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Chapter One: The axe hung in the morning light.

	 

	Far below, someone was singing.

	 

	The melody was faint—threads of sound pulled thin by distance and wind—but Kazim heard it. He had always heard her voice, even when she was not there. Even when he was not listening.

	 

	The song drifted up from the human camp like smoke from a dying fire. It was wordless, ancient, a tune he had first heard on a night when the desert sand had risen like a wall and the world had seemed ready to end. She had sung to the storm then, and the storm had listened.

	 

	Now she sang to the soldiers.

	 

	And the soldiers were not listening.

	 

	Kazim stood frozen on his hill of dead. His hands trembled at his sides. Below, the camp stretched across the valley floor—tents and torches and the small dark shapes of soldiers moving between them. Near the center, a crowd had gathered. He could see the platform they had built, the chains that bound the figure kneeling in the mud.

	 

	Too far to see her face. But he knew her shape. He had known it for three hundred years.

	 

	The chains were iron. He could smell them even from here. Iron burned jinn flesh like acid, and the smoke from those chains had been rising for hours. She would be in pain. She would not show it. She had never shown pain, not to the soldiers, not to the king, not to anyone but him.

	 

	Her voice rose higher. Stronger. As if she were singing not to the soldiers, not to the crowd, but to him. Across three miles of blood-soaked ground, she was singing to him.

	 

	Then the song stopped.

	 

	The axe fell.

	 

	Kazim watched the blade descend. He watched the sunlight flash along its edge. He watched the figure crumple into the mud—smaller than he had expected, lighter, as if her body had already begun to forget itself.

	 

	He did not scream. He did not weep. He simply watched as the fire below consumed something that flashed copper in the rising sun. A bracelet. The one he had made for her on their wedding night. He watched it melt.

	 

	The soldiers cheered.

	 

	The sound carried across the distance like a wave—slow, thick, inevitable. Somewhere behind the cheering, a commander was shouting orders. The crowd began to disperse. The fire continued to burn.

	 

	Kazim did not move.

	 

	The heat beneath his skin rose. The old fire stirred. The part of himself that he had buried years ago clawed its way back to the surface. He had thought it dead. He had hoped it was dead. But it had only been sleeping.

	 

	Not yet, he told himself.

	 

	He did not know what he was waiting for.

	 

	He turned his back on the camp. The hill was cold beneath his feet. The bodies of the dead lay scattered around him—jinn and human alike, their blood already darkening to rust. He stepped over them without looking down.

	 

	Behind him, the cheering continued.

	 

	Ahead of him, the desert stretched empty and indifferent.

	 

	He walked.

	 

	–

	 

	Long before that morning, before the war, before the Covenant, before the first human king forged iron into a crown, the jinn possessed a power that would have made them gods of any other world.

	 

	They could unsee themselves.

	 

	Not invisibility—not the cheap trick of bending light or vanishing into shadow. The Unseeing was something far stranger. A jinni could stand in a crowded market, and every human eye would slide past them like water over a stone. Not because the jinni had disappeared, but because the humans’ own minds had chosen—without their consent—to look away.

	 

	It was not magic.

	 

	It was permission.

	 

	The jinn had been born with this gift, and for ten thousand years, they had used it freely. They had walked through human cities unseen, listened to human conversations uninvited, watched human lovers in their most private moments. Not out of malice. Out of curiosity. Out of the simple, endless hunger to know.

	 

	But there was a cost.

	 

	Every use of the Unseeing left a mark. A jinni who vanished for too long would return with gaps in their memory—hours, days, sometimes years erased as if they had never been. The oldest jinn whispered of a time before memory, when a great warrior had unseeing himself for an entire season to infiltrate an enemy fortress, and when he finally reappeared, he could no longer remember his own name.

	 

	There was another story. Older. Darker. The jinn did not tell it to outsiders.

	 

	A jinni called Samil had once vanished for a hundred years. When he returned, his memory was intact—but he spoke of things that had never happened. He described cities that did not exist. He named children who had never been born. He wept for a wife who had never lived. The Unseeing had not stolen his memories. It had given him new ones.

	 

	No one knew where those memories came from. Samil died before anyone could ask him again. But sometimes, on stormy nights, the oldest elders would look at the sea and wonder.

	 

	So the jinn learned restraint. They used their gift sparingly, briefly, always with witnesses who could remind them of who they were when they returned.

	 

	But a thousand years before our story begins, something changed.

	 

	The wars came.

	 

	Not the great war—that was still centuries away. Smaller wars. Border skirmishes. Disputes over water, over grazing land, over the shape of God and the color of the moon. Humans accused jinn of spying. Jinn accused humans of paranoia. And in the chaos, the jinn did something they had never done before.

	 

	They hid.

	 

	Not from curiosity. From fear. They watched the humans sharpen their swords and decided—quietly, collectively, without a single vote or decree—that the Unseeing was safer in their pockets than in their hands.

	 

	The Covenant of Ember & Tide codified what the jinn had already chosen.

	 

	Article Three, Section One: The jinn’s gift of Vanishing shall not be used within human territory, nor within mixed territories, nor within jinn territories where humans are present. Any unlicensed use of the Unseeing shall be considered an act of war.

	 

	The jinn agreed.

	 

	They had already stopped using it, after all. What was one more promise?

	 

	–

	 

	The Hall of Whispers stood at the border between the human kingdom of Valdris and the jinn citadels of Qadira’s Veil. Its walls were carved from obsidian so black that the torches seemed to burn inside it rather than against it. Its ceiling was open to the sky, so that the twin moons—one pale like bone, one blue like a vein—could witness every word spoken within.

	 

	For five hundred years, the Hall had been the heart of the Covenant. Human kings and jinn elders met here once every moonrise to settle disputes, renew treaties, and remind each other that peace was possible.

	 

	The Covenant had teeth. Everyone knew it. Seventy-three souls had been put to death for violating its laws in the past century alone—human and jinn alike, their trials held in this very hall, their bodies buried in unmarked graves. The message was clear: the law was the law, and the law did not bend.

	 

	But the Hall had also witnessed moments of grace. A human merchant who had saved a jinni child from drowning was granted honorary citizenship in Qadira’s Veil. A jinni healer who had stopped a plague in a human village was given a street named after her in Valdris. The Covenant was not merely a cage. It was also a bridge—narrow, fragile, but a bridge nonetheless.

	 

	On the last night of the peace, two men stood in the Hall.

	 

	One was Kazim.

	 

	He was not tall. His skin was the color of cooled lava—dark, cracked with ancient heat, as if the fire beneath had never quite died. His eyes held no light at all, only the memory of light, the way a dead star still glows on the retinas of those who looked at it too long. His hands were scarred from a hundred duels, and when he laughed—which was rare—the sound was like stones falling down a well.

	 

	He did not speak much. But when he did, people listened. Not because his voice was loud. Because something in the way he chose his words made others feel that he had already seen the end of the conversation before it began.

	 

	The other man was Captain Dorian Vale.

	 

	Dorian was young for a human captain—barely thirty, with the kind of face that made people trust him without knowing why. He had saved Kazim’s life in a skirmish with desert bandits three years ago, and the two had been friends ever since. Not the friendship of equals—Kazim was ancient—but the friendship of two soldiers who had bled on the same ground.

	 

	“Some of my soldiers saw a jinni vanish last week,” Dorian said. “Just for a breath. Just to win a bet.”

	 

	Kazim did not turn from the obsidian wall. “That is not the law.”

	 

	“The law does not matter if people stop believing in it.”

	 

	Kazim was silent for a long moment. Outside, the twin moons rose—one pale, one blue—and their light fell across the obsidian like milk spilled on a mirror.

	 

	“Who was the jinni?” Kazim asked.

	 

	“I don’t know. They wouldn’t say.”

	 

	“Then how do you know it happened at all?”

	 

	Dorian hesitated. He looked down at his boots, then back up at Kazim. “Because I believe my soldiers. And because I’ve seen how the jinn look at us now. Like we’re animals in a cage. Like they’re waiting for us to forget the Covenant so they can remind us why we needed it in the first place.”

	 

	Kazim turned. His eyes found Dorian’s, and for a moment—just a moment—the young captain saw something in them that made him take a step back.

	 

	Not anger. Not pity.

	 

	Patience.

	 

	The patience of something that had been waiting for a very long time.

	 

	“The jinn are not your enemies,” Kazim said. His voice was calm. Too calm. “The fear in your heart is your enemy. That fear has started more wars than all the swords in history.”

	 

	“And what about your fear?” Dorian asked. “You’re not afraid of us?”

	 

	Kazim smiled. It was not a kind smile.

	 

	“I am afraid of nothing,” he said.

	 

	He walked out of the Hall.

	 

	Deep beneath the ruins of Qadira’s Veil, in a chamber that no living soul had entered in centuries, a locked chest waited. No one knew what was inside. No one had asked. The key had been lost before the Covenant was carved.

	 

	Kazim had never lost his key.

	 

	–

	 

	Three hundred miles away, in the border town of Dustfall, a young woman named Lyra was hammering a horseshoe into shape.

	 

	The forge was small—a single room of stone and iron, with a roof that leaked when it rained and a chimney that smoked when the wind came from the north. But it was hers. Or rather, it was her father’s, but her father’s hands had stopped working five years ago, and now the forge belonged to anyone who could keep it hot.

	 

	Lyra could keep it hot.

	 

	She was twenty-three years old, with brown skin that had been burned and reburned so many times that it had turned the color of old leather. Her arms were thick with muscle—not the smooth muscle of a warrior, but the knotty, asymmetrical muscle of someone who had swung a hammer ten thousand times. Her hair was the color of wet earth after rain, and she wore it tied back with a strip of leather that had once been part of her mother’s apron.

	 

	Her mother was dead.

	 

	Consumption, the healers had said. There was nothing to be done. Lyra had held her mother’s hand while she coughed up blood. She had watched her mother refuse help, refuse rest, refuse to admit that her body was failing. She had watched her mother die alone in a room full of people because she had spent her whole life teaching everyone that she needed no one.

	 

	“I will not become her,” Lyra whispered to the fire.

	 

	She hammered harder.

	 

	The metal sang.

	 

	“Lyra.”

	 

	She looked up.

	 

	A jinni stood in the doorway.

	 

	She had seen jinn before—the border towns were full of them, merchants and travelers and the occasional spy—but she had never seen one like this. He was young, perhaps nineteen in human terms, with ash-gray skin and eyes the color of a winter sea. He wore simple clothes: a wool tunic, leather boots, a cloak that seemed to shift between gray and blue as she watched.

	 

	In his hands, he held a book.

	 

	“The forge is closed,” Lyra said.

	 

	“I know. I’m not here for a horseshoe.”

	 

	“Then what do you want?”

	 

	The jinni hesitated. He looked at the fire, at the anvil, at the horseshoe she had been shaping. Then he looked at her hands.

	 

	“Every day for three weeks,” he said, “I found myself stopping to watch.”

	 

	He stopped. His face flushed—an unusual sight on ash-gray skin.

	 

	“The forge,” he added quickly. “I meant the forge.”

	 

	Lyra stared at him.

	 

	“You’ve been watching my forge for three weeks?”

	 

	“Yes.”

	 

	“Why?”

	 

	He held up the book. “I wanted to read you something.”

	 

	“I don’t read.”

	 

	“That’s why I wanted to read to you.”

	 

	He opened the book. His hands were trembling slightly.

	 

	“Out of the night that covers me,

	Black as the pit from pole to pole,

	I thank whatever gods may be

	For my unconquerable soul.”

	 

	His voice was soft, musical. Lyra felt something shift in her chest.

	 

	“Who wrote that?” she asked.

	 

	“A human. A long time ago. He wrote it while he was dying.”

	 

	“Why would someone write poetry while they were dying?”

	 

	The jinni looked at her—at her burned skin, her calloused hands, the small scar on her chin from a spark that had jumped from the forge.

	 

	“Because he wanted to leave something behind,” he said. “Something that proved he had been here. Something that proved he had loved.”

	 

	Lyra set down her hammer.

	 

	“Come back tomorrow,” she said. “After the forge closes. And bring the book.”

	 

	The jinni smiled.

	 

	“I will.”

	 

	He left.

	 

	Lyra stared at the doorway for a long time. Then she picked up her hammer and finished the horseshoe.

	 

	But her hands were trembling.

	 

	Not from the heat.

	 

	–

	 

	Zevran walked back to his rented room in Dustfall with the book pressed against his chest.

	 

	He had not told her everything. He had not told her that he had watched her for three weeks—not the forge, her. The way she moved around the fire. The way she talked to herself when she thought no one was listening. The way she sometimes stopped in the middle of her work and closed her eyes, as if she were listening to music that no one else could hear.

	 

	He had not told her that he thought about her at night, when he was supposed to be sleeping. He had not told her that he had carried the book with him for seven days before finding the courage to speak. He had not told her any of this because he did not fully understand it himself.

	 

	He only knew that when he read the poem, she had looked at him as if he were not a jinni, not a stranger, not a danger. She had looked at him as if he were simply a person.

	 

	And that was something Zevran had never felt before.

	 

	–

	 

	Zevran had grown up in the shadow of old wounds.

	 

	His father had been killed by human soldiers when Zevran was eight years old. The soldiers had been young, barely older than boys, and they had been afraid. That was what his aunt always said. “They were afraid, so they killed him. That is what humans do when they are afraid. They kill.”

	 

	His mother had died of grief a year later. She had simply stopped eating, stopped speaking, stopped getting out of bed. Zevran had sat beside her for weeks, holding her hand, waiting for her to wake up. She never did.

	 

	He had been raised by his aunt after that—a woman who never smiled and who reminded him daily: “Humans are not our friends. They are not our enemies. They are simply other. And the Covenant exists to keep us other.”

	 

	Zevran had believed her. For most of his life, he had believed her.

	 

	But then he had discovered poetry.

	 

	It happened by accident. He had been exploring the ruins of an old human settlement—forbidden, illegal, but he was young and bored and curious—and he had found a book. The cover was gone. The pages were brown and brittle. But the words were still there.

	 

	“Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? Thou art more lovely and more temperate.”

	 

	He had read those lines a hundred times. He had memorized them. He had whispered them to himself in the dark, wondering what it would feel like to be compared to a summer’s day, to be called lovely, to be someone’s more.

	 

	He had never told anyone about the book. He had hidden it beneath a loose stone in his aunt’s house and read it only at night, when the rest of the family was asleep. The poems became his secret world—a place where humans and jinn were not enemies, where love was not a crime, where words could build bridges that swords could never destroy.

	 

	And now, he had read a poem to a human.

	 

	He did not know what would happen tomorrow. He did not know if she would be there, waiting. He did not know if this was the beginning of something or the end of everything.

	 

	But he was smiling.

	 

	And he could not stop.

	 

	–

	 

	While Zevran walked through the dark streets of Dustfall, Kazim sat in his chamber beneath the ruins of Qadira’s Veil.

	 

	The room was cold. Damp. It smelled of old smoke and older grief. Water dripped from the ceiling in a slow, rhythmic beat that had been going on for centuries.

	 

	In his hands, he held a copper bracelet.

	 

	Not the one that had melted in the fire. That one was gone. This was a copy he had made in the early years of his marriage, when he was still learning to be light. It was simpler than the original—less ornate, less beautiful—but the metal was the same. The weight was the same.

	 

	He turned it over and over.

	 

	He did not sleep.

	 

	He simply waited.

	 

	–

	 

	The first time Kazim saw her, she was singing to a storm.

	 

	It was centuries ago, in the southern deserts where the jinn had built their oldest citadels. A sandstorm had risen from the east—not a natural storm, but something older, something angry. The deep ones called it a sirocco of the spirit, a storm born of grief rather than wind.

	 

	Kazim had been sent to calm it. He was young then, barely two hundred, with more strength than sense. He had walked into the eye of the storm with
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