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For LKD, who saved this one and a few others besides. And for Rūta Rimas and her lioness heart.




PROLOGUE

Herein lies an account of the events of Heir:

Far south of the Martial and Scholar Empire, the Kegari, an isolated and desperate people, live a hand-to-mouth existence. A thousand years earlier, they fled their homeland and arrived on a small spit of rock, led by their savior and queen, Mother Div. Kegari salvation depends on their windsmithing magic and Loha, a rare magical metal that powers their flying vessels, Sails. With these Sails, the Kegari raid neighboring nations for food.

In the slums of the Kegari capital, an orphan named Aiz bet-Dafra plots the assassination of a highborn leader. But she is caught and imprisoned, along with the religious clerics who raised her. With their aid and that of her best friend, Cero, a windsmither and pilot, she escapes Kegar for the north. Aiz takes with her a book written by Laia of Serra, which includes a story about Mother Div. A voice begins to speak from its pages: the trapped spirit of Div herself, urging Aiz to set her free.

Aiz pretends to be a persecuted refugee named Ilar of Ankana and infiltrates the lives of Laia; her husband, Elias Veturius; and their children, Sufiyan, Karinna, Zuriya, and Ruhyan. She grows dangerously close to Ruh and to Laia and Elias’s ward, Quil, the crown prince of the Empire. She also discovers that the Empire appears to possess Loha.

When Aiz finally frees Mother Div, the spirit reveals her true nature and murders Ruh to feed Aiz power. Together, Aiz and Div flee south, with Div eating the hearts of many more children along the way. Back in Kegar, Aiz kills the highborn ruler and declares herself Tel Ilessi, the leader of her people. She plots an invasion of the Empire in the hopes of seizing enough Loha to return her people to their homeland across the sea.

More than a year after Aiz set Mother Div free, the Kegari attack. Within days, the Empire is shattered, its communications severed, its citizenry massacred, its leaders on the run. Quil, nephew of Empress Helene and heir to the Empire, escapes on a mission for his aunt: to find the spy Tas and a weapon to fight the Kegari. He travels with his best friend, Sufiyan Veturius, and his cousin Arelia Farrar.

On their journey, they encounter the Jaduna tracker Sirsha Westering, outcast from her own people. Sirsha has been hired by Elias Veturius to hunt down his son Ruh’s killer, entering a binding magical contract with him that requires her to succeed, or die trying. The group travels southwest, to Jibaut, where Quil saves Sirsha from execution by her own people, including her sister. The rescue requires Quil to agree to a magical Adah oath with Sirsha, an unbreakable bond akin to an engagement that deepens as they travel.

Sirsha links Ruh’s murderer, Mother Div, to the Kegari. She also uncovers the truth: Div is no queen reborn. She is an unknown creature, powerful and malevolent. Quil discovers that the girl he knew as Ilar was, in fact, Aiz bet-Dafra, Tel Ilessi of the Kegari and architect of the Empire’s destruction—all in the pursuit of Loha.

In the city of Burku, capital of Ankana, Quil reunites with Tas, who has secured Ikfa, a substance that neutralizes magic and is the key to defeating the Kegari. Afterward, Quil and his comrades lure Aiz and Cero to Burku. They kill them, while Sirsha faces off against Mother Div, destroying her. In the aftermath, Sirsha disappears without a trace.

Aiz and Cero survive their grievous injuries with the aid of rare Kegari magic—bloodsmithing. Quil and his allies return north, hoping that with the Ikfa, they might finally cast the Kegari out of the Empire for good. Once back in the Empire, Quil meets with Laia of Serra, who tells him that she is much to blame for Ruh’s death.

Elsewhere, Sirsha has awoken on a distant shore. Indeed, her magical contract with Elias is fulfilled, for she has killed the creature Div. But somehow, Div has returned to life and bound herself to Sirsha.
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Ruh

Ruhyan Veturius was dead. He knew this because a monster of hunger and shadows had ripped his heart out.

For a few moments, his spirit drifted above his body and he saw the horror of what the monster had done. Of what Ilar—whom he thought was his friend—allowed the monster to do.

Ilar had come to his Tribe months ago. Asked for help finding a story. Listened to Ruh, laughed with him, made him feel special, like they were friends. And after Ruh aided her, she repaid him by allying with the demon that ate Ruh’s heart.

Suddenly, he’d found himself in a forest with thick old-growth trees as wide as a Tribal wagon was long. He knew where he was based on his mother’s stories, from his family’s history. This was the Waiting Place, where lost spirits were soothed by the Ban al-Mauth—the Soul Catchers—who took the spirits’ pain and eased them into a peaceful afterlife.

Wrath suffused Ruh at the injustice of it, the kind he sometimes felt but never showed. Anger, his ama had advised him, eats at your soul.

Ruh was never sure about that. He’d seen anger in the eyes of his big sister Karinna, particularly when someone had insulted their family or doubted her skill. Sufiyan, his oldest brother, and Zuriya, his other sister, rolled their eyes at Kari’s overreactions. Ama would sigh and worry. His father would shrug. That’s how she is.

And Ruh—well, Ruh never thought Kari overreacted. And he didn’t think he was overreacting now. He’d just been murdered, and his anger grew like the chick of a Karka vulture, sprouting claws and beak and a need to rend. He would hurt Ilar, take his vengeance—

All this passed through his mind in a second as a familiar white-haired, scar-faced figure appeared.

Nan. His grandmother was the Bani al-Mauth, one of the Soul Catchers of the Waiting Place.

“Welcome to the Waiting Place, the realm of ghosts,” she said in her low rasp. “I am the Soul Catcher, and I—” She peered at him as she got closer and gasped. “Ruh?”

“My heart got eaten, Nan.” Ruh’s voice was small. “I—I—Aba and Ama will be so sad—”

“Oh no—no—” Nan glanced around, impatient, as if waiting for someone to speak. “This isn’t right, is it?”

No, a low voice responded, sounding like a storm that had decided it had something to communicate to an inconsequential human. Go, Bani al-Mauth.

Ruh had never heard that voice before, but again, he knew who it was because of Ama’s stories. Mauth, the power that lay at the heart of the Waiting Place, the source of all magic in this world. Ruh stared at Nan, gape-mouthed, the storyteller in him marveling that he’d heard Mauth, Mauth, who spoke to so few.

“Your spirit chose a good spot to arrive, lad,” Nan said. “Stay here. Don’t move. Don’t talk to any other Soul Catchers, though I doubt they’ll come this way. They’re all jinn, and jinn can’t stand this place. I’ll be back.”

She moved in a blur, her magic lending her speed, and was gone. But Ruh didn’t understand what she thought she could do. He was dead.

He glanced around the forest. He’d come to the Waiting Place before, though he always stayed at Nan’s cabin. He liked it there. She had lots of fat-knitted blankets and hot cups of sweet pink tea.

The forest around him, on the other hand, felt cold and heavy with the stain of some old memory. “H-hello?” he called out.
 
He was met with silence at first. Briefly, he thought he heard voices. Children, like him, whispering, crying. Then the sounds quieted.

He wasn’t sure how long he waited for Nan. Time warped, like thread pulled too tight on a loom. Ruh couldn’t see if it was early in the day or late. The light never seemed to change.

When Nan did return, it had been hours but also no time at all. Her golden-brown face looked paler than normal. She’d changed her clothes.

“Well, lad, seems you’ve gone and got your heart ripped out by a creature calling itself Div. Though I don’t think that’s her real name.” Nan’s hand settled on the dagger at her waist, as if she’d like to use it. “It shouldn’t be me passing you to the other side, and it won’t be.”

“Why not?”

“It’s not your time.”

“Death is death, you taught us. Even if we don’t want it to be,” Ruh reminded her. “Will you let me say goodbye to my parents? Aba will be angry. He’ll want vengeance.” Ruh paused, his anger seeming to burn his insides, even though he was a ghost. “I want vengeance too.”

“You and me both, lad. But no, I won’t be letting your parents say goodbye. Your mother is the reason we’re in this mess.”

Ruh bristled. “Don’t you go blaming Ama!”

“Why not?” Nan snapped. “It’s her fault. She was the one who released the monster that killed you.”

“That’s not true. Ilar did,” Ruh said, but he wasn’t quite sure. Nan sighed.

“Ilar only picked up a book your mother wrote,” Nan said. “After she became a Kehanni, Laia was out in the desert looking for stories. Div spoke to her, for she is a corrupt and ancient magic and had been waiting for a sympathetic audience. Your mother, pure soul that she is, swallowed the creature’s sad tale. Set it down in books.”

“What was the story?”

“Ha! I’m not fool enough to tell it. As it is, the books corrupted any tale-spinner who read them. Duranis, they called themselves. Chaos storytellers. In a way, your ama was the first.”

“But—but Ama doesn’t eat children,” Ruh said, horrified, and then considered. “Does she?”

“Don’t be stupid, boy, of course she doesn’t,” Nan said. “Your ama was safe from the corruption of Div’s tale because Mauth protects her bloodline. A little gift from him for all she sacrificed to save our world when she battled the Nightbringer twenty years ago. But no one else who read the tale was safe. Eventually, Tribe Saif’s old Kehanni had the books destroyed. But one must have escaped.”

“The one Ilar had.”

“Yes. Div manipulated that girl through the last book. Got Ilar to bring her blood. I suspect it was blood that sealed Div in, so blood allowed her to escape. Yours, in this case.”

“Why didn’t you stop Ama telling the story in the first place?” Ruh crossed his arms, glaring at Nan.

“Because I can’t interfere unless Mauth tells me to,” Nan said. “Which he hasn’t done in the twenty years I’ve been the Bani al-Mauth. Until now.” Nan looked at Ruh like he was a particularly irritating puzzle box. “Sometimes, lad, something happens that is so terrible it twists the world in a way it shouldn’t be twisted. Your death—it shouldn’t have happened. Mauth had other plans for you.”

The boy must fix this, Bani al-Mauth, that deep, earth-rumbling voice came again.

“He’s ten, you great brute. And dead. How is he supposed to fix it?”

He sees what will come. He dreams. But he does not understand this, yet. I will teach him—though there will be a cost. He must come to the Owa Khel.

Ruh cringed; he did not want to go there. The Owa Khel was where the Soul Catchers threw all the pain and suffering from lost spirits. It was Mauth’s domain. He ruled it and kept every horrid feeling there from bleeding into the human realm.

“That’s a wretched place to send a child, even if he is dead,” Nan said. “Teach him here. You’ve taught me, and skies know I’m a terrible student. The boy will learn quickly.”

He is not yet meant for death. But if he remains, the jinn will sense him. They will insist he be passed on.

“Tell them you don’t want him passed on. You’re always bossing me around.”

And what will I say to them of their own children, Bani al-Mauth? Those who were so cruelly murdered on the very ground you stand upon? What will I say when they ask why I did not bring those children back?

Nan sighed in defeat. “What do I do with the, ah—” She shot a quick look at Ruh. “With his—”

“You can say body, Nan,” Ruh said. “I’m not a baby.”

Bring it here. The jinn do not come here. I will nourish it. When it is time to retrieve it, I will tell you.

“Why don’t the jinn come here?” Ruh said.

Nan frowned. “Weren’t you listening? This is where their children were slaughtered. All of them. A thousand little flames quenched, all at once. Murdered by humans who were jealous of their power.”

Ruh nodded, for the story of the jinn was the first one his mother told as a Kehanni, and the first story her children ever heard. The jinn children had been escaping the great war between humans and jinn. But humans had betrayed them and killed them all in one horrible night.

“Enough old tales,” Nan said. “Mauth says you’re to go to the Owa Khel. That is where I must take you.” She paused, and her blue eyes softened as they did only for her grandchildren. “I think you can say no, if you wish, child. I—I can pass you on. He cannot make you stay. You may be a spirit, but you still have a choice. You can rest if you wish.”

It would be nice to rest, for Ruh was weary without his heart.

But he thought of Ilar. Of how he had cared for her and helped her, treated her like family. He thought of how he had trusted her, how foolish he was for doing so. And of how badly she’d betrayed him.

He thought of how his parents and siblings would mourn him. How Karinna and Sufiyan would blame themselves.

“I want vengeance more than rest, Nan,” he whispered.

“Well, if I wasn’t sure you were my grandson,” she said, “I certainly am now. Come on, then, lad.” She offered her hand, sadness flashing across her face. “Walk with me into the dark.”
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Quil

Quil Farrar had missed many things about the Empire. The raucous markets and warm summers. The majestic architecture and wealth of sculptures and murals.

But he did not miss the regular stream of people trying to kill him.

Though, to be fair, the raider who currently had Quil in a headlock didn’t appear to have specifically targeted him. Nighttime in the Serran Mountain Range was stygian, and Quil’s face was covered. The man was a scavenger, hunting the mountains for easy pickings along with the other members of his raiding party. He likely had no idea that it was the crown prince of the Empire he was attempting to choke to death.

Fortunately, this killer wasn’t very skilled. The ale he stank of might have had something to do with that. A vicious elbow to the groin loosened the raider’s grip. Quil ducked away, drew his scim, and would have shoved it in the man’s back.

If his magic hadn’t flared.

An image passed through Quil’s mind: the raider, crouched at a riverside next to a boy with the same wild blond hair as him. His son, perhaps, or younger brother.

The raider’s gentle expression in the memory was so incongruous with the grimace of rage he wore now that Quil paused, leaving himself open to a staggering punch to the jaw. Stupid!

Quil didn’t bleeding have time for a fistfight with a barbarian brute. By now, he was meant to be at a Kegari base farther up the mountain, sabotaging his enemies while his companions destroyed a field full of ordnance.

The next time the man threw a punch, Quil sidestepped and tore his scim across his belly. The raider groaned and collapsed, dead.

“You hesitated,” a voice said. Aunt Hel, in black fatigues and dented armor, her scim unsheathed and gleaming with blood in the strange pink moonlight. As ever, her crown braid was impeccable.

“My magic. Wasn’t expecting it,” Quil said. Seeing memories, whether by touching an object or looking into someone, struck Quil as forbidden. A violation of sorts.

“You must use it if you wish to control it, Quil,” she said. “Magic doesn’t like to be chained.”

The words were an eerie echo of Quil’s dreams of late, in which he often found himself in a dark, circular cave with his young friend Ruhyan Veturius, murdered nearly two years ago now.

Help me, Quil. Use your magic, Ruh would say in the dreams. Chaining it is against its nature.

The same whisper to Quil night after night, a haunting he couldn’t shake.

He forced the dreams—and the magic—from his mind, peering into the shadows around him for other threats. Beside him, Aunt Hel knelt, wiping her scim on the dead man’s clothes.

“Another vulture,” she said of the man. “Picking at what’s left of us.”

Aunt Hel spoke without bitterness. Her cold practicality was armor and shield and second skin. Her affect used to frustrate Quil. Now it was a comfort because it still existed in this world. She was here. And beneath her cool exterior, her hatred of the Kegari and her wrath at their destruction of the Empire burned as hot as his own.

“Quil, Empress.” Tas, Quil’s oldest friend, emerged from the blue pines surrounding them, followed by three Empire legionnaires. “Sufiyan and Elias took out the last of the raiders, but the Kegari base isn’t far. The sky-rats will send someone to investigate. Let’s move.”

They ran swiftly after Tas, for their failure would be a catastrophe. In the city of Serra, which Quil and Aunt Hel had managed to wrest back from Kegari control only two months earlier, a hidden Imperial smithy held the key to defeating their enemy for good: Ikfa, a rare and notoriously finicky metal that could neutralize Kegari magic.

And a few days ago, Spiro Teluman, the Empire’s greatest blacksmith, had figured out the secret to working it.

I only need time, my prince, he’d told Quil. A few weeks and we’ll have weapons to counter Kegari magic and their accursed aircraft.

Spiro’s confidence awakened the first stirrings of hope in Quil since the war began, but within a few hours of Spiro’s news, Musa of Adisa had sent a message. Musa, the former ambassador of Marinn, was Aunt Hel’s spymaster now. One of his sources warned of a Kegari air base high up in the Serran Range. It was packed with ordnance and perfectly positioned to wipe the secret smithy—and the rest of the city of Serra—off the map.

As the terrain grew steeper, their progress slowed. Sufiyan and his father, Elias, appeared out of the woods. Elias murmured a greeting. Quil tried to hide his glower. He had little to say to the big man.

Sufiyan, meanwhile, handed Quil a small pot. “That’s going to be a heinous bruise.” He nodded to Quil’s jaw, wincing. “Put this on it tonight. Will keep you from looking even uglier than normal.”

“You’re very solicitous,” Quil said. “Might this have anything to do with Arelia’s threat?”

“That she’d put sand vipers in my laundry if I didn’t bring you back in one piece? Possibly.” A long pause. “How would she even catch them?”

“Knowing her, she already has.” Quil grinned. “Better hope nothing happens to me up there.”

Ahead of them, Tas stopped, gesturing above. Their path led them near the ruins of an old fort, through open terrain. But a fleet of six Kegari Sails flew overhead, no doubt looking for whoever had laid waste to the raiders.

Quil tapped his boot impatiently as they waited. Those odious Sails. The sky-rats had used them to decimate Navium, Silas, Sadh, and Nur. Tens of thousands of Empire citizens were dead. Millions had fled to the few safe havens—the Bhuth badlands, Estium, Delphinium, and Tiborum—all of which were overcrowded and running low on food and supplies. The southern settlements now crawled with pirates. The countryside was infested with Karkaun raiding parties.

The Empire was on its knees because of those Sails. And with the resurrection of the Kegari leader Aiz bet-Dafra, their enemy had only grown bolder while the Empire flailed.

She shouldn’t be alive. Quil watched Sufiyan stab Aiz again and again. No one could survive that. And yet Aiz had. Quil first worried that perhaps Div, the creature who had given Aiz her power, had survived too.

But when Elias hired Sirsha to kill Div, their deal created an oath coin. Elias’s oath coin had disappeared from the chain around his neck, which meant the oath was fulfilled. Div was dead.

But Sirsha …

Quil grasped at the coin he wore at his own throat. It was an Adah coin, a physical manifestation of their bond. For Adah meant soul half; that’s what Sirsha was to Quil.

Other than the hairpins he’d nicked from her, the coin was the only connection he had to Sirsha. He didn’t know if she was alive or dead or worse. When he touched the coin, all he felt was a weighty chill.

“Move,” Tas said, for the Sails had passed. “Go—quickly now.”

A flower moon flared through heavy clouds as they passed the fort, giving the stones an ethereal appearance, hiding the worst of the rot and decay. As Quil eyed it, a shiver crept up his back, as if he were being watched. But when he scanned the woods behind him, they were empty.

“Nephew.” Aunt Hel dropped back to jog beside Quil. Her scent washed over him, crisp like a winter morning.

“Are you all right to pair up with Elias for the mission?” Aunt Hel said.

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

The Empress snorted. “Perhaps because every time you look at him, I think his skin is going to peel off. Not that I blame you. I’ve certainly wanted to punch Elias a time or two—”

“Or ten.” Quil offered.

“Or twenty,” Aunt Hel said. “You’ve a right to be angry, from what you’ve told me. But I do think you should talk.”

“By talk, do you mean grab a scim and sort it out on a field?”

Aunt Hel glanced at him askance. “Of course,” she said. “You didn’t think I meant …” She gestured vaguely at Quil’s face. “Speaking with mouths? What good would that do?”

She smiled, a rare enough sight that Quil found himself smiling back. Her pale blue eyes met his, and there was an openness within that he last remembered from childhood. A softness that was a gift, for she showed it to so few.

Her gaze fell to the Adah coin at his throat, and her face grew sad. “Anything?”

“No,” Quil said. He’d wondered if Aunt Hel would judge him for falling in love with Sirsha—especially when his first love, Aiz bet-Dafra, had ended up being a two-faced, murderous snake.

But when he told Aunt Hel that Sirsha had disappeared after defeating Div, she’d taken his hands, stricken. Oh, Quil, she’d said. Oh no.

Quil could almost see Sirsha. Smell her. Feel her palms on his chest, the burn of her regard, the secrets behind her smiles. He could hear the many shades of her laugh, low and mocking, high and joyous.

Just days ago, he’d called out to her. Sirsha. The coin had warmed, a barely perceptible heat, and he heard a voice. Her voice.

Quil.

His heart had leapt. But he’d been imagining things.
 
Now there was only the trail before him. Distantly, thunder rumbled. The moon faded as rain clouds overtook the sky.

“I wish I knew if she lived,” he said to Aunt Hel, turning the coin over in his fingers, the finely etched lines catching on his calluses.

“Have hope,” Aunt Hel said. “Sirsha is a survivor. Your paths have diverged, but it might not be forever.” Aunt Hel met his gaze, her own hard and sober. The Empress once more. “Focus on the now, Quil. Millions of lives depend on our success.”

“Sst.” Tas silenced them, and the group crouched in a stand of pines, watching an immense Battle Sail pass above the treetops, its metal fletching catching the fading moonlight.

“We’ll meet you at the waypoint,” Tas said. “Try not to die.” He, Sufiyan, and the three legionnaires disappeared into the forest as thunder rumbled again and lightning flashed. A slow drizzle descended.

Quil groaned. He knew the Serran Range well, having grown up fishing its clear green rivers and hunting along its rocky spires. The storms were as swift and vicious as a jackal’s temper. In a quarter hour, their clothing would be soaked through.

After Aunt Hel nodded her goodbye and faded into the rain, Quil looked sidelong at Elias. The big man shifted his stance.

“Quil,” Elias began. “I know you’re angr—”

“Let’s go.”

Surprise and hurt mingled on Elias’s face. Good, Quil thought.

He wanted to believe that Elias didn’t understand the cruelty of what he’d asked of Sirsha. That he didn’t realize the binding oath would force her to hunt for Ruh’s killer at the expense of all else. But Elias was widely read and traveled. He must have known.

Quil never would have imagined Elias being quite so mercenary. But then, Ruh’s death had changed them all. Elias, Aunt Hel, Sufiyan, Karinna—Quil himself. Even Laia told no tales.

Everything awful seemed to stem from Ruh’s death. As if in the grand web of all that was meant to be, some essential strand had been cut.

Make it right, Quil thought sternly to himself. Save your people. He and Elias were meant to sabotage the Sails so the Kegari couldn’t come after them when the ordnance exploded. Get to it.

Even through the increasingly heavy rain, the wind carried the smells of an army encampment. Quil grimaced at the stench of refuse and poorly dug latrines and tightened his face scarf.

With Elias leading, they skirted a low fence shoddily constructed with timber from the forest. The Kegari had set a watch, but it was clear that they were counting on the location of the camp—in a long meadow high in the Serran Range—to protect them. Quil and Elias took out four guards silently and jumped the fence.

Thank the skies the Kegari airfield was close to the tree line. Within minutes, they had sliced through ropes and reed and canvas. It wouldn’t permanently damage the Sails. They didn’t have time for that. But it would make them impossible to fly in the aftermath of the explosion.

The rain fell heavier, and they almost missed the low hoot of a tawny owl: Aunt Hel, giving them a warning.

Time to go, Elias signaled. Quil followed him to the woods, but as he did, he heard sounds, both strange and familiar.

The rasp of metal. The rise and fall of a melodic voice.

Then a coined headdress flashed in the torchlight. A woman cloaked in shadows dismissed a Kegari man and stepped into a tent not fifteen feet away.

Quil reached for his Adah coin, heart rising and sinking so fast he felt as if he were riding a storm wind. In that moment, he realized three things: The woman was a Jaduna. But she was not Sirsha. And whatever the cost, he had to find a way to speak with her.




3

Sirsha

Sirsha would have pulled off the theft just fine if not for a single bleeding hen who happened to cluck herself awake as Sirsha stood to leave the coop.

For a second, woman and bird stared at each other and Sirsha dared to hope that the creature would keep its beak shut. Alas, the sight of a greasy-haired, mud-spattered human creeping about at midnight was too much for the chicken.

She squawked. Sirsha cursed. The other hens rustled awake and joined their sister in her protests. And the resulting racket was so loud that Sirsha dropped the eggs. She fled as a lamp flared to life in the nearby farmhouse and a dog began to bark.

Bleeding skies. If that farm dog was let out of the house, Sirsha was done for. She was too weak to run fast, too tired to outwit the beast. And her magic—

Well, that wasn’t an option. Using her magic opened a door to the monster that was now entangled with her. And Sirsha wouldn’t let Div control her.

Sirsha stumbled out of the coop and through the sorghum field beyond it, grateful for the deep night and high stalks. Though in the end, they weren’t enough to hide her.

When she was halfway through the field, the dog leapt out of the dark, closing its jaws over her boot. She screamed, more out of shock than pain. Desperately, she tried to shake the animal off, even as she cursed her fate, cursed Div, cursed the damn chicken. All she’d wanted was some food so she wouldn’t bleeding starve to death.

A moment later, the dog’s owner called him off.

Sirsha was trying to scramble up and away from the blasted creature when a hand closed over her shoulder. “Halt!” the owner of the hand, a hatchet-faced woman, said in Ankanese.

“I’m sorry!” Sirsha cringed back. “I was hungry. Please, just let me go.”

The woman dropped her hand, sighing. “You are a thief,” she said. “I cannot let you go.”

As Sirsha gaped at her, trying to think of how to talk her way out of this, she felt a sudden prickle on her neck, like a ghost preparing to bite. A chilling knowledge swept through her: she wasn’t alone.

“Why do you put yourself through this, little witch?”

Div appeared beside her in the guise of Sirsha’s mother, even down to the bejeweled purple robes that marked her as a Raani—one of six Jaduna leaders. Then the creature flickered, flowing into the skin of R’zwana, Sirsha’s older sister, before transforming into the Raani again.

“Come with me.” The woman grabbed Sirsha’s wrist and dragged her through the sorghum field.

“Shall I kill her for you?” Div said. “It would be the work of a moment.”

“No,” Sirsha muttered to Div under her breath, even as she attempted to squirm out of the farmer’s tight grip.

“Come now, child,” Div said. “Let me help you.”

“Like you helped Aiz?” Sirsha kept her voice a whisper. “By trading power for hearts? I’ve no wish to end up a magicless, monstrous husk of a person.”

Div chuckled as the farmer continued to pull Sirsha along. “She’s not magicless,” she said. “None of my creatures are wholly without me, even when I leave them. Take you, for example. You cannot get rid of me. Not forever, anyway.”

Div wasn’t in Sirsha’s head, but indeed, she was linked to Sirsha and was seemingly impossible to remove, like an especially hideous tattoo.

“Shut it,” Sirsha said, and the farmer glanced back at her, no doubt wondering what she was mumbling about. Bleeding hells. This was why she’d been avoiding people for the last four months. Ever since awakening on a distant Ankanese beach to find that she’d accidentally bonded herself to a demonic changeling with a taste for human hearts, Sirsha had been stuck with Div.

Though she didn’t understand why it had happened. Sirsha had killed Div. Her oath coin with Elias had disappeared, which meant the vow she’d made him was fulfilled.

And yet here Div was.

“Sit here, girl.” The farmer led Sirsha to her porch, dusty and crowded with farm implements and old, cracked furniture. She left the farm dog—a big brute of a creature—as a guard. When Sirsha attempted to stand, the dog growled.

She did not have the time to get stuck in a village jail. The farmhouse was meant to be a quick stop on the meandering route she’d taken from Ankana to Jibaut. For that was where the trader Kade lived. True, he’d tried to sell Sirsha out to her vengeful sister a few months ago, nearly getting her killed. But he might be the only person who could help Sirsha figure out how to get rid of Div.

For Kade had an extensive library. More importantly, he’d known something of Div. You think you understand what you’re dealing with, he’d warned Sirsha. But you don’t.

She needed his knowledge. Though first, she had to survive long enough to get to him.

“You look angry. I hope you aren’t thinking of binding me.” Div wagged a finger at Sirsha. “You’ll faint like last time.”

“I didn’t faint,” Sirsha muttered. In fact, she had fainted. Magic required emotion exerted upon an element. For Sirsha, the amount of willpower necessary had been negligible. But now using her tracking magic felt exhausting, as if all her willpower were being drained away. Div had tainted it.

When Sirsha battled Div in Ankana, she’d caught a glimpse inside the creature. She’d seen a place called the Owa Khel—the Empty. Some called it the Sea of Suffering. It held all the misery discarded by human spirits when they moved to a peaceful after. She felt its pain: hungry, desperate, a void that could not be satisfied. She’d been sure Div was a piece of the Owa Khel.

But since that day, she’d seen no sign of the Owa Khel, nor felt its hunger. When she mentioned it, Div played the fool. What is this place you speak of, little witch? It sounds lovely.

“She has gone to get the magistrate,” Div said. “But look.”

Sirsha turned to see a small face peering out of the window. Two small faces. The farmer’s children. Her stomach churned; she knew what Div wanted before she spoke.

“You have power, little witch,” Div said. “Let me lend you even more. I want so little in return. Just a single human heart.”

Sirsha might not have her magic, but she did have her brain, and a stubborn sense of self-preservation. She already knew Div had an insatiable hunger for human hearts. After waking up with Div glommed on to her like a poisonous mold, she’d determined a few additional inconvenient facts:

First, Div had limits. She could make her body as solid as Sirsha’s own, but it did not appear to function normally. Div emitted no heat, and she could appear and disappear at will to whomever she wished. But she couldn’t do much else without Sirsha’s approval.

Second, Div’s existence was a drain on Sirsha’s will—the bond between them ensured that. As long as Sirsha’s will held, Div could not run amok—even if Sirsha was sleeping. But if Sirsha faltered or her will flagged, Div could push and manipulate just enough to wreak true havoc.

Last, Div had somehow gotten a glimpse into Sirsha’s mind when they joined, which explained why she so often took the form of Sirsha’s mother or sister. But she couldn’t read Sirsha’s mind. For now, anyway, Sirsha’s thoughts were her own.

Which did not mean Div was harmless. Currently, she was circling the dog, which could clearly sense her. It growled and then began to bark, lunging at Div, who giggled and danced out of the way of its jaws.

“Stop it, damn you,” Sirsha said.

“Is that a request, little witch?” Div’s eyes drifted to the window where the children were still watching. Her face grew feral. “What will you give me?”

“I’m not giving you hearts,” Sirsha said. “We’ve established that. What else do you want?”

Sirsha had tried to get a sense of what the hells this creature was truly after. But as usual, Div obfuscated.

“To want is the source of all pain, little witch.” Div drifted away from the dog, bored of it now. “I want everything.”

“You and your damned riddles.”

At that moment, the farmer came back around the corner of the house. She had a plate of food in her hands but looked warily at Sirsha—she’d clearly heard Sirsha’s end of the conversation. The farmer held out the plate like Sirsha might be rabid.
 
Sirsha’s eyes burned in gratitude. As she reached out a hand to take the plate, she made herself speak. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I—”

At that moment, Div shoved her from behind, sending Sirsha crashing into the farmer. The food went flying, the dog barked, the farmer cursed.

And Sirsha turned tail and ran.

By the time she stopped, the eastern sky paled with the approach of dawn. Sirsha fell to the base of a mossy tree beside a stream. She hadn’t eaten properly in weeks. Her last meal was three days ago. Maybe four.

She closed her eyes and tried to hold on to an old dream as the moon shone down, casting its cold light on her face. She imagined herself on the warm, pink sands of the Southern Isles, clear water lapping at her feet.

Sirsha had gone to the Isles years ago, after her people, the Jaduna, had cast her out. Other than dealing with the traders who sailed through on their merchant ships, the islanders didn’t involve themselves in the affairs of the world. Ideal, really. Sirsha wanted to open an inn there. A bakery. Make a home and a living and never use her tracking magic again.

She tried to see it in her mind the way she used to. But now there was another person in her dream. Tall and dark-haired, with larch leaf eyes that saw straight through her and a smile he saved for those he loved the most.

Quil.

No, she thought. Zacharias Marcus Livius Aquillus Farrar. Crown prince of the Empire. Her great love. Whom she couldn’t ever be with. Because he had to save his people from the Kegari. And Sirsha had to kill Div for good.

The Adah coin warmed at Sirsha’s throat. It grew hot when their bond was strong. Cold when it was weak. Through it, she could feel Quil’s emotions. The raw, consuming worry after Sirsha disappeared. The fear as he searched for her. The despair as months passed and he heard nothing.

It would have been so easy to speak to him. To tell him everything. Even if he hadn’t figured out how the coin worked, she knew. She could hold on to it and talk to him every day if she’d wanted.

But every time she was tempted, she stopped herself.

Quil didn’t know Div had attached herself to Sirsha. And she didn’t know what Div might do to Quil, how Div might exploit the magic of the Adah bond. Div could harm Quil, manipulate him into doing things for her. He had magic, too. Div could poison it, as she’d poisoned Sirsha’s magic.

“Your necklace.” Div’s flat eyes seemed to glow for a moment. “It is magic. Who gave it to you, little witch?” Div sat beside Sirsha like a docile hound. Sirsha shrugged off the question, as if it wasn’t worth answering.

In truth, the Adah bond was powerful magic, so deep that for as long as Div was attached to Sirsha, Quil wasn’t safe from her. For now, Sirsha needed to stay the hells away from him.

Sitting against the tree, considering all this, Sirsha wanted to scream. She was tired and hungry and dirty and cold. Her clothes were shredded. Her hair was a mess—she’d lost her hairpins. She wanted a single night somewhere warm and safe and free of Div.

Div, observing Sirsha’s misery, tutted in sympathy. Unwillingly, Sirsha looked at the creature, still wearing the skin of Sirsha’s mother.

“It will be easier if you accept my help, little witch,” Div said. “I could procure you food or clothes. Kindle flame so you are not cold. Fly you to your family so you are not lonely. You are my anchor to this world, true, but I offer you much in return. My magic is boundless, if only you give me leave to use it.”

Sirsha gave the creature a withering look. The Jaduna made a deeper study of magic than anyone else in the known world. A few days in the libraries of the Jaduna capital city, Kotama, might answer many of Sirsha’s questions about Div.

“My family has no interest in seeing me,” Sirsha said. “And I haven’t forgotten your taste for magical hearts. I’d die before I let a gluttonous fiend like you feast upon my own.”

“Your own.” Div sniffed. “They cast you out. Told you that if you broke your banishment, you’d be drowned and your body left for the carrion eaters. I saw this, in your mind.”

“Well then, maybe we should go there,” Sirsha said. “They can murder me, and you’ll be stuck without an anchor you like.”

Div’s face tightened. Sirsha took note.

She curled up in her cloak, hoping to shiver herself into slumber, a relief from the hunger, at least. But sleep did not come.

“Shall I tell you a bedtime story, little witch?” Div asked with a silken voice. “To help you dream?”

Sirsha maintained her silence. She wouldn’t make a deal. But perhaps she could get Div to share something useful.

“You always spout half-truths and they’re boring.”

Div circled her, eyes glittering in the gloom as she tried to understand Sirsha’s intent. Sirsha shrugged and closed her eyes.

“I don’t care either way,” she said.

“A true story, then,” Div offered after a moment. Sirsha kept her eyes closed, seemingly uninterested.

“Long ago,” Div said, “I was a simple woman, preparing to attend a wedding.”

Sirsha nearly turned to face Div. The creature had never spoken of her past before. Never even hinted at it.

“’Twas a desert wedding between a beautiful, kind bride and a handsome, noble groom. I set out deep in the night, for I wished to reach my destination by the next evening. I had prepared my dress, procured a gift, found my way to the fine city where it was to take place.

“But the beautiful bride and the handsome groom must have had enemies, for as we all rose to witness their union, a hideous creature entered the assemblage. It cursed the bride, the groom—all of the guests. Magic-users in attendance saved the bride and groom and the guests. They saved the fine city. But they didn’t save me. I was cursed by the creature. That is how I became thus.”

“What kind of curse?” Sirsha’s curiosity overruled her caution, and she sat up—too quickly. She broke into a sweat and bent over, retching bile, her stomach seizing so hard she could only wait it out. After long minutes, body shuddering, she looked up at Div, who had pulled her robes back, her distaste clear.

“You should think less about me,” Div said, “and more about your own survival. Jibaut is not far from here.” She shook a spider from her robes. It fell away, shriveling into a ball of fear. “A few days, due east. Go and recover yourself. You have a friend there, no? I’m sure he’d be happy to see you. You could sleep. Eat.” She wrinkled her nose at Sirsha’s smell. “Bathe.”

“For a creature that gobbles up hearts for a living, you’re mighty fussed about hygiene suddenly.” Sirsha turned her back on Div so the creature wouldn’t see her expression. She needed to tread carefully. If Div learned Sirsha wanted to go to Jibaut, she would sabotage the plan to force Sirsha into bargaining with her.

“It is not your hygiene I’m concerned with,” Div said. “It’s your survival.”

“I don’t believe you,” Sirsha said. “Maybe I’ll stay here.” She looked around. “Seems like a peaceful place to die.” She nestled her head in her arms, feigning despondence. If she could extract some kind of promise from Div, she might have a chance at getting to Kade without interference.

Div paced, agitated. “You cannot die here, little witch. Go to Jibaut and recover yourself, and I’ll stay away until you are yourself again. I swear it.”

Sirsha only looked up with one eye, like she was still suspicious, even as her heart thudded in relief at this tiny victory.
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Over the next few days, Div kept her promise. She did not appear. But Sirsha could sense her presence nearby, heavy and reptilian, as if Sirsha wore a cloak of snakes she couldn’t shake off.

On the morning that Sirsha was to reach the city, Div’s presence faded. And when, by noon, Div had still not materialized, Sirsha began to feel the first stirrings of hope. The creature was gone, for at least a little while.

Which meant Sirsha had an opportunity. If ever she wanted to talk to Kade about how to rid herself of Div, now was the time.

The evening air was cool and clear, the stars emerging when Sirsha arrived on the outskirts of Jibaut. It was more like its old, irreverent self instead of the broken place it had been after the Kegari invasion last year. The pirate city had served its purpose, and there were few sky-pigs roaming the streets now.

Instead, the port was teeming with people from all over the Southern Continent. There were plenty of Jibautian sailors drinking and cursing. But she also saw Karkauns in their furs and Mehbahnese sappers haggling with a Jibautian shipwright. A group of Brijnan villagers passed, speaking in their lilting, musical tongue. Unbidden, a long-buried memory washed over Sirsha.

She was twelve and riding with her family, Kin Inashi. They slowed their horses as they entered a Brijnan village. Sirsha wished the members of her Kin would stop talking, because the Brijnan language sounded like song and she wished to listen to it.

The villagers were expecting the Inashi, and the headwoman came to greet Ma, who was Raani of their Kin and the leader of their party.

“Where is he?” the Raani asked.

“—repent and fear, for her arrival is nigh!”

The shrill shriek of a proselytizer took Sirsha out of her memory. She shivered, uneasy at the way the old recollection had come upon her so suddenly. She tried to never think about that day in Brijna.

“She will be linked in spirit to our savior, and they will become one. Seek her and bring her to us!”

Sirsha quickened her step, eager to be away from the sharp voice. Jibaut was filled with swindlers. Usually, zealots were quickly driven out. Sirsha grimaced as the woman went on. Her cadence of recitation set Sirsha’s teeth on edge.

“She is chosen by our savior, chosen as the Vessel! Our savior can give you anything you desire. Our savior’s magic is boundless—”

Sirsha slowed, skin prickling. My magic is boundless. Div’s words.

“Seek her and bring her to us! Seek her, that we might finally meld our savior’s spirit to a body and free her from her bonds!”

Sirsha couldn’t make out the face of the speaker, but the hair rising on the back of her neck told her to move. Quickly. As Sirsha scurried away, understanding gripped her like a hand tightening around her throat: the proselytizers were speaking of her.

Bleeding hells. Was this what Div wanted? It made sense; with a body of her own, Div wouldn’t be bound to the will of any human. She could hunt and kill and eat the hearts of children at leisure.

“Seek the Jaduna girl, Sirsha.” The proselytizer’s voice faded behind her. “And our savior shall reward you!”

Sirsha’s blood turned to lead in her veins. She hadn’t realized anyone else was even aware of Div’s presence, let alone that she was chained to Sirsha. Whoever the zealots were, they knew too much. And they worshipped Div. They wanted her to walk free.

This was why Div wanted Sirsha in Jibaut.

She was serving Sirsha up to the zealots like a goat to the slaughter.
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Quil

For months, Quil had sought out the Jaduna, desperate for their help in finding Sirsha. He hadn’t heard so much as a rumor of one in the Empire, Marinn, or the Tribal Lands.

Now, with the rain beating down and the window for escape closing, Quil had the chance to finally speak to one.

Quil tapped Elias. “Go,” he whispered. “I’ll be right behind you.”

Elias frowned. “We stick together.”

“Just go.” Quil wanted to shove Elias on his way. He couldn’t lose the Jaduna.

Elias squinted as he looked over Quil’s shoulder. Quil turned and cursed. The Jaduna had emerged from her tent to pull something from her saddlebag. There was no mistaking what she was or why Quil was trying to go off on his own.

“We cannot be caught. Not for anything.” Elias cast Quil a sharp glance.

Quil considered his aunt’s wrath. What it would mean if he was captured. And he considered the months of silence from Sirsha. Their Adah coin flaring hot and cold in a way that made little sense to him.

“I have to know, Elias,” Quil said. “You think I’m a fool, but you’d do the same for Laia.”

His old friend considered him for a tense moment. “I’d do worse,” he finally said. “Hurry. And watch your left flank. You always forget.”

Elias gave him a gentle nudge. They would have to work out their issues. But with an actual conversation, Quil suspected.

Quil moved swiftly, slinking alongside the tent. He’d have to cut through it—

He froze as the canvas rippled and parted to reveal the Jaduna. She looked vaguely familiar, though Quil couldn’t place why. She motioned him inside.

“Hail, Adah y Sirsha,” she said, nodding to his necklace. “That is a great gift you flash so carelessly. Come in, lest it catch the wrong eye.”

Quil flushed and tucked the necklace away, following the woman into the tent. It was generously furnished, with a fur-covered cot, table and chairs, and a brazier glowing with coals. The Jaduna was clearly an honored guest.

“I have a question,” Quil said.

The woman wrinkled her nose, appearing almost nauseous. “You stink of Ikfa,” she said. “Do you have some of that dreadful material on you?”

“No—that’s … that’s not why I’m here.” Quil had been forced to memorize hundreds of names and titles as heir of the Empire. And yet he couldn’t recall this woman’s. But it didn’t matter right now.

“How do I find Sirsha?” Quil asked. “Do you know where she is? Is she—is she still alive?” Considering any other possibility made his chest ache.

The woman sniffed and sat down, tracing circles on the table. Quil fidgeted. His entire body was tense as a wire. Answer me, damn you, he wanted to scream at her.

“Sirsha was the greatest Inashi we’d seen in an age. Yet she bound herself to you. Even for an outcast, it was highly irresponsible of her. Hear me, boy. The girl you loved is lost. Forget her.”

Shock slammed into Quil like a fist, followed quickly by suspicion. He’d heard enough of Laia’s tales to know that words mattered.

“Lost?” he asked. “Or dead?”

The Jaduna’s face tightened, as if she was hoping she wouldn’t have to make the distinction.

“She’s not dead,” she admitted, but at the relief that swept across Quil’s face, she scoffed. “If you deserved that coin around your throat, you would know this. An Adah bond cuts to the soul. It knows your heart.”

At Quil’s obvious surprise, the Jaduna’s nostrils flared in irritation. “Your lack of education on this matter is astounding. The coin is not a mere gift or symbol. It is a blood bond seared into you by magic. If your feelings change, or hers do, the etchings will fade. If you betray her, her coin will break and yours will burn your skin, branding you a traitor. If she dies, your coin will disappear, and the grief of her loss will break over your mind like a wave with no end.”

“But I still have my coin.” He held it up. “So she’s alive—”

“Listen to me,” the Jaduna said. “Though she might live, she is gone. Were you to see her, you would not know her. She is not as she was, and never shall she again be whole. That is all I will say.”

“What the hells does that mean? Has she been injured? How do I find her?”

“The coin will tell you,” the Jaduna said. “If it does not, then perhaps she does not wish to be found.”

“The coin doesn’t bleeding talk!”

“And that,” the Jaduna sneered, “is why a firnasch like you should not have an Adah oath, jinn-touched though you might be.”

Quil knew firnasch meant “outsider,” but jinn-touched, he didn’t understand. Frustration flooded him.

As did his magic. He fought it down, but some part of him whispered: You could take the knowledge from her. So easy. She wouldn’t know. Her memories could be yours.

Quil had sworn to himself that he would never use his power except in times of utmost extremity. Like now.

Outside, a rumble. Something small, exploding. He had to get out. He’d risked too much. And he still had no idea how to find Sirsha.

His magic surged out of him as he locked glares with the Jaduna. A wave of memory crashed over him—a forest, a room lined with books and scrolls, words in a language he did not speak—and then she cast him out of her mind, cursing.

“What—” she growled. “What are you—”

Elias’s face poked suddenly through the back of the tent. “We need to leave,” he said. “We’re too close to the ordnance. Raani”—Elias addressed the Jaduna—“you should leave too.”

Raani.

The woman drew herself up. “What devilry have you wrought?”

Elias, impatient now, grabbed Quil’s shoulder, dragging him out of the tent. “Cover your ears!” he bellowed, running at full speed toward the woods.

As Quil did so, the ordnance exploded.

BOOM.

The earth shook from the blast, which was followed by another and another. Elias was thrown to the ground and Quil grabbed him, dragging him up. “Are you all right?” he shouted—no one could hear them through the sound of the explosions.

Elias nodded. “Rolled my ankle.” He coughed as smoke billowed through the woods, thick and noxious.

Quil put his shoulder under Elias’s arm and together, they stumbled down the mountain. They were the last to the rendezvous point, and Aunt Hel awaited them, her face thunderous enough that even Elias winced. Sufiyan, Tas, and the legionnaires were behind her.

“What in the hells took you so long!” she hissed. “I thought you were dead. I thought they’d caught you!”

Sufiyan stepped between them, ever loyal. “He must have had a reason, Empress.”

“There was a Jaduna,” Elias said. “Raani U’qaya of Kin Khind. She visited you right before the Kegari invasion.”

Quil remembered then. He’d seen U’qaya in Navium months ago and feared she was there to corner him about his magic.

“I wanted to ask her about Sirsha, Aunt Hel,” Quil said. “I had to try—”

But Aunt Hel appeared not to have heard. Instead, her eyes widened. Quil didn’t hear the arrow knifing through the dark. He only saw his aunt leaping for him, knocking him out of the way so that the arrow whizzed past his shoulder.

And straight into Aunt Hel’s chest.




5

Sirsha

Seek her and bring her to us! The zealot’s words rang in Sirsha’s ears. Our savior’s magic is boundless.

Sirsha hadn’t tried to see who the woman was, for fear she’d be spotted. If she was at full strength, she’d have waited in the shadows and then questioned the woman at knifepoint on what, exactly, she knew about Div.

But as it was, Sirsha didn’t have the strength to fight a kitten. The zealot would have to wait.

Someone shoved into her and Sirsha immediately grabbed for the purse buried beneath her clothing. Still there, but she’d lose her money and possibly her life if she lingered any longer on the streets. She needed to find Kade. Her fatigue and confusion were dangerous; Jibaut’s denizens did not suffer the weak.

Hunched in her cloak, Sirsha scurried through the alleys, occasionally begging for a coin so that any eyes on her would quickly pass over. She didn’t have to act too much. She caught a glimpse of herself in a shop window and winced at the starved, stenchsome beggar who looked back. There were chicken feathers in her hair.

Probably a good thing. At least Kade wouldn’t flirt with her. No one would. Not even Quil, if he magically appeared. She was hideous.

But no, that wasn’t true. She might be stinking and scrawny and plagued by a heart-eating demon, but if Quil saw her, he would pull her close and never let her go. He would wrap his big arms around her and laugh at her gallows jokes and tell her that all would be well. That together, they could face anything.

Her Adah coin warmed at the thought. Somewhere far away, his would warm too.

Sirsha missed him like a honeybee misses spring. Her throat went tight. Enough. He’s not here. You’re alone. Get to Kade.

She waited until just before midnight to sneak into the trader’s home, and found him in his library, hunched over a scroll with gloves on and a seeing glass in hand. He muttered to himself, taking notes in a large black journal, so engrossed that he didn’t see Sirsha.

He smelled her. He grimaced and stood, glancing around. When she stepped out of the shadows, he yelped and threw his seeing glass at her before attempting to flee.

“Skies, you’re lucky I’m not here to kill you.” Sirsha plucked the glass from the air and flung it back, smiling at the thunk it made against his skull.

Kade turned, rubbing his crown. “Sirsha?” He looked her up and down, aghast. “What in the ten hells happened to—” He wrinkled his nose. “You stink.”

Yes, well, four months of avoiding humans because a demonic creature has latched on to you will do that. “We need to talk.”

“Couldn’t you have dunked in a river somewhere, ten bleeding hells—”

“Did you hear me?” Sirsha said. She didn’t know how long Div would stay away, and she didn’t want to find out the hard way. “I said, we need—”

“Not when you look like a wraith and smell like you’ve been bathing in bird dung,” Kade said. “I still have some of your old clothes. Come on. You need a wash and a meal. Skies, you’re skin and bones.”

She was starving and exhausted, so when he handed her a couple of cold meat pastries, she ate them without tasting them. And when he led her to a bath—steaming hot and fragrant with scented salts—she didn’t mock him for how many people he could probably fit into the sunken stone tub at once. She just stripped, not caring that he was still in the room, and dropped into the water as he hastily left, closing the door behind him.

Thank the skies Kade was such a sybarite. He had oils and soaps and scrubs galore, and Sirsha let herself enjoy them for a long while. Kade’s maids drained and refreshed the water twice before Sirsha felt fully human again, and by the time she emerged in fresh clothes, two hours had passed. Kade looked relieved when he saw her.

“There she is.” He smiled and offered her a freshly stocked pack. “Clothes, foodstuffs, supplies, and a new bedroll. I also had your boots cleaned.” He nodded to where they sat beside the door, the oxblood leather gleaming once more. Sirsha took the pack, oddly touched. Kade’s voice softened. “Come on, Sirsh. Let’s eat.”

The table was laid with another meal, and Sirsha’s stomach growled at the sight. Fluffy flatbread stuffed with cheese and topped with honey and nuts; chickpeas deep-fried and sprinkled with spicy tamarind sauce and translucent onions. A salad of minced cucumbers soaked in vinegar and studded with tiny, gemlike pomegranate seeds. She fell upon it like a starving hound, ignoring the pity in Kade’s face.

“You’ll make yourself sick,” he said, wincing at her lack of decorum.

“Worth it,” Sirsha muttered before pushing her empty plate away a few minutes later. “Thank you,” she said. “And now that everything about me isn’t offensive to you, I have questions.”

Kade opened his mouth to head her off, no doubt, but Sirsha forged on, driven by the sense that at any moment, she would get that heavy, crawling feeling and Div would reappear.

“The creature I was hunting,” Sirsha said. “You tried to warn me. You knew about her. How?”

“What does it matter?” Kade said. “I’m free of her now. You destroyed her. I knew the moment it happened because I felt as if a vise around my chest had finally released. I’ll be grateful to you forever. You don’t know what she was like.” He shuddered. “I curse the day I found that book.”

Sirsha forced herself to breathe normally. Kade had held the book that had started this madness.

“Where did you find it?” Sirsha said. “Don’t spare any details.”

Kade looked startled at her fierceness. “I discovered it in Raider’s Roost a few years ago, before you settled there,” he said. “I was trying to get my hands on a Mariner navigational chart—they’re very protective of them—and the book was sitting on a table I happened to pass.”

“Skies, but you’re an idiot,” Sirsha groaned, stunned at Kade’s naivety. “No one simply stumbles upon that sort of book, Kade.”

“I know that now,” Kade said. “I didn’t realize it then. I picked it up and …” He crossed his arms tight, as if an attack was imminent. “At first, I didn’t understand what was happening. It just had some stories in it—”

“What were they called?”

“I only remember a few,” Kade said. “‘The Demon at the Wedding.’ ‘The Dragon of Wit and Wile.’ I knew the moment I finished that second story that there was something wrong with the book. I didn’t want to buy it, but—”

“You heard a voice in your head,” Sirsha said. “Ordering you to.”

Kade nodded miserably. “I brought it here and I kept hearing that voice. It knew things about my father. The—the way he treated me. The way he hurt me. It seemed to know how hard I’d worked to build my business. Said there were treasures in the desert beyond my comprehension. Vast stores of
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