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For my Egyptian grandparents, who have filled my heart with love for where we’ve come from and who we were. I know you think magic is silly, but you are both magical to me.






ONE [image: ] SAMIRA

Don’t trip, don’t trip, don’t trip.

I clutched the tray of food tightly in my hands as I wove through the labyrinth of the palace, keeping my eyes trained on the ground. With each step I took, with each rattle of the gold-trimmed plates and silver chalice, my heart gave a fearful kick in my chest.

My princess had asked me personally to fetch her midnight snack. To be addressed by her, to be offered such an important responsibility, was an honor I never thought I’d receive. I held the golden tray in my sweaty hands and stared at every groove in the limestone floor with paranoia.

My back was still tender from the last time I’d failed my princess—showing up to her rooms with a stain on the thin linen dress that was my uniform—and I’d be damned to the Underworld’s Trench before I let her down again.

Two guards came around the corner, and I quickly ducked into one of the many divots in the wall created for the exact purpose of making sure slaves could get out of the way.

I moved too fast. My heart stopped beating as the chalice of water tipped. If it spilled, I’d get so much more than a whipping. There was such little water in Ashorah, the gods would surely strike me down if I allowed a cupful to splash across the ground.

But then the chalice settled, only a trickle of water falling over the lip. I swiped it away with my finger, pushed a wayward grape back in place, and was able to breathe again.

As the guards came closer, I bowed my head and sank farther into the shadows of the divot, pressing my back into the warm stone wall and biting my lip as my cheap linen shift scratched the barely healed lash wounds.

They hardly spared me a passing glance, and I let out a sigh of relief before I scurried down the hall, grateful that the several hanging lanterns hadn’t yet been doused.

Shadows flickered against the alabaster walls, illuminating the various hieroglyphs etched into them. Flashes of blue and sunshine yellow. The history of Ashorah etched with an expert artist’s hand. I passed scenes of war, the blood spatter made beautiful by inlaid rubies. Various Gods-Chosens—half-human, half-god heroes—stood tall and proud throughout the centuries, and in the dim light, King Zaid’s usually serene smile looked cruel. The emeralds used for his bright green eyes sparkled dangerously.

I shook my head, cursing myself for even remotely thinking such a thing. My king was not cruel. My king had sacrificed everything for us. I lowered my head and quickened my steps.

My sandaled feet padded noiselessly along the floor until I reached the golden doors that led to my princess’s suite. One of the two stationed guards opened them for me.

Tabia, a slave who had been at the palace nearly twice as long as I had, greeted me. Her brown eyes drooped at the corners from the late hour, and the edges of her lips were pinched. My heart rate hitched. Something must have happened while I was gone. Maybe I’d taken too long. Maybe I’d angered my princess.

Maids weren’t permitted to speak unless spoken to, but the fact that she was standing at the door instead of fanning our princess spoke volumes. I tried to ask her with my eyes what was wrong. Tabia just shook her head and stepped aside, ushering me in.

My princess’s rooms were meant to awe. Vibrant colors filled the space, curtains and pillows and lanterns of bright pinks and greens created a kaleidoscope of beauty. The walls were painted with real gold, stretching high above my head where they met a ceiling with an image of an oasis painted on it.

My princess was sitting on her desk, feet crossed at the ankles and swinging idly back and forth, still fully dressed despite the late hour.

Princess Amunet Khada was beautiful in the way that all the royals were. Bright green eyes shone out of smooth tan skin, a slender nose above full lips. Though all the royals shaved their heads, Princess Amunet always wore intricate wigs, deep black and twisted in elaborate braids. Pearls dusted both her wig and her silken red gown. It was a new dress, gifted to her by one of the four jinn-descended princes of the nearby regions hoping to win her hand.

A useless gesture. It didn’t matter if the princes had a jinni ancestor centuries ago. My princess would not marry. She didn’t need to. Not when she was Gods-Chosen.

Usually, I was eager to drink in the sight of my princess. As her maid, I was one of the few who had the honor of being able to look upon an actual child of a god, and I tried to take advantage of every second. But tonight, my eyes slipped off Princess Amunet to land on the drenched young girl standing before her.

Her name was Nailah. A scullery maid I’d glimpsed a few times in the kitchen, almost fourteen years old. Her ear-length hair hung around her in a soaked mop, and her sopping linen dress clung to her trembling, bony frame.

Princess Amunet looked up at me, and a wide smile broke across her face, lighting up the entire room. I felt my own lips twitch to match the expression even as my eyes darted to the girl in front of her. “Excellent!” my princess said, and hopped down to her feet. “Set it here.”

Nailah dared to glance up at me, her large brown eyes pleading. I quickly looked away and set the tray on the desk. If Nailah had done something to upset my princess, there was nothing I could do. There was nothing any of us could do. We all learned that within our first year at the palace. If the lesson had somehow missed her, she was going to learn it now.

As soon as the tray was out of my hands, I retreated to my spot in line with the other maids standing against the wall and assumed the default posture—hands clasped in front of me and head down. But I peeked up to see Tabia across the room. She fanned our princess with a long palm leaf, fighting against the oppressive heat that even this late at night hadn’t let up. She did her best to keep her expression blank, but years of reading her face told me the glint in her eyes was one of worry.

Princess Amunet rounded her desk and sat in the plush chair. She lifted the elaborate chalice of water from the tray and set it on the edge of the desk, directly in front of Nailah. She stared at the scullery maid expectantly. “Go on, then.”

Nailah’s clasped hands flexed as terror shone in her eyes. “I—I don’t understand, my princess.”

“You’re thirsty. Here is water.”

The scullery maid’s gaze moved from the cup to the royal, the drip, drip, drip of her clothes going off like drums in the nearly silent room. “I’m not thirsty,” she answered, voice small. “It gets so hot in the kitchens, my princess. I just wanted to cool down. I didn’t drink from the river, only swam in it, I swear.”

Princess Amunet nodded as she tore off a piece of bread and chewed contemplatively, not taking her eyes off Nailah.

The heat in the kitchens did grow to nearly unbearable conditions. Just the short amount of time I’d spent there gathering my princess’s snack had been enough to make sweat coat my entire body, and the natural Ashoran heat didn’t help matters.

My princess pointed at the chalice of water. “The Lotus River sustains every single person in Ashorah. It is blessed by my father, Shaya.” My whole body reacted to the mention of the Underworld god. I stiffened my spine against it as my princess went on. “It is not your bathing tub. It is sacred. And you thought you would just… swim in it.”

In a tiny voice, Nailah said, “It was only five minutes.”

Stupid, stupid girl. My stomach twisted in knots as I mentally braced myself.

Everyone knew the strict rules about using and rationing water. Just sneaking a single extra glass of it from the kitchens led to my princess carving an X over my heart in punishment, a mirror of the injury I’d inflicted on the gods with my insolence. I’d been forbidden from bandaging the wound, and it had gotten infected. Now it was a permanent scar on my chest, a constant reminder of my guilt and shame.

I deserved it.

And Nailah was about to get what she deserved, too.

Princess Amunet sighed. “You spit in the face of the gods and your own people.”

The girl’s eyes drifted closed in defeat.

Princess Amunet set the bread back on the tray and stood. Nailah’s whole frame shook as the Gods-Chosen passed her and came to a stop beside her large brass bathing tub. Flower petals bobbed on the water’s surface. My princess pointed to the floor beside her and ordered, “Kneel.”

Nailah trembled harder as she obeyed, lowering herself so that her chest was parallel to the lip of the tub. I curled my fingers into my palms, resisting the instinct to speak or step forward. This might feel wrong, I reminded myself, but it was for the best. Nailah deserved her punishment as much as I had. It was the only way we’d learn.

Still, nausea built in the back of my throat.

“Five minutes, you said?” Princess Amunet confirmed.

Nailah nodded haltingly.

“That seems fair.” Princess Amunet seized the back of her head and shoved her face into the water.

I steeled myself against my flinch.

Nailah didn’t fight at first, accepting the Gods-Chosen’s punishment. But that only lasted a few moments. Her instincts kicked in, and she splashed up water as she struggled violently, seeking air. Princess Amunet held her down, face blank, regal. She never looked malicious or unkind when carrying out punishments. She was a righteous goddess meting out justice.

Nailah’s movements slowed. Princess Amunet yanked her out of the water. The girl drew in a deep gasp, sputtering, her hair sticking to her face.

“How long was that?” my princess asked.

Tabia replied, “Forty-five seconds, my princess.”

Nailah tried, “Please—”

Princess Amunet dunked her back in the water. Even as it made my stomach turn over and my heart seize, I didn’t look away. None of us did. We weren’t allowed to.

I watched my princess bring the girl to the point of death over and over and then reel her back before she could fall over the edge. As horrible as it was, this was the exact reason all of Ashorah looked to the Gods-Chosen as our salvation.

I’d learned the story my first day in Khada Palace: In times of great strife, the gods smiled upon their people and sent a child of theirs to save us. And Ashorah—as well as the rest of the continent—was indeed desperate after centuries of drought. So desperate, in fact, that King Zaid had decided to brave the Wastelands in search of a legend.

No one ever survived the Wastelands, the terrain of dunes and mountains and blazing climate practically engineered to kill humans. But forty years ago, King Zaid had marched through it in pursuit of a forgotten city, buried beneath miles and miles of sand.

The Buried City was said to be a paradise on earth, where water flowed endlessly, where there was no famine or disease. A thing of myth.

King Zaid’s advisors warned him that these myths were likely fabrications, either conjured by the northern enemy nation known as Kaldfold or spread by the freshly conquered jinn-descended princes.

Though the jinn-descended might have been powerful once, the current four princes didn’t possess even a fraction of the strength their ancestors had, making their defeat an easy one, which they’d resented. And the cannibalistic, shape-shifting Kaldfolk were constantly encroaching on Ashoran territory, forcing us into war often. Neither were to be trusted.

Stories of the Buried City were meant to send the king on a journey, not to a divine water source but to an early grave.

But the Lotus River, the continent’s last remaining water source, had almost entirely dried up. Everyone, from the farthest Ashoran village to Kaldfold in the north, relied on that river. Without it, petty squabbles among principalities and territory disputes with the Kaldfolk would be moot. All would perish.

So King Zaid had to try.

He’d gotten lost in the Wastelands, was near death, when he was approached by a pack of jinn—minions of Shaya, God of the Underworld, beings of sand and fire. They offered an end to Ashorah’s drought and to the war with the cannibal Kaldfolk, and promised to return King Zaid safely home to a prosperous land.

In exchange, the king’s firstborn would be Shaya’s.

The king—delirious with dehydration and heatstroke—accepted without question.

When he returned home and told Queen Neema of the deal, she was appalled. Over the centuries, the other six gods had all borne half-human children, but Shaya was different. King of Death, Sire of Monsters. Queen Neema could not bear his spawn. A child of the Underworld would be too dangerous. Power over death wasn’t a power any mortal creature should have.

Queen Neema ensured she would not have a child. Details on just how are vague, but it is said she almost did not survive the process. Mutilation might have been involved.

It was decided that the crown would pass to the king’s cousin, Hamadi, and the succession would be settled without a direct heir.

The Lotus River rushed with gallons and gallons of water, just as the jinn had promised. The king promptly dammed it up and claimed complete control over it.

Together, the King and Queen of Ashorah had outsmarted the God of the Underworld.

But a deal with a jinni cannot be broken.

Nearly two decades later, the middle-aged queen fell pregnant. Though she had been so very careful, so very smart, Shaya was smarter. He wore the king’s skin when he came to her. Neither she nor the king were any the wiser until she missed her monthly bleeding.

The queen died during the birth, but my princess survived. King Zaid’s deal with the jinn was upheld. And in one month’s time, my princess would turn twenty, go through the Igniting, and receive the full might of the Underworld.

She was one of us. Had lived nearly twenty years as a mortal. She’d take care of us. She’d make hundreds of rivers flow and stop death from snatching so many of us.

She was going to be our salvation.

“It’s been five minutes, my princess,” Tabia murmured.

Princess Amunet jerked Nailah’s head out of the water for the last time. The scullery maid gasped and choked, water exploding out of her mouth and nose, strands of hair flung across her face like blindfolds. Her limbs trembled from exertion, and her eyes rolled in her head.

My princess gazed down at the scullery maid without emotion. “You are forgiven.”

Still heaving, the girl replied, “Th-thank you, my pr-princess.”

“You may go.” Princess Amunet turned away from the girl and returned to her desk, where she picked up the water chalice and took a big gulp.

Nailah staggered to her feet, her face red and chest rising and falling erratically. I wanted to step forward and offer my arm for her to lean against, help her back to her room. But I didn’t. I just stood with the other maids and watched her stumble out the door.

It was an honor to work in Khada Palace. We were luckier than most Ashorans. The rest of the kingdom—the world, really—battled drought daily, but here, I got a glass of water every two days. Plus, we would be the first to witness the Gods-Chosen’s transformation. We would be by her side when she saved us all.

Some days it was more difficult to remember that than others.

“I want to sleep,” my princess declared.

“Yes, my princess,” we all murmured, and jumped to action, laying out her nightdress while slipping her out of her current gown and wig.

Tabia looked pointedly at me and then the tray of barely touched food, wordlessly ordering me to take it away. I mentally chastised myself for needing to be told and hurried to collect the tray.

For all my princess’s claims of hunger, she’d hardly touched the pita bread and chicken.

It used to be torturous to watch her eat, even harder to see what she didn’t. Leftovers went to the livestock. And at the end of the week, anything the livestock didn’t touch came to us. It was a message. A reminder of our place in the palace.

My first week as a maid, my stomach had growled in response to all her food.

I’d received ten lashes.

I’d learned to control my stomach after that.

Though Princess Amunet didn’t look at me, I curtsied before I left, taking the wide stone steps down to the servants’ quarters two at a time. All maids were required around my princess’s bed for Nightly Prayer. I wouldn’t be late.

But when I turned the last corner to the kitchen, the smell hit my nose and stopped me dead in my tracks.

The kitchens always smelled good. Like garlic and paprika, mostly. But tonight, after the princess’s midnight order, it smelled like bread. Gods, freshly baked bread.

I peeked around the corner. The kitchen was empty. Chef Nena must’ve gone to bed after handing me the tray. But the stone counters were still lightly dusted with leftover flour, and the large, curved oven’s mouth lay open like a sob. I could just glimpse the dying embers inside, a tongue of slumbering fire. A warm breeze blew in through an open window and carried the smell from the oven all the way to me at the threshold.

I glanced down at the tray in my hands. The thin disk of bread was mostly untouched. Despite how hard I clenched my stomach, it let out a stubborn rumble. Thank the gods no one was around to hear it.

I hovered my hand over the bread but didn’t dare touch it. Faint warmth rippled up to meet my palm. I imagined how soft it would feel, how delicious it would taste. I hadn’t had fresh bread since Mama’s birthday, before I was snatched off the street and brought to the palace. Sixteen years ago.

My eyes darted around the hallway. No servants. And the next round of guards wouldn’t be due for at least five minutes. It would be nothing to slip the thin disk under my neckline. As long as I kept my head down in the hall, no one would look twice at me, and once I was in my room, I could have the whole disk to myself. I’d eat it under the covers. In the morning, rats would rid the bed of any crumbs. No one would know, and I was so hungry—

No! I screamed the word in my mind, the scar over my heart pulsing in warning. The gods would know. My princess would know. Do not disobey.

Tears burned my eyes as I set the tray on the counter with shaky hands, sending up prayer after prayer of contrition to my gods, the Seven Monarchs, for even thinking of stealing.

I stared at the food a moment more, swallowing back the saliva gathering in my mouth. Salivating like an animal. Shame shot through me. With a shuddering breath, I turned on my heel and went back to my princess’s rooms.

I did not miss Nightly Prayer.





TWO [image: ] SAMIRA

Most nights, I collapsed into an exhausted, dreamless heap on my cot. But that night, it didn’t matter how long I tossed and turned, I couldn’t sleep. My stomach cramped painfully, and my ears echoed with the sound of a young girl’s desperate gasps.

I sat up with a huff.

My room was little more than a cubby in the clay walls beneath the kitchens. There was a small window offering a view of the Lotus River and a curtain for a door. Neither I nor my roommate, Nadia, had many belongings, just our uniforms, cots, and a pair of sandals.

I shifted onto my knees, moving slowly, cringing when my cot creaked.

But Nadia just made a soft snuffling noise and rolled over.

I folded my legs under me, sitting back on my calves and heels, and held my hands out to either side of me, palms facing up. Then I let my eyes drift to the Lotus River through the window, a perpetually reassuring sight. Past the river, I could see all of Ketopolis, the capital city of Ashorah, named for the Mother of All, Ketet. The glimmering lights of the city shone like stars in their own sky.

When I’d first been brought to Khada Palace, I’d resented the city’s beauty. The vibrant tapestries hanging from the Ketopolis Market, the tall domed structures, the bustling energy, the potent smells of spices that wafted toward the palace all the way from across the river. I’d missed Mama and Baba and our little hut near the river, where our world consisted of the fish Baba caught, the bread Mama baked, and the handful of similar homes around us. I had friends, I thought. But I’d only been six years old when I was taken, so my memories were mostly blurry.

I’d been desperately afraid without Mama and Baba. All I knew were the scary stories they’d told me about Ketopolis. Children slaughtered, criminals around every corner, evil royals overseeing it all. But I was too young to understand how important all of this really was, how important the royals were.

Now I loved them. I’d sworn to it in front of my king, my princess, and dozens of guards. I loved them, and I’d vowed to love them until the day I died.

I let the sight of the river and city ground me as I prayed for Ketet to take away the gnawing in my stomach.

Prayer always brought me peace. It centered me. Blanketed me in comfort, whether or not my pleas were answered. As if for that moment, I wasn’t here in Khada Palace; I was suspended in a serene lake. Tranquil, placid, quiet.

But then my stomach rumbled again, wrenching me back to my tiny cot. A whimper rose in my throat.

You should’ve taken the bread, Samira. Not for your own selfish hunger, but so you could sleep and better serve your princess tomorrow.

My stomach groaned again as if in agreement, and I bit my lip. Maybe the bread was still there. It wasn’t even close to morning. Chef Nena wouldn’t have had a chance to clean up yet. Maybe I could sneak back to the kitchen—just for a tiny bite. And then in the morning, I’d tell Tabia what I’d done, and she could decide if it warranted a punish—

Something in the river caught my eye. A disturbance in the current. I frowned.

I’d watched the Lotus River for the last sixteen years. It lulled me to sleep every night, greeted me every morning. I knew the way it jumped over every rock, around every obstacle. But the way it was rippling now, going in the opposite direction…

Moonbeams streamed down on the river in perfectly straight columns.

And then they flickered.

It was dark. I was tired. There couldn’t be someone in the river. No one would dare, especially after Nailah’s punishment.

Unless it wasn’t a palace servant but rather someone from Ketopolis, a townsperson who wouldn’t know about a scullery maid’s disciplining.

The moonbeam flickered again.

There. A silhouette against the deep blue of the water.

Or rather, silhouettes.

One by one, they emerged from the river. Almost entirely silent. I could’ve dismissed them as Ashorans braving the crown’s wrath for a sip from the river.

If not for their hair.

The moonlight reflected off the sides of their scalps where their heads were shaved, and a long braid hung down each of their backs, varied in length. No one in Ketopolis wore their hair like that. No one in all of Ashorah wore their hair like that.

My hair was dark and short, barely reaching the bottom of my ears, like all female citizens of Ashorah. Men let it grow to their shoulders. And royals, like my princess, shaved their heads entirely, relying on wigs.

There was only one place I knew where people had such strange hair.

Kaldfold.

My heart hit my feet, and I shook my head, terror seizing me.

Stories about the monsters to the north were whispered in the pitch-black of night. Tapestries and hieroglyphs all over Khada Palace depicted King Zaid’s battle against them seventeen years ago, when he’d delivered the crushing blow that successfully pushed them beyond the Frozen Sand Mountains.

The Kaldfolk were battle-crazed. Foamed at the mouth when they so much as scented fear. Rabid, depraved monsters that weren’t satisfied with just killing their victims. They mutilated them, defiled their corpses, ate them. Heretic witches who could manipulate you into killing your own family, friends, yourself. They’d plagued more than one of my nightmares.

And they were coming straight for the palace.





THREE [image: ] AMUNET

The sound of scratching was infuriating. Like a thousand little nails over stone. All I could hear was that consistent chick, chick, chick. Not the Lotus River. Not my own heartbeats.

I huffed and clutched the candle tighter, its grooves cutting into my palms. “Come on,” I muttered, eyes screwed up tight. I waited for the telling warm breeze to smooth over my scalp. If not a breeze, I’d settle for a feeble sigh. A fucking fart. Anything that said Shaya heard me, that he was there.

All I got was more of that infernal scratching.

With a grunt, I dropped the ancient obsidian candle in my lap and opened my eyes.

My father stared back at me.

This candle was the most perfect depiction of Shaya I’d ever seen. Dressed in the solid metal armor reserved for kings, face both human and feline, beautiful and deadly. High cheekbones, slitted eyes, and curling, full lips.

I’d purchased the candle nearly five years ago, and it had cost me a small fortune. The woman running the stall in the Ketopolis Market, renowned for the authenticity of her products, said it was one of the oldest ever found, probably dating all the way back to the War of the Ancients. Which could mean Shaya himself had touched the candle. Or at the very least had been close to it.

For the past five years, whenever I focused on the candle, Shaya lit the wick. A warm breeze heralded his presence, and then a burst of flame would alight above his otherworldly face. An assurance that he was here. That he was with me. That we were family.

Until a few days ago. Now, no matter what prayers I recited, it stayed dark.

Chick. Chick. Chick.

I ground my teeth.

It could be rats.

I knew it wasn’t.

I also knew it wouldn’t go away unless I checked. Sighing hard, I placed my candle back on the nightstand, marched to the door, and wrenched it open.

Just as I expected. The hall was empty.

Jasim—one of the two guards stationed by my room—glanced over at me. I didn’t miss the eager glint in his brown eyes or the way they lingered on my thighs, my short nightgown tailored for ventilation, not modesty. “Yes, my princess?”

I ignored that look and glanced over his shoulder. No mice. Not even an errant servant with particularly loud sandals to shout at. A defeated breath filtered out of my nose.

So it was to be one of those nights. I didn’t know why it still surprised me.

“My princess, are you all right?”

My eyes slid back to Jasim, to the concern momentarily eclipsing the hunger in his face.

Part of me was tempted to invite him inside and let him tire me out so I could sleep. He’d done it before—rather impressively, I might add—but nearly drowning that girl over and over had exhausted me enough. Punishments were one of my more annoying responsibilities as Gods-Chosen. Now all I wanted was some sleep. And for that gods-damn scratching to stop.

I would be getting neither.

Ugh.

I ducked back inside to grab a shawl and wrapped it around my shoulders. Then I stepped out of my room. Both guards straightened in anticipation. Neither one spoke, thank the gods, but shadowed me as I stalked down the hall.

Chick. Chick. Chi—

“Fuck.” I shook my head. Cracked my neck. The scratching remained. A soft yet incessant noise in my head.

“My princess,” the other guard ventured. His name was… Tarim? Parim? Who cares. “Should we send for a healer?”

I ignored him. My nails dug into my palms.

A healer would not help. Nor would wandering aimlessly through the palace, but it was better than lying in bed with nothing else to listen to. The noise was always there, day or night, but it grew worse when I could not reach Shaya.

The king believed it was the whisperings of the gods, that I was more in tune with them as a Gods-Chosen. He told me that I ought to listen to it more closely, even though no other Gods-Chosen in Ashorah’s history had ever reported hearing such noises, or that focusing on it caused sharp pain. I told King Zaid what he should have known already—that I wouldn’t be able to reach the gods until I was twenty, and trying to bridge the divide early only hurt me.

The king didn’t care. He insisted; I called him an idiot. He struck me. I grinned despite the blood leaking from my lips, which only frightened him, and he hit me again.

Strange to think the most accomplished conqueror in Ashorah’s history could be frightened of his daughter. But when said daughter was really the daughter of Death, I supposed it made sense. If he were a smarter man, he would hold back his fury. Ah well. He’d learn the error of his ways once I had the power of the Underworld at my fingertips.

Although… it was strange for Shaya to hamper our connection just a month from the Igniting. My stomach filled with acid that felt a bit like dread. A byproduct of prolonged separation, I reasoned. Just like the increased volume of the scratching.

The king’s voice drifted toward me. My steps slowed, and I peered over the balustrade.

The throne room stretched out beneath me, as expansive and ostentatious as the rest of Khada Palace. Mosaic floors that swirled with cerulean blues, massive alabaster columns, and atop a raised dais a throne made of gold, so large it dwarfed the skeleton of a king within it.

King Zaid was a pile of bones half-heartedly arranged into the shape of a man with the finest layer of skin cloaking him. The bastard was old. Every day I expected some good news, but alas, he refused to die.

“… might be appealing to the princes,” Hamadi was saying at the foot of the dais. My cousin and would-be heir turned king’s lapdog.

“If you’re so concerned,” King Zaid replied in a croaking voice like a tree about to fall, “send a message to Prince Nasir.”

My curiosity was piqued. The scratching briefly faded to a background hum.

Before I was born, the silly little jinn-descended princes claimed that the pointed ears on either side of their heads proved their right to the throne. That the drop of magic in their blood from a centuries-upon-centuries-past ancestor meant they were blessed in some way. They’d created such a fuss for King Zaid, even after he successfully seized the Lotus River. Uprising after uprising, battle after insufferable battle. He’d pushed them all out of Ketopolis—Prince Sen Almassi all the way past the dam, to the Dry Lands—and still they persisted in stirring up trouble.

Then Shaya chose me. And the princes shut up.

The possibility that they would start acting up again now, so close to my birthday, was suspicious. And with Shaya not answering my prayers… The dread I’d felt before doubled.

“And risk that message being intercepted by Prince Ilias himself?” Hamadi shook his head. “If there is any truth to the rumblings about the number of animals he’s sacrificed, we cannot chance—”

My attention was pulled away by a huddle of shadows rushing at me from the other side of the balcony. My maids. Their eyes were wide, rolling around in their heads like spooked horses. My brows furrowed. “What is it?”

They hesitated, exchanging panicked looks.

Usually, I reveled in their shared fear. Now it grated. “What?” I snapped.

One girl opened her mouth.

The throne room doors were thrown open before she uttered a word, and a palace herald burst in. Even from a distance, I could see the sweat coating his tan face and the tremble to his limbs. “Your Majesty, the Kaldfolk—ah!” He staggered forward, shoved from behind.

The largest man I’d ever seen strode into the throne room, braid swinging at his back. Blue runes cut down his throat, and his eyes were an unnatural Shifter yellow. He looked like a monster straight from the Trench. Which, in a sense, he was. He was Kaldfolk.

And he was not alone.

Another Shifter stood at his right while a pack of them crowded behind them, each more menacing than the last. They spilled into the hall beyond the threshold. How many, I could not tell. I estimated roughly a fuckton.

How had so many found their way into the palace without raising an alarm? It should not have been possible.

Hamadi pivoted in front of the throne and drew a scimitar, while guards flooded in from the room’s shadows, all armed, all aimed at the unexpected visitors.

Jasim grabbed my arm. “My princess, we have to go.”

I nodded and started to turn away, when the large Kald lowered his head in deference. I stilled. A Kald had never bowed to an Ashoran king before, certainly not Zaid, not even in a movement that minor. My interest heightened when the Kald’s deep and commanding voice declared, “We mean you no harm, King of Ashorah.”

Huh.

Jasim tugged my elbow again.

I twisted out of his grip. “Wait.”

“Princess Amunet—”

“Just wait,” I hissed, setting my hands on the balustrade.

The king had not moved from his throne—probably because he couldn’t, bag of bones that he was—but his fingers tightened on the arms. “Breaking into my home with an army does not speak of peace.”

“Our numbers are a measure of caution, not disrespect.” He looked pointedly at the blades angled in his direction.

King Zaid made a noise that was meant to convey his displeasure, but it caught in the back of his throat and came out in a glob of phlegm. Ugh. Disgusting old pig.

The Kald was well trained enough not to comment on it. “You haven’t answered my king’s letters, so we decided to uncover the reason for the delay. An unfortunate mistake and nothing more, I’m sure.” Not well trained enough to keep the dripping disdain from his tone.

My brows lifted. All this because of unanswered letters? There had been no connection between our two countries since King Zaid had conquered the Kaldfolk almost two decades ago, save for a few rebellious souls who tried to steal a drink from the Lotus River. I’d assumed the correspondence that sat on the king’s desk was nothing more than a collection of spicy insults, maybe a declaration of war or two. Nothing as compelling as this.

Jasim’s lips brushed my ear as he said, “You cannot stay here, my princess. It’s too dangerous.”

“Hush.”

King Zaid’s frayed voice echoed through the throne room. “We do not help our enemies.”

“Your Majesty,” the Kald tried again. “My name is Keir of the Wild Valley, and this is Alarik of Crestbane.” He gestured to the man beside him, who had rings glinting in his braid. “We are representatives of King Rade of Frostguard. If you would let us explain, I can—”

The king turned his head, an athletic feat, and ordered his soldiers, “Kill them.”

A blade slashed.

It cut through nothing but air.

The Kald’s friend, Alarik, was fast, so fast he was practically a blur. But I did not miss when his teeth elongated and he tore the guard’s esophagus out of his body in a mad spray of blood. The guard could not even choke before he collapsed to the floor.

My eyes bulged. I was no stranger to violence, but this… this was…

The fleshy bit of meat hung from Alarik’s jaws for a moment, before he spat it out. The red stained the mosaic. His yellow eyes flicked back to the king.

The first Kald, Keir, sighed and shook his head disapprovingly. “Oh, King. Why did you make him do that?”

King Zaid shrieked, “Kill them now!”

“As you wish,” replied Keir. He turned on the nearest guard. An inhuman roar exploded out of his throat as his teeth grew to fangs, claws burst from his fingers, fur sprouted, and between one blink and the next, a bear stood in his place. One preternaturally large, angry bear.

Scimitars stabbed, arrows fired, all chaos broke loose.

And I had officially overstayed my welcome.

When Jasim tugged on my arm again, I willingly ran with him. Screams and roars echoed behind us. A voice that was more animal than man shouted, “There she goes! Second floor!”

Terror flooded my system.

Jasim jerked me into my room, my maids rushed in right behind us, and Tarim/Parim threw the dead bolt over my door. Jasim said, “We’ve got to get you out of the palace. Change quickly. Something plain that won’t attract attention in the city.”

My maids wasted no time, some rifling through my wardrobe while the others peeled my nightgown off. “You are the greatest army on the continent. How could anything get past your defenses?”

A knock at the door. We all froze. My heart pounded in my ears.

“It’s me.”

Jasim relaxed. Recognized the voice, even though I didn’t. He opened the door to a pale-faced guard. The four words he spoke brought the world to a standstill: “The king is dead.”

My blood ran cold. He was dead? A hissing hole cracked open in my chest. Not grief exactly but… a yawning emptiness. Something missing. It was a peculiar sensation. I’d looked forward to his death for so long, had been ready to rejoice every day at the inevitable news.

But never had I thought his death would come at the hands of the Kaldfolk.

“So is Hamadi,” the guard added. His eyes slid to me. “She’s queen now.”

My heart stuttered, the words landing like a blow. Queen.

An almost meaningless distinction. The Kaldfolk—the Kaldfolk were in my home. They’d killed my foster father. They’d killed my cousin. They’d kill me next. Holy gods.

“Now, my queen,” Jasim prodded.

I glanced down and realized the maids had clothed me in one of my most boring dresses, a drab brown with the sparsest number of pearls. It had belonged to my mother, which was the only reason I’d kept it. Foolishly sentimental. But now it would help me blend in with the citizens of Ketopolis.

My entire life, guards had shadowed my footsteps. I’d even trained with the Khada Guard on the impossible chance I was ever alone. The king was constantly reminding me that I was in danger, that any number of people wouldn’t want me to live to my twentieth birthday, but I’d always thought them the words of a paranoid man.

And now, annoyingly, he was right. Dead—but right.

Terror threatened to send my thoughts into a panicking spiral filled with images of limbs torn apart, splattering blood, faces twisted in agony. But I clenched my hands into fists so tight, my nails bit painfully into my palms, reining in the fear. Later, I ordered myself.

The Kaldfolk were here. They’d killed King Zaid. If they could reach me in a heavily fortified palace, they could find me anywhere. It didn’t matter where I ran or how fast. The Kaldfolk were like bloodhounds. They’d just keep coming.

I couldn’t let that happen. “They’ll need a body.”

Jasim blinked only once before he caught my meaning. He nodded and pointed to a random maid. “You. Remain here.”

“No,” I said. She was far too tall, with scars on her cheeks. A Kald would only need one look to know she wasn’t me. I scanned the assortment of maids before I landed on a girl trying to hide behind another. “You. You will stay.”

The girl’s dark brown eyes bulged. “Me, my queen?”

In the dark of the night, the girl could pass for me. Our faces had similar structures, though mine was certainly less hollow than hers. She lacked the Khada-green eyes, but nothing could be done about that. “Put her in my nightgown.”

The other maids didn’t hesitate. In mere seconds, the girl’s filthy uniform was shed and replaced with my violet silk nightgown.

“Leave some of your men behind to guard my rooms,” I instructed Jasim. “Make it look convincing. The rest are with me.”

“Yes, my queen. Karim will head the decoys.” He nodded to my other guard, who stood straighter at the order.

Ah. Karim. That was his name.

Well, there wasn’t any point remembering it now.

“But,” the maid said, voice trembling, “my queen, I don’t—”

I didn’t have time for arguments. “What’s your name?”

“S-Samira, my queen.”

“Well, Samira,” I said, barely glancing at the slave as I pulled a short wig over my shaved head. Not an exact replica of a commoner’s hairstyle but close enough. “Ashorah thanks you for your sacrifice.” I nodded to Jasim. I was ready.

“Stay close, my queen.” And then we were running out of my room and down the long flight of steps, guards filling in to flank me on all sides. My sandals scraped against stone as we descended the stairs two at a time.

We hadn’t even reached the main courtyard before I heard the screams.
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Moonlight flashed across puddles of blood in the grass of the inner garden. Metal crashed against metal as scimitars met swords and battle-axes. Above it all rose roars, those of great beasts.

There were plenty of stories about the Kaldfolk’s ability to shape-shift. I’d only gotten a glimpse before, but when I glanced around the garden, my throat closed up.

Hulking men with black markings twisting up their bodies battled against my soldiers, but so did massive bears with brown fur streaked through with blue, and claws that tore through soldier after soldier as easily as swatting away gnats.

I watched as one of the bears morphed into a man with a swinging braid, the blue fur shifting into tattoos on his skin, the symbol of his gift, just like that Kald who had spoken to the king. But where that Keir of the Wild Valley possessed some rational thought, this one was all animal. Bright yellow eyes gleamed as the Kald grinned maniacally into the face of a guard, mouth foaming, before shifting back into a bear and tearing the man’s throat out.

My ears rang with the screams; blood and viscera sprayed. I headed straight for the large arches on the other side of the courtyard. They would take me to the front of the palace.

Jasim caught me and pulled me in the other direction. “It’s faster this way—” We swung around a corner that led into a palace vestibule and screeched to a halt as we came face-to-face with a human Kald.

Though most of his body was hidden in shadow, made even more opaque by his black runes, the Kald was a huge, lumbering figure with saliva dripping from his mouth. He grinned at me, eyes shining in the dark, full of bloodlust.

Jasim shoved one of his scimitars into my hand. “Run!” he shouted, and launched himself at the Kald, his own blade held high. The other guards followed suit, slashing viciously.

I did not need to be told twice. I bolted down the hall.

Swords and arms tried to catch me. But for the first time in my life, I was grateful for the training the king had foisted on me. I didn’t slow even as I used my scimitar to parry and dodge incoming blows, sinking my blade into a chest, a stomach. I plunged the scimitar into a Kald’s thigh and sliced. The woman screeched as blood gushed out of the wound and her leg gave out. I leaped over her and kept running.

I didn’t know where I was going, where Jasim had been leading us, but I sprinted as fast as my sandaled feet would take me. If I could reach the other courtyard, I knew it would let out right by the Lotus River, and then I could run for one of the principalities and ask for sanctuary.

I rounded into a long corridor and froze. A bear had his back to me, thank the gods, but in two seconds, he’d smell me. Even with my training, I wouldn’t stand a chance against such a beast.

I ducked into a random room and pulled the door shut behind me. Nothing more than a closet. No windows, no other doors.

I was trapped.

A guttural laugh sounded on the other side of the door.

My whole body locked up as heavy footsteps thumped closer, punctuated by the clicking of claws against the tiled floor.

“I can smell you, little girl,” said the Kald, voice deep and thick, like it was difficult to speak past all those teeth. “You smell… delicious.”

Nausea rolled through me. The Kald chuckled again. “Oh, you’re going to taste good.”

I brandished my scimitar in front of me and gritted my teeth. Baba! I cried out in my mind. Shaya, please, save me. Please!

Another thump sounded, heavier, right outside the door, followed by a choked cry. I tensed, eyes wide as I stared at the door. Such a pathetic shield. The sweat on my palms slickened my grip on the scimitar’s hilt; I tightened my fingers until my knuckles were white.

Please, please, please, I will do whatever you ask of me. I swear it!

The door whipped open, and I swung my blade—

Jasim dodged it and held up his hands. He was covered in blood, some his, some not, and the beginnings of a bruise forming on the right side of his face. He put a finger to his lips, warning me to be quiet.

When I dared to glance down, I saw the bear lying on the floor, yellow eyes open but unseeing, his slit throat pouring out blood. It ran across the floor and pooled around my feet. I flexed my toes in the blood, sticky, still warm, and felt a modicum of relief. Where there was death and sacrifice, Shaya was near. Death was his conduit to the living. I waited for the rustle of his wind. Some silent assurance that he was back, that he was sorry, that he would help me.

Chick, chick, chick…

My relief drained like the Kald’s blood between the limestones.

Jasim waved me forward, and before I knew it, we were in the queen’s old chambers.

The furniture in the room was covered in white sheets, unused since my mother’s death, and a dusty tapestry hung innocently against the wall beside the large bed. Jasim pushed it aside to reveal a heavy door. He heaved it open and ushered me through.

I lifted the skirt of my mother’s dress and stepped into the dark hallway. Jasim pulled the secret door shut behind us.
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Tabia ran a damp rag over my arms, doing her best to get rid of the grime that had become a second skin. “It’ll be all right, Samira,” she told me. “All you have to do is stand there. Then, before you know it, you’ll be with Ketet in the Paradise Fields.”

I nodded, though I was trembling with terror.

She tossed the rag aside and looked at me for a moment.

I’d known Tabia the entire time I’d worked in Khada Palace. Though we hadn’t been permitted to speak much, she was one of the only kind faces I ever saw. A staple of the last sixteen years. When I looked into her brown eyes now, I saw fear. For me. “It’ll be all right,” she repeated, giving my hand a squeeze.

I clung to her for as long as I could, until Tabia and the others had no choice but to run.

Leaving me in my queen’s rooms with exactly five guards. They faced the door with determination, but they were as trapped as I was.

I ought to feel honored to stand in place of my queen. Like Tabia said, I’d get to see Ketet before anyone else. And I’d do so while saving the Gods-Chosen’s life. That was no small thing.

But all I felt was fear. So much fear.

With each blink, I saw that Kald tear out the guard’s throat, and nausea burned in my gut. It was going to hurt, dying. I was accustomed to all sorts of pain. It should be easy. But I could hear the screams through the open window. There was something so chilling about hearing men scream. It made my knees clack together, my heart nearly pounding out of my chest.

I’d woken Nadia up as soon as I spotted the figures in the river, and she’d run off to tell the guards while I rushed to the Gods-Chosen. I wondered if she was safe, if she’d managed to escape yet, if Tabia had, or if their screams were mixed in with the cacophony of others’.

The screams that were getting louder. Closer.

The guards shifted on their feet, strangling their scimitars.

I stood behind them and tried to calm my breaths, clasping my hands in front of me and then unclasping them. I hoped the Kaldfolk would kill me quickly. Then it wouldn’t matter what sort of defilement they put my corpse through. The Mother would offer me treasures in the Paradise Fields, riches I would never have been able to experience in this life. I’d certainly have all the bread and water I could want.

The screaming and footfalls were directly outside the door, and I could no longer hear my own thoughts over my thundering heart.

The door was flung open so hard, it slammed into the adjacent wall with a world-shattering boom.

Bears burst in and were on the guards in a single blink, tearing them apart. I gasped in horror and backed up toward the bed as the smell of copper filled the room. Enormous teeth flashed; spittle flew. The guards’ screams died as their throats were ripped out, blood spurting.

Then there was silence.

It had only taken seconds.

No candles had been left burning when my queen fled, allowing the creatures to stick to the shadows as they stalked the perimeter of the room. Each step measured, heads low. A pack on the hunt. Their bright yellow eyes seemed to hover in the darkness.

A bear walked directly into a moonbeam, the blue fur of its maw drenched in the guards’ blood, and then it reared up on its hind legs. Its limbs retreated and molded into the body of a man, and I got my first real glimpse of one of the northern monsters.

It became impossible to hide my trembling.

The Kald from the throne room. I was too terrified to remember the name he’d given.

He was massive. From the balcony, he’d seemed big, but up close, he was nothing but height and bulk. At least a foot taller than me, if not more, and nearly as wide as the wardrobe behind him. Both sides of his head were entirely shaved, his thick brown braid so long he had to wrap it around the back of his head and pin it, though its tail still hung to the small of his back.

And his face. Gods, his face was unlike anything I’d ever seen. Where Ashoran men all wore beards as soon as they were old enough to grow them, this man’s face was clean-shaven and decorated with ocean-blue tattoos. Those foreign symbols slashed across his strong jawline and all the way down his throat, disappearing under the neckline of his tunic. Kohl encircled his yellow eyes and then bled to his forehead, making his eyes stand out even more frighteningly than they already were, hiding his face in a sea of darkness.

He grabbed my arm and jerked me forward roughly. I clamped my lips shut against my scream. The Kald put his nose to my throat and inhaled. His lips pulled back, revealing white teeth as he grinned.

I couldn’t help it. Fear sapped all my strength, and a warm river flowed down my leg.

His grin widened, no doubt scenting that I’d wet myself. “Princess Amunet Khada,” he greeted me, voice somewhere between a growl and a purr, man and beast. “Or I guess we’ve made you queen now.”

For Ashorah, I reminded myself. For the Gods-Chosen.

The Kald’s eyes swept over me, making a vile shudder slither down my spine.

“P-please,” I stammered, “whatever you’re g-going to do, make it quick.”

He blinked those luminous eyes at me. “What is it you think we’ve come to do?” His Kald accent was heavy, the ends of each word too harsh and the vowels too long.

“K-kill me.”

“Oh gods, no. No wonder you’re shaking like a leaf.” The Kald clicked his tongue in mock regret.

I looked from him to the other Kaldfolk, still bears. Their eyes glimmered with laughter. My dread mixed with humiliation, and I squeezed my thighs together to stop from embarrassing myself further.

“We’re not going to kill you, Majesty.” The Kald moved behind me, and I fought every instinct that screamed at me to turn around, to never give my back to a predator. He put his lips to my ear and said, “We’re taking you captive.”

“Wha—” My air cut out as his enormous arm wrapped around my throat, forearm pressing down. My hands came up to yank it away, but my fingers couldn’t even fully grasp his massive arm. I bucked wildly, eyes bulging.

The Kald hung on easily, batting my hands away like they were nothing more than a nuisance, and pressed down harder.

My pulse echoed in my ears, face too hot, chest on fire. My mouth opened and closed like a beached fish, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t manage even a small sip of air. Stars popped across my vision as my arms fell limply at my sides. The world went blurry and then—

Dark.
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I was rocking. Back and forth, back and forth. My back was cradled against something soft and warm. It was comforting, especially compared to the frigid chill raising goose bumps on my arms and legs. I curled further into the warmth, turning my head to bury my frozen nose against it.

A gravelly chuckle sounded in my ear—right in my ear.

My eyes snapped open, and I jerked away so sharply that I nearly fell out of my seat.

A large arm caught me around the waist and pulled me back against a fur-covered chest. The still-healing lashes on my back barked in protest, bringing everything into startling focus.

Hooves clomped loudly against stone. The hard seat beneath me was a saddle.

I was on a horse.

It carried me calmly through a stone tunnel, unnaturally smooth, like a chisel had speared straight through the earth. I was cold. So cold. My panicked breaths fogged in front of me.

And then I heard more clomping behind me.

I whipped around—and nearly fainted again.

The Kald who’d strangled me sat directly behind me in the saddle, holding me firmly against his torso. He smirked. “Good morning, Majesty.”

Behind him, dozens of Kaldfolk followed. Most of them splattered with blood.

No! Everything inside me rebelled at the reality that was unfolding before me, and I bucked wildly against the Kald, trying to throw myself out of the saddle.

He clicked his tongue in annoyance, arm tightening around my waist, and used his other hand to yank on the chain attached to the shackles I hadn’t even realized bound my wrists. They clanked loudly as he forced me down in my seat. His hot breath seared the side of my neck. “You get one warning. You really want to use it up now?”

Bile burned my throat, but I stilled. “Where—where are we?”

“Don’t worry about that.”

White light shone up ahead. The exit. I drew a deep breath to dredge up whatever courage I might have and peered around the Kald again. Behind the militia of Kaldfolk was the entrance to the tunnel, and I could just make out the domed roof of Khada Palace.

“What did I just say?” the Kald growled.

“Sorry,” I whispered, and turned back around. I’d never been out of Khada Palace, not since I was a child, but I’d gazed at these mountains enough times to know exactly where I was.

The Frozen Sands.

Somehow, inexplicably, we were in the mountains. The mountains King Zaid had pushed the Kaldfolk behind seventeen years ago, the mountains that were meant to be impassable without alerting the Ashoran scouts.

This was how they’d done it. They’d dug a tunnel straight through the base of them. Then they swam down the Lotus River and right into the castle. Tore their way through anyone who got in their path until they found the Gods-Chosen.

Except that wasn’t who I was. And if they discovered that… I remembered the sound of guards choking as their throats were torn out, and nearly wet myself again.

We neared the tunnel’s exit, and thick, dark clouds over sharp peaks came into view.

Kaldfold.

Holy gods.

“Rules are pretty simple here, Majesty,” the Kald said, his arms a cage around me as he held the reins. “Do as I say, and we’ll all be friends.”

“Wh-what do you want with me?”

“You sure you want me to answer that?”

My mind raced with thousands of tortures they could be planning. Mutilation, drowning, stoning. I remembered a story Nadia told me once, of when King Zaid marched into Kaldfold. Wide-eyed, rabid monsters, stuck between human and bear, feasting on their own kin, both carnally and physically. King Zaid rode through the mindless rutting in the streets, the cold-blooded violence, the hunger for human flesh.

Was that what they had planned for me? Would I—

“Relax,” the Kald drawled. “Your fear smells like shit, and we’ve still got three days’ travel ahead of us.”

“Then maybe you should tell her,” snapped a female Kald who pulled up alongside us.

“A little suspense will keep us all entertained.” I could hear the grin in his voice.

The Kaldfolk behind him chuckled, even as the woman sighed.

When we emerged from the tunnel and I chanced a look back at the Frozen Sands, my stomach dropped. The mountains were enormous summits of ivory sand, as hard as ice, with none of the give of snow. They would take days, if not weeks, to trek. A straight path right through their center was not only less visible, but so much faster.

The Kaldfolk could have been crossing this bridge into our land for years, using it to pick off Ashorans or steal from the Lotus River. They had been right under our noses all this time, watching us. Just the thought made my skin crawl.

I glanced down at my legs hanging on either side of the horse. They hadn’t been bound. If I could get free from this Kald, I could run back to—

“Try it and see what happens,” he said like he could read my mind, a touch of excitement in his voice. Hoping I would run, perhaps. Just so he could chase.

My blood ran cold, and I shuddered hard enough to rattle my shackles.

“Enough, Keir,” that female Kald said.

Keir. I recalled the name now. Harsh and cutting, like the creature himself.

She gave him an exasperated look. “Rade’s going to be pissed as it is. You really want to make it worse by having her show up a terrified mess?”

Rade. King of Kaldfold. I swallowed hard.

“But we’ve got days until then,” the large Kald reasoned.

“Keir,” she said sharply.

Keir held his hands up placatingly. But his dark chuckle rustled my hair.

I kept my eyes on the road, spine ramrod straight, and didn’t look back again.



A camp awaited us among a cluster of spindly, leafless trees. The Kaldfolk had come prepared with cloaks and tents, so many of them that it looked like a small village had popped up in the forest. After learning of their tunnel under the Frozen Sands, I shouldn’t have been surprised that they’d thought so far ahead, but I was. They’d even brought food and some thick white liquid with too many chunks in it to be milk, which they gulped down eagerly.

The woman I’d come to learn was called Velka, Keir, and four of the others sat separately from the rest of the Kaldfolk. They each took a log or a stone instead of one of the prearranged tents, creating a circle around a sizeable fire.

They left one seat conspicuously empty.

Keir held my chain like a leash. I stood awkwardly behind him, my sandaled feet nearly blue as the cold of the earth bled up into my soles. My queen’s nightgown was made for Ashorah’s heat. Thin, breathable. In Kaldfold’s tundra, it was a useless scrap of fabric. But I wouldn’t dare ask to sit by the fire or—gods forbid—to borrow one of their large fur cloaks. Since making camp, Keir had almost seemed to forget about me, and I was grateful for it. Even if it meant standing in the freezing cold in nothing but a silk nightgown.

“By the gods!” one of the Kaldfolk around the fire exclaimed suddenly, making me jump. He turned to me, yellow eyes gleaming above high cheekbones, and the blue tattoos on his hands seemed nearly black in the firelight when he waved them at me. “Sit. If I have to hear your teeth chatter one more time, I’m going to lose my mind.”

My eyes darted to Keir. He debated a moment before nodding.

I stepped hesitantly into the circle. The warmth of the campfire washed over me. Every muscle in my body had been tensed from the moment I woke up in Keir’s saddle, and they begged for an opportunity to rest. I headed straight for that empty spot.

Already, I could feel the chill in my bones melting away. I didn’t think I’d ever been this cold. Winters in Ashorah could be brutal but never like this. There was an added bite to the cold here. Like the wind had teeth—

“Not there!” they all burst out.

I scrambled away from the unassuming rock, confusion and fear sparking through me. “I—I’m sorry. I thought you said—I didn’t mean to offend—I’m sorry—”

“Gods, stop apologizing,” Keir grunted, shifting over on his log. He jerked his chin at the space beside him. “Sit.”

I glanced at the Kaldfolk again, expecting to see fury or bloodlust. But Velka just lowered her gaze to the ground, elbows braced on her knees, a tin cup practically forgotten between her hands. Shadows painted her face, not just from the fire. I’d seen that look more times than I could count in Khada Palace. That was sorrow.

In fact, though some tried harder to hide it, they all wore similar expressions. It made my brows draw together, but I would take their sadness over their wrath.

Staying next to Keir was the last thing I wanted to do, but I sank down onto the petrified wood beside him. Even with several inches separating us, I could feel his body heat. I’d noticed his exaggerated warmth on the horse and guessed it must be a Shifter attribute. Between his warmth on my right, the fire in front of me, and the adrenaline that had shot through my blood when they’d yelled at me, I was no longer cold.

Silence descended on the group. Velka hardly looked up. The Kald who’d told me to sit stared blankly into the fire. Beside him sat a mountain of a woman. The lines on her face told me she was somewhere in her forties, and she was as big and brawny as the men around her, with tattoos curling up the back of her neck and wrapping around her ears like tentacles, reaching for her cheeks. She was also scarred. Twin slashes cut from the bottom of her eyes to the corners of her lips.

On the adjacent log sat a boy who looked to be the runt of the bunch. He wasn’t scrawny by any means, but whereas the others’ strength felt imposing, his seemed unassuming. I guessed him to be about my queen’s age, and he bore a strong resemblance to the large woman. I couldn’t see his tattoos, but I knew their blue lines must be curling somewhere under his thick clothes.

There was a girl on his other side, maybe a few years older than me, with eyes hard as steel. She glared at me from across the fire, directing every ounce of her sadness my way like a weapon. Like blame.

Velka cleared her throat, finally lifting her head. She looked at me, but her words were aimed at Keir. “You should feed her.”

My shoulders stiffened. Every instinct urged me not to eat anything they gave me. It could be poisoned—though I didn’t know why they’d want to kill me here instead of in Ashorah.

“She can eat tomorrow,” Keir responded, his voice rough with emotion. I turned to him in surprise, but he didn’t even glance at me. He held a twig in his hands and was mindlessly breaking it apart inch by inch, tossing the bits into the fire. Gone was the laughing smirk. He was as somber as the rest of them.

Velka sighed. “She has to eat—”

The Kald who’d told me to sit growled, “Stepping into the Second role a little fast there, eh, Velka?”

She gave him a dark look. “That
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