips and her forehead was creased in concentration. Her spectacles still had errant water droplets speckled on the front of them. A rush of warmth flooded my chest at seeing her so engrossed in this.

“Probably a terrible one of me having monthly cramps. It worked though.”

I smothered a laugh and wandered away from her, toward the corridor. Torches lined the narrow hall, the flames bouncing off the arch of the cavern.

At one end of it, a large painting of Queen Azari was on the stone, her great wings spread wide behind her, eyes smiling. I took a step toward her, as though she summoned me.

And then paused as something whistled past me.

“Shit,” Yaseema shouted, as she leapt to her feet. “Kiyan! Do not move!”

That was all the warning I had before she tackled me to the ground.

The air collapsed from my chest as a small human bundle of curves and hair and spectacles landed on top of me.

“If you wanted me underneath you, you should have said.”

“Be quiet.” She pressed a hand to my mouth. The scent of ink and mangoes filled my head.

“If we don’t have a feral mermaid, we have steel-tipped neem tree arrows to contend with,” she muttered.

We stayed on the ground for a full minute before she moved her hand from my mouth.

“I’m not sure the arrows were activated by noise.” I gestured to her hand.

“They aren’t, I just didn’t want to listen to any more of your idiotic jokes.”

“I have to provide some use here, besides throwing you into a lake and fighting off jaiparis on your behalf.”

“Stay here. And don’t move.”

“I await your command.”

She crawled backward down my body, which was an interesting experience to say the least and went back to sliding her puzzle along the bottom of the warning at the start of the corridor.

“Almost got it—yes!” As soon as she’d said the words, the sounds of more neem arrows whistled along the corridor, triggered by her solving the puzzle. “I knew it would have a fail-safe trigger.”

She stood over me and offered me a hand-up, a satisfied smile on her face.

“Thanks for saving me from becoming a pincushion.”

“I had to repay the favor at some point. Just have to save you a few more times to make it even.”

“Get me that crown, and we’ll call it even.”

“I’m working on it,” she said, but her eyes slid away from mine, as if she didn’t want to meet them.

We walked side by side to the end of the corridor, to see what other torments awaited us.

Chapter 37

Dear Amma,

The Citadel raided us again today, looking for peri gold—or gold of any kind. I hid your bangles under the floorboards, and prayed they wouldn’t find them. They found a fae object hidden by an Astolan excavator and fired him, but I don’t know what it was. I tried to find out, hoping it was a way to get over the wall.

Every day I search for a way to cross the River to find you, and every day I fail.

—Letter from Yaseema Nazir to Mahira Nazir, unsent


Yaseema

At the end of the hall was a door, carved with the same jasmine symbol I’d seen over and over again. On the map, on the book from the palace library, engraved on my mother’s jewelry, on Kiyan.

We all have a signature, a stamp of our magic. Most of River’s is the jasmine flower.

Kiyan reached for the handle and turned, pushing at the door. I’d expected it to be locked, but it swung open easily. After the arrows and the mermaid creature, I braced myself for a new attack.

But the door opened to another darkened chamber, silent and still.

A pedestal stood at the end of the hall, lit from a hole in the rock above.

“Could that be the crown?” Kiyan asked, his voice tentative. “I don’t see any pixies here to peck out my eyes, maybe they got tired of traps?” He said the words hopefully, but I was skeptical.

“We’ll find out. I don’t see any others.”

I walked hesitantly forward, examining each step carefully for any more deterrents. I couldn’t see any, but that didn’t mean that there wouldn’t be any magical barrier preventing us.

But nothing happened, and by the time we’d made it to the pedestal I released a heavy exhale of relief. Until I saw what awaited us.

Queen Azari’s crown wasn’t in sight.

Instead, a black oval bowl filled with liquid stood before us.

“What is this?” Kiyan’s forehead wrinkled and he shot me a concerned glance.

“I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like it before.” Nothing like this had been in any of the other vaults I’d cracked into, nor in any of my research on the ancient fae.

The liquid was clear, and the bottom of the bowl had the same golden carving of a jasmine on it. I looked around the chamber, but there was nothing else. No drawings or markings that could be instructions.

I placed my hands on either side of the bowl and released my magic, seeing if it would point the way.

The golden threads filled the room, stretching out across the chamber and climbing up the pedestal.

Then they began to weave together and collect in the bottom of the black bowl.

Kiyan let out a whistle through his teeth, still not used to me using magic, but I was concentrating on what the threads were doing.

“I think we have to empty the liquid.” I frowned at the obsidian bowl, trying to puzzle out what this new challenge was.

“That can’t be the only thing we have to do. It’s far too easy.”

I agreed, but I didn’t want to tell him the heavy dread settling in my stomach at what I suspected was required from us. I cupped my hands and plunged them into the bowl in an attempt to scoop out some of it, but as soon as I touched the surface, it turned to ice.

“How . . . ?” I stared at the bowl again, the ice back in liquid form as soon as I moved my hands away.

Kiyan tried, tapping at the ice when it formed, and then trying to punch it when he lost patience. He cursed under his breath and bent down to examine the rest of the pedestal. “Does the bowl lift?”

My hands gripped either side of the bowl and it lifted easily from the pedestal. I tipped it to the side, trying to pour it out on the ground. The liquid immediately froze, and the stone became a burn of ice against my hands.

“Ouch!” I put the bowl back, nearly dropping it from the pain. Rubbing my hands together, I tried to breathe warmth back into them. “I’m not doing that again.”

Kiyan looked up at the hole flooding natural light into the chamber, and then around the room. “There’s nothing else here. It has to be this.”

“I think we may have to drink it.” I spoke the words that had been sitting in my gut from as soon as I saw the liquid.

Silence stretched between us, and Kiyan shot me a wary look. “We don’t know what it is.”

I leaned down to sniff it. “I know. But it’s the only other option. I’ll drink it.”

“No.” He put his hand on my shoulder.

“Then we can both drink it.”

“If it’s poison, it’s better if only one of us consumes it.” “And besides, your power may unlock doors and show us the way, but mine has its uses too.”

He picked up the bowl in his large hands, ignoring the hiss of cold against his skin, his only reaction a slight grimace. This time, as he pressed it to his mouth, the liquid melted again. He lifted his brows, watching me over the rim. “To Queen Azari’s health.”

“She’s dead.”

He choked as he swallowed it, but I couldn’t tell if it was because he was in pain or laughing.

“Are you all right?” I smacked him hard on the back.

“By the River—now I’m not. You didn’t have to hit me that hard, I’m not choking.” He took another long swig, the muscles in his throat moving as he swallowed with great effort.

Afterward, he grimaced and doubled over, sweat beading across his brow. “It’s not my favorite libation,” he croaked out.

He lifted the bowl once more and drank the remainder, muttering a low curse after his third drink. Then he replaced the bowl, his knuckles white as he gripped the pedestal.

“How do you feel?”

“Like my insides are being sucked out of my skin by a snake.”

“I don’t want to know how you know what that feels like.”

He doubled over with a groan again, and my own stomach dropped as he clutched his.

Dread gripped me, but it was more than just the self-serving dread I would feel if I returned his dead Captain to the Viceroy.

There was something familiar in this dread, the feeling that I didn’t want something bad to happen to him, I didn’t want him to be in pain or in mortal danger.

“Kiyan.” I crouched down beside him, my hands on his shoulders. “Look at me.”

His dark eyes met mine. “I’m fine. It’s poison. But a natural one. What limited power I have can fight this, but it’s taking everything in me.”

“What can I do to help?”

“Do you have anything cool? My magic is purging the poison from my system.”

I ran back to the lake, pulling out a handkerchief from the pocket of my canvas skirt and dipping it in the cool water, praying the jaipari hadn’t forgotten her pact in time to grab my wrist and pull me under. Then I raced back to Kiyan, who was laying on his back in the chamber, his eyes unblinking.

“Well, that doesn’t look healthy.” I ran over to him, laying the wet cloth on his forehead. “Kiyan, can you hear me? Have I finally killed you?”

“I’m not that easy to get rid of, scholar,” he croaked.

I wiped his brow with the wet cloth, watching as his eyes refocused. “How do you feel?”

“Like I’ve been poisoned.”

I let out a laugh. “And does that happen often?”

He gave a weak smile, and then his face turned serious. “More than I’d like to admit. The Viceroy enjoys how my magic purges most poisons from the body. Having a connection to the natural world benefits him.”

“He makes you consume poisons for him?” Revulsion curled inside me, and I’m sure it was reflected on my face.

His eyes met mine, his lips twisting. “On occasion.”

He grimaced, holding his middle, his body jerking. “More frequently than I’d like. At least that method of torture doesn’t leave a scar on my skin.”

He doubled over, retching against a carved pillar.

“It will pass,” he groaned out. “It always does.”

He pulled himself up and leaned heavily against the pillar, his eyes glassy and sweat dotting his upper lip. “I’m lucky it’s a natural poison. But don’t let me suffer in vain.” He nodded toward the basin. “Have a look inside.”

I sat back on my heels in surprise, realizing that I had completely forgotten the reason we’d come here while I was focused on Kiyan.

Running over to the pedestal, I bent over the basin, where all my magic had gathered.

The threads of gold coiled along the bottom had slowly begun to fade. There below them was a carving of jasmine flowers, set above the rest of the basin like a switch in the stone. I reached down and pressed it.

The jasmine flower sank all the way into the stone, disappearing into the recesses of the pedestal.

Nothing happened at first, and I peered into the square hole in the center of the bowl.

Then I heard it, a deep rumbling noise and then a series of snaps, as if a dozen mechanisms were clicking into place. The wall behind the pedestal began to shift, dust rising in a cloud around us. The dust hung in the air for a minute before dissipating and revealing a doorway.

“The ancient peris really loved their doors, didn’t they? I bet there’s five bloody more through there.”

“Hopefully not, we don’t have enough of you to drink all that poison.”

He snorted weakly, still collapsed against the pillar at the edge of the hall. Then he nodded at me. “Be safe, though I don’t think there’s any such thing here.”

“No. And you didn’t bring me to be safe.”

I called on my magic once more, ensuring that I was making the right choice.

Bring me to what we need.

My threads burst from me, as if they were relieved to have somewhere to go. I followed them, walking forward through the door and into another antechamber, a small room no bigger than my bedroom at home in Astola.

In the center was a small stone table, with a box on top of it. It was locked, the same keyhole as the entryway of the temple. I placed my hand on the box and felt something ripple under my skin.

Inside was the crown of the ancient peris’ queen, who had had the ability to create magic. And I was about to take it.

I threaded my magic through the keyhole, feeling it resist with a lurch. There was more than metal in this lock, but magic too. I tried again and again, pushing against the lock, my magic flooding the keyhole.

But nothing.

“There’s a lock!” I shouted back to Kiyan. “I can’t open it.”

“I’ve got something,” he called back.

I ran back to him, and he shuddered as he lifted his necklace to reveal a key and a small golden ring.

He pulled the key off the chain and handed it to me, replacing the chain and ring back around his neck.

I held it in my hand for a moment, examining the gleaming gold key that didn’t look ancient but brand-new. The bow of the key resembled a sharp jasmine flower, like flames coming out of the top.

“Where did you get this from?”

He grimaced and gripped his stomach, groaning. “Is that really pertinent information right now? I swear, woman, you’d question me about fae relics while I was at death’s door.”

“You are at death’s door.”

He blinked up at me. “Open that fucking box or I’ll become a ghoul and haunt you to insanity. I’ll give you endless puzzles that can never be solved.”

I shuddered. “You wouldn’t.”

“I would.”

I huffed a breath.

He was right; did it matter how he got it, as long as it worked?

I ran back to the box with the key. It looked the right shape and matched the other symbols around the vault. I slid it into the keyhole, and it fit neatly.

I held my breath as I turned it.

The lock clicked open.

“It opened!” I shouted, unable to keep the excitement from my voice. It was starting to sink in what this meant, what I had done.

My mother had left me to find this relic, and my whole life I’d wanted to know what happened to her, to it.

And now I was here.

And she wasn’t.

I closed my eyes, a memory of her singing me softly to sleep, one of the many Astolan folk songs she collected washing over me. I could still feel the thread of her fingers in my hair as she massaged my scalp, the lightness of her singing voice as it sang about everything we had lost.

Being here was bittersweet, because this was what my mother had wanted for us. What she had died to get.

For a moment, I thought I would lift the lid and discover it empty, and that my mother had found the relic.

But inside, staring up at me, was Queen Azari’s crown, woven in gold like a fine net, and hanging from the end was a golden tikka.

There were no jewels—there didn’t need to be, it was so beautiful, simply wrought from Tashuna gold.

Beside it lay a small golden dagger, the size of my palm.

I picked up the dagger, examining it, looking for any inscription or clue as to what it was.

Finally, I slid it in the hidden lining of the pocket in my skirt, figuring I would examine it later.

Then I returned my attention to the crown.

I had finally found it—the relic that would help me destroy the wall and return the magic to the human world.

Now I just had to get back there.

Part 3
The Mountain

Chapter 38

They come at night,

They cross the water,

You shall not stop them,

They want your daughter.

—Songs of Astola, collected and compiled by Mahira Nazir


Yaseema

Kiyan carried us down from the mountain with all the energy he could muster. Which wasn’t much, considering that his body was currently purging itself of poison. If anything he looked worse than he had in the vault.

He lowered us to the ground softly, our feet pressing into the damp ground. It was now dark, but the moon provided enough light to see we were alone.

“Didn’t you order the guards to wait here?”

“Yes,” Kiyan said as he drew his sword, unsteady on his feet. His sword flagged in his hand.

“Do you want me to hold it?”

He looked at me askance. “Do you know how to wield a sword?”

“No.”

“Then no, I don’t want you to hold it.”

“I could probably do more damage than you right now,” I said, as he wavered on his feet. “You look like a strong wind would blow you over.”

“I’ll be all right in a minute,” he said, the sheen on his forehead betraying that statement. “My body will purge it soon.”

“Don’t be an idiot.” I moved to his side, propping up some of his weight as I swung an arm around his waist.

There wasn’t a fire or the chatter of soldiers. There was just silence and darkness. Until a rustle of leaves and footsteps sounded from somewhere in the forest. It grew louder, closer, the boots of dozens of soldiers.

“What . . .”

“Congratulations. You’ve finally found what you’ve been seeking.” A woman stepped out of the woods, only her bright eyes visible from under a dark mask covering half her face.

Movement caught my eye and behind her I saw dozens of peris standing in the trees around us. I was reminded of the Citadel soldiers ambushing me when I was trying to cross the River.

Except instead of the tan-colored uniform of the Citadel soldiers, they were wearing black leggings and tunics, blending in with the dark. They reminded me of the fae who had taken me from the bazaar, tall, lithe, and clad in dark clothes, impossible to distinguish them from one another.

Rebels.

Kiyan struggled to stand and I still held up some of his weight. His body fought the poison, but his eyes were sharp and they homed in on the peris surrounding us.

“It’s a pity we will be taking it from you now.”

Hands grabbed at me, pinning me down as the rebels advanced on us. Kiyan shouted at them as I was wrenched away from him, his voice hoarse.

He used his magic to bring roots from the ground, bursting up like vines, but they weren’t as powerful as the ones earlier had been, looking more like saplings instead of thick banyan roots. They managed to trip a few of the fighters and grabbed at their legs, but his power was stilted.

We had been ambushed, and they had lain in wait for us to bring back Queen Azari’s golden crown and deliver it into their waiting arms.

I lurched against the arms that held me tight. Two cloaked figures, one thick and burly and the other one quite petite, held me despite my struggles. Finally, I stomped one of my feet against the smaller rebel, and she yelped in response, momentarily losing hold of me. Then I slammed my head backward, catching the other one square in the face. He yowled and I rolled forward, weaving my way through the soldiers and dodging the rebels that came after me.

I looked over my shoulder at Kiyan. His eyes were still glazed, but he held my gaze and nodded. I took that as permission.

I ran blindly through the forest, ignoring the shouts behind me. Something inside my chest lurched at the thought of leaving Kiyan behind, but I pushed it down deep, not allowing myself to focus on anything besides getting away with the crown.

But I couldn’t outrun fae rebels who had magic at the ready. A wall of earth rose up in front of me, and I slammed into it, momentarily stunned. I got back to my feet and ran in a different direction, but dark shadows in the forest curled around me, grabbing my arms and pulling me back. I whirled on my pursuers—a group of rebels had followed me, their magic, though limited, prevented me from going any farther.

I didn’t have anything to combat them with. My magic wasn’t for fighting but finding, and I had no use for that here.

“Where do you think you are going, human?” The woman from earlier stepped toward me, her arms raised. It must have been she controlling the dirt under my feet. “Running back to the palace? Not with what you’ve taken.”

I clung desperately to my pack, trying to think of a way out. After all this, I would lose the only thing that would help my family and give my people a fighting chance. The one opportunity I had to finish what my mother had started. Frustration rose in my blood, fueling my anger, my rage, my power.

I closed my eyes and channeled my magic.

For what, I didn’t know. A way out? A newfound possibility I could use my power for something other than searching through an archive and unlocking a door?

Find what I need.

The threads coiled around my head and the rebels looked up at them, stunned. Then they surrounded each fighter, winding over their bodies and circling them. Some of the rebels screamed and tried to combat the magic with their own. But when they saw that my threads weren’t really doing anything, they began to laugh.

“This is what you have? Some tricks with golden string?”

But my magic had given me something I didn’t expect. On each fighter, the threads pooled around a specific area of the body, collecting around ankles or shoulders or eyes. I wasn’t a fighter, but my power had given me an advantage in that.

Weaknesses.

I picked up a handful of dirt and tossed it into one fighter’s eyes where my magic had gathered. Then I kicked the left ankle of the rebel closest to me, glowing gold with my power, and he fell to the ground howling. I held a large rock and threw it sharply at one rebel’s shoulder, and he let out a gasp of pain.

Until the only one standing with me was the woman with the power to control the earth.

“Ah, I see the little librarian isn’t entirely useless. But still, you’ll need more than that.” She lunged for me, and I fell backward. She grabbed for my satchel, and I fought her, but she dug her knee into my stomach and all my breath whooshed out of me. She ripped it off my shoulder and jumped to her feet.

“Sorry, but the last peri who deserves this crown is Reza.”

A hiss of words punctuated the air, and her face turned white in the darkness. She whirled around and I sat up, looking at who stood in the distance.

It was the Viceroy, his arms raised. They may have incapacitated the Salt soldiers who had been waiting for us, but they couldn’t raise a hand against him.

Fury painted his features, and he advanced on us.

“Give me my crown.”

His words were a sneer, and he moved closer. The woman tried to take off running, to head for the trees, but her feet tripped her up, and the Viceroy was on her in a second. He hauled her up by her hair and uttered a low incantation, a language I’d never heard before.

The woman sagged in his hold and he threw her to the dirt.

She began clawing at her skin, her hair, her face. She must have known what was happening, because she loosed my satchel from across her chest and threw it as far as she could. Then she fell to her knees and clutched at her chest. Her hair began turning white, her skin shriveling. She screamed as her feet began to twist backward, and scratched at her skin as if she could stop the curse the Viceroy had put on her.

She began shouting nonsense words, trying to form sentences, but her own tongue wouldn’t let her.

The Viceroy had taken that from her.

She looked exactly like the woman who pulled me from the River.

Zulmi, Kiyan had called it.

She had no language or personhood, she was a husk, her very body representative of the violence of the Salt Court.

Another rebel picked my satchel up from the ground and the Viceroy advanced on him, his intent clear. But the tall rebel I had run from tackled the Viceroy at the knees, knocking him to the ground. Then the stocky fighter who had restrained me earlier took his chance, scooping up my satchel and running into the forest.

The Viceroy swore, leaping to his feet, but the trees had already closed up behind him, what little life magic the rebels had left used on the trees so that they grew thick and wild, an impenetrable wall.

The Viceroy roared and whirled on the rebel who was still with us, his eyes black and fierce. Fear burst inside my chest at his expression, at the promise of violent retribution there. He wasn’t even looking at me and I still withered under his cruel gaze.

Reza jerked forward, reaching down to touch the rebel and bestow upon him the same curse, ready to take this male’s language, youth, ability to move.

“Reza, no.”

Kiyan was there then, looking much stronger and more lucid. He strode forward, catching the Viceroy’s wrist and pulling it back.

My heart leapt to my throat, especially when Reza turned his incredulous gaze on Kiyan.

“No!” I shouted, leaping to my feet, but Kiyan met my gaze and shook his head. Terror gripped me at what the Viceroy would do to him.

The Viceroy’s eyes bugged out of his head. “You dare, dog?”

“I need to question him,” Kiyan said calmly, not flinching in the slightest. He released the Viceroy’s wrist but moved to stand in front of the rebel and me.

His brow was still coated with sweat, and it looked like he’d used up everything he had to get here. “I won’t be able to get any information from anyone else. They’re all dead or cursed. You’ve made it impossible to find out where they’ve gone.”

“Do not stop me again, or I will have you join them,” Reza said viciously, spitting on the ground and hitting Kiyan’s boots.

He then moved toward Kiyan, his face just inches away, and gripped his chin hard. He was shorter than Kiyan and had to look up slightly, which took away some of his ability to intimidate.

Where the Viceroy was almost gaunt, Kiyan had a lithe athleticism that made the Viceroy holding his face in anger look ridiculous. Kiyan looked as if he could have killed him in a heartbeat.

But the crown in his chest gleamed, a visible reminder of the power Reza had.

Kiyan watched him so calmly it was as if he were a frozen lake, completely still. Only because I was close to them did I see the way Kiyan’s eyes flickered down to the King’s golden crown fused to his chest, the Viceroy’s skin like drippings of wax around a brass candelabra set in his sternum.

“Find me that crown.” He shoved Kiyan’s face away from him and then shot me a disgusted look. “If you don’t, you will be the next one I curse. And perhaps her.”

My breath stuttered in my chest at his attention on me. Then he walked away, leaving me and Kiyan in the forest with the remaining rebels.

Kiyan tied the hands of the uncursed rebel and dragged him to his feet, even though he looked like he was going to collapse at any moment.

“All that work for nothing,” he commented, looking more exhausted than angry. “Come, we need to head back.”

I stared at the cursed rebel on the ground. “What will happen to her?”

“Salt soldiers will collect her. The Viceroy executes those he curses in the square if they’re lucky. Otherwise, the zulmi wander the countryside begging for scraps.”

I thought of the woman who stood at the River.

“How do they live?”

“There are peris in the city that take care of them as best they can. But no one can understand them or recognize them. That is Reza’s power—to take from you who you are.”

His words were bitter, and he strode away, back toward the Viceroy and soldiers.

All that work for nothing. I assumed he was talking about how much trouble we’d gone to in order to find the crown, only for it to be stolen in the satchel the rebels had carried off with them.

When I had made sure none of the soldiers were around me, I slipped my hand into the pocket of my skirt.

They brushed against the filigreed gold dagger I’d taken and slid into the hidden lining there and finally, the delicate gold circlet, complete with an ornate tikka.

Queen Azari’s crown was there, nestled safely against my leg.

Chapter 39

It’s odd that the thing I miss the most is the flowers you grew.

—Letter from Kiyan to his family, unsent


Kiyan

I knew he would punish me, I just didn’t know how badly. I’d never openly defied him before like that, and though I would usually not hesitate to argue my position, I never attempted to stop him outright. My resistance had normally been one of subterfuge, an insidious chipping away at his power.

But when he raised his hands to curse Talal, I had to intervene.

“Got yourself quite the problem, brother.”

“Shut up and let me think.” I had my hand over my eyes, thinking of how I could free him and Yaseema both.

“I like the girl. She’s grown on me since Tashuna.”

“Tal, I swear, if you don’t stop jabbering—”

“Aren’t you supposed to be getting me to talk? So far, you’ve just muttered incoherently and rubbed your eyes. Some torturer you are.”

“You weren’t supposed to get caught.”

“Reza wasn’t supposed to be there. We took care of the soldiers, like you said. And you shouldn’t have stuck your neck out for me. You wouldn’t have in the past.”

I stared at him. “You’re a fool, you know that? Are you actually chastising me for saving your life?”

“Why did you save me this time? What changed?” he continued, ignoring me. “I bet it’s the girl.”

I gaped at him. “Yaseema has nothing to do with this.”

“Yaseema? That’s pretty. I didn’t get her name before.”

I glowered at him, and he gave me a sunny smile. “Should I pretend to scream?”

“Do you know what’s going on here? I need to torture you now to make any of this believable. Reza would normally have all the bones in your body broken before he cursed you. Especially now the rebels have taken the crown—despite the risks. Despite the deaths.”

“You know why we did it,” he said quietly. “Anything to stop him from having it. And now, if we have the crown, maybe we can finally fight back. The Court of River will rally around the true leader of River.” He gave me a pointed look. “They’ll rally around a new King.”

I sank to the floor, my back against the tent pole. “The peris of River only know me as the one who hunts them. Who takes their family members from them. Who kills and tortures. They’ll never accept me as leader, no matter my lineage.”

“We’ll explain to them why you did it. We’ll show them all the ways you’ve helped us. Loosen my bonds, and we’ll escape together.” He nodded to the opening of the tent.

I closed my eyes, wanting to do what he suggested, wanting to no longer work for a megalomaniac who tortured and killed indiscriminately. But if I left now, what would become of Yaseema? The Viceroy would hollow her out, use her until she was a husk too.

And I couldn’t stop thinking about the way she’d stood up to him, when she thought he’d curse me.

And, though the rebels had the crown, we still didn’t have a way to properly fight Reza. Any advantage we had gained by my being here would be lost if I left now.

“I can’t,” I said finally, regret poisoning my tone.

“Why?”

I stayed silent, looking at the wall of the tent, grinding my teeth together.

“I knew it. It’s her, isn’t it?”

I chewed the inside of my lip, searching for an answer that described what I was feeling. “Yes. And no. Leaving now wouldn’t serve any purpose, not when we still can’t attack Reza outright and all of our magic is limited. Me being here means I can stay close to him. It means that when we find a way to destroy him, we can do so without as much loss of life.”

Tal laughed. “Even at the expense of your own soul?”

I tilted my head and looked at him. “I don’t have much of one left.”

There was silence.

Then he cleared his throat. “She’s human.” Talal looked genuinely surprised. “I mean she has magic somehow, but there’s no mistaking her scent.”

Parchment, ink, mangoes.

“Yes, I did notice that,” I snapped at him, massaging my temples. “It’s fairly obvious, Tal. Thanks for pointing that out.”

“You think that’s a good idea?”

I huffed a laugh. “Probably not. But bad ideas have certainly never stopped you.”

“True. There was a particular soldier I would fight in the ring just so afterward we could—”

“Not the time, Tal.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Are you ever serious? You nearly died. Worse than that. He nearly cursed you. He cursed Bisma, you know. The rebellion will have to find her before Reza does so his soldiers don’t execute her.”

Tal finally went quiet at that. “There’s enough seriousness in our world right now, Kiy.”

I blew out a breath and tipped my head back against the tent wall. “So the rebels have the crown. And Reza will tear down this Court to find it now. He won’t rest.”

“That’s better than wiping us all out.”

“Trust me, if you think he isn’t going to do that under the pretense of finding the crown, or the pretense of punishing for attack, you haven’t been paying attention. He will burn towns to the ground. He will execute people in the street. He won’t stop.”

“And we are supposed to lie down and let him do that?”

“No. That’s the one thing I will never do. But we have to combat him in a way we can win. Getting our power back is the best plan to not only strike Reza, but the entire Court of Salt. If you think more won’t come when he’s gone, you’re a fool.” I bit off the last words, my resentment and anger that had been boiling inside me since I was left alone to deal with the massacre of my Court threatening to overflow.

“I can’t leave her here. And escaping won’t help us with anything. We’d still need to destroy the King’s crown.”

Talal whistled low. “Never known you to get this worked up over a girl before, Kiy.”

“It’s not just about that.” I met his gaze. “And it’s been a long time since our days on the streets.”

“Not that long, brother.” He gave me a sad smile. For a moment I remembered us, sleeping in doorways back-to-back to protect ourselves from Salt soldier patrols. Fighting in the pits alongside each other for scraps.

I had a brother, one that was trapped in a cursed Mountain, and yet Tal felt just as much like kin as any blood brother. While I’d waited for my family’s return, I’d grown up in dirt and blood and rubble and those who had done that with me deserved a chance to fight for our Court without waiting for the royal family to return.

Because they might never come back.

Perhaps it was time to give up on the hope that I could break the curse and focus on the peris here now that needed me.

“Reza is starting to lose patience. I won’t be able to stay here for much longer. But until then I want to do as much as I can to make it so when we do act against him, it is successful.” I looked at Tal then. “Because we won’t get another chance.”

“We can still use the Queen’s crown to break the curse, you know. You can still free your family.”

“You know freeing them isn’t enough. Then they’ll all just be in the same hell I am.”

“Isn’t hell better shared?” he said with a wry grin.

“I forgot how much of an arsewipe you are.”

His mouth quirked up, a smile I hadn’t realized how much I missed. “Thank you, in case I don’t get to say it. For now, I am grateful you stopped Reza from destroying me completely.”

I stared ahead, exhaling heavily, not trusting myself to speak. The moment I’d seen Reza touch him, I hadn’t thought. But that scared me more than anything.

What would I do if he raised a hand to Yaseema?

“When do I get to see the girl again?” Tal cut through my thoughts, and I flicked my gaze back to him.

“You don’t. You’ll be transported to the dungeons as soon as we arrive at the palace. I’ll find a way to free you there.” I pinched the bridge of my nose again, thinking through the early stages of a plan that could get Tal free while I still worked in Reza’s employ. It wouldn’t be easy.

“Can you use her to destroy him?”

I looked up at his inky-black eyes, staring at me steadily across the tent.

“The girl?”

“No, a bog hag. Yes, the girl. Can you use her to find a way for us to kill Reza? You’re right that if we want to completely take power back from Salt, we need to destroy Rusul’s crown. And perhaps she could be used to break the Mountain curse.”

I rubbed my hand at the back of my neck, thinking through everything.

“Yes, I can use her.” I hated saying the words even as they left my mouth.

Tal still watched me with his usual intensity. “But you don’t want to.”

“It would just be the same as what Reza is doing. She isn’t a tool to be used.”

She’s a jasmine flower in a wasteland of rot.

“Sooner or later, we need to stoop to his level.”

I gave a hoarse laugh that had no mirth in it. “I am reminded of that every day. But I’d still like to give her a choice. It’s something I never had.”

I pulled myself up to my feet, feeling sick at what I now needed to do if I wanted to get Tal out of here alive.

But my hands had so much blood on them, another layer of red shouldn’t matter.

I pulled a knife from the sheath at my hip and walked up to Tal.

“What I’m about to do to you won’t even be near what he would, but it has to be believable now. Scream as loud as you want.”

* * *

I washed my hands at the small washbowl in my tent. They shook so hard it made it difficult to get all the blood off.

Somehow, I’d managed to torture my best friend and still stay standing enough to wash the evidence from my skin.

“Captain?”

One of my guards stood at the door of my tent. “Enter.”

“The Viceroy would like to see you, sir.”

I nodded, knowing the time had come for my reckoning. I followed the guard out of my tent and toward Reza’s at the center of camp.

My eyes slid across to Yaseema’s tent, which wasn’t far from his. There was a light on, but I couldn’t see anything more than that. It was late for her to still be awake, but perhaps she was reading.

I imagined her, curled up on her bed, the journal she carried around in her lap as she studied it. It was almost a comforting thought, ahead of what I was about to face.

The guard stopped at the doorway to Reza’s tent, and I didn’t pause as I went directly inside.

“Yes, Viceroy?”

He was studying a giant map of the seven Courts, his finger placed on one near the edge of Salt. Then he looked up at me and smiled.

My chest coiled tightly upon seeing that smile. I had many memories of it.

“Any luck with the prisoner?”

“None yet. But I spent the day with him. I expect tomorrow he will have some answers as to where the rebels are.”

“Yes, I heard his screams across the camp. I’m disappointed you didn’t get anything though. And you know how I feel that we no longer have Queen Azari’s crown. But you’ll get it back.”

I didn’t respond, because there was nothing that could be said that would change what would happen next.

He walked over to me, his eyes gleaming and placed his hand on my shoulder. “Kneel.”

I didn’t bother to argue.

Black vines like snakes poured from underneath the tent, sliding toward me. A warped, twisted version of life magic, and I wondered who he had taken that particular power from. Bisma? The rebel he’d just cursed in the forest?

Did it matter?

They wrapped themselves around my legs, then my arms.

This time, he picked up an ornate blade from the table next to him, black as obsidian, and I recognized it as a blade from Salt.

“It seems my usual way of discipline hasn’t been working for you. And since you seem to enjoy the human girl so much, I think you need a more base reminder of your allegiance to me.”

He walked slowly toward me, the blade catching the top of my shirt, then slicing downwards. He pressed the tip into my chest, his vines holding me tight, and this time, I did scream.

Chapter 40

If the Empress comes, she’ll never find out what we’ve done.

I’ll make sure of that.

—Letter from Mahira Nazir to Zimran Nazir


Yaseema

The Viceroy’s anger permeated the camp, and the entire thing was locked down, with soldiers patrolling every hour. A hunting party had gone after the rebels, but Kiyan hadn’t been among them.

There was no way I could escape the camp now without the Viceroy catching up to me and discovering why I was trying to leave in the middle of the night. A heavy feeling of guilt seeped through me, at the thought of the Viceroy hunting down the rebels for a treasure they didn’t even have. At him blaming them for what I did, and them not even having the power to stop him.

But what choice did I have? If I didn’t destroy the wall my own kingdom would be at the mercy of an Empress who wanted to starve us all to death.

I was just about to dim my lamp when a crash, followed by a thump, sounded outside the entrance to my tent.

I froze, my breath in my throat as I waited to hear if there was further noise.

But nothing came. My footsteps were soundless as I walked across to the tent flap and lifted it carefully, peeking outside.

Silvery hair and a bloodied shirt was slumped against my tent.

Kiyan.

Pain lanced across his face as he leaned against the outer entrance to my tent. He held a hand to his chest, and blood seeped from between his fingers. A strangled cry caught in my throat as I lunged toward him.

“What happened?”

I grabbed him as he fell against me, his eyes fluttering and refocusing. He was huge, and I buckled under his weight, but managed to drag him inside my room and shut the entrance behind me. I laid him on my bed as gently as I could, but he still fell with a heavy thud.

“Kiyan? Talk to me.” I shook his shoulders.

His eyes drifted open, glazed with pain. His mouth was smeared with blood, and his lips curled into a warped grimace.

“Sorry, I couldn’t make it back to my tent.” He glanced up at me, sweat dripping from his forehead.

He looked worse than when he was purging the poison from Queen Azari’s temple.

“Who did this to you?” I swept the hair out of his eyes and forced him to keep them on me.

As if I had to ask.

“Reza. He’s not happy we lost the crown.” He gave a hoarse laugh that ended in a grimace of pain. “That’s an understatement.”

I exhaled heavily. “He tortured you again.”

Kiyan huffed out a laugh. “No different than what I’ve done to countless prisoners in his name. Even Talal tonight.”

I frowned at his mention of the prisoner he’d tortured this evening. He knew his name.

It sounded like he knew him personally.

“That still doesn’t mean you deserve this.”

“Doesn’t it?” He looked up, the pain in his eyes much more than physical. “What else does it mean, if not that?”

I ignored the question and ran my hands over his shoulders and then down the sides of his body assessing the damage. He smiled. “That feels nice.”

“Shut up. I’m checking for wounds.”

“You might want to go a little lower,” he said, having the gall to give another laugh.

“Ew. I said shut up—oh.”

He took my hands and placed it on the wound at his stomach.

“Salt blade. And I’m fairly sure he carved a cursed mark.” He gave another grunt of pain.

“What is that? A cursed mark?”

“Physical manifestation of a curse, a way to poison with magic.”

I lifted his shirt to reveal a scorpion, but carved into his skin, different from the other scars that crisscrossed his body. This wasn’t a scar, it was a fresh, bleeding wound.

Anger burned in my blood, alongside the sick feeling in my stomach. “What can I do to help?”

He shook his head. “There’s nothing to do. Unless you can heal?” I shook my head sadly and he let out a groan of pain.

I bit my lip. But could I use my magic to heal?

I’d never used my magic on bodies before the fight with the rebels, but now I was beginning to wonder if I could use it in more circumstances than I had thought. But more than that, my mind fluttered back to the bangles on my wrist and what I’d felt when Kiyan had pulled me out of the burning beast.

They’d come alive on my wrist. Had they protected me from the fire? I stared down at the bangles still on my arm.

Or had they healed me as I’d been burning?

The memory of the cooling sensation skittering across my skin amidst the burning flames came back to me. Of my skin being smooth and unblemished when I’d woken up.

Kiyan’s eyes fluttered closed.

“Kiyan?” I said softly, nudging his shoulder, but he didn’t move. He’d passed out on the bed.

I lifted his shirt again and a gasp shot out of me. The knife wound now had greenish tendrils spreading from it, the poison in the mark starting to take over.

He would die here if I didn’t do something.

I placed my palms over his wound, the bangles falling gently against my wrist. I had no idea how to use them, but I concentrated my power there.

My magic sparked to life, golden threads pouring from my fingers and spooling out across the room.

But they didn’t have anywhere to go, and for the first time I faltered. What was I searching for? Usually, I would ask it to help me find what I needed, to give me what was lost, what I was searching for. But this was much more abstract.

A way to heal.

Just as I thought it, the threads gathered and began rushing back to me, weaving themselves around the bangles on my wrist.

Confirmation.

I exhaled and tried to remember what I had done in the death beast when I had felt the bangles. Taking one of them off, I examined it in the candlelight, cognizant of the web of green poison slowly seeping through Kiyan’s skin like ripples in a pond. Something small snagged my attention as the gold caught the light.

An inscription.

One I’d never noticed before. How was that possible? I’d looked over every inch of these bangles a thousand times growing up. Unless it had appeared afterward somehow? After I’d swum across the River?

I squinted my eyes, bringing the bangle close to my face and trying to read the words aloud. It was in ancient peri and I had to read it several times to understand the words.

To make whole begins with the self.

I frowned, turning the phrase over and over in my mind. Did I translate it properly? My fingers traced the small curls of the inscription stamped in the gold.

To make whole begins with the self.

I thought back to my research, the tomes I’d read in ancient texts in the human world, coupled with the compendium Kiyan bought me at the bazaar.

This was a magical object, and it couldn’t create magic by itself, it could only be channeled.

And it had to be channeled through me first.

I put the bangle back over my wrist and instead of trying to push magic outward I concentrated on pulling it inward. Bringing the magic from the object to meld with my own. My eyes fluttered closed and I focused on the sensation of my magic wrapping around the bangles and pulling.

A cool, light sensation flooded my veins, spreading down my wrist and tingling over my skin. A small breath escaped me, and it felt as though I were bobbing in a pleasant stream, a cool relief on a hot day, a gentle breeze in stagnant summer. The magic of the bangles wrapped around mine and fused to the core of my own.

To make whole begins with the self.

I turned to Kiyan and placed my palms gently on his stomach. He shuddered, and a wave of relief washed over me—he wasn’t dead yet.

Just as I did with my normal magic, I used it as an extension of me. It was a new sense—but instead of touch, or smell, I now knew restoration, the act of making whole again, of healing.

That feeling flowed from me, pushing against the poison inside Kiyan, and instead of finding something that was lost, I was isolating what wasn’t meant to be there.

The injury, the poison, bruises, cuts, harm, I could feel it receding with a cool wash of power.

This is what my mother had left me—this was her legacy.

It was something more than jewelry and something less than her being here with me. And the magic inside me reveled at such a new feeling, at such a strange and unique power.

As quickly as I had absorbed it, it left again, pouring out of me and into Kiyan, leaving my senses and entering his to restore his health.

The green spidery veins were gone, and curls of poison poured out of his side like spilled wine, the scorpion carved into his flesh receding. The wound wove together, and I brushed over it, marveling at his skin becoming unbroken once more.

I did it.

I’d healed him.

I pressed my hand flat to the unmarred skin, stroking my thumb along his chest in wonder. After a moment I noticed his stomach muscles had tensed.

My eyes flew to his, which were now open.

“You’re awake,” I said, a little stunned. I removed my hand from his torso immediately, feeling my face go hot. Why was I stroking his stomach for so long?

“I am.” He sat up, rubbing the back of his neck. His eyes were bleary, and he blinked a few times as if to focus on me. “What did you do?”

“I . . . discovered I may have some ability to heal with my magic after all.” I didn’t want to talk to him about the bangles, not when I was planning to leave with the crown very soon. My eyes flitted to my dusty traveling skirt, which was draped over a chair in the corner of my tent.

He frowned as if he didn’t exactly believe me. He was so close I could make out the threads of brighter brown in his dark eyes, like the threads of my magic had made their way there as well.

“You know, every time I see you, you seem to be shirtless.”

He barked out a laugh, his eyes clearing slightly, though his face was still flushed. “I am around you, it seems.” Then he looked up, his face turning serious. “Why did you help me?”

“Because you didn’t deserve to die. Not from him.”

His mouth thinned. “Perhaps I did. You don’t know the extent of what I’ve done. How many I’ve killed. Many would say this is retribution.”

“I don’t believe in revenge,” I said simply. “I believe in redemption and actions. I believe in trying to work with what you’ve got and failing anyway. But I think you’re doing more than killing for the Court of Salt.”

I think you’re plotting against them.

I didn’t say it out loud, but it sat in the back of my mind, a nagging thought that wouldn’t release me.

He was part of the royal family, though Reza didn’t know that. And he saved that rebel from being cursed just hours ago.

“Just like you’re doing more than researching?” he said quickly, his dark eyes assessing me. “Doing more than finding a lost crown you don’t intend to use?”

“Yes,” I breathed the word. “Just like that.”

We danced around each other, never once saying the words that were alive in the air. Never once admitting that whatever was happening between us was much more potent than we’d ever expected.

He was a hairbreadth away from me, his dark eyes darker, the sharp points of his ears visible from underneath his silvery hair, which fell around his face like a curtain of moonlight.

I blinked up at him, my face hot and a sensation rising in my chest, very similar to when I’d crossed the River—a mixture between elation and fear.

The feeling I had when I entered an ancient vault for the first time and the dust flooded over me, undisturbed, new and old all at once. He was so close to me, and my heart raced when he reached up and traced the edge of my jaw.

My tongue darted out to lick my lips and he followed its progression with his eyes.

Then he placed his hand under my chin and tipped my face up.

“I can’t seem to stop myself,” he murmured, his breath on my lips. “Tell me to stop. Tell me this is a terrible idea.”

I closed my eyes at the sensation of him—his low voice, the smell of spring and the forest and remarkably like home.

“I can’t,” I whispered back.

As soon as I said those words, that seemed to spur him into action. He crashed his mouth to mine with a groan, and we collided, like a storm of lips and teeth and hands and aching. My spectacles were knocked off-kilter, and he pulled back with a frown. With his other hand, he tugged my gold spectacles off and put them on the small table beside my bed.

Then he cupped the back of my head and returned his lips to mine. My eyes fluttered closed. I kissed him back, instinct taking over as we tangled together.

He was whole and I had made him so, but now we both were breaking each other apart again.

His hands slid down to the small of my back and pressed me to him. I felt the heat of his bare skin against my loose sleep dress, his torso hard and unyielding. I wrapped my arms around his neck, and he let out a low sound that sent a spark through me.

This, this was worth searching for.

But no magic I had would have led me to him.

He wasn’t a hidden treasure or ancient relic—but as his fingertips trailed down my neck, my skin caught fire with more power than any magical object.

I moved closer to him, curling my legs around his waist as I straddled him on the bed. My entire body was alive with the feeling, smell, sensation, awareness of him. It was almost overwhelming how much I wanted this.

He delved into my mouth with his, and I clung to him, the scholarly side of my brain reveling in each new sensation he wrought.

I wanted to catalog each new feeling, each type of touch and sound. When he trailed down my neck with his lips I murmured, “soft.”

At my words he pulled back from my lips, his gaze traveling down my body, taking in the fact that I was sitting astride his lap.

“I can hear you taking notes about this.”

“I can’t help it,” I said breathlessly. I knew my eyes were doing that wild thing when I was excited about something, as I could see it in his bemused face, even without my spectacles. “Everything feels so wonderful.”

He laughed and fell back against the bed, and I tumbled down with him.

We lay side by side, and he lifted a curl of my hair, watching it in fascination in the light.

“There are so many colors,” he said, looking at each strand.

“My mother used to say I had too much hair, so there weren’t enough shades of brown to paint it all” I said with a small smile, thinking of when she had brushed and braided it every night.

The shadow of a smile passed his lips, and that seemed to release something between us, something fraught and tenuous. He tucked the curl behind my ear and then traced the curved top of it in fascination.

His eyes grew heavy, and he seemed almost unable to stay awake.

Perhaps it was the healing magic I’d used on him. I had no idea how it reacted to the body, and the only other time I seemed to have used it when my body had healed itself inside the burning beast, I’d passed out for days.

“Sleep,” I said softly, stroking from his forehead to temple. He didn’t seem to need any further permission than that.

But before he slipped into slumber, something niggled at me, something I had wanted to ask him but never had the opportunity after all that had happened.

“Kiyan?”

“Hmm?” His voice was slurred with exhaustion and I almost felt guilty asking him this when he was so close to sleep.

“What did you say to the jaipari in Queen Azari’s vault? When you pointed at me in the water?”

He shifted in my bed, throwing an arm around me and tugging me close against his chest. He was so warm that I all but melted into his side, sighing with relief at this easy feeling between us.

Right when I thought he had completely fallen asleep, he said, “I told her I needed a crown for my Queen.”

Chapter 41

She reminds me of you, sister. She has the same fierce independence and need to protect others. But I still don’t know if I can trust her. But why should I? She certainly can’t trust me.

—Letter from Kiyan to his family, unsent


Kiyan

Yaseema was still sleeping when I woke up the next morning. I didn’t even remember falling asleep with her, but that explained my dreams and the soft smell of lemons and spilled ink haunting me through the night.

I sat up, staring down at her, unfamiliar with the level of trust that came with sleeping with someone without keeping one eye open, and now I’d done it with her twice.

I raked a hand through my hair, remembering the first time I’d woken up with her, with our limbs tangled in each other. Holding her in my arms that felt right. Like the only sane thing in the insanity I found myself living in.

There was something about her that drew me to her, like the way she was so passionate about what she wanted, about what she learned, until she became so focused on it, she was consumed. It felt like that to kiss her—like I was the textbook she wanted to consume, read ravenously, acquiring all the information she could.

I snorted. I never thought comparing myself to a textbook would be so arousing.

But I couldn’t think of a time when I had slept with someone else without a knife under my pillow and felt complete safety.

In the palace, my skin had felt on fire just being there without my family, working in service of a man who’d killed my father and slaughtered my Court.

I could barely remember when I’d allowed myself to be vulnerable, not when my life involved walking on a knife’s edge at every moment.

I glanced down at her, lying on her side, curled against me like an unfurling flower.

She looked softer when sleeping, and I lifted a hand to trace her brow, my finger featherlight across her face.

She looked . . . less studious.

The small frown line between her brows that seemed permanently there was smoothed away and she seemed at ease. Not as if she were evaluating everything about her surroundings, looking for anything hidden, secret, unseen.

Her gold spectacles sat on the table where I’d placed them, and I thought of what happened between us the night before, when I’d taken them off her face, and kissed her like I’d wanted to so many times.

I’d almost done it when I’d first confronted her, when I’d taken her wild storm curls in my hand and cut them for her. I’d almost pressed her down into the bed at the caravanserai in the morning when she’d looked up at me with large, fathomless eyes, her legs threaded between mine. I’d nearly allowed myself to know if her lips tasted of lemon too.

And now I knew. And the urge to do it again had not left. I wanted to keep tasting them, I wanted to drown in her.

What had I been thinking?

It was bad enough that we had this thing between us, this constant pull to her, as if she were the life magic I derived all my power from.

But now I’d given in to temptation, and it was much, much worse.

I knew what she tasted like now. I knew the sounds she made in the back of her throat when I kissed her. The feel of her in my hands as she straddled me.

Kissing her wasn’t wise, but I wanted to do it all over again.

I pressed my hands to my eyes and groaned softly, trying not to wake her, despite everything in me wishing her eyes would flutter open so I could touch her lips again. This was bad. I couldn’t afford a distraction like this.

I couldn’t afford to care about something else.

Not when I had nothing left to give anyone.

A shout outside her tent drew my attention. The soldiers were likely beginning preparations to leave for the palace.

It was early enough that I could slip away now, and the soldiers wouldn’t see me. The last thing I wanted was to give Reza something else to use against me, as I remembered his words from the night before.

You’ve grown so close to the human girl, I assumed you’d need a more base punishment.

He already suspected I liked her, was drawn to her. I wondered how obvious I had been.

As far as he knew, I had nothing I cared about, and nothing he could take from me. I looked down at Yaseema, who had begun to snore softly.

Nothing he could take.

That had to remain true. Even with her.

I leaned over her one last time, my skin drawn to hers like she was warmth and sun and earth, and I pressed a kiss to her hair.

I could almost hear Tal’s voice in my head. You’ve grown sentimental, brother.

But it was as if my body craved sentimental. Craved her.

My footsteps were soft as I walked toward the entrance to her tent, but as I lifted the flap to exit, something caught my gaze.

Her brown skirt was slung over a chair in the corner of the tent. She’d thrown one of her white blouses over the top of it, but it had slid off, and the skirt bulged oddly at one side.

I glanced over at Yaseema, but she still slept, clutching the covers to her chest as if they were an anchor.

My skin tingled with awareness, the deep certainty that I needed to look inside her skirt.

She saved you. She trusts you.

I stared at her clothes, the twisted way the fabric bunched.

She wouldn’t.

I picked her skirt up, the pale brown canvas like butter in my hands. I could smell her on it, parchment and ink and lemons. The soldiers were gathering outside, the clang of their sabers and mutters about the rebels reaching my ears. Without further thought, I slid my hand inside the pocket of her skirt.

It was empty.

I pulled the lining of the pocket out, revealing nothing. But the skirt was heavy, much heavier than I would suspect from the fabric. Frowning, I turned the entire skirt inside out.

There.

There was a hidden lining.

I felt along the lining, finding the edges of a seam and slipping my fingers into a hidden pocket.

I nearly dropped the skirt. My heart leapt to my throat, a roar sounding in my ears.

Queen Azari’s crown glinted up at me from the secret pocket in her clothes.

The crown we all thought the rebels had taken when they’d stolen Yaseema’s bag.

The magical object he’d tortured me as punishment for losing.

She’d had it all along.

No wonder she’d healed me; she’d been the reason I had been tortured in the first place.

The guilt that had plagued me at going through her things evaporated. She knew she had the crown and said nothing.

Which meant she had no intention of producing it.

She was going to steal it.

I reached in to pull it out from her skirt, but at the last moment stopped myself. She didn’t know I knew she had it, and Reza thought we’d lost it to the rebels.

It might be a good idea to keep it where it was.

She made an incoherent sound from the bed, and I placed her skirt back over the chair where she’d had it, careful to make it look undisturbed, draping the same blouse over the top. I knew she was keeping something from me, that there was something she wasn’t telling me. I just didn’t expect that she’d be able to fool me so thoroughly.

Never again.

Chapter 42

Dear Amma,

I wish I could talk to you about him, I feel like I don’t understand what’s happening between us. There is so much to worry about, so much to be afraid of and yet my heart refuses to listen and only wants to love.

—Letter from Yaseema Nazir to Mahira Nazir


Yaseema

The journey back to the palace was uneventful, but things between Kiyan and I were tenuous since we’d kissed, and since I’d healed him in my tent. Since he’d slept beside me again, and I’d felt his breathing like it was the pulse in my veins.

Occasionally I would reach up and touch my lips, reminding myself he’d been there. It was strange, I could still feel the imprint of his hands on my hips, still hear his whispered words about the colors in my hair, and yet I felt more distant from him than ever before.

It was a mistake. I knew that.

I should never have kissed him back, never touched him. I should never have closed my eyes beside him and felt safe.

The first thing I’d done when I woke up and saw him gone was check my skirt to make sure the crown was still there.

I’d cursed myself for not waking up before him, but he must have slipped out early, because the first rays of morning were still filtering through the tent and everything remained undisturbed. I breathed a sigh of relief and sat back on the edge of the bed that had been conjured with sticks and leaves. I just had to make it through the next few days, get close enough to the River so that I could use the crown to destroy the magical barrier.

Then I could go home.

And leave all this behind.

My rib cage felt tight when I thought about it.

Every step toward the palace was a step toward freedom, toward bringing the wall down. But for some reason my heart felt heavier when I imagined doing it. My fingers curled into the palm of my hand, remembering Kiyan’s heartbeat underneath my skin when I’d pulled the poison out of him and felt the steady thrum.

Healing him, experiencing that for the first time, had connected us more somehow. It had made me hyper aware of him—as if we were tethered together by the bangles, by my mother’s magic, by the fact that I’d saved his life with my power.

And then that kiss.

There was something between us that was more than attraction or circumstance, but a well inside me that he filled with his presence—safety, longing, hope. Why did it have to be him, and why now?

But my mother’s words filtered back to me, the ones I’d read over and over in the journal I no longer had.

I’m going across the River, Yaseema. And I’m going to save us all.

She hadn’t done it, and now it was up to me. It was my job to protect my family, to save Safiyya and my grandmother from the Empress.

It was my job to start the revolution in Astola.

I rode on my iron-legged steed at the back of the company, with Kiyan ahead staring determinedly forward. His coldness toward me this morning was confusing and something churned in my gut at not being able to speak to him.

But I reminded myself that it was for the best. I was leaving, and I couldn’t afford to give my heart to him before I went.

Even if you already did.

I closed my eyes and willed the voice in my head to leave me alone, clutching my reins tighter, my chest heavier with every step.

When we arrived back at the palace, it was a flurry of activity.

I headed back to my room, and Kiyan barely spared me a glance as he trudged to the dungeons, a member of his guard finding him as he hauled the rebel they’d caught up by the shirt collar and dragged him to the palace.

Talal, Kiyan had called him.

I gasped when I saw him.

He was large, almost as tall as Kiyan, but he could barely walk as he made his way into the palace. Blood was oozing from various parts of his body, smeared across his face, and his eyes were blackened. Bits of roots and vines clung to him, as if he’d been restrained with the undergrowth of the forest. He looked broken, but as he was dragged inside the back entrance to the golden palace, he raised his head and looked at me.

His mouth quirked up as if he wasn’t bloody and bruised and battered, and he gave me a smile as if he knew me. Kiyan followed the prisoner’s gaze to me, and we locked eyes. His stare scorched me, and there was so much in that look that I stood, rooted to the spot, unsure of what he was trying to communicate to me. It was molten heat and anger and devastating stillness all at once.

Did he know what I was about to do?

Or was it just the kiss that had made things so visceral between us?

I hadn’t imagined it. Something had irrevocably changed.

And now I had to leave him.

I closed my eyes, not able to bear looking at him any longer. And by the time I opened them again, he was gone.

* * *

I didn’t waste any time. When I headed back to my room, I packed the rest of my clothes, made sure I had my mother’s bangles, and pulled a hood over my hair, thinking of Bair’s warning to me so many weeks ago.

Hide your hair. It’s distinctive.

I didn’t want to risk walking through the palace and cutting through the courtyard in front of the legions of Salt soldiers that had begun gathering to hunt the rebels, so that left using the climbing supplies I had brought to climb down from my bedroom window. I secured the hooks to the edge of my stone window and tied the rope I’d brought to it.

“At least I get to use this for something.”

“Yas?”

I froze at the sound of my name, at the voice I knew so well.

Mishah stood in my doorway, her light brown eyes wide as she glanced from me to the rope secured under my window. Then she stepped inside my room and shut the door.

“You’re leaving?” Her voice contained something in it that I couldn’t figure out—not hurt exactly, more like defensiveness.

“I’m sorry. I have to go back. I have to help my family—they’re still out there and may be in trouble.”

“You are going back across the wall? How? Didn’t Kiyan take the Queen’s bracelet from you?”

“I found another way,” I said trying not to draw attention to the crown hidden beneath my skirts. But as I smoothed the fabric over my hips, something in her words stopped me. “How did you know how I crossed?”

We had never talked about that. She didn’t know about the conversation I’d had with Kiyan, she didn’t know he had taken Queen Azari’s bracelet. The only thing she knew was that I was a human from the other side of the wall.

She froze at my question, her face an immovable mask.

Time stood still between us.

“Mishah?”

I took a step toward her. Her eyes fluttered closed and she leaned back against the door behind her.

“I followed you from the beginning. Bumped into you at the gate and befriended you. Kiyan had me watching you since you first arrived.”

Air was trapped in my lungs, and my fists curled tight against my sides. “This whole time, you weren’t my friend?”

“I can’t afford to have friends, not right now. Not when the people I love are dying. Surely you understand that?” She tilted her head, suddenly looking quite different.

Instead of looking guileless and gentle, she now had a cunning air, her eyes narrowed, her mouth a flat line. “And that’s why I can’t let you leave the palace. Not when you have the crown.”

I ran for the window, but fire from the candle leapt toward me, igniting the curtain. The same fire I’d seen her whisper to in the kitchens, conjure with her limited magic.

I pushed the curtain aside, but she tackled my legs, throwing me to the floor. She was strong, had the innate strength of the fae, and her long black hair curtained around us.

“Give me the crown, and I’ll let you go.”

“I can’t. I need it.”

“Not more than we do. It belongs to us.”

I blinked at her, realizing I had thought she was working for the Salt Guard, for Kiyan. But she wasn’t.

“You’re a rebel.”

She smiled then, a sad smile. “I’m a rebel to Reza. A traitor to Salt. But I am loyal to my own Court. To River, I’m a freedom fighter.”

The curtain was ablaze above us, catching the other one alight, and spreading fast. The inferno was a roar in the room as we struggled on the floor.

Mishah may have had her fae magic to fight with, but I had my mother’s bangles. And I wasn’t going down without a fight.

I pulled them to me, inward like I had done with Kiyan when I’d healed him, using them as a conduit for my magic.

This time, my magic threads were more than just light in the air. They curled around her body, binding her hands and ankles, ensuring that she couldn’t stop me.

Mishah struggled on the ground, shouting. “You take it, and you condemn us to hundreds of years of his reign. More torture, death, control. We will never be free.”

“I can’t give up the only chance my family has at freedom, at life. I have to finish what my mother started.”

I dragged her away from the flames toward the door of my room.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, her black eyes finding me through the smoke.

I had to hurry.

My skirts flowed behind me as I swung over the edge of my window and planted my boot into the side of the wall. I slowly lowered myself down the stone tower one foot at a time, until I had made it to the bottom and jumped down into solid ground.

Soon they would know I escaped. The Viceroy wanted to keep me as his tool, to keep ferreting out powerful magical objects, and the minute he knew I was running, he would be after me.

I didn’t even want to think about what Kiyan would think when he discovered I was gone. About what Mishah would likely tell him.

Kiyan had me watching you since you first arrived.

Which meant he’d known about me since the beginning, if Mishah had been communicating with him.

But Mishah was a rebel. Was she double-crossing Kiyan? Or working alongside him?

As much as anger fueled my blood, I still couldn’t bring myself to not care about him.

I placed my shaking hands to the stone of the palace. It felt as though my heart was ripping out of me.

But if I didn’t leave now, if I didn’t destroy the wall, I’d never get this chance. I’d never be able to finish what my mother had started, to feel like somehow, some way, I had followed in her footsteps, in my father’s footsteps. To feel like I had defied the path the Empire had laid out for me in blood and instead burned it to the ground.

I turned and ran into the woods, before I lost the ability to do so. It bothered me that I had left things so unfinished with Kiyan, and now I would likely never see him again. I never got to tell him who I really was and what I truly wanted.

What did I want? After all this?

To bring down the wall. To free my kingdom. To make my mother proud.

Once Mishah told him, he would hate me. He would know I had lied to him, deceived him, stolen the crown and got him tortured without saying anything. I was the reason for his pain, it was only right that I had healed him.

My footsteps pressed into the earth, tearing through the woods as fast as I could go. But with every step, my heart felt heavier. Until I finally stopped, right near the boulder where the halmasti attacked me and Kiyan had saved my life.

The first time I’d seen the scorpions marked on his body.

You take it and you condemn us to hundreds of years of his reign. More torture, death, control.

We will never be free.

They would be just like the Astolans on the other side of the wall. And it would be because of me. I had taken their hope from them.

What was I doing?

I was condemning Kiyan to this path, this life, taking from him what had been stolen from me.

I was doing to Kiyan what the Citadel did to Astola, with every single artifact they removed, person that starved in the street, funeral rite that they punished us for enacting. Every time the Empress demanded, we gave her more, until we were bled dry, just like what was happening to River.

I couldn’t save my own people by destroying someone else’s home.

My head warred with my heart as I stood alone in the forest—the need to destroy the wall clashing with the unquestionable wrongness of what I was doing. My hands shook, the decision already made, and in making it I felt as if I were diving off a cliff into the river below.

I turned around, my steps determined, my mind made up the moment I thought of those scars crisscrossing Kiyan’s stomach.

I ran back through the forest and entered a clearing before the final copse of trees on the way to the palace. It wouldn’t take me long to head back to my room and climb back up the rope.

I’d find some other way to use the crown, without sacrificing Kiyan or the rest of the peris of this Court for my gain.

I took a single step forward into the clearing before my legs seized from under me.

A searing pain burned through my limbs, and I cried out, falling to the ground. Black roots burst from the forest floor, tangling around my limbs like rotted wisteria.

“You know, a thought occurred to me.”

The Viceroy’s voice pierced the night.

I stopped struggling with the vines and lifted my head, meeting his glowing eyes in the forest. One by one, thorns from his black vines bit into my flesh and I screamed. It was as if he had Kiyan’s magic, but warped.

“Stop!” I gasped and writhed as more thorns pierced my skin.

“When we arrived at the palace,” he continued, ignoring my screams, “I wondered why you didn’t simply use your magic to trace the crown to the rebels right after they ran from us. We could have done it immediately, but I hadn’t thought of it. I went to your room, to see if you could use your power now. I wondered how close you had to be. You see, I would have easily had one of my guards stick you in a cage and marched you up and down every single fucking part of this forsaken Court to get what I want. But imagine my surprise to find you gone, your curtains on fire, and a kitchen girl tied up blithering about how you had Queen Azari’s crown.” He smiled, his teeth glinting.

“And imagine my further surprise to discover you running right back into my arms.”

Then he crouched low, his face inches from mine, mania glazing his eyes. His was the expression of consuming power, of someone who had no regard for the pain he caused because he didn’t see me as like him, just like the Citadel didn’t see me as human. Then he lifted my right arm, sliding my mother’s bangles off them, one by one.

“No,” I protested weakly.

“Now, now. Didn’t you think I wasn’t curious, when Kiyan seemed perfectly fine after my last torture? He wouldn’t have if he hadn’t gone to you. I should have noticed these bracelets were peri as soon as I saw them. Now they are mine, and you shan’t be healing with them anymore.”

My arm felt bereft as soon as he took them off, the weight and surety leaving. He slid them into a pouch at his waist.

He stroked my cheek with a cold finger. I was just a tool. I was someone he could own and use as he willed. And now he would punish me.

“Use your magic now, little cat. Find the crown for me.”

More pain flooded my limbs when he touched my cheek. Tears leaked from the corner of my eyes, and I couldn’t contain my cries of agony. He stroked my hair, petting me like an animal, and I flinched at his touch.

“Shhh, are you finding it hard to use, when I’ve got you like this? Let me help.”

At once the thorns receded from my skin and he lifted his hand; the pain was so shocking that I released a soundless scream, a hoarse cry scraping the back of my throat.

But my body shuddered with relief.

My eyes swept the soldiers that surrounded me, but Kiyan wasn’t among them. They stood, faceless, silver masks, not moving a muscle as I lay in the dirt in front of them.

“Use. Your. Magic,” he uttered, his voice like iron, like death. “Find the crown.”

I looked up at him, with all the fierceness I could muster, and spat at his feet.

He laughed, delighted. Then a thorn shot directly into the center of my hand, going straight through the center to the other side.

“You don’t know me very well, human, so let me explain. I can do this all night. Pain is my joy. I see you only as an object to be used. Do you feel sympathy for the hammer that strikes the anvil? For the smelt that purifies the gold? I do not need you to be unharmed to use you, and I can make your life very difficult. You can make your path easier, or harder. So choose.”

The thorn withdrew from the palm of my hand with a sickening wet pop. I curled into a ball, cradling it against my chest, my face wet with tears.

“Find me the crown,” he whispered.

“Fuck you. Find it yourself.”

I would not be his. Not now and not ever. I was done being an instrument for those in power who didn’t see me as a person, first the Citadel and then him. He still needed my agreement, he still needed my will, and that was the thing he would never get.

“The hammer can’t say no,” I croaked out, between the waves of pain. “But I can.”

“Bring her.” His words were soft in the twilight of the forest, but the soldiers around me didn’t move.

And then I realized he wasn’t referring to me.

Another soldier dragged Ramishah into the clearing. Her eyes darted between me and the Viceroy, the fear and uncertainty clear.

If he knew she was a rebel, he would have cursed her already. She must be wondering if I would tell him.

“If you won’t use it for me, you will do it for others.” He walked over to her, laying a hand on her shoulder. She jerked and screamed, pulling away from him, but he held her fast.

“Stop,” I cried weakly, his thorns still holding me.

“Do not make the mistake of thinking you have a choice,” he said quietly. “I will torture this entire Court in front of you until you submit. Children. Mothers. Friends. You will be mine.” He lifted his hand from Mishah and came back to me, cupping my face and trailing his hand down my body. My stomach roiled from revulsion. He stopped at my hip, pressing down on the crown tucked into skirt. “Use your magic,” he said with a dark smile.

I closed my eyes. There was no point fighting, not when he would subject Mishah to even worse than I had gotten. Not when he already knew where it was.

My eyes fluttered closed and I called on that spark of magic in my blood, despite the agony littered throughout my body like burning stars.

The golden threads wove through the air, then intertwined around me, clustering over my secret pocket by my hip.

The Viceroy didn’t even bother to look down. Instead, he smiled, a wide grin, the evidence that he could control me written on his face. I looked away from him as he slid his hands into my skirt, finding the inner lining and drawing out the crown. My eyes found the bag tied to his waist that held my mother’s bangles, wishing I still had them. Not only for their healing properties, but because they were the only thing I had left of her, the one piece of my mother I wanted to hold to my chest and remember.

I was going to die here.

If not today, then at some point when the Viceroy had had enough of me. And in that moment, all I wanted to do was remember the people I’d loved.

Then he lifted up the crown, exhaling with awe as the gold sparkled in the moonlight.

“Oh yes. Good girl. You tried to run with this, but it’s now back where it belongs. With its brother.” He tapped the crown embedded in his chest. “I’m not going to kill you yet, Yaseema. Not with a gift like yours. But it wouldn’t be fitting to let you go unpunished either.” Before I even had a chance to process his words, his ice-cold hands pressed to my shoulder. A blinding pain split across my leg as I felt a bone inside it snap, the sound cracking through the night. A bright burning trickled across my skin following it, but I was already drowning from the first attack.

A sound wrenched through me, a scream, a cry, a gasp.

It was more than a break, it felt as though he’d ripped my leg in half.

“After all, you don’t need to be able to walk for what I need from you.”

He twisted his wrist on my shoulder and before I could scream again, snapped the bones in my other leg. This time no sound came out, I opened my mouth but my body was too shocked, overwhelmed by too much pain to properly process everything. Darkness seeped into my vision, pulling me under.

The last thing I saw was his face, looking down at me, without any expression at all.

Chapter 43

When she walks, I imagine growing wildflowers in the shell of her footsteps.

—Letter from Kiyan to his mother, unsent


Kiyan

Something was wrong.

After I’d deposited Tal in the dungeons, I’d left immediately to speak with Ramishah. She had to know about the crown already, given that she’d stolen Yaseema’s bag and it hadn’t had the crown inside it at all. But she wasn’t in her room, nor the kitchens.

The air in the palace was thick and heavy with anticipation—Salt soldiers were not patrolling the halls and there was a tenseness that hadn’t been there before. Maybe it was that the rebels had openly attacked Reza and stolen something from him. I knew he was planning a big retaliation and it would be difficult to get Tal out of this alive.

Perhaps I wouldn’t make it out alive either.

I went to Yaseema’s room, but the door was shut. I didn’t have her ability to unlock doors, or find the missing—both of which would have been fairly helpful—but that didn’t mean a closed door would stop me.

I tried the door first, before slamming my shoulder into it, and was surprised to find it unlocked. It swung open and I stared in shock. Her curtains were smoldering, a flame recently put out. Everything was knocked over, showing there’d been a struggle.

Things were strewn about the floor; her drawers were empty. A soft breeze fluttered through the room beside the smoking curtains that were still managing to hang on somehow. A metal hook was wedged under the windowsill, and I recognized it as the thing Yaseema had tried to get me to use to climb the lower mountain to the Queen’s vault.

I strode over to it, my stomach sinking as I realized what she’d done. Yaseema had climbed out of the palace and taken the crown with her.

She had gone to cross the River and head back into the human lands.

That was the only explanation. She didn’t even stay long enough to tell me why.

Does she owe you an explanation? Did you give her one?

I needed to stop her.

I bolted from the room, my boots slamming against stone as I left.

But as I entered the main courtyard Ramishah appeared, her red-rimmed eyes stopping me short.

“Mishah.”

“Kiyan, I’ve fucked up.”

“What did you do?”

“She was escaping. I couldn’t stop her.” She swallowed, and I noticed the curl of a scorpion’s tail hooking around her neck—the Viceroy’s stamp. She’d been tortured by him.

“What did you do?” I repeated, nearly yelling. Anger rose in my blood, and something white-hot, making me feel sick. Fear.

“I told the Viceroy she’d stolen the crown.”

I closed my eyes, my hands curling into fists. This was much worse than Yaseema stealing it and heading across the River.

“It was the only way I could think of—”

“Stop, Ramishah.” I shook my head. “We’ll talk about this later. Tell me where she is.” My voice was a low growl and we were both startled to hear it.

“The dungeons,” she whispered.

I turned that information over in my mind, fear filling me as I tried to remain calm. But my chest was a vacant cavity of dread. There was a dull roar in my ears, and a voice, a memory and a reminder all at once flickering back to me.

Run, Kiyan. Run.

My father when they’d caught him, and I’d escaped as a boy. And they’d killed him and laughed as they cut off his hands and slit his throat.

Run, Kiyan. Run.

It was the same voice, but this time telling me not to run away, but toward.

Dungeons. Get to the dungeons.

I left Mishah and took off at a sprint, taking the stairs to the dungeons two at a time.

New guards were stationed at the entrance.

“Let me see her.” I was surprised I could get the words out.

I curled my hands into fists to stop them from shaking.

Was she already dead?

Had Reza taken everything from me?

From her?

Could she still speak, still puzzle out a riddle, still read a scroll?

“Ah, Kiyan. The male I’ve been wanting to see.”

The guards parted, and I stepped through, uncertain of what I was walking into.

I kept my face stone, my body rigid.

If he suspected me, if he knew what I was, I needed to be ready.

Why hadn’t he told me about Yaseema? Why had he used palace soldiers?

“I’ve caught someone of interest to your guard.” He waved his hand at a slumped body in the corner of the cell next to Talal’s. I glanced at it and then to Tal, whose eyes shining in the corner of the cell told me everything I needed to know. His face was grim, his lips white.

I kept my face as still as possible. “Yaseema?”

He nodded. “She is a rebel. I would have fetched you, but it was an urgent matter, and well . . .” He narrowed his eyes at me. “I believed the two of you had formed an attachment to each other. A shame, then, that she turned out to be a betrayer. I could have used her so much better. Don’t worry, she was leaving you as well. Along with this.” He held up Queen Azari’s crown, the delicate gold glinting in the scant light of the dungeon. “Finally, I have the power to make the royal family’s magic mine. To retrieve the weapon in the Mountain. I will have more power than even that of the King of Salt.”

Dread seeped through me, but I couldn’t focus on anything but the pile of clothes in the corner of the cell that was meant to be a girl.

“You’ve drained her then? How will you use her magic now?” My voice was tight, even to my ears.

Reza smiled slightly. “You must have had feelings for the human, I’ve never seen you so distraught, Kiyan.” He laughed and I gritted my teeth so hard I felt my jaw pop.

“That will make this next part much more fun. Don’t worry, her mind is still intact. She’s in too much pain right now to make sense of anything but I used more visceral methods than what I’d normally do. I’m about to wake her, if you’d like to remain. I want her to be questioned further about the rebels that attacked us in the forest. And she will be useful to me when we head to Tirich Mir.”

He gestured to the cell and I felt the sting of bile in the back of my throat.

She wasn’t gone, not yet. Broken bones, injuries, we could deal with. But if he had drained her, I wouldn’t know how to get her back. And if she remained here, Reza would torture her until she was mindless anyway.

I knew for a fact she didn’t know anything about the rebels.

I rubbed my hand across my mouth, aware that I hadn’t yet responded to Reza. “Yes, of course. My apologies, Viceroy—I should have been the one to stop her.”

His smile vanished. “Yes, you should. But we’ll talk about that another time.”

He turned back to the cell, motioning toward Yaseema, and dark roots hoisted her up. She jerked in pain.

He still had a warped amount of life magic left and he was using it against her. That sparked rage in my blood that nearly had me mindless. The fact that he was using my own Court’s magic to do this to her?

I was having trouble standing rooted to the spot, and not immediately trying to gut him. But my knife would never meet flesh, and then I’d never be able to save her.

“Get up,” Reza commanded at her.

I reached up to the bars, wrapping my fingers around them so tightly my hands were white.

Her scream echoed through the dungeon, and I closed my eyes.

That sound decided it for me.

I had one chance to do this, and if I tipped Reza off even slightly, I’d condemn us both.

He would torture her all night like this.

I summoned my magic, rooting it in the earth. The dungeon was the closest place to the ground, and it meant I could conjure my strongest here. My powers were still impacted by Reza’s poison the other night, but they were back at a level enough for this. Because of the protection from King Rusul’s crown, I couldn’t attack him directly, but I could get her out.

I had to.

He twisted the roots around her leg and it stuck out at an odd angle. Another scream wrenched the air.

At the same time, I released my magic, whispering to every part of life I could possibly command. Deep green vines burst from the earth, wrapping themselves around the guards and Salt Soldiers and destabilizing the ground below Reza.

The entire side of the dungeon crumbled, the wall peeling away with the force of the earth, with the strength of what little power I had left. If I couldn’t attack him, I could disintegrate the earth he walked on.

The palace wall fell away, exposing us to the night, a gaping hole at the back of both Tal’s and Yaseema’s cell.

Reza shouted curses and profanities at me, but he was under rubble. It would only be a few seconds before he could get to me, and I needed to use that time to get her out.

My vines curled through the opening of her cell, growing like weeds, doing my bidding with a kind of glee.

Because I was done being his hunting dog.

I was done being used for his purpose, no matter how much I lay in wait for the right time. Every day a piece of my soul had been chipped away, and if I allowed him to do that to her, there would be nothing left of me.

My vines curled around her body like a cradle.

I could hear Reza screaming still, a dull roar in my ears. But I only concentrated on her. Talal leapt to his feet and grabbed hold of the roots and vines I had conjured as I dove toward Yaseema.

My vines slithered around us, throwing us from the palace to the ground outside.

Chapter 44

Dear Amma,

I don’t understand how the Empress can do what she does, how the Citadel can to what they do, how they can turn away from the suffering they caused our people. But I suppose the answer is this: they don’t see us as people.

—Letter from Yaseema Nazir to Mahira Nazir, written in Mahira Nazir’s journal


Yaseema

“You gave away your position for her?”

The voice was familiar, but I couldn’t place it. The woman was livid though, her shout echoing around me.

An angry response was given, the words low and biting—that voice I knew. I felt it on my skin, in my chest, as if it were a part of my own consciousness.

Kiyan.

As soon as I thought of him, waves of memories came back to me—the kiss, the soldiers in the forest, the Viceroy breaking my legs.

But when I brought awareness back to my body, I realized I wasn’t in agony like I had been with the Viceroy. Instead, my entire body was numb, the sensation dull.

There was pain there still, but it was much less than I expected. I groaned, attempting to move my legs, but they were bound to something.

“Shhhh,” a soft female voice whispered in my ear, different from the other two. “Rest now.”

But as calming as the voice was, panic rose in my chest at being tied up. If I was tied somewhere, the Viceroy could get to me again. I thrashed, pushing against my restraints, my vision still black and blurred.

“Help me with her,” that same voice called.

“You’re safe,” Kiyan whispered in my ear. “You’re safe.”

He stroked my arm, whispering the words over and over again. Eventually I slipped back into darkness, the feeling of his fingertips still brushing against my skin.

I woke again, and this time light filtered through my room.

No, not a room, but a tent.

I sat up, but it was too quick and sent my head spinning.

“Careful, you shouldn’t move that fast, not with everything in your system. I’ve had to heal your bones after the Viceroy broke them. It wasn’t an easy feat and I had to dose you with multiple potions to assist our life magic.”

I glanced between my fingers to see a woman a little older than me standing beside my bed. She had long light brown hair that curled at the ends and fell at her waist. Her face was kind and patient. I’d never seen her before, but her expression set me at ease immediately.

I lifted my hand to see I was in a large tent, less grand than the tents when we’d traveled with the Viceroy, but still fairly substantial. I wondered if the same magic of twigs and leaves created this.

It was homey, with a plush plum-colored embroidered rug and a small desk scattered with papers and books, as well as a pot of steeping tea set on it. I swallowed, realizing how parched I was, how raw my throat had become from all my screaming.

Screaming when the Viceroy had tortured me.

Tears began to burn at the corner of my eyes, and a sense of panic took hold of me once more.

“Where am I?” I croaked, trying to tamp down the rising anxiety in my chest.

I cast my mind back to what I could remember. The last thing I recalled was being in the forest, nearly at the River, with the crown in my skirts.

The Viceroy discovering me. Torturing Ramishah.

My bones snapping, the empty expression in his eyes.

I shuddered, my gaze flicking back to the woman beside my bed and then down at my legs. I managed to push myself up on my elbows and lifted the smooth cotton sheet that was covering me.

My legs were wrapped in some sort of brace made of tree branches and strips of cloth. A thick yellow paste that smelled of turmeric was slathered over them.

“It wasn’t easy to repair so many broken bones, especially ones broken by the Viceroy’s magic.” Her voice was kind, but I still clutched the bedsheet in my hands, trying to still my shaking. The memory of the burning pain in my legs flashed through me.

“You didn’t answer my question,” I gritted out, hysteria causing my voice to raise higher. I wasn’t in the dungeons, nor in my room in the palace. But that didn’t mean the Viceroy wasn’t nearby.

The brightness in her eyes dimmed slightly, and she busied herself with mixing more of the yellowed paste beside me. “You’re in a secret camp, the Viceroy won’t find you here.”

I shook my head, not understanding. How could I be in a camp where the Viceroy couldn’t find me when I’d just been with him? “What sort of camp?”

“The sort where rebels hide.” A voice from behind the girl sounded—his voice. “The sort where the rebellion is planned and schemed.”

Kiyan stood at the entrance of the tent, his eyes rimmed with dark circles, his normally precise pearlescent hair mussed and sticking out at odd angles. He looked like he hadn’t slept in a week.

“You’re awake,” he said, stepping farther into the tent. The girl who had been tending to my legs nodded at him, before giving me a bright smile and disappearing through the flap of the door. I nearly called her back, needing some buffer between Kiyan and me.

I released a low breath, both relieved to see him and wary of him.

He worked for the Viceroy, the same man who had just tortured me and set my bones on fire. But he also hunted rebels for him. He’d told Mishah to befriend me, all so he could spy on what I was doing.

“And is this where you help plan the rebellion too?”

He inclined his head.

“You are a rebel, then.” Something released in my chest, a certainty that was always there. Of course he was. Mishah worked for him, another rebel.

“Yes.”

“I suspected you weren’t all you seemed. I thought you were sympathetic to them. But you hunted them. You killed them. How can you be one of them and do all that?”

“Most I save. Many I prevent further torture to by giving them release. But mainly we needed someone on the inside, close to Reza, whom he trusted.”

I shook my head. “I don’t understand. What are we doing here, then? Why aren’t you back at the palace?” I had the shame to look away from his gaze, knowing I had been caught running away with the thing he wanted most. I licked my lips, a metallic tang hitting my tongue when I realized they were cracked and bleeding. “Why am I not in the dungeon?”

Kiyan’s mouth pressed into a firm line, a muscle ticking in his jaw. He uncrossed his arms and rubbed the corner of his chin that was rough with stubble. “Reza was torturing you. He might have killed you.” Kiyan hesitated, weighing his words. “I couldn’t allow that to happen.”

I gaped at him. “You rescued me?”

“Don’t seem so shocked.” He gave me a wry smile.

He raked a hand through his hair, looking suddenly uncomfortable. “I had to do something. I couldn’t . . .” He broke away, looking pointedly to the corner of the tent. “I couldn’t hear your screams anymore. I couldn’t stand by and do nothing.”

My chest swelled, but at the same time a dread seeped into my bones. “You were pretending to work for the Viceroy in order to save your people.” It wasn’t a question, and I wondered why it took me so long to realize it. “And you compromised all that to save me. You shouldn’t have.”

“If you think I had any choice in the matter, you have little comprehension of who you chose to get involved with. Yes, I worked for the Viceroy and pretended to be loyal to him. It was partially to prevent the capture of innocent and rebel soldiers and also to find Queen Azari’s crown and restore the royal family by lifting the curse. Once King Rusul’s crown is destroyed, this . . . suffocation of our magic will end and we will be able to fight the Court of Salt. We’ll be able to bring Reza to his knees.” His mouth twisted bitterly. “Except he has Queen Azari’s crown now.”

“He won’t be able to find the door to the palace,” I said suddenly. “Not without me.”

Kiyan nodded. “We are counting on that right now. But he will still try and use the combined crowns to level Tirich Mir.”

There was an air between us, even though he’d saved me. He wasn’t quite meeting my eyes, and there was a stiffness in his shoulders.

He was angry.

I blinked, and suddenly it swept over me why.

He knew I had taken the crown.

His only hope of possibly getting his family back. I had stolen it, hidden it. I had kissed him and then left him behind. I wanted to sink into the bed, my guilt weighing me down like roots pulling me toward the ground.

I swallowed thickly, knowing I needed to explain to him, but not sure I even had the words.

“Kiyan, I’m sorry.”

His eyes shot to mine, his face wary. “For what?”

“I took it. I took the crown. Reza would have never found it if I hadn’t tried to run with it.”

He stared at me, his gaze heavy, his jaw tight.

“I know it doesn’t count for much, but I tried to come back.” My voice was small and sounded so pitiful in comparison to what I’d almost done. But his eyes widened. It did mean something to him.

“Why did you come back?” His words were low, and I knew the answer to this question was important to him.

It was important to me too.

“My father was a rebel, did I ever tell you?”

He jerked at my words, shaking his head.

I nodded, continuing, “He defied the Citadel—the ruling body that works for the Empress, the power that took over our Kingdom. He organized attacks, protests, violent resistance. And he was killed for it.”

I’d never really said these words out loud, had never really properly told anyone.

“My mother left to come here. I don’t know how she crossed the River, but I think she did it in order to take down the wall. To give our people a fighting chance again against the Citadel and the Empress. But she never came back. I tried to do what the Citadel wanted so the rest of my family could stay alive, so I wouldn’t be completely alone. But I couldn’t. Every time they dug up a new fae relic and shipped it away to the Empress, the life magic drained from our land. My people were starving. Dying.” I swallowed, twisting my hands in the bedsheet in front of me. But if I didn’t say it all now, I would lose the nerve. “And one day I couldn’t be their good little scholar. Not anymore. So I started researching on my own, tracing stories and songs and rumors of relics and vaults all around Astola. I started stealing them out from under the Citadel’s nose. And food began to grow again. But it wasn’t enough. It was never enough.”

My eyes burned with unshed tears, until I finally let them go, and they streaked hotly down my face. I couldn’t look at him, couldn’t bear to face that what I had gone through, I was willing to put someone else through.

“So, I knew I needed something bigger to cause a revolution, something my mother had tried to do. I made a plan to cross the River and retrieve the crown. I didn’t realize that others would be looking for it too and that I’d land in the middle of this, but it was difficult to see past my own pain, to see that we were the same.”

I finally met his gaze then, and it was searing hot. “We’ve lived through the same tearing apart of our families, our language, magic, and identity. Our land taken, destroyed, and pillaged. And I was about to keep doing that to you, for the sake of my own people. And that’s why I came back. Because if your Court isn’t free, my Kingdom isn’t either. And my father was right.” I lifted my chin, thinking of his final words to me, before they took him away. “That we have to continue to resist, in whatever way we can. And if they punish us for it, then we punish them right back.”

I gave a deep exhale, glad I had finally gotten the words out, even though the pressure in my chest hadn’t eased.

Kiyan had saved me, given up his position for me, and he still knew I had condemned him to continue this existence.

Finally, he cleared his throat. “You needed to do what you felt was right, as did I. I can’t very well blame you when I don’t know what I would have done in that situation. And it isn’t yourself you have to blame for the circumstances, nor the choices. These aren’t choices either of us wanted to make, but were forced to, by those that control us. If you are feeling guilt, don’t. Channel it. Channel it into anger against those who forced you to make the choice in the first place. That is who I choose to be angry at.”

I let out a sob and wiped my eyes with the heel of my hand, not realizing how much I needed to hear that.

“Rest,” he said with finality. “Heal. Recover. Then we’ll figure out a way to get you back across the wall and perhaps accomplish what those before us could not.”

I shook my head. “I can’t go back, not now. Not without a way to help and not if it means removing your Court’s only means of freeing yourself.”

“Like I said—rest. Everything else can be figured out.”

He seemed entirely too calm for someone who had just given up his entire secret identity for a girl he’d kissed in a tent while half drugged with healing magic. I narrowed my eyes, realizing he had not given up hope of having the crown, not yet.

“You are planning to steal it back.”

He shrugged. “We lost the advantage of my position, but we’ve been planning for years, and have other pieces in play. But you don’t have to worry about that right now.”

“You mean, you want me to rest,” I repeated, not feeling like resting at all, certainly not when I was in the middle of the rebel camp, ready to take on the Court of Salt and retrieve the crown I’d stolen in the first place.

He came toward me, abandoning his position of standing awkwardly by the doorway and instead stopped a foot away from my bed. This close, I could see the dark circles rimming his eyes, the rumples in his clothes, the tightness in the corner of his mouth. My restlessness disappeared, and instead my heart leapt in my throat at his nearness. The smell of fresh rain and new spring nearly consumed me.

“Yes, I want you to rest. It would be a terrible waste if you died of your injuries after all, and I could have stayed a spy.”

“I don’t think I’m in any danger of dying,” I said a little breathlessly, flexing my toes.

He glanced down at my legs, but a fierce look passed over his face, and I wondered what he was thinking of.

“When he was . . .” His voice was a whisper, and he broke off, as if he couldn’t bear to finish his sentence. I waited, holding my breath, not sure what he was about to say.

He cleared his throat. “When he was torturing you, all I could think was, I’ll never get to see you smile again, watch you read a book, or answer one of your annoying questions.”

“So, you saved me so I could ask you more incessant questions?” I gave a little laugh, an effort to dispel some of the seriousness between us, to give him an out. But he didn’t need one.

His lips lifted in a small smile. “I saved you, because I think if I left you, I would have left myself. I would have lost any aspect of who I was, and I was clinging to the last shred of it. And that’s all they’ve done to us, torn us from our own identities, from our own sense of self, made us into these creatures in service to them. If we don’t have each other, if we don’t have ourselves, if we don’t have love, what are we fighting for at all?”

I released a soft breath.

If we don’t have love, what are we fighting for at all?

We watched each other for a moment, as if magic was threaded between us, as if I’d used my power to find him and he was here, and I couldn’t possibly let him go. He reached his hand down and I thought he was going to caress me, but instead he tucked a lock of my hair behind my ear.

“That, and I’m unnaturally obsessed with your hair.”

I gave him a huff of laughter and he left the tent, but not before he gave me another searing glance accompanied by the word “rest.”

I was still disoriented, still processing what had happened with the Viceroy, but I knew one thing—Kiyan had given away everything to protect me, and heat bloomed in my chest at the thought. It was as though I’d dug up an ancient relic I’d been seeking for years to find it perfectly intact and all mine.

Was he mine? Was I his? There were so many other things at play, not least among them the fact that I’d been betraying him when I’d gotten caught by the Viceroy.

But he had saved me. And that meant something.

If you think I had any choice in the matter, you have little comprehension of who you chose to get involved with.

He was right, I didn’t know who I had gotten involved with. But I was certainly starting to.

* * *

“It’s time to remove your splints.”

Zaye, the rebel healer, had been coming every day to reapply the turmeric poultice on my leg, fix the splints she’d built herself, and use her healing magic on me. She had explained that whatever healing magic she had left after the Viceroy had drained the peris of River was weak. Though she could heal, it took a lot longer.

“It’s the equivalent of growing a plant,” she said, as she’d been checking me one day. “I can use magic to hurry it along, but I still need nonmagical healing to finish the job. But before . . .” She had looked off, a gentle smile on her face. “Before, I could have healed your legs in two heartbeats. I could purge poison, knit together bone, make the life of a peri or animal respond to me completely.” She gave a satisfied sigh. “What I wouldn’t give to have that power again. To give the gift of healing once more.”

I didn’t have my mother’s bangles anymore, but what she’d described sounded like what using them felt like. I wondered if a peri had imbued them with a healing power so that they could be used that way.

“How does your healing magic work exactly?”

Zaye smiled as she slathered another thick layer of paste on my legs after removing the splints. “In the Court of River we already have an affinity with the natural world, which means our magic can enhance what is already there. Life, death, energy, decay, earth. What the Court of Salt couldn’t take from us was our connection to that world. In that sense, I enhance the healing of things already in existence.” She looked down at my leg, methodical about her work. “They couldn’t take that from me. No matter what they leached from us.”

“And Kiyan’s power?”

“His is more complicated. That branch of peris are creators. They can grow and nurture and create. They can control life and nurture new things, as well as being connected to the old.”

“Hence the death creature,” I murmured.

She scrunched up her nose in confusion. “Oh, the creature he created to steal the map from the Viceroy? Yes, that was something new I hadn’t realized he could make. We’ve had to tap into new uses for our magic, turn to the sides of ourselves that might be against our nature in order to fight Salt.”

She pressed a poultice to my legs and I felt a warm trickle of power flooding through my bones, like honey salving the pain. I flexed my toes and bent my right leg, gasping in surprise.

“It feels completely healed.”

She laughed. “Well, you might need a few more treatments to ensure there are no lasting effects from the Viceroy’s magic—it can be a bit like poison, as it lingers and rots the bone and blood. But we’ve figured out ways to purge it.”

“And the zulmi? Have you figured out how to heal them?” I thought of the woman at the River, who had helped me climb out of the water. Sometimes, in the dark before I went to sleep, her gold eyes were all I saw.

Zaye’s expression fell flat. “No, we haven’t figured out how to heal them yet. It’s tied to the Viceroy’s magic somehow. Or perhaps, the limits on ours. If I had full access to my ability to heal, then I might be able to tease out the root of the issue.” She sat back on her heels. “But right now, I can only heal physical wounds from magic, not emotional or mental ones.”

“I’m sorry, it must feel so frustrating having such limited access to your abilities.”

“We’ve learned to get by—there are always ways to resist, even if we don’t have access to the might of others.”

I sat up and gripped the side of the bed, testing my feet on the plush rug. I could stand without issue, only the slight twinge in my calves betraying what had happened to me.

Physically anyway.

My head still played the encounter with the Viceroy over and over and over again. How had I ever thought I could go up against him? How had I thought I could walk out of the palace with the crown? Thinking about his cold face as he tortured me made my stomach sink and my palms sweat.

But bits and pieces of the aftermath had come back to me.

Kiyan’s face in the dungeon, stark and wild. Vines wrapping themselves around me, so gently. The pain being smothered by softness and whispered words. You’re safe. You’re safe.

And I was.

“You should be able to do everything you can normally do—run, climb, dance.”

“I’ll save the dancing for another time. But I’m ready to leave this tent without assistance.”

Shouts sounded from outside and I gripped the bedpost hard. The panic that swarmed my chest every time an odd noise sounded needed to be controlled. I pressed my hand to my heart, slowing my breath.

“What is it?”

Zaye frowned and lifted my tent flap. “I don’t know. Someone new has joined us in camp. It looks like . . .” She paused and gave a little squeak, not sparing me another glance as she ran out of the tent in a flurry. I followed in her wake, stepping out into the sunshine, squinting my eyes at the bright light. I hadn’t really been outside in days, and I didn’t know what sort of welcome I’d receive in the rebel camp. Not only was I responsible for their prince blowing his secret identity, but I’d lost them Queen Azari’s crown as well.

But no one was paying me any attention as I walked into the middle of the rebel camp. A girl stood in the center, beside a giant roaring fire.

Her head was thrown back in a laugh as Zaye threw her arms around her. Cold shock poured over me as I realized who it was.

And suddenly a memory surfaced, flooding back to me, placing the voice I couldn’t quite pinpoint before.

You gave away your position for her?

The voice had belonged to Mishah.

I remembered her wild eyes in the forest, practically begging me not to reveal her.

Mishah wrapped her arms around Zaye with a grin on her face, looking absolutely nothing like the scared kitchen girl I’d known from the palace, and more like the girl from my room who tackled me to the ground to take back the crown.

She laughed at something, clapping another rebel on the back, her other hand intertwined with Zaye’s. She must have sensed me watching her, must have known I was there, for at once she raised her chin, meeting my eyes from across the camp. The smile on her face stilled and faded, and she looked uncertain for a moment. But in a flash it was replaced with a challenge in her expression.

I leaned against the entrance of my tent, my eyes burning, a knot in the pit of my stomach as I stared at the girl who I thought was my friend, a girl who betrayed me to the Viceroy and left me for dead.

Chapter 45

It was like losing you all over again. And I realized I couldn’t let that happen.

Not to someone else.

—Letter from Kiyan to his family, unsent


Kiyan

“Your highness, Ramishah is back. We should convene the council. She says she has more information.”

I nodded at the rebel, unused to being addressed like this yet—addressed by my status as a Prince when I felt like anything but. When I arrived I assumed I’d be treated like an enemy of my Court, not a new leader to rally behind. But when we’d carried Tal and Yaseema into camp, I could feel the spark of hope in the fae around me.

Rubbing my eyes, I placed my quill down on the desk. Then I stood, stretching my arms above my head, and followed the soldier from my tent.

“How is Yaseema? Has Zaye given her report?”

But before the soldier could respond I stopped short at the glimpse of dark, thick curls wild in the wind on the other side of the camp. Yaseema was walking—no, striding across the camp as if her legs hadn’t been a bloodied, broken mess a few days prior.

Something released in my chest, that dark feeling that had been gathered since I’d seen her destroyed on the floor of the dungeon dissipating.

She didn’t look my way. Instead, her dark eyes were blazing. I followed her gaze to Mishah, standing with her arms around Zaye, laughing at something she’d said to her.

Mishah had told me that she’d betrayed Yaseema to the Viceroy, in the hopes that they’d stop her leaving with the crown, but that she’d regretted it immediately.

I had my own anger with her decision, but Yaseema should carry its bulk. I understood the thought process about what Ramishah had done, even if I didn’t agree with it. But now the Viceroy had the crown, and we needed to take it back before he properly used it.

Yaseema strode forward, her expression fierce, anger flashing in her eyes.

I felt such immense relief at seeing it, indignation instead of the pain and fear and sadness.

I quickened my steps, trying to intercept her but ended up reaching Yaseema just as she reached Mishah.

“Mishah,” Yaseema said, her voice filled with hurt.

The people near us quieted. Others turned to listen—nearly the entire camp had come out to greet Mishah, the rebel leader who had rallied nearly this entire resistance.

She’d been here when we’d brought Tal and Yaseema but had slipped out as quickly as she’d come.

She’d had to get back to the palace as soon as she’d helped me—but not before giving me a scolding about what I’d done, despite the relief I saw in her eyes.

I knew it was idiotic, and I’d given up a major advantage the rebels had. I knew I could have stayed at the palace and tried to steal the crown back a lot easier than the situation we were in now. But seeing Yaseema standing in the middle of the rebel camp alive, healthy and full of anger, I couldn’t bring myself to care.

Mishah pulled away from Zaye and stared back at Yaseema.

“I see you’ve recovered then. Managed to get yourself caught by the Viceroy, did you?”

I sucked in a breath.

Yaseema reared back, hurt flickering across her face. But she steeled herself quickly.

If Mishah’s plan was to enrage Yaseema further, it was certainly working—her eyes flashed with outrage and she seemed about ready to do battle. She pushed her spectacles up farther on her face and took a step forward, her hands planted on her hips.

I cleared my throat, noticing the entire rebel camp was now witnessing this interaction. We needed to stay united and rally behind each other—including Yaseema—if we were going to be successful against Reza.

“Maybe we can take this conversation to my tent and discuss our strategy going forward? Mishah, I can’t imagine you have long before you have to get back to the palace.”

Yaseema whirled around upon hearing my voice, her expression like a wounded animal.

I winced, realizing what she must be feeling—both Mishah and I had been working against the Court of Salt right in front of her without breathing a word to her. And at what point did the line blur between us and I should have told her?

When Yaseema and Mishah had become true friends?

When I had kissed her?

When we’d held each other in bed?

“What a good idea,” Zaye said firmly. “Let’s go, Mish.” She tugged on Mishah’s hand.

When Mishah didn’t say anything, I gave a great sigh. I nodded toward the group that had begun to gather and gave Mishah a pointed look before heading back to my tent. I was worried I’d be alone, but after a few seconds I heard the reprimands of Zaye and the grumblings of Mishah behind me.

I turned as they lifted the flap of my tent and filed through, with Yaseema bringing up the rear as she tentatively stepped through the doorway.

Mishah folded her arms across her chest, clearly not about to explain anything. I rolled my eyes.

“By the River, Mishah.” I turned to Yaseema, who was watching Ramishah as if she didn’t know who she was. “Mishah came to find me as soon as the Viceroy took you to the dungeons. Yes, we worked together, but she helped to get you out.”

“And when I killed the general? He was telling the truth wasn’t he? He was attacking her because he found out she was a rebel.”

“Yes, you did more than save her that day. You protected our entire operation at the palace.”

“And yet you accused me of being a rebel.” She turned back to Mishah. “And I told you everything in the dungeon about who I was. I thought we were friends.”

Mishah rose a brow. “Friends? I can’t afford the luxury of friends when my people are dying. I thought you would understand something like that.” She looked at me. “Friendship and love aren’t things we can afford in a time like this.”

I winced at her wording but ignored the pointed dig.

“Excuse me?” Zaye asked, looking hurt.

“I didn’t mean us,” she said hastily.

But I didn’t need to hear Mishah’s lectures, because they were no different than those I’d given myself.

“That’s not true.” Yaseema’s voice was quiet and determined.

“What isn’t?”

“Love.”

My breath caught in my throat, and I stared determinedly ahead.

“Oh?”

“If we can’t love while we are fighting for our lives, then what are our lives for? What are we fighting for if not love?”

It was an echo of my own words to her just a few days ago. A small smile tugged at the corner of my mouth, and she walked past me to sit down on the chaise beside my desk. The scent of lemons and parchment followed in her wake, and I wanted to breathe it in, to lose myself in her until I didn’t need anything else.

But Mishah was partially right. I couldn’t forget everything else for the sake of my own desires. I couldn’t only focus on the things I wanted. Freeing my family only made sense if it meant saving everyone else. Saving Yaseema was the one selfish thing I’d allowed myself, and it had cost me.

And so, with great effort I sat at my desk, clearing off the map of our Court I’d been studying before Mishah had arrived.

Mishah huffed out a response and sat down beside her.

“We were friends,” she said, begrudgingly. “We are. I didn’t tell you anything because I didn’t want you to get tortured for what you knew—but you figured out how to do that anyway, so maybe I shouldn’t have bothered.”

“With help from you,” muttered Yaseema.

Mishah snorted a laugh. To my surprise, Yaseema smiled back.

“Besides, do you think I would have helped Kiyan get you out of the palace if I didn’t like you? And you’re right.” Mishah ran her hands through her dark hair. “Love is the one thing we should be able to count on right now.”

Mishah threw Zaye a glance and then looked at me.

I cleared my throat. “Well, now that’s taken care of, there is something a little pressing we must do.”

“The crown,” Yaseema said, sitting up straight on the chaise.

“The crown,” I agreed.

“Reza has it, but he must go to Tirich Mir to use it.”

“Yes, and that’s where we’ll take it.”

Mishah gaped at him. “He’ll have the entire Salt army with him.”

“Perhaps it’s time we finally meet him face to face, in open battle, instead of in the shadows.”

“If he manages to get his hands on you, he’ll drain you.”

“Yes, but if he gets to the Mountain with the crown, we’ll have lost our only opportunity. He might manage to break the curse and kill my family.”

“But we can’t meet him out in the open, we don’t have that kind of power to meet him head-on.”

“That’s why we take him here.” I pointed to the section of the map I’d been studying closely for the past few days.

“The Khangar Pass?” Mishah looked over his shoulder. “That’s cutting it close.”

“It’s the only place we could have a strategic advantage. And it’s close enough that we could steal the crown and try to use it ourselves to break the curse.”

I looked at Yaseema, who was quietly studying at the map. She raised her eyes to mine.

“I shouldn’t have taken the crown,” she said quietly, and Mishah raised her head. “It’s yours. I’ll find another way to help my world. Right now, the important thing is stopping the Viceroy.” She moved closer to me, studying the pass. I breathed her in again.

“After we use the crown to break the curse, we’ll find a way,” I said to her. The words felt hollow, but I meant them. “We aren’t free unless all of us are.”

“I’ve always wanted to visit the human lands,” Mishah said, with a wry grin.

Then she abruptly got up and slung her arm around Zaye. “But we have limited time until that happens. The Viceroy is going to head to Tirich Mir tomorrow—he’s preparing the troops. The kitchens have never been so busy. I have to leave soon.”

She nodded at me. “I’ll tell the council what I know. You stay here. We’ll leave in the morning.”

They slipped out of the tent, leaving Yaseema and me alone.

The silence was heavy and crackling between us. I turned to look at her after the quiet hung in the air for too long.

“We leave tomorrow?”

“And hopefully take back the crown.” I swallowed thickly, my words difficult to say aloud. “Yaseema, I meant what I said. Once we’ve used the crown to free my family, we’ll restore life magic to your world. We shouldn’t be fighting these battles alone. You shouldn’t.”

She gave a small laugh. “But it feels like I’ve fought them alone for so long.”

“You don’t have to. Not now.”

“What makes now different?”

She had come so close to me, and the air was on fire between us. I could hear my heart thundering through my skin.

“You know what makes it different.”

“You saved me,” she said simply. “You gave up your advantage for me. I know we discussed it, but I feel like there’s something you aren’t saying. And I want you to say it.”

I leaned against my desk and tilted my head back. I didn’t want to have this conversation, not now, not when I could barely explain it myself.

I felt like if I left you there, I’d leave myself there too.

“My father and I got caught in the battle before we had the chance to get to the Mountain,” I said abruptly. “That’s the reason I’m not in there with the rest of my family. I was young but fought alongside my father when Salt first invaded and took our magic. And then Reza killed him.”

Her breath caught and she was so still. I realized I hadn’t told her anything about my family before, not really. I hadn’t really spoken about them to anyone.

My chest burned with each word, my heart catching in my ribs like a beast bursting to get out.

“Reza drained him first, until he was old and twisted, couldn’t say his name, or who he was. But he knew me still. He recognized me. That’s why we help them—the zulmi. They’re in there somewhere. Still there, waiting. Sometimes they have moments where they burst out, become who they are, have pieces of memories. But I couldn’t save him before Reza had him executed.”

“I’m sorry,” she said softly.

“I ran.” The lump in my throat hadn’t eased; if anything it had grown thicker. “I ran into the city. I hid from who I was for so long, until the inklings of the resistance started. And eventually I joined Reza while working for the Rebellion.” I looked up at her, willing her to understand. “I’ve been alone for so long. I’ve never had anyone who understood. There’s no one who knows who I was before Salt came anymore. I’m not even sure if I know who I am now,” I let out a little laugh. “But with you, I feel the most like myself. Not the person I’ve had to be, the identity I’ve been given after it was stripped from me. But the person who is connected still to everything that was important to us.”

She exhaled and ran her hands through her short curls. I had a brief memory of cutting that hair, slicing away the burnt strands.

I’d wanted to gather all her curls up in my fist and kiss the back of her neck when I’d done it.

“When I was coming back,” she said finally, “I knew I wanted to help you fight. I wanted to help your Court take it all back. And I had to tell you something.”

“What did you want to say?” I urged, my voice a low whisper.

She came closer to me, her legs touching mine, until she was so close I felt consumed by her.

Her hand reached up, tracing my jaw, and then my lips. I closed my eyes.

“I wanted to tell you that I couldn’t leave. That I want to rescue my family and help my people, but now I just as badly want to help yours as well. Because it feels like part of my heart is housed here, in this place where there isn’t ownership anymore, where no one has land or homes or permanence. And maybe that’s why we belong to each other now. When they’ve taken our home, we still have it within each other.”

I released a breath, my eyes fluttering open and meeting her languid brown ones. She pressed a hand to my heart, and it pounded against her palm.

Part of my heart is housed here.

My own hand covered hers and we stood there for a moment, watching each other, the energy between us irrevocably changed, a sapling sprouting from the soil with roots so deep it couldn’t be dug up.

She’d come back.

And though it had cost her too damn much, she’d come back for me.

No one had ever done that before.

“You should have left,” I whispered, the air heavy. “You should have escaped.” She closed her eyes. “But if you hadn’t come back, I would’ve lost you. And I can’t begin to regret that.”

And then I repeated the gesture I’d dreamed about since I first did it.

My hands came up almost involuntarily and removed her delicate spectacles, placing them on the edge of the desk. I brought her close, inhaling her scent—parchment and ink and lemons filling my senses.

“I’m going to kiss you now,” I said, my mouth inches from her lips.

“Yes,” she breathed, the sound passing from her to me.

And then I did. I pressed my mouth to hers, hot and hungry, and she opened, groaning in the back of her throat as I tilted her head back.

I pulled her toward me, sitting back against the desk as she climbed up, settling in my lap. I tasted her, felt her soft curves in my hands, the press of her lips on my neck as my complete focus became her.

I could barely believe we’d only done this once before, because kissing her felt so familiar, so right, it was like coming home.

When they’ve taken our home, we still have it within each other.

Her words echoed around me, filling my head, infiltrating my heart.

I stood from the desk with her around me, walking toward the bed and laying her down gently.

“I’m in love with you,” I said; the words were simple compared to all that was in my heart. But everything distilled down to them. “I don’t think I deserve you. I didn’t even think I was capable of love anymore, until you. The things I’ve done . . . But I love you. And with me, you’ll never have to doubt where your home is again. Because it’s always here.”

You’re my home.

She wrapped her hands around my head, pulling me back with her, toward the bed.

“This time don’t fall asleep,” she whispered.

I laughed despite myself, despite my hands shaking as I pulled off her soft trousers, as she unbuttoned her jeweled chemise. She reached up and unlaced my shirt, then lifted it over my head, running her hands down my chest. I pulled my own trousers down and then joined her.

“I’ve wanted this for so long.” I breathed the words against her shoulder, the skin scattered with dark freckles like stardust. My fingertips traced them.

“Not nearly as long as I have.” She gave a sly smile.

I raised a brow. “That is almost certainly not true.”

“No? You were shirtless when we first met, so I had the chance to see quite a bit of you before I knew who you were.”

I laughed again, causing my bare chest to press against hers, and we both gasped at the contact. She reached up, threading her fingers through my hair and pulling my mouth down to hers. Our kiss was eager and messy and freeing. As if we’d been unleashed, our words finally releasing whatever had been holding us back from giving ourselves completely.

My hands tangled with hers on the bed, and she cradled my hips in her own. I pulled away from her, searching her eyes and holding them with mine.

Her fingers found my scars, curving over each imprint of the scorpion that had been etched into me.

A reminder of him, of them, of their power over us.

For a jarring moment I realized when she saw them, she would be reminded of Reza.

My eyes flickered down to the corresponding scar she had on her hip from what he did to her.

“I’m sorry,” I said softly, pressing my thumb to the mark on her. “I should have been there to stop him. You shouldn’t have his mark on you. I’m the one who should bear it.”

She shook her head and inexplicably smiled. “You don’t belong to him,” she said, her voice a low whisper, an oath, conjuring magic I didn’t know existed. “Or to them.” She placed her hand over my heart, away from the scars across my stomach.

“You belong to me.”

My breath caught in my throat, her words blurring my vision, settling into my skin like she had marked me, a stamp of her magic on my heart. And maybe she had.

We sighed into each other, melting together like there was no division between us. Our skin, pulse, tongues, mouths found their home.

“Do you want this?”

“More than anything.”

I surged forward, our hips meeting and snapping together, and we both gasped.

“Are you—?”

“Yes, yes.”

It was like that, murmured whispers, agreement, a tracing of each other’s bodies, making new marks that didn’t give ownership to anyone but each other, freely.

There was so much that was still uncertain, so much that I couldn’t forget about or push from my mind, so much pain and frustration and misery. But for one moment, it was all gone, and it was just me and her.

No, that wasn’t right.

She didn’t make me forget any of those things that drove me, but instead I felt as if I could finally conquer them.

And afterward she lay on my chest and I stroked her wild hair, a glimmer of hope growing in my chest that I hadn’t let flourish before.

And it was because of her I had any at all.

Chapter 46

Dear Amma,

I had a dream about you. You were holding something out to me, but I couldn’t understand what you were saying. And when I tried to get to you, the River grew wide, too wide to swim across, and all I could do was scream.

—Letter from Yaseema Nazir to Mahira Nazir, written in Mahira Nazir’s journal


Yaseema

For the second time after spending the night with Kiyan, I woke up alone. The bed beside me was warm and I knew it hadn’t been long since he’d left the tent. I blinked, taking in my surroundings, not having studied them much before. When I’d first walked into the tent, I’d assumed it was similar to the one I’d been recovering in across the camp, but I was wrong. Curling vines similar to the ones Kiyan conjured held up a sprawling canvas, this time with small purple flowers along them. In the center, a large desk—I felt my face heat at the memory of Kiyan and I kissing on that desk—but what I hadn’t noticed were all the scrolls, journals, notebooks, and leather-bound tomes littering the space.

Several bookcases were dotted around the tent, filled with peri knowledge my fingers itched to get a hold of. This wasn’t the sterile encampment of the Viceroy, nor the opulent but stripped palace he inhabited. This place felt like home, and I wondered how long this camp had been set up like this, with rebels moving and fighting and pushing back against the Viceroy.

I was naked, but I pulled the thin sheet from the bed and wrapped myself with it before walking toward a particularly stuffed bookshelf. Tucking the sheet under my arms, I went on my tiptoes and studied the books that filled the shelf.

It was a wealth of knowledge—peri plants of the River Court, history of its people, books on dialects here, and the history of the royal family. I could barely find any of these books in the palace, and I wondered if they had been smuggled out to prevent the Viceroy from destroying them as he was attempting to control and rewrite the history of River, just as the Citadel did to us.

I pulled out the largest of the books on the shelf, the one I was most interested in—the history of Kiyan’s family. The royal family.

I still couldn’t believe he was related to the ancient fae Queen whose crown we searched for. I flipped inside the book, skipping past webs of lineage and marriages and turning to a chapter that detailed the history of the family’s magic.

The flap of the tent sounded behind me, and I turned to see Kiyan standing at the entrance, a tray in his hand filled with a veritable feast—cheese, dates, pomegranate, mangoes, and plums, alongside some flatbread and a steaming pot of coffee in an indigo dallah pot.

He seemed surprised to see me, and my face turned quizzical. Then I looked down at myself and realized that I was still only wearing a sheet because I was so absorbed in the book. I could feel my cheeks flush with heat.

“Sorry, I wanted to look at some of your books, I hope that’s okay.”

“That’s perfectly fine, I just wasn’t expecting you to be up. It’s still quite early.”

“You’re awake,” I pointed out.

He flashed me a smile. “Yes, but I always wake before dawn.” He moved into the tent, pointedly not looking at me wrapped in his bedsheet and placed the food and coffee on his desk.

“I couldn’t sleep. Not with us leaving today.”

He gave a twist of his lips, and his gaze returned to the book in my hands. “What are you reading?”

“I’m brushing up on your family history.”

He raised his eyebrows, glancing at the cover of the book. “That one is a little dry. Most of it is a lineage tracing. I can tell you anything you want to know.”

I considered the offer, mostly wanting to take my mind off what was coming. But I was also curious. I knew he was in the royal family, that he was a Prince, but I wasn’t sure exactly what that meant. “Who exactly is trapped in the Mountain?”

“My mother, brother, and sister,” he said without hesitation.

“And your mother is . . .”

“The Queen.”

I sucked in a breath.

A memory of the jaipari came to me, the words she’d said before sinking down into the black water again.

Good luck, princeling.

I’d spent the night with a fae Prince from the Court of River and I was currently wrapped in his bedsheet while he served me coffee.

Safiyya certainly wouldn’t believe this story even if she saw Kiyan with her own eyes. But I considered Kiyan’s words and thought about what he wasn’t saying.

“No other family?”

His brow darkened. “Like my father, we had other family members and members of the Court, but when Reza took over with King Rusul’s crown, he rounded them up, drained them of magic, and executed them all. I’ve been alone for a long time.”

I processed that, thinking about the fear he must have felt as a young boy. “I’m sorry. That can’t have been easy.”

His dark expression wiped from his face, and I had the feeling he had been lost to his memories. He straightened and leaned back against his desk. “It was what had to be done. I focused on the resistance and finding a way to free my family. Working for Reza meant that I could research ways to find Azari’s crown, and a way to destroy the crown he’d melted into his skin.”

“How did you ingratiate yourself to the Viceroy? How did he ever trust you?”

He tilted his head. “The Viceroy was looking for people from our Court to work for him, especially to ferret out rebels. I proved myself useful to him, good at tracking and fighting. Moreover, I brought him rebels.”

I sucked in a breath. “How?”

“The initial captures were those who had betrayed the Court and assisted Salt to take over. I managed to persuade the Viceroy that they wanted to overthrow him as well. He eventually appointed me as captain of the Salt Guard. After that it became my mission to protect the rebellion—if one of us was captured, I either assisted them in escape or . . .” He trailed away, his face going dark again.

“Or you killed them,” I finished for him, my stomach dipping.

“It would have been a mercy. He would have tortured them before killing them.” He scrubbed a hand over his face.

“That sounds like an impossible choice.”

“Hopefully one I don’t have to make again.”

“Well, I don’t think you are captain of the Salt Guard anymore.”

He grinned at me, as if it were the lightest feeling in the world. “There is that.”

I gave him a soft smile, then plucked a date from the silver tray.

“I got you some clothes,” he said gruffly, producing slim black trousers and a blue beaded tunic from underneath the tray.

“You didn’t think I could bring this look to the battlefield?” I laughed and gestured to the sheet. His eyes followed the wave of my fingers, but he didn’t share my humor. Instead, he looked at me as if he wanted to devour me.

“As much as I want to keep you here, wearing that, we don’t have much time. Unless . . .”

He trailed away, and I rose my brow. “Unless?”

“Unless you don’t come. Not to the battlefield.”

I shook my head. “How will you find the crown if I’m not there? Or find the door to Tirich Mir?”

“There are other ways—you aren’t battle trained, and I don’t feel right about dragging you there.”

“I’m not being dragged, Kiyan, I’m the one who found the crown, and then I’m the one who lost it. I want to help get it back and free your family.”

“But it isn’t your fight. And I won’t use you like he did.”

“How can you say that after what happened? Do you think I spend the night with every double-crossing, rebel-hunting captain I come across? If you think this fight isn’t mine, then you haven’t been listening to me. The Viceroy is bleeding your magic dry the exact same way the Citadel is doing to my people. And someone has to stop them both. It would be utterly hypocritical of me to only focus on my own fight, when you aren’t free either. Like you said, if both of us aren’t free, then neither of us are.”

He swallowed, his throat bobbing, watching me. Something passed across his face, an intensity of emotion that I couldn’t place.

“Tell me what you’re thinking,” I whispered.

“I’m thinking, I don’t know what I did to deserve you on my side.”

“You kind of saved my life a few times, if you don’t remember.”

He grinned and headed toward the exit. “I’m going to ready the rebels. You have time for breakfast and to dress. I’ll leave you while we prepare.”

I dressed, listening to the sounds of the rebels gathering their weapons and testing their magic. But as I buttoned the last beaded button on my tunic, the tent flap opened again.

“I thought we weren’t leaving until . . .”

I expected Kiyan, not the girl who came through instead.

“Mishah.”

She looked uncharacteristically nervous. “I wanted to come and talk to you.”

“I think we talked enough last night.” I remembered her harsh words, and even though we’d resolved things in a small way, it still felt raw.

I thought of all the times we’d stayed up late, talking of our families, her helping me figure out the kitchens and the palace, when we’d been in the dungeons, and I’d thought there was someone on my side. We’d both been playing a role, but I wasn’t sure how much of hers was real or not.

“Yes, but I don’t think we talked properly—I was a little caught off guard with everything.” She ran her hand through her hair. “And I was frustrated with Kiyan for what he did. I understand why he got you out of the palace, and I’m sorry for my part in that,” she rushed to say. “But he blew an opportunity for us that may cost us today. It may cost us everything, to be frank. We have no advantage, certainly not one a kitchen girl could give us.”

“And yet, I didn’t make him do that. If you have an issue with his choices, those should be discussed with him.”

“I know that. I’m not explaining myself well.” She sat on the edge of the bed. “When you first came, I was too preoccupied to notice you much, but I liked you, even though you were strange. But then you saved my life.”

I remembered that day, the general holding her by the throat, her wild eyes.

I shifted uncomfortably. “It was the only thing I could do. I couldn’t just leave you there.”

“Yes, you could have. I hadn’t expected you to help me. Truthfully, no one in the palace would have done what you did. The Viceroy’s wrath was far too pervasive for anyone to take risks for each other in there. But you came in and you cared. You weren’t afraid or desensitized to the violence. That’s what was different about you. You gave a shit about those around you, and it surprised me. The general had caught on to me, but if I had killed him, it might have revealed the rebels in the palace. So, I could only defend myself. But when you came in, you didn’t care about the consequences, only about what you thought was right.”

“And look where it landed us.”

“But what I mean to say is, I’m glad you did what you did. I’m glad we ended up in that dungeon together, and I’m glad that we met. You asked me yesterday if we were ever friends, and the truth is, I don’t think I’ve really ever had a real friend before meeting you. Fellow fighters, rebels, lovers, yes. But not someone who I could really talk to, not like we did. Not someone who would have helped me like that.”

I exhaled, some of the heaviness in my chest lifting.

“What are you thinking?”

“That I wasn’t completely delusional about you after all.”

“Well, I’m not sure about that.”

We smiled at each other, and it dispelled some of the fear and anticipation heavy in the air. Whatever happened when we met Reza and the Court of Salt in battle, he would never win. Because he would never have what we did. He would never feel the friendship and camaraderie of a loyalty that went beyond a command, a loyalty based on love.

Chapter 47

Dear Amma,

The other side of the River isn’t how I thought it’d be, not from the songs you sang, the warnings you gave. There is savagery here, yes, but also beauty and loyalty and kindness so heartbreaking it sometimes takes my breath.

—Letter from Yaseema Nazir to Mahira Nazir, written in Mahira Nazir’s journal


Yaseema

We set off for the pass, saddling up horses and traveling in groups under Kiyan’s camouflage. He drew on his magic so that the leaves and trees and even the earth hid us. After seeing bits and pieces of what he could do with even limited magic, I wondered what it would look like at full capacity, how much of the living he could command.

As if he knew I was thinking of him, he turned to look at me, his stare so intense I gripped my reins tighter, my heart hammering in my chest.

“What are you thinking about?”

“I’m thinking of the creature you created, the one that swallowed me whole. That was you, wasn’t it?”

He winced at the reminder. “I’m sorry about that.”

“I wasn’t looking for an apology. How did you craft such a beast, made of the dead halmasti?”

He leaned back in his saddle, an amused smile on his face. “Compared to what I used to be able to conjure, using life magic, it doesn’t even come close. But I’d never harnessed the power of death before. It was a way I could tap into more of my power, without the limits placed on us by Reza. I think because Reza channels his magic through Rusul’s crown, he only limited our powers over life, not thinking of the other side of the cycle.”

“How could you conjure death?”

“Because rot and decomposition is part of the life cycle, I discovered that it obeys me when I coax it to. If it has turned to rot, then it can be conjured—it has inherent magic.”

“Can you not create something like the beast with the vines you call?”

He shook his head. “Not more than a curling tendril. The living I can summon, but they are tiny and fragile. And because of Rusul’s crown, I can never attack Reza with true life magic. The dead and the energy in decomposition can get around Reza’s limits on our life magic. Therefore, I can use it to create something much larger, but it takes a bigger toll on me.”

“And the dead halmasti creature in the palace? How much of a toll did that take?”

“After you burnt it to cinders and I dove into the inferno, I managed to carry you to your room, but not much else. I would have slept for days had that not aroused suspicion.”

My face heated at the memory of him carrying me naked from the great hall, in front of everyone.

As if he could read my thoughts he said, “Don’t worry, I put my cloak over you as soon as I found you in the ash.”

“I wasn’t worried,” I admitted, honestly. “I was mostly curious because I’d only ever seen you summon the death creature once. Can you do it again?”

He frowned. “Yes. But right now I don’t want to risk the energy it would take, especially when we are about to enter into a battle.”

We rode to the edge of the pass, the rebels fanning out along the ridge, working to camouflage each other in the hills.

A scout rode up to Kiyan on a metal-legged horse, shouting his name.

“They are heading this way—another two hours or so through the mountains.”

“Reza’s moving faster than we thought.”

“He wasted no time once he had Queen Azari’s crown. He’s been gathering his forces in preparation.”

“He has to find the gate first. And he doesn’t have Yaseema at his disposal anymore.”

Zaye rode alongside us, her face grave. “He’s going to try and drain you of your power. Don’t get close enough to him to have access.”

“He’ll know the taste of my blade soon enough,” muttered Kiyan.

“But perhaps not on this battlefield,” she said. “We still haven’t found a way to take King Rusul’s power from him. So right now, you can’t touch him.”

“If all we do is steal the Queen’s crown, it will be worth it.”

We waited, fanning out, the ambush set.

Soon, the Viceroy rode toward the pass with his soldiers.

I was hidden, but I still flinched upon seeing him, the memory of his magic snapping my bones still fresh. Something dark and heavy sat in my stomach, but I didn’t want to allow my mind to go back to that place.

Kiyan followed my gaze, his mouth going white. “He won’t have the chance to get to you. Not again.”

I smiled at Kiyan, but wasn’t so sure he could keep that promise. If I was going to take back the crown, and find the gate to enter the Mountain, I needed to get relatively close to Reza.

As long as he couldn’t touch me and drain my magic, I was safe. I watched him approaching the pass, my stomach churning with dread, like watching an axe slowly inch nearer to your neck.

He was close enough that I could see the small brown pouch containing my bangles. It was strapped to his iron-legged horse, hanging beside the saddlebag.

Rage then replaced my dread, and suddenly I wanted to run at him screaming, ripping my bag from his horse.

Those don’t belong to you, I wanted to scream at him. They are mine.

But the same could be said for everything the Viceroy had—his outfit, his magic, his crown—everything was stolen from this Court. He had claimed ownership in land, language, property, books, a palace—the very lives of the fae that lived here, as if they were able to be taken.

But today, they were going to get it back.

The rebels waited for Kiyan to give the signal. Down below, I saw Mishah readying the fighters.

The tension was like a loaded rifle, waiting to be discharged. It reminded me of Safiyya, learning to shoot with my father, while I studied beside them, waiting for the exact moment to kill the unsuspecting sandgrouse, my father counting down with her in her ear.

One.

The slightest movement and it will know.

I couldn’t tear my gaze away from the bag containing my mother’s bangles.

Two.

Breathe slow.

Never forget to breathe, it helps calm the heart.

I knew my focus needed to be on finding the gate while Kiyan stole Queen Azari’s crown, but the bangles still called to me, like they were part of who I was.

Three.

Pull the trigger, niece.

Enjoy your kill.

At once a scream sounded behind us. Kiyan whirled, but my eyes were trained on Reza, who looked up in our direction and smiled.

No.

“It’s a trap!” shouted Mishah, and silver soldiers from the Court of Salt seemed to appear from everywhere. It was as if they grew from the ground underneath us, like they’d been planted in the earth.

“The magic Reza must have drained for this,” Zaye whispered, her face horrified. “He must have taken power from half the Court of Salt.”

The soldiers erupted into battle with the rebels. As much magic as they could muster poured from the hands of the rebels, with vines and birds and trees coming from all directions, wrapping themselves around the soldiers.

Halmasti wolves as big as their iron-legged horses ran between the bodies, snapping up rebels in their jaws and tearing their bodies in half.

Birds called by the resistance dipped from the sky, falcons gouging out eyes and hawks working in tandem with them to attack the Salt soldiers.

But we’d lost our advantage; we hadn’t surprised them at all.

The Viceroy had the numbers, had the power. At most, we would manage a small dent in his forces.

The Viceroy rode faster through the pass, a tight group of Salt Guards surrounding him.

“Not today,” I said to myself, then I took off running, through the trees toward the valley below.

I heard Kiyan shout my name, but I didn’t care. The rage of what the Viceroy had done burned in my bones, the smugness of his smile as he rode with my mother’s jewelry tied to his horse.

I was going to make him regret ever coming here.

Chapter 48

Today might be the day I die. But at least I will have loved.

At least I will have fought for our freedom.

—Letter from Kiyan to his family, unsent


Kiyan

“Yaseema!” I shouted her name, but she didn’t hear me. Or didn’t want to.

I fought off two of the soldiers behind me, the ones that seemed to sprout from the earth where my own power should have been. My magic was so weak the vines and roots I called were only enough to restrain a handful of soldiers and pierce the hearts of a few.

I could feel the thread of life in everything on the battlefield—feel it but not call on it. I tried, sweat pouring out of me, using more concentration and focus than I had, and for one small moment I could get it to listen.

And then it slipped through my fingers once more.

With the limits placed on our power by Rusul’s crown I couldn’t do enough.

Reza had orchestrated an ambush, knowing this would be the last chance we had to attack him, and he’d been successful.

The one advantage we’d had, destroyed. If we didn’t take the crown today, we would lose everything.

I tore off after Yaseema, chopping down soldiers in my wake. She was remarkably good at dodging attacks, but I wasn’t letting her go after him alone. She shouldn’t be running after him at all, but now she was, I was going to be beside her.

Her feet pounded into the earth, and I used my magic to call on her life, to stay in tune with where she was. Her heart was beating so fast, but it was not from fear or exhilaration.

Rage.

Good. We would both need to channel that anger right now.

This wasn’t just about the crown for her, nor her torture at his hands. She was tearing down the side of the pass with an unholy vindication, as if it were righteous wrath fueling her veins.

Reza was just below her now, and he raised his head to look at her. His mouth curled into a smile I knew too well, even from this distance. I swore, raising my sword high, my own rage flooding my veins.

I wasn’t going to let Reza take one more thing from me.

My other hand summoned my magic, the vines bursting from the ground spearing the Salt soldiers around me through the heart.

Years of stilling my blade, freezing my hand, and turning my head while the abuses continued, while I worked against Reza in secret, smiling to his face. Years of being contained, being his dog, his tool.

And this was the first time I’d truly allowed myself to fight back. The satisfaction was intoxicating.

Now, I unleashed my fury.

Yaseema wove through the battle, and I struggled to keep up as every Salt solider homed in on me as soon as they caught sight of my silver hair.

I cut them down swiftly, keeping my focus on Yaseema’s own wild hair, feeling her thread of life in my own heart, keeping my steps quick and efficient.

One of Reza’s soldier’s rose up behind Yaseema, his curved scimitar raised, poised to slice it across her neck. Black anger spread across my vision, my power rising toward the surface with the vehemence of my emotions, every instinct in my blood screaming at me to protect her.

I shouted a battle cry, rolling forward and tackling the soldier to the ground before staking him to the earth with my sword. Then I rose up without waiting a moment, ripping my sword out of his armor and continuing on.

Yaseema had stopped, however, and was staring at me with her mouth slightly open.

“I didn’t know you were behind me,” she said, taking in my appearance.

I looked down at myself, the blood soaking into my tunic, and wiped a hand across my face. It came away wet.

“I’ll always be behind you when you need me,” I said, simply. The battle raged around us, and yet it was her eyes I was locked onto, her face the only one I wanted to keep watching. She lifted a hand to my cheek, brushing a smear of blood from it.

“Thank you.”

“Next time, let me know before you start running down the gorge. Especially when the entire Salt army is here.”

“He’s got my mother’s bangles.” She pointed to Reza, who was moving closer to the bottom of the Mountain and through the pass. “I want them back.”

“He won’t let us get near him and we don’t have surprise as an advantage anymore.”

“Can you use more of your magic?”

I shook my head. “I am doing the most I can. And if he touches the vines, they’ll wither. I have no ability to get near him.”

“Not with life magic, you don’t.”

I stared at her, not understanding.

Until I did.

If life no longer obeyed me, then I would command death.

“Death magic.” I shook my head. “But that took me months to prepare last time. I gathered power slowly, in bodies found at the bottom of the forest. Where am I going to find the death I need for such a creature again?”

She looked at me incredulously, waving her arms around us. “We are on a battlefield!”

My eyes flitted to the dead, the bodies of the silver-armored Salt soldiers laying prone on the floor.

“I don’t know . . .”

Could I use the bodies here?

The rotting process would have begun, but I don’t know how much magic I could pull if they were freshly dead. The ones I had used before had always been partially decomposed, so I could access the power of the death-life cycle.

Unless I accelerated it.

The last time I had done that it had depleted me so much, I hadn’t been able to create another, to test my limits to their maximum.

Maybe now was that time.

A soldier ran to us, and I crossed blades with him, pushing him back, calling forth a tree root behind him so that he fell backward, onto an upturned scimitar on the ground. Someone else came to my side and I swung my sword up.

“Kiyan, it’s me,” shouted Mishah, her face splattered with blood, her mask askew. Her leather tunic was torn and blood ran down the side of her arm. “What are you both doing here?”

“Trying to get to Reza, but he’s got an army between us. I’m going to try something—Yas gave me the idea. But I need cover.”

“I’ll cover you—I’ll bring my unit around you.” She whistled three times, and rebels clustered around us, staving off the Salt soldiers. They extended their hands, roots rising from the ground at their call, twisting together to form a shield with me in the center.

“If I do this,” I called out to Mishah, “I need you to go with Yaseema. Make sure she’s not alone.”

“She won’t be alone.” She nodded back, then met my gaze. “Ever.”

“Good.” My eyes locked with Yaseema’s and I tried to pass everything I had felt about her in that look. She nodded and gave me a tremulous smile before whirling around and continuing toward the Viceroy with Mishah.

I concentrated, holding my hands high, starting the process of summoning death.

I could feel it, the life inside the dead, the spark of rot that had already started, desperate to return to the soil. I took those threads—hundreds already—and sent them ribboning into the void.

Until they were all mine.

I called them to me, whispering words of encouragement, coaxing it to obey, to work with me.

We will.

Something snapped into place, and this time, it felt more natural to call upon death and make it mine.

Move, I told them. Fight.

Screams sounded around me, and great thuds made me open my eyes, my hold still on the decomposing bodies that littered the field.

And now those bodies were moving, rising up from the ground, walking unnaturally, in a twisted, grotesque way.

I summoned the death in them, the beginnings of decomposition, the spark of life wrapped up in the loss of it that Reza couldn’t keep me from.

And it answered.

I could feel it growing, the decay accelerating, as the bodies moved faster, climbing on top of one another, forming a bigger, larger enemy, one that Reza couldn’t possibly destroy. The dead soldiers climbed on top of each other, until twenty of them formed a leg, and then another. Then more formed the body of a beast, shoulders, arms, and a head.

Until the creature was as tall as the River Palace.

It was a rotting creature of death, greater than any army Reza could call, and he had no hope of killing it.

For how does one kill death?

Body parts began falling off the giant creature as it moved toward Reza and the guards around him, a silver—armored army of his own soldiers rising from the dead against him.

Reza reared back, his eyes wide at the monster built from the bodies of the Court of Salt.

It was harder to control than the dead halmasti I’d summoned at the palace, because that was made of material in a further state of decay. Here I had to push all my power into accelerating its decomposition to exert more control. As a result, it lumbered like a slow-moving deo, a giant out for Reza’s blood.

Rebels and soldiers alike began to flee from the rotting monster, screams rising up from the battlefield in its wake.

As I wielded it, I saw Mishah and Yas still running toward Reza, but he was too distracted by the dead to notice.

If Yaseema managed to capture the crown, then that would be worth it.

If they freed my family, if they restored our power, it didn’t matter what Reza did to me, as long as our Court was free. I closed my eyes again, the rebel guard around me moving tighter together when the Salt soldiers figured out who was controlling the beast. I could hear the battle raging around me, but I trusted my soldiers, trusted the protection I’d built to alert me if anyone got through. For now, I concentrated on moving the beast, knocking down Salt soldiers in its path, until it finally reached Reza.

Reza turned to face it, and I gave him far more credit for his courage that I previously had. But now he didn’t have me to do his dirty work, so it was all up to him to go against my death magic.

He raised his arms and tried to funnel the magic from my creature, touching one of his own dead soldiers that I commanded. I could feel him pulling against it, just as he did with my dead creature at the palace, using King Rusul’s crown to channel his magic through.

But the crown only controlled the thread of life magic in the Court of River. Even with the twin crowns, he couldn’t stop my manipulation of the dead.

Yaseema was right about that.

At my thoughts, I searched for her in the battle but couldn’t see her or Mishah anymore.

I bade my creature swing its great arm forward, knocking Reza and his guards off their feet.

All my concentration was being pulled to controlling the beast and I could feel my strength waning, my arms shaking.

No.

I needed to hold on for her. There was no way I was going to let her face him alone.

My concentration broke as a shout sounded—too close.

I looked to my side to see Salt soldiers break through the branch barrier around me, still fighting my rebels. My creature made of dead bodies was still standing, but my focus was now split.

I pulled my sword from its sheath on my back, raising the blade and pushing the first soldier back while keeping the monster upright. I killed the second swiftly, being reminded of my time in the fighting pits with Talal as they threw five Salt soldiers at us for sport.

And we had defeated them.

I had one hand raised, holding my creature aloft while I fought off the Salt soldiers with my other hand.

But it was an impossible feat—my beast needed too much singular focus, and I couldn’t keep the level needed when more soldiers poured through the barrier. Instead, I stepped back, holding the creature up as long as I could before tearing my hands away and giving all my attention to the soldiers who infiltrated the circle.

I slammed my sword against the scimitar of the first soldier, ducking the blade of the other and kicking against his shin so he lost his footing, which bought me precious time.

I tried to summon my life magic, but I was already conjuring death—it was too much. A sapling grew from the ground, until it sputtered and died, shriveling black.

My sword sliced through the belly of the first soldier, and he slid to his knees, dark eyes blown wide beneath his silver helmet. The other soldier came at me, his tail wrapping around my sword arm and yanking it down before he charged with his own blade, aimed at slitting my throat.

I sidestepped his attack, hitting him in the head with the hilt of my sword. He dropped to the earth, and my hand pressed to his back, pulling him forward to impale him on his own blade.

Blood was pumping through me, my pulse racing with adrenaline and magic and death and fight. It felt surreal to take on the Salt soldiers directly, to look them in the eye when I felt the thread of their life drain from their bodies, as I had wanted to do so many times.

My gaze wrenched up when I began to hear the screams, hundreds of them echoing in my head, all around the battlefield.

Without my control, the creature I’d created had begun to crumble, the decaying parts of the soldiers falling to the ground, slamming into the battlefield and Reza below.

I tried to find Yaseema and Mishah in the chaos, but it was impossible—bodies fell all around the pass, and both soldiers and rebels ran from the avalanche of death coming for them.

I broke through the shell of branches surrounding me, racing toward the creature, evading falling pieces of dead Salt soldiers falling from the sky.

I concentrated on the beast, trying to conjure the threads of rot once more, feeling my power flood through my veins with every step closer to it.

And in the din, I caught sight of wild dark curls as she charged the Viceroy, a blade flashing in the sun.

Chapter 49

Dear Amma,

I thought about leaving so many times, trying to find a way to get to you. I ignored your warnings, ignored the whispered songs about the horror of it all.

It couldn’t be worse than the horrors we faced every day.

—Letter from Yaseema to her mother, recorded in Mahira Nazir’s journal


Yaseema

The bodies were falling, and I knew we had very little time to get the crown that sat on Reza’s head, in addition to the one in his chest.

Kiyan had lost control of his creature built of death, and I looked up, my heart in my throat, trying to see if he was okay.

If he lost control, that could only mean he was either dead or fighting.

But the rain of Salt soldiers from the body of the creature made it impossible to see anything on the battlefield above us.

Instead, Mishah and I darted through the bodies, the living Salt soldiers not paying much attention to us as they ran from the bodies of their fellow soldiers falling from the sky.

The few that did notice us charged, attempting to stop us from getting to the Viceroy. They were quickly cut down by Mishah’s blades, her fighting skills something I was still surprised at.

“If you could fight, why didn’t you defend yourself with the general,” I hissed. “Why did you wait until I killed him?”

“I didn’t want to give my cover away, did I?” she said as she slashed down another soldier. “And besides, your reveal was much more dramatic.”

Reza was fighting rebels in the storm of bodies falling, having paused from his path toward the Mountain. With every touch of his hands another resistance fighter fell to the ground, their life drained, body cursed.

“We’ll never get to the Mountain. This is impossible,” I said as I ducked the swing of a sword from the silver-clad arm of a Salt soldier.

“Nothing is impossible, only very, very difficult,” Mishah replied as she speared the male who attacked me.

“Okay,” I nodded. “Well, this is very, very difficult.”

“We’re almost there. All you need to do is take his crown while I distract him.”

“And if he comes after me?”

“I’ll be right behind you. You aren’t alone, Yas.”

I remembered her words to Kiyan earlier.

She won’t be alone. Ever.

Reza was fighting the dead creature, but the creature moved erratically, still falling apart.

At last Mishah and I reached him, ready to take the crown. Mishah didn’t wait a single second. She raised her sword up and rushed at him without even uttering a word to me. He turned to the side, eyes flashing as he recognized the former kitchen girl he tortured in the forest, now a rebel, coming for him. Reza met her blade easily, and reached out a hand to touch her, but she spun away.

“I would have killed you in the woods, had I known you were such an infiltrating little rat,” he spat, charging for her.

I knew I should have been attempting to take the crown, but my mother’s bangles called to me, as if I couldn’t turn away from them. I unclipped the bag from his horse, lifting the flap, searching through it but couldn’t find the bangles at all. Instead, there was only the dagger I had pulled from Queen Azari’s vault.

I had forgotten we’d ever taken it. I unsheathed the Queen’s golden dagger, advancing on the Viceroy and Mishah.

Meanwhile, Mishah had managed to unseat the Viceroy from his horse, and he appeared singularly focused on making her regret that decision.

He strode toward her, his sword raised, black vines bursting up from the earth and surrounding her. She fell backward and swore, bringing her sword up to meet his in a violent crash before he could slice her in two.

Armed with a weapon now, I knocked into him, surprisingly throwing him off his balance. I was hoping to dislodge the crown from his head, but from this angle, I saw why that wouldn’t have worked.

It wasn’t just gracing his head; the very gold of Queen Azari’s crown was fused to his skull, like thorns sinking into his skin. Just like the ancient fae King’s crown melted into Reza’s chest, he’d joined his flesh with one too.

He flipped over, getting to his feet with a too-wide smile on his face.

“I was waiting to see if you’d come find me, little cat. Now I get to break you all over again.”

I flushed hot with anger, with the knowledge that what he did to me still burned within my bones. Still made sweat bead across my forehead and my stomach twist in knots.

“You didn’t break me,” I said, my voice ringing out across the battlefield, so much stronger and self-assured than I felt.

“No? I can still remember the delicious feeling of your bones snapping under my hand. Do you know my magic feeds off that? The Court of Salt feeds off not just power, but fear. It contaminates and corrupts everything. It’s a heady magic all in itself.”

“I’m more than just a body,” I spat at him. “More than magic you can use. You’d need to break so much more than my bones to destroy me.”

“I look forward to that challenge.” He surged forward, a scimitar in his hand arcing toward me. But before he could reach me, Mishah slammed into him, knocking him once more to the ground and stabbing him in the shoulder, staking him to the dirt.

“Mishah!” I screamed her name, but it was too late. She’d put herself within arm’s reach of him, and he laughed, a deep throaty sound, even as her sword had pinned his body to the earth. He reached his hands up and gripped her face, a wide smile sliding across his.

She screamed, her hair shooting through with white, her skin creping like paper.

I shoved her off him, severing the connection of touch between them. But she was still rolling on the ground, gripping her face in agony.

Bile rose in my throat at seeing her drained, feet twisted, face in her weathered hands. And then my blood was filled with consuming rage.

I never had magic that could fight, that could do battle, that could protect. My magic was for finding things, and there was one thing yet that was not found. I remembered what I had done with the rebels after we’d taken the crown, how I had found their weaknesses, ways to fight them.

Show me how to kill him.

My golden threads burst free, as if I had unleashed them with my rage.

He won’t take from us again.

They clustered around the dagger in my hand, and then the golden points of King Rusul’s crown in the Viceroy’s chest.

The blade nearly slipped from my fingers as I realized what I needed to do.

I charged forward, doing the same as Mishah, and thanking the River she’d managed to stake Reza to the ground when she’d had the chance. I straddled his chest, a leg on either side, ignoring his amused stare.

“Going to kill me, then?” His white teeth glinted in the sun. “I don’t think you have it in you to draw blood, cat.”

“Going to drain my magic? You know you’ll never find the door in the Mountain without me. You’ll never find anything without me.”

His face darkened as I pressed the blade into his neck. “I don’t need to drain you. I’ll suck the life out of every single one of your rebel friends until you find that door. Or I’ll make you mindless, and keep your powers intact, so you’ll be an empty vessel for me, an empty tool. I should have done that in the first place.”

I glanced up at Mishah still writhing on the ground.

The battle raged around us, rebels falling, silver-clad soldiers striking them down.

“You’ve already lost,” he whispered. “The might of an empire can’t stop me.”

The words were eerie, so similar to what the soldiers at the Citadel had said that I blinked at him. This was more than just a fight between the fae, this was what happened when a people were ground to the earth, until they had nothing left to resist, because resistance cost them less than submitting.

If they carried on this way, if the Citadel in Astola carried on, we’d be fractured into nothing.

The gold from King Rusul’s crown glinted through the opening in his shirt. I didn’t have much time, because his hands shot up to my neck, his intention to drain my life clear. I plunged the dagger down at the same moment, jamming it into his sternum.

The smile slid from Reza’s face the moment I brought the blade down.

The dagger pierced the king’s crown, and Reza let out an unholy scream, echoing across the battlefield.

The crown in his sternum crumbled, leaving an empty cavity behind. The remainder of the gold from the crown in his chest melted from him as if he were bleeding.

The Viceroy wrenched Mishah’s knife out of his shoulder and pushed upward, reversing our positions as he threw me to the ground and pinned me underneath him. He pressed his forearm into my throat, cutting off my air, crushing my windpipe. I struggled against him, clawing and bucking to escape, but he was fae and I was human, and my strength was no match.

“You little bitch,” he spat at me. “You’re going to pay for that.”

“I don’t think she is.”

Even though the Viceroy was choking me, and my vision grew dark at the edges, I could hear the confident timbre of Kiyan’s voice.

The pressure on my neck lessened and I gasped, taking a gulping breath.

Kiyan stood there, a vicious smile on his face, his eyes a crackling fire as he watched the Viceroy on top of me.

“Stay out of this, dog.”

“That’s the thing, Reza. I’m not your dog anymore.”

“Just because you—” he stopped, the color draining from his face as he looked around the battlefield. Abruptly he stood, the pressure of his body on mine easing as he got to his feet. I took another deep breath, the dizzying sensation alleviating.

I hadn’t realized that it had grown eerily silent until the Viceroy stood, his face coated in horror.

I sat up, the Viceroy far too distracted to notice.

All around us the battle had stopped.

Every living person in the pass was frozen, like a macabre tableau.

“What . . .” The word whispered out of me, and I adjusted my spectacles, wondering if I had broken them in the struggle. I looked back and forth between Reza and Kiyan.

Kiyan’s eyes flickered to me, his gaze homed on my throat, where Reza’s hands had just been. His mouth flattened, and a muscle ticked in his jaw when he looked back at the Viceroy.

“It was a mistake to leave me with my power. You should have drained me the first chance you got. Instead, you housed me, had me doing your dirty work—a Prince of River in your palace. I was never your dog, Reza. I was always a wolf. And now I have no limits on my life magic.”

The Viceroy’s eyes went wide as he stared at Kiyan. “A Prince?”

He pressed a hand to his chest, his fingers finding the empty cavity, as if he simply were not used to the vacantness there. For the first time, fear was painted on the Viceroy’s face.

The silence, the unmoving bodies; every peri from either River or Salt was petrified—forced into stillness by Kiyan.

This was Kiyan’s true power.

He held every single thread of life on the battlefield in his hand like it was nothing.

No, not nothing. I could see the strain in Kiyan’s eyes, the sweat beading on his upper lip, the tightness of his mouth. It was costing him to do this, to show the Viceroy just how much he had lost.

But despite the drain on his strength, his power was stunning. I held my breath, looking around in disbelief at the soldiers unable to even lift their blades due to Kiyan’s power.

The Viceroy’s face was bloodless, his eyes blown wide. He opened and closed his mouth several times, his fingers scratching at the concave space where the King’s crown once sat as if he could claw it back.

“You can’t kill me, they’ll come. If you kill me the rest of Salt will come.”

“You think we’d rather stay as we are, because we are afraid of someone else coming for us? We will fight if the Court of Salt returns. And you’re a fool if you think I am going to kill you.”

Kiyan smiled, but it was a slow, deadly grin.

He hadn’t been looking at me, but I still felt uneasy just from watching his expression. This was the peri Reza had kept caged for so long, finally unleashing his retribution.

“You’re going to stay alive for a very, very long time.”

The Viceroy walked backward, his eyes huge. “You’ll never see your family again. You won’t be able to free them.” He launched himself at me suddenly, his hands pressing to my skin, and I felt the tug of his draining magic. Despite not having Rusul’s crown, he still had his own magic from Salt to pull the power from others.

We fell to the ground and Kiyan shouted, his hold on all the soldiers loosening. Fighting resumed around us, but was stilted and jerky, as if the soldiers knew they had been held by Kiyan’s power and were coming out of a dream.

But I saw something dangling from Reza’s waist that I recognized.

It was the pouch that he had put my mother’s bangles in.

I snatched it from him at the same time Kiyan reached us, ripping the Viceroy off me and pressing his hands to his face, the same thing I’d seen the Viceroy do to countless rebels and members of the Court of River. What he’d done to Mishah, who still lay on the ground, crying and clutching her face.

But instead of draining magic, it was his own life draining away from him. His hair turned white, and Queen Azari’s crown slipped as his head began to shrivel, his skin growing papery and old.

“The thing you taught me, Reza, is that I can take life as much as give it. And when you destroyed my magic, I found another way to bring it back. I was going to keep you alive, to send a message to the Court of Salt, but I think I can get my vengeance this way too.”

Reza started to laugh, even as Kiyan drained the life from him.

“You fool. You think you can use the crown to open the Mountain? Not with the King’s crown destroyed. That type of magic demands blood.” He spat at him, his face crumpled like the rotting leaves of Kiyan’s creation. “There is always a price.”

Kiyan roared, pressing his fingers into the Viceroy’s eyes, and draining the remainder of his life away.

Until the gold crown that sat on his head clattered to the ground, Reza’s body fading to dust, not even the decay left in him.

I opened the pouch with my mother’s bangles, pulling them out, threading them over my wrist.

Zaye had told me she hadn’t been able to find a cure, but she didn’t have these.

I walked over to Mishah and put my hands on her. She looked up at me, the wrinkles on her brow and around her eyes, which used to be a sparking fire, were dull and faded, her hair white. She opened her mouth to speak, but her tongue was tangled, and she couldn’t use any language. It was the same as the woman by the River, as all the rebels turned by Reza.

I pressed my hand to her chest, feeling the magic within the bangles, calling it to me. The threads of my magic pulled through the bangles, filling my veins with that strange light and pouring from my hands to Mishah.

At first, nothing happened. It seemed like my power just melted away into her chest. But then, the threads gathered, spreading up her neck, the golden magic webbing across her face, shoulders, spreading through her hair and hands.

She opened and closed her mouth, testing her jaw. Her feet untwisted themselves, hair returning to its deep black color.

I had brought her back. It worked.

Which meant I could do it for them all.

“Holy shit, scholar. What the fuck did you do?”

I released a sob, launching myself forward and wrapping my arms around Mishah.

“You’re smothering me a little,” Mishah said into my chest.

“Sorry, I didn’t think it would work.”

“We thought it was uncurable.” Kiyan stood staring at us, shock and devastation on his face as he looked at Mishah.

“Hey, Kiyan.”

“Hey, Mish. Just when I thought I’d gotten rid of you.”

She laughed and stuck her tongue out at him.

All around us, rebels from River were using their magic against the Salt soldiers, rounding them up, arresting them, and restoring their land to what it once was.

But there was still something left for Kiyan to do.

I held Queen Azari’s crown in my hands, meeting his eyes. “Shall we try to open the door?”

Chapter 50

This will be my last letter. I don’t know why I’ve even written them. I haven’t been able to find the crown and open the door, and it feels as though I’m slowly being buried alive in the bones of our people. Just know that if there was a way to have you back, I would do it.

No matter the cost.

—Letter from Kiyan to the Queen, unsent


Kiyan

My magic flooded my veins once more and I felt as though my body were aflame after sitting in the cold for centuries. I could feel everything—everything—the tap of a heartbeat from the falcon above, the roots of the plants below our feet, the pulse of the woman whose hand was in mine. I had been able to access it previously if I concentrated, but now we were one and the same.

I was this land.

It felt natural, a part of my blood again. My eyes were wet with the realization that I’d forgotten what this kind of awareness felt like—and the knowledge that I could grow an entire forest in this battlefield if I wished. That life, once again, sparked at the end of my fingertips.

It had been so long since I remembered what that felt like.

Yaseema and I walked to Tirich Mir, her footsteps falling in beside me. After seeing Reza’s hands on her, watching him try to curse her, imagining never being able to get her back to me—draining his life was the only option I had.

It was the only thing I’d wanted to do.

And the way I had taken his life was something akin to the merging of my two powers—the thread of life I controlled and the spark of death I had unearthed beneath it.

And then Yaseema had broken the curse on Mishah.

I didn’t think there was a way to give River back what we’d lost. But when Yaseema put her hands on Mishah and brought her back to who she truly was, my heart thundered in my chest. When Mishah spoke, my lungs filled with fresh air, as if I could breathe for the first time in a hundred years. We had a way to break the curse on the peris of River.

And now, lifting the barrier on the Mountain was within my grasp.

My family coming back was within my grasp.

But first, we had to find the door. We walked unbothered to the foot of Tirich Mir, stepping over bodies of Salt soldiers. Yaseema’s fingers were in mine, and I clasped her hand tight, my breath caught in my chest like a caged falcon, the feeling of rightness as she held on to me.

This must be what triumph felt like, what hope, for the first time in ten years, felt like.

Once we reached the foot of the Mountain, Yaseema called her own magic and those golden strings flowed out of her, like a woven chain curling through the air. It threaded up and across, forming an outline in the shape of a giant door on the side of the Mountain.

“It’s there,” she said, looking over at me, giving me a small smile.

I wanted to return that smile, but my hope was still a tentative beast. After everything, it was impossible not to be cautious.

I called my life magic, barely needing to think before the power of the earth answered me and roots grew from the ground like the flow of a river, surrounding us and lifting us up the Mountain.

My full power returning to me was a revelation. I’d spent half my life with it, and the other half without. When Yaseema had destroyed the King’s crown in Reza’s chest, I’d felt it flood back to me in waves, nearly overwhelming me on the battlefield.

Other fae from River felt it too, and I saw them spark with new, fresh energy.

And now I was steps away from fully restoring everything we had lost.

I carried us up Tirich Mir, following Yaseema’s magic and landing on an outcropping of rock that only appeared when we stepped on it.

I’d looked for the entrance myself so many times, climbing up the Mountain, searching for any sign that I could break into the prison my family was held in, but could never find it. It wasn’t lost on me that the only reason I was standing here now was because of the human girl beside me.

Steps formed in front of us leading into the Mountain, and beyond that a darkened corridor into the heart of Tirich Mir.

But I stood still, my breath suspended in the air, the crown clutched in my hand.

“Are you going to climb?”

I inhaled, my chest expanding, and took a step forward.

“What if Reza—”

“He was lying,” Yaseema said firmly. “I didn’t find anything in my research that said that Azari’s and Rusul’s crowns needed to work in concert with each other. Since Azari’s magic created the curse on the Mountain, it should be the one to unravel it.”

It requires blood.

That had been another assertion of Reza’s. Had he managed to get in my head so thoroughly I couldn’t get him out?

I wasn’t going to let his voice in anymore.

Yas took the crown from my hands and held it out to me. I realized what she wanted to do and exhaled, inclining my head and bending my knees so that she could reach. She placed it on my head with quiet gentleness.

I inhaled her, her soft lemon scent and the smell of parchment containing all her secrets. My skin prickled with awareness where she brushed it with her fingertips.

“Thank you,” I said, rising again. I grabbed her hand as we climbed up the steps, feeling her small fingers press tightly into mine. It was inconceivable that I hadn’t known her that long and now this human girl was the only one I needed beside me in this moment.

We made it to the top, where a long hallway lit with torches revealed two large stone doors.

I stopped short at seeing both doors.

They were the same, carved with ornate symbols and the stamp of the jasmine flower. The mark of Queen Azari.

“There’s two. Which one are we supposed to choose?”

Yaseema frowned, stepping forward. “There’s an inscription above them.”

She arched her head back, reading it aloud and murmuring to herself. Then she shook her head, her eyes narrowed at the stone plaque above the doors.

It wasn’t any peri language I was familiar with, and I couldn’t piece together the words.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, it doesn’t make any sense.” She mumbled to herself again, squinting at the words.

“What language is it?”

“It’s the language of the Court Queen Azari was from. I studied up on it when I worked at the Citadel.”

“Trust you to know more peri languages than I do. What does it say?”

She frowned again and a thick knot formed in my chest. I steadied my breathing and waited in the thick silence.

“Try a door,” she whispered, her voice sounding scared. “It doesn’t matter which.”

I stepped forward, placing my hand on the first door on the right. Nothing happened. I gripped the ornate silver handle, the filigree carved into the shape of a river dragon, its tail curling underneath it.

It didn’t move.

I tried to call on my magic through the Queen’s crown, in case that was needed. Concentrating on pulling my life magic through the crown, I felt something answer, but only slightly, and the magic dissipated as soon as it came.

“Try the other one.” There was a desperate edge to her voice, and I recognized panic there.

I cast her a swift glance, my own heart racing, before placing my palms on the other door, which looked exactly the same as the first—carved obsidian, with a silver dragon handle. This time it glowed green, and relief rushed through me.

My magic called to me, the power of my bloodline, the life of all the Mountain pulsing through me.

It recognized me.

And for the first time, I could properly feel them, my family, each pulse of life of my mother, brother, sister. I had known they were still alive, had felt them before, but this was different. Now, I could hear their heartbeats, recognize each breath they took.

I lifted the handle of the door, adrenaline fueling my blood, my heart pounding so loudly it felt as though it echoed through the small chamber.

The door opened.

A sob caught in my throat.

I took a tentative step forward, finally allowing myself to hope. After all this time, I could finally hope.

I wasn’t even sure if I recalled the sound of my mother’s voice. I couldn’t trust if the memory of my brother’s laugh was true or what my sister’s smile looked like. My chest filled with unfamiliar elation as I took another step.

“Wait.” Yaseema gripped my arm hard, her hand shaking.

I glanced over at her. Her face was pale, lips bloodless. She looked as though she might vomit.

“What is it? Yaseema, what’s wrong?”

I turned to her fully, grabbing her by the shoulders.

“I . . .” She turned her face to me, her eyes wild. “The inscription above the doors.” She murmured the last words, and her voice cracked at the end.

“What does it say?” The hope in my chest stilled, waiting, needing, to be released.

It was her face that stopped me, that had my heart in my throat and my breath trapped in my lungs.

“It doesn’t make sense,” she whispered violently. “It says . . .” She swallowed, swinging her gaze back to the door. “It says a trade must be made.”

A frown pulled at my brow, and I looked up at the other door. “Trade? What kind of trade.”

She looked back at me, the panic clear across her face. “Kiyan . . .”

“What. Kind. Of. Trade?” I gritted out, a black hole of fear eating at my stomach. “The crown? Is that what it wants?”

I thought of Reza’s words again, still not able to get him out of my head—there is always a cost.

“No . . . it doesn’t say anything about the crown.” She pointed up at the inscription above the door that had opened. “Royal blood shall be paid.” She swallowed, wrapping her arms around her body, still shaking. “It says it can only be opened once. The trade only made once. And with royal blood.”

A trade must be made. Royal blood shall be paid.

It wasn’t about the crown. It was never about the crown.

All this time, the answer was right in front of me.

I took Queen Azari’s crown from my head and handed it to her.

“Stop.” The word broke off in her throat, an ugly, deep sound coming from her chest.

I moved to face her, my future clearer than ever. My own heart broke—for everything Yaseema and I had fought for together.

“Yas.” I slipped my hand under her chin, lifting her eyes to mine. They were wet with large, unshed tears.

“You can’t,” she whispered, the words barely audible.

“If this is the only way to free them, I’m going to do it. You know I am. I am the royal blood that needs to be paid.”

“But I can’t do this without you. I need you.”

“No, you don’t. You never have. You gave me the power to kill Reza. You destroyed the King’s crown. Your magic allowed us to find the door in the Mountain. Everything that I have now is because of you. I needed you. Don’t ever forget your strength.”

She grabbed onto my arms, and I felt my heart crack in two. “Let me come with you.”

No. I couldn’t let her do that.

I shook my head, my stomach curdling at the very thought of condemning her to the Tirich Mir curse. This was something that was meant for me alone.

“You know I can’t let you do that. You can’t let yourself do that.”

“I know.” Her words were the softest sound, and I closed my eyes, not allowing myself to feel anything yet.

If I fell apart now, if I allowed myself to sink into the black, sick feeling in the pit of my stomach, I would never walk through that door.

“You have to stop the Citadel,” I said to her quietly, my voice like a prayer. “You need to bring down the wall. Give them their life magic back.”

She nodded, tears trailing down her cheeks. I followed one with my thumb, then bent down to press my mouth to hers, the salt of her tears mingling with the taste of her.

She sobbed against my mouth, and I pulled her to my chest, looking in the direction of the open door. My own tears were unshed, and I forced them back behind the burn in my eyes.

“Tell my mother I love her,” I said softly.

She let out a bone-deep sob against my skin.

“Tell my brother I’ll have a bout with him again soon. And give my sister this.” I lifted the chain from my neck, revealing the ring that was still on it. “It’s hers, she’ll want it back.”

“Don’t.” She shook her head. “Don’t go.”

“What would you do?” My words were caught in my throat.

I’d likely never see her again. Not if she went back across the River. I’d likely never see anyone again. Her hands were soft in mine, and I stroked the inside of her palm with my thumb, relishing the warmth of her skin, knowing this was the last time I’d feel it.

“What would you do, if you had the chance to free them? Your mother? Grandmother? Cousin? What would you give for them?”

She closed her eyes, a new set of tears falling. “Anything.” Her voice was ragged, raw, pulled out of her by the thorns in my vines, growing through her heart.

I nodded, meeting her eyes, tracing my index finger around the delicate gold spectacles I’d given her. A small smile formed on my lips. “If yours is the last face I ever see, scholar, I’m glad it was you.”

“I’ll break the curse on the Mountain. I promise you. I’ll find a way.”

I shook my head. “You’ve got bigger things to do now.” Then my smile was full-blown.

“Light the River on fire.”

Chapter 51

Oh, my daughter, she speaks to me at night.

Oh, my daughter, the moonlight gives her sight.

She swims across the starless sky

And doesn’t see my fright.

—Songs of Astola, collected and compiled by Mahira Nazir


Yaseema

He walked through the door, taking my whole heart with him. It closed behind him, but not before I saw him look back and throw me a wink over his shoulder.

When it shuddered to a close, my legs gave out. I fell to the floor, gasping out ugly, messy sobs.

I lay like that on the floor, my arms curled around my stomach, letting myself feel everything, just this once.

When I’d read the inscription, I knew what he would do. I knew that I didn’t have long with him.

Because it’s what I would do.

I let out another broken. My heart had shattered, broken into pieces, crumbled from my chest like the pieces of the King’s crown in the Viceroy.

That type of magic demands blood.

I had killed him, and yet he still managed to stab me in the heart as well. He knew the type of sacrifice the curse demanded.

The sacrifice that Kiyan made, without question.

I wrapped my arms around my waist, wanting to lie here forever, knowing I couldn’t.

“Child, whatever is the matter?”

I startled, wiping my face and sitting back on my knees.

A fae female was crouched down, her hand outstretched toward me. She had hazel-brown eyes studded with golden flecks, and her dark hair was braided into a coronet on top of her head. She was wearing a vibrant green frock, beaded and falling over her legs, with matching trousers underneath. Concern was bright in her eyes, and as I took her in, I realized she reminded me of someone.

Kiyan.

This was Kiyan’s mother.

There were slight differences—her nose straighter and more pointed, her brow more slender, her lips thinner. Her eyes were different—light where his were dark, and his reminded me of fresh, rich soil.

Tell my mother I love her.

I started sobbing anew, taking in everything on her that reminded me of him. He wasn’t here anymore, and I didn’t know how to get him back.

“I don’t think you’re helping, Mother.”

I reared back, jerking my head to the another female voice. Standing, I took in the two peris behind her, a male and a female. They were dressed as ornately as the queen, with the same bold features as Kiyan, similar long noses and white hair. The female walked toward me, concern painted on her face.

“Are you the one who opened the door? Why are you upset? We won’t hurt you if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“I think she’s human.” The male, who looked so similar to Kiyan, leaned against the stone.

“Of course she’s human,” snapped the female, clearly Kiyan’s sister.

“I didn’t open the door,” I said, finally finding my voice. “He did.”

They all looked at each other.

At last, Kiyan’s mother clutched her chest and whispered, “Kiyan?”

I nodded fiercely, pointing to the inscription on the top of the door. “He took your place.”

Kiyan’s brother straightened from the wall, his eyes wide, his jaw clenched. “What?”

His mother swung her head to the inscription, reading it aloud to herself. Her eyes narrowed; her face contorted with rage. “Damn Azari. That fucking bitch.”

“We’ll just have to open it again,” his sister said, her tone helpful. “Do you have the crown?”

“I do.” I handed it over to her, hope flaring in my heart. “The inscription says the door can only be opened with a royal blood trade, and only once.”

His mother looked back at me, her eyes narrowing. “You can read ancient peri?”

“Not even I can do that very well,” Kiyan’s sister said with an arch of a dark eyebrow.

“Yes, I can. My mother taught me.”

His sister placed the crown on her head, trying the door once more.

“It won’t open,” she said, a desperate edge to her voice. “Are you telling me he’s going to be trapped in there alone?”

“We barely survived and at least we had each other,” muttered Kiyan’s brother, a fierce tic in his jaw that reminded me so much of Kiyan it made my heart ache.

“Why were you here with him?” his mother asked, her voice gentle, taking in my distress.

I wiped my tearstained face, realizing what I must look like.

“I . . . we . . .” I trailed away, unable to form words to describe what had happened, unable to comprehend it myself. I exhaled heavily and tried again, steadying my voice.

“I helped him find the door to the Mountain. The curse meant that the door moved constantly and couldn’t be found. My magic,”—I held up my hands in an attempt to show them—“it finds lost things. After Kiyan killed Reza, we came straight here. He wouldn’t listen to any other option; he wanted to get you out of the Mountain.”

I knew I was babbling, I knew they didn’t understand half of what I was talking about, but I couldn’t seem to stop. It helped to talk, to focus on something else besides Kiyan.

Besides my heart breaking in two.

“The battle is over now that King Rusul’s crown is destroyed, and River’s powers have returned.”

“Reza’s dead?” growled Kiyan’s brother, flexing his fist. “Shame, I would have loved to meet him on the battlefield.”

I nodded. “He is. The rebels are down below, in the valley.”

The Queen looked back at the closed door, despair on her face.

“He’ll be okay for now,” said his sister, placing a hand on the Queen’s shoulder. “We’ll find a way to properly lift the curse on the Mountain.”

The Queen nodded, biting her bottom lip hard.

“He won’t starve, and he’ll be at the palace. You know it will take care of him.”

“Yes, but he’s alone.” The Queen wrung her hands together, her face pinched.

I didn’t want to tell them that he’d been alone much of the past ten years, that he’d gone through things they couldn’t possibly have imagined. But that was something they’d discover very soon.

Sorrow gripped me for everything they had lost, for all that their Court and fellow peris had been subjected to.

They would have to start rebuilding soon, start living again, but the impacts of what had happened would be felt for generations.

“We can’t help that now,” Kiyan’s sister said, comforting the Queen. “But he won’t be there as long as we were, I promise you.” Kiyan’s sister’s words were low, and I sensed the ferocity in them.

The Queen took another longing glance at the doors, and I could sense the conflict in her heart, just like mine.

But I also had Kiyan’s voice in my head, urging me on, getting me to finish what I had started, what my mother had started.

Now that I had the crown, I could at least do that.

Safiyya’s scowling face appeared in my mind, and my grandmother’s blazing eyes. They deserved to be free, just like the River Court.

“Come,” said the Queen, glancing down at me. “Let’s see what this world has become in our absence.”

We walked out toward the steps, the sunshine bright on our faces. Below, I could see rebels and soldiers alike staring up at the Mountain, waiting to see if the curse had been lifted.

If only.

“What is your name, human?”

The Queen looked down at me, her eyes kind. She rested a hand on my shoulder as if she somehow understood my connection to Kiyan, understood the devastation in my eyes.

“My name is Yaseema,” I said, finding my voice again. I looked over at Azari’s crown, gracing his sister’s head, and I thought of Kiyan’s final words to me.

Light the River on fire.

I turned to face the three of them, resolve steeling my shoulders. “And I’m afraid I have to ask you a favor.”

* * *

Kiyan’s mother took me to the River, while his sister and brother joined the rebels in the Khangar Pass, healing the injured and rounding up the final soldiers of the Court of Salt.

They barely asked me any questions about why I needed the crown, and why I wanted to go to the River.

It seemed enough that I had helped them, had released them from Tirich Mir, even at the expense of Kiyan’s imprisonment. I told them what I wanted to do, and why, and his sister had handed over the crown without question.

The Queen had used her own life magic to take me there, conjuring the wind, the trees, and even wildlife to carry us over half the Court and reach the rushing water border where I had first arrived.

I stood at the edge of the River, the same spot I had weeks ago. But it all felt different now.

Instead of that girl who ran from the Citadel, who hunted at night to thwart the Empress, I would be returning to lead a revolution. I was going to bring down the barrier that blocked the Empire’s ability to starve us into submission, and then I was going to bring them down.

Light the River on fire.

I put the crown on my head, walked closer to the riverbank, and closed my eyes. I pulled my magic inward, toward the crown, just as I had done with my mother’s bangles.

But nothing happened.

Sweat collected in my palms, and my heartbeat was going so fast it nearly drowned out the rushing river. I pushed down the panic in my chest, focusing all my energy on bringing the wall down, on using the crown.

Maybe I was doing it wrong?

I pushed my magic out this time, my golden threads slamming into the wall, but not combining with the crown in the way they did with the bangles when I’d used them.

I looked back at Kiyan’s mother. “Nothing is happening.”

Surely, she would know how ancient peri objects worked, or maybe the wall had to be destroyed by a peri anyway.

“I could try,” she offered, looking over at the wall. “It’s been a long time since we’ve tried to take it down, but I didn’t have Azari’s crown then. The ancient peris had erected it, desperate to avoid an evil that they never named. The humans agreed, as they were afraid of our magic.”

I wondered if the Citadel had been that unnamed evil, but that thought only increased my anger. If they had erected the wall to avoid the Citadel, then they’d condemned the human lands to them.

The Queen held out her hand for Azari’s crown, and I gave it to her without thought.

I’d welcome any help if it meant destroying the wall.

She took it from my hands, then lifted it toward her head, but stopped.

“This isn’t right.” She frowned down at the object. “This isn’t how Azari’s crown should feel.”

“What do you mean?”

She blinked up at me. “All peris in the Court of River have the power of life. But some have different affinities within that power—Kiyan’s is growth and creation, mine is sensing and crafting the spark of power in a magical object, just like Queen Azari. The crown has magic in it, yes, but it is very weak. No more than any other minor relic imbued with life magic.” She frowned down at it. “I don’t know what this is, but it isn’t the Queen’s crown.”

Everything I had gone through, all the work we had done, the battles fought.

Torture, resistance, losing my mother.

All of it, for a fake crown.

Despair flooded me, eating at my gut. Panic burst at my chest, desperate to get out.

No.

No, no, no.

It couldn’t be. Not this.

I never imagined I’d get here and the damned thing wouldn’t work.

“Could its magic have been taken?”

She looked over the crown. “I don’t think so. The magic was forged into it when created. It has a thread of magic, but I doubt this was made by Azari. Because her crown is connected to the entire Court, and the wall should answer to it. I should answer to it. This crown was never hers.”

I shook my head. “This can’t be happening. First Kiyan and now this?” I could feel my control slipping, desperation setting in.

I’d pegged all my hopes on this—I’d lost the man I loved, put my nani and cousin in danger, likely caused the death of my whole village.

All for this.

And it hadn’t even worked.

A noise in the distance caught my attention, and I turned my gaze down the River.

The same cursed woman who had helped pull me from the water stood downriver, looking at the Queen and me.

No, she wasn’t looking at the Queen, she was only looking at me.

“Who is she?” whispered the Queen.

“She’s one of the cursed, the zulmi. She helped me when I first came here,” I answered her, not taking my gaze off the woman.

Something about her had caught my attention, something I hadn’t noticed before.

There was a thick golden bangle on her wrist.

I walked toward her slowly, my heart pounding so loudly it drowned out the rushing river beside us.

The old woman watched me, her eyes homed in on me, as I got closer.

Kiyan’s voice was in my head—there’s part of them still in there, waiting to get out.

The gold bracelet glinted in the moonlight. I would recognize it anywhere.

It was the same as the ones I wore around my own wrist.

Something tore at my heart, fracturing, breaking, tearing out of me. My breath caught in my throat, a sound ringing in my ears so loudly I could barely hear.

No, not a ringing but the rush of water, the River, always there, always stopping me from reaching her.

But not anymore.

“Mother?”

The words felt strange on my lips; it had been so long since I’d said them out loud. I cleared my throat and tried again. “Amma?”

Her skin was weathered, wrinkled as though she were decades older than she was. Her hair was white and long, trailing down to the ground, hiding the backward twist of her feet.

But her eyes. How had I not noticed them before? Her eyes were my mother’s.

I inhaled as those dark eyes roved over me, so similar to my own. I was desperate for her to say something. To embrace me as I remembered her doing. To tell me that she had been looking for me all this time but could never come home.

But she couldn’t do that.

She didn’t have the language, the words, the way to communicate anymore. All that had been stripped from her, melted away as the Court of Salt had taken what it wasn’t owed.

But now, I would give it back.

My wrist was outstretched toward her, the bangles tinkling together, the noise slight underneath the roar of the River, but I could feel the magic in that sound.

“These are yours,” I said, facing my palm out toward her. The moonlight hit the gold at just the right angle, making them glow unnaturally against my dark skin. Her gaze tracked my arm, and then slowly, she raised her own wrist, her hand working on the single bangle that sat there.

She handed it to me and pointed to my chest.

Yours.

I took it from her weathered hands, slipping it on my wrist with the rest of them. The brush of her fingers was feathery, a soft beat of wings.

The Queen gasped behind me, but I didn’t turn to look at her.

I was shaking as I reached out toward my mother, placing a hand on her forehead, feeling the glow of the bangles fuse with my own magic.

Just like with Mishah, the color returned to her hair, her skin, her eyes. Slowly she melted back into the woman I had memories of, her tongue untangled, and she worked her mouth, jaw moving. She arched her feet, and I saw that they weren’t twisted anymore.

“Yaseema?” she whispered, and I closed my eyes at the sound of her voice echoing inside me. It was the voice I’d heard in my head every single day since she’d left.

I’m going across the River, Yaseema. And I’m going to save us all.

“Yes, Amma, it’s me.” I gasped out a sob, losing and gaining everything in the same day. It was so bittersweet, my heart still ripped out of me by losing Kiyan but remade with my mother.

She was here this entire time, watching the wall, trying to get back to me.

We held each other tight, my head against her chest, feeling the beat of her heart as I did when I was young.

The Queen cleared her throat from behind us, and I looked back at her. I thought she’d be confused, but what I didn’t expect was to see her staring at my arm with such intense awe.

“I hate to interrupt,” she said, walking closer to the two of us, not leaving us to our reunion. She pointed at the bangles sitting on my wrist, the three together forming a jasmine flower, just like the peri at the bazaar pointed out.

“But you’re wearing Queen Azari’s crown on your arm.”

Chapter 52

The High General of the Astolan Citadel led the charge on the defeat of the Astolan rebels, leading to a glorious triumph and execution of the traitors who were responsible for so many deaths.

This signaled our war cry to the remainder of the rebels—our Empire, and our Empress, was not to be trifled with.

—The History of Astola by Henry Wiltshire


Yaseema

You’re wearing Queen Azari’s crown on your arm.

Her words didn’t make any sense to me, and I stared down at the bracelets on my arm. My pulse was racing against the cool metal of the bangles. My other hand reached up to trace the jasmine that had formed when the three bracelets had been put together, just like the peri in the bazaar had told me about. It was Azari’s symbol, traced in intricate detail. The bangles snapped together to form one large cuff, the gold shining as though it was new.

A trickle of hope begun to dispel the despair.

“It was melted down,” my mother whispered, her voice cracking at the edges, a low rasp, since her true voice hadn’t been heard in years. I closed my eyes at hearing it, remembering all the times she’d sung to me, whispered warnings about the fae, words of advice and love. “Your father stole Queen Azari’s crown from the Empress, who had got it in a bargain made with the fae. I melted it down and turned it into three bangles. But we knew we couldn’t keep them together, especially if the Empress found out. So your father sent one across the River. I crossed the River to find it.” She looked from me to the Queen. “And I did—a churail had it and gave it back to me. But before I could come home, the Salt army stopped me, accusing me of being a rebel and the Viceroy cursed me before I could cross the River again.”

“Until Yaseema came,” said the Queen, her soft gaze alighting on me.

“Who are you?” asked my mother, the confusion written on her face as she watched Kiyan’s mother. “I don’t recognize you.”

“Likely not, I’ve been gone for a long time. I’m the Queen of the Court of River.”

My mother clutched her hand to her chest. “The one trapped in Tirich Mir?”

“The very same. Until your daughter freed me.” She turned a warm glance on me that reminded me so much of Kiyan that I swallowed the thick knot in my throat.

“Not me,” I said, my voice wavering. “Someone else deserves that credit.”

And he was currently locked away in the Mountain with no possibility of escape.

I’d found my mother, but I’d lost Kiyan, and the pit in my stomach sat heavy and consuming.

Except now I had the crown, and I could finally use it.

On the wall, and for him.

Light the River on fire.

His last words to me. Perhaps ever.

No, I would hear his voice again.

If there was one thing I knew, it was that nothing was impossible. I would find a way.

Light the River on fire.

I didn’t have to be told twice.

I lifted my wrist, the bangles gleaming together in the moonlight, and I felt my magic call to it.

Before, when I’d used the bangles, they had merged with my magic so seamlessly that a light tug was all it took to come tumbling out of my fingers. But now, with the last piece of the crown complete, it felt like part of me. The magic flowed without thought, as if it were the power I was born with.

I could feel the difference, the immense power that had come with the crown, an object that an ancient peri Queen had poured all her life magic into before death. It cascaded from my hands, and I aimed it toward the barrier in the River with only one purpose.

Destroy the wall.

I closed my eyes, feeling rather than seeing the barrier that blocked the human world from the peri one.

I was going to destroy every last piece of the wall and flood the human world with magic.

And I wasn’t just going to take the Citadel down, but the entire Empire with it.

Light the River on fire.

Yes.

The barrier resisted my magic at first, until it recognized the bangles on my wrist. I felt it sigh, as if greeting an old friend, before opening, letting me in, letting me rip it apart. I opened my eyes to see the river burning, twisting—the magical border being eaten by green flames. Golden threads of my own magic mingled with a luminous light from Azari’s bangles, catching the wall in their grasp and flooding it with power.

“What do we do when the wall comes down?” asked my mother, watching the barrier slowly begin to crumble, as if invisible bricks fell one by one into the water below.

“We bring down the Empire responsible for our pain,” I said, the words flooding out of me like the magic flowing from my fingertips.

“We take back Astola.” I looked over to the Queen, Kiyan’s mother, who was watching me with her bright eyes. “And we free Kiyan from the Mountain.”

Epilogue

Dear Yaseema,

I keep remembering your face when the door closed, and I wish I could kiss away your tears. When I’m not thinking of that, I imagine you destroying the wall and freeing your people.

You promised you would search for a way to lift the barrier on the Mountain. But I don’t want you to do that.

I want you to live.

I love you too much for you not to live.

—Letter from Kiyan to Yaseema, unsent
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