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Dedication

To everyone who dares to hope in the face of

insurmountable odds,

this book is dedicated to you

. . . and to my family.
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Part I

I am the puppet master,

the petulant child,

the silent bystander,

the witness to a crime.

I am my mother and my father.

I am the beginning of the end.

—Heka
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Prologue

Daho

Hate me if you like, but I will not apologize for exacting revenge against the gods. I will not make excuses. I alone carved a path of destruction through time and changed the course of my fate. I have changed your fate, too. I have broken the universe.

But if it is to burn, let it burn brightly.

Every story has a beginning and an end. Whether my story will end in ruin or victory—well, that chapter has yet to be written. You may think you already know how it begins, but there have been certain omissions. Now I will tell you the truth, and when I’m done, you will understand why the gods truly fear me.

In the beginning, there were two gods: Koré, the Divine Creator, and her brother, Re’Mec, the Almighty One. We called them the Twin Kings.

There were other gods, but they were not the gods of Ilora. They molded other lands and other people from the stuff of the universe. My wife was one of these celestial beings: eternal, beautiful, and terrifying. But Dimma could do the one thing her brethren could not: she bore a child of her own flesh, and the gods despised her for it.

Their fear and envy drove them to demand that she return to the Supreme Cataclysm—the inferno that birthed them—to be unmade. Of course she refused. A goddess named Eluua sought to punish my people in retaliation. First, she murdered our children to steal away our hope. Then, with help from our endoyan cousins, she set about terrorizing our cities.

Dimma put an end to Eluua’s tyranny and spun her soul into a dagger of immense power. To protect our people, Dimma offered immortality to all who had survived the attack. True, with her gift came her insatiable hunger, but we will get to that part soon enough.

My most vivid memories are of the gods’ vengeance. After Eluua slaughtered my people, Koré and Re’Mec arrived to finish what she had started. They stood on a tower, overlooking the havoc their sister had wreaked upon Jiiek.

Koré had pretended to grieve, her vessel utterly still save for her hair writhing in the breeze. Her proud features seemed carved of black marble, her eyes the deepest crimson. She’d chosen to wear mourning robes of pure white—the same kind I wore the day of my coronation to honor my parents’ legacy. The sword dangling from her left hand crackled with energy.

Re’Mec lingered at his sister’s side, appearing as a human—one of his creatures—with bronze skin, a head of disheveled curls, and irises the color of an autumn sunrise. He gazed at me across the leagues between us, above the soaring bones of half-burned skyscrapers and wreckage in the streets. His expression was petulant, like that of a child. I’d known even then that it was a mask—one of many. He was and still is drunk on the nectar of eternity, power incarnate, rage.

I will always remember Koré and Re’Mec perched on that tower, looking down in judgment. For this was the day they destroyed my soul.

I was standing on the edge of the palace grounds when Shezmu uttered a curse that dragged my attention from the Twin Kings. He gripped a curved, double-bladed sword that would undoubtedly be no match for the gods. His snow-white hair was pulled back into a knot, his skin pale, his cheeks hollow and sunken. He’d become a shell of the man he was a month ago before Eluua killed his daughter. “We’ll fight them to the end,” he vowed. “Death to the gods!”

Ten thousand souls, all that remained of my subjects, waited for the attack. We were the many shades of our race, scarred and wounded and exhausted by battle. Eluua had been unrelenting in her rage. She’d left a third of my people with splintered bones where once there had been beautiful wings. But we all shared one goal: a burning desire for revenge against the gods who had betrayed us.

Though we’d forged swords and armor from blueprints taken from history books about wars long forgotten, Dimma said we must fight her brethren on their terms. It took me centuries to truly understand what she meant, but in the end, I became as ruthless as them.

Before Koré and the others arrived, Dimma had barricaded herself inside the innermost chamber of our palace, her magic shielding her so that no one, not even the gods, could enter. I’d convinced myself that I could protect her, but it was a lie.

A fog crept across the land, swallowing everything in its path and leaving behind smothering ash. The beasts and fowl of the forest surrounding the palace shrieked and howled their last breaths. The grass withered beneath our feet; the sky pulsed the colors of fresh bruises. The sun dimmed.

“They’re here.” I willed my words to carry across our ranks. They: the gods. I sensed hundreds of them, more than I could’ve ever imagined. “I will not fault anyone who wants to leave while there’s still time.”

“I will,” Yacara declared at my side. He bore a faint resemblance to our creator’s vessel, with smooth dark skin and black wings. “If you run away, I will haunt your dreams for all eternity.”

Yacara’s threat was empty, but no one fled. We had nowhere to go. This was our home and our fight. “We stand with you,” someone muttered among the ranks.

“Kill the gods,” hissed another, and soon more picked up the chant.

“Kill the gods, kill the gods, kill the gods.”

“Kill them, we shall!” Shezmu answered with a manic laugh.

He, Yacara, and I held the front line as the fog tumbled to a halt, hovering an arm’s length away. The gods’ voices whispered in chorus, low and brooding, their words indistinguishable. Shezmu tensed with his swords ready. I clutched the dagger made of Eluua’s soul.

When nothing happened, Yacara grimaced. “What are they waiting for?”

“What are they waiting for?” the gods mocked him in return.

For centuries, Dimma had reminded me that my body was only a vessel, but my muscles coiled in anticipation nonetheless. My heart raced and sweat dampened my brow. I knew what I had to do. Once I killed the Twin Kings, their brethren would falter.

The fog separated into distinct shapes as the gods revealed themselves. Some were tall and hideous; others, mere flames or wisps of wind. Several had blank canvases for faces, barbed tails, or elaborate horns of polished bone.

The attack came at once. They swarmed us, ripping and shredding flesh, severing heads and limbs, spilling blood that painted our lands. They cut down demon after demon, and my fury grew until it consumed me. I became one with my dagger, driving my blade through them with no thought but killing as many as I could. With each god’s death, the dagger absorbed their soul with a hunger of its own. The blade began to glow and lengthened until I was holding a sword.

I fought my way to the top of the tower, where Koré stood waiting for me. Re’Mec wasn’t with her—he’d joined the battle on the palace grounds. The Divine Creator barely seemed to notice my arrival; she was too busy watching her brethren attempt to destroy what was left of my people. I’d wondered what she thought of Dimma’s gift of immortality as Shezmu, Yacara, and the others rose from their broken bodies to keep fighting.

“Is this what you want, child?” Koré finally tore her eyes away from the battle to face me. “Hasn’t this gone far enough?”

“How can you ask such a thing,” I spat, “after you let Eluua murder my people?”

Koré tilted her head to consider the dagger, now a sword of light to match her own. “I should have acted sooner to stop her,” she conceded.

“You did not act at all,” I reminded her. “Dimma did.”

She sniffs the air. “I will allow you to keep Eluua imprisoned. She deserves it. But you must let the others go.”

“I’ll only free them if you promise to leave Dimma alone,” I countered.

“You know I cannot.” Koré chided me almost gently. “She and your child are the beginning of the end. If they live, the Supreme Cataclysm will consume the universe and destroy us all.”

I’d hoped she would finally see reason. She and Re’Mec alone had the power to stop this. “So be it.”

I raised my sword high and brought it down upon the Divine Creator, but she struck first, severing my arm so cleanly that for a moment, I felt nothing. Then . . . pure, searing agony. She beckoned my sword to her with an imperious crook of her finger. The blade went willingly, but as soon as she gripped the hilt, a single shudder passed through her.

“This can’t be,” she whispered.

Flesh and bone materialized to replace my severed limb, but that was of no importance next to what was happening to Koré. Her skin withered and cracked. A buttery light oozed from inside her, escaping through the many fissures covering her body. So, it was true: Dimma said that only she or I could wield Eluua’s power, but I hadn’t guessed it would consume anyone else who touched it, especially a god.

I strolled forward and pried the sword from Koré’s unresisting hand. She was mere ashes shaped into some semblance of a vessel now. As I prepared to reap her soul, the echoes of my mother’s stories—of Koré’s kindness and love for our people—rang in my ears. All of them lies, for our god was selfish and cruel. “Goodbye, Divine Creator.”

Another sword blocked my killing blow, and Re’Mec appeared between his sister and me. He clucked his tongue. “Would you really strike down your divine creator?”

I gritted my teeth in frustration. Koré had already recovered—her skin smooth again, her white mourning robes pristine. Of course it wouldn’t be so easy. Still, I had held out hope. Behind her, shadows converged on the palace, and inevitability carved a place in my heart. Dimma’s magic was failing. I had to get back—but before I could take a step, Re’Mec pierced his sword through my belly. “You’re too late,” he grunted as he twisted the blade.

The impact hurtled me into the void between life and death, and my rage began to fade, replaced by the gentle beckoning of the Supreme Cataclysm. It called to my soul, enticing me to be unmade. It promised comfort. Rest. I will not lie. I was tempted.

But I wasn’t ready. I refused with everything left in me, fighting against its lure until I returned to my body. When I regained consciousness, I was still holding the sword. The Twin Kings were gone.

I staggered to the edge of the tower and let myself fall, already pumping my wings hard and fast when I caught the current. “Dimma!” I screamed. “Dimma!”

My desperate calls yielded no answer, and her silence was deafening, cold, final. A part of me died with her, and the insatiable hunger was all that remained.

Now you know why I despise the gods, and why I will not rest until I destroy every last one of them.
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One

Arrah

I dream of a different life. I dream of kissing Rudjek in our secret place by the Serpent River underneath a shade tree, magic alighting on my skin and glowing inside me. Grinding herbs at my father’s side in his shop while he tells me another story of his tribe. Watching my mother paint dancers on the wall outside my bedchamber. I dream of holding my sister’s hand as we traverse the crowds of haggling patrons and eager merchants in the East Market.

This Efiya is a little girl admiring all the trinkets with wide-eyed innocence. She’s not the monster who killed our parents and so many others—the monster who freed the Demon King. And my mother isn’t the woman who fed children’s souls to a demon in a bid to destroy the gods. My father is still alive. Sukar. Grandmother. All the others. But these dreams will never come true—they’re only wishful thinking to calm the ghosts that haunt my memories.

I’ve sacrificed so much already. I don’t doubt that I will sacrifice much more before the end.

I wish that I could bury my thoughts as easily as I push back the branches of saplings that cut across our path. We’re deep in a forest on the crossroads in search of what’s left of the five tribes of Heka. Sweat softens our grime-stiff clothes, and mosquitoes the size of horseflies buzz about our faces. Under different circumstances, I might close my eyes and listen to the birdsong or watch the lizards scurry across tree trunks or admire the wildflowers nestled in the underbrush. But all I can think about is Dimma.

I tell myself that I will be better than her. That I won’t make her mistakes. That I will turn away from the temptation that ruined her . . . but I am very good at pretending. I am good at killing, too, or I was before she stripped me of the chieftains’ magic to protect her ama. In a way, the Demon King was my ama, too, for she is a part of me. Twenty-gods, I was her. That much, I will concede. I was once a ruthless god who loved the Demon King. Let me clarify: Dimma still loves him despite the horrible things that he’s done. I sigh at the memories of his touch, his lips against hers, the calming timbre of his voice. I am not her, but I can’t deny the longing stirring inside me.

“Dare I ask what’s on your mind?” Rudjek says as the still morning air gives way to the lash of the hot sun. He’s keeping his distance as he walks alongside me.

I curse under my breath when we pass a familiar wizened tree stump. I can’t bring myself to meet his gaze, so I stare intently at the path. “I think we’ve been here before.”

“We should stop for a bit,” Rudjek suggests, though he sounds like he has enough energy to go on for days.

His craven guardians have shifted into hawks that circle the sky, their wings occasionally offering slivers of respite from the sun. Essnai clings to her ama’s arm and whispers something that draws a coy smile from Kira. I try not to think about the absence of Majka, Raëke, Sukar, but a hollow ache rises in my throat nonetheless. With it comes the bitter taste of shame. I killed Sukar while trying to protect him, and then the Demon King stole his body.

“I would rather keep moving,” I finally answer.

I think about the survivors we left in Tribe Zu. After we rescued them from Tyrek Sukkara, they’d settled at the head of the crossroads. They had agreed that they wouldn’t run anymore and would make their stand in the Zu mountains if the demons attacked again. I promised them I would find out what happened to the rest of the tribal people, but after a month on the crossroads, we’re no closer to an answer. Without the chieftains’ magic, it’s been nearly impossible.

Ahead of us, the path splits into forks that double back and cross over themselves in every direction. I sigh when I see a circle of white ash marking a tree. Kira drew it just this morning. She’s been tracking our path through the crossroads. Somewhere I’ve made another wrong turn.

“We knew this wouldn’t be easy,” Essnai offers, her voice a soft coo. “We expected detours, but we can’t give up hope. We’ll find the tribes.”

“It would help if I weren’t leading us in circles half the time,” I mutter, annoyed.

I have to believe the tribes made it to safety after Efiya and the demons attacked their lands, but my hope is beginning to dim. We’ve found no fresh footprints. No smoldering ashes of campfires, no bones from roasted meat, not so much as a branch crushed under a passing foot that wasn’t our own. I think of Dimma again and my plan. She’d used my borrowed magic to heal Rudjek; maybe it was possible to use her magic to stop the Demon King. There must be someone left in the tribes who could help me unlock it while keeping her asleep. I can’t stand by and let the Demon King hurt anyone else—not if I can do something to stop him.

I wish that I could trust Koré and Re’Mec, but I’ve seen firsthand through my own eyes and secondhand through Dimma’s that things only get worse when the gods are involved.

“We’ve been walking for hours,” Rudjek says suddenly; then he leans in close to me, knowing full well what will happen. “You look like you could use some rest.”

I brace myself for the effect of his anti-magic, and it comes at once. The faint lines of the trail suddenly disappear. I bite my lip, pushing back my frustration. I don’t regret making the deal with Dimma to give up the chieftains’ gift to save Rudjek’s life, but I hate that his anti-magic completely washes out my ability to see magic when he’s this close. “I’m fine,” I say, insisting on pushing ahead.

Rudjek squints and glances at me sideways. A look meant to bait me. “You’re not a very good liar.”

It works.

I press my hand to his cheek, tracing the bristle of the beard that has only recently cropped up. I suspect it will be as thick and curly as the hair on his head in a few years. Touching him, now that we can touch, always helps me not to feel so lost. Rudjek, Essnai, Kira, and even Fadyi and Jahla are my anchors. They are all I have left. I shiver when Rudjek kisses my palm—Dimma liked when Daho did that.

“You always get that dreamy look when . . . ,” Rudjek murmurs, his gaze searching. He lets his words trail off, but I know what he started to say. When you’re thinking about him. “At least when I kiss you, I won’t puncture your lips.”

The joke is about Daho’s pointed teeth, of course. Teeth that spent countless hours delicately grazing Dimma’s wrists, her neck, the hollows of her collarbone. Other places that I try not to remember.

“Are you so insecure that you think I’d waste my time fantasizing about the Demon King?”

“Yes.” Rudjek looks down at me, rubbing the back of his neck. “He’s taller than me, I’ll give him that—and then there are those wings and glowing eyes. Oh, and that wicked blade for trapping souls.”

I frown. “Now that you mention it . . .”

Rudjek pretends to stagger back, clutching his heart. Then he bats his long dark lashes and poses. “I happen to be very pretty, too, you know.”

I raise an eyebrow, delighting in this playful banter. It reminds me of the way we were before things became so complicated. “I hadn’t noticed.”

But pretty is an understatement. Rudjek is also tall, with pale brown skin, eyes as black as a moonless night, lush dark eyebrows, and an irresistible smile. His curls have grown unruly while we’ve been on the road. I like it. He looks less like the Crown Prince and more like the boy I used to sneak away to meet by the river, the boy with a spark of adventure in his eyes, who couldn’t have cared less what his demanding father thought of him.

Essnai laughs. I glance over my shoulder and get the feeling that she and Kira are gossiping about us. Sometimes I think it’s a mistake to let my friends come with me, but I don’t know how to do this alone.

“See?” Rudjek scoffs. “Even Kira and Essnai think I’m pretty.”

“You wish,” Kira says, making a face.

“Must you always be so insufferable, Rudjek?” Essnai asks.

“You finally see how much work it was to serve as his attendant! And then again under his command.” Kira pretends to be exasperated. “He is so tiring.”

“Hey!” Rudjek protests.

Kira picks up a small stone and pitches it at him, and he dodges it with ease.

I’m grateful for these moments of levity, but they don’t last nearly long enough. “Now, if you don’t mind, I need to get back to tracking the crossroads,” I say, gesturing for Rudjek to give me more space.

He frowns, but he doesn’t object when Kira hooks her arm underneath his and pulls him away. “There’ll be plenty of time for frolicking later. Stop distracting her.”

“I am not distracting her,” he mumbles. “As usual, she’s being stubborn.”

Once the sting of his anti-magic fades, I seek out the lines of the crossroads again, my gaze searching over rocks and crooked tree roots and vines. I’m convinced that one day even this gift to see magic will be stripped away, leaving me with nothing. Since I was a child, it’s been my one true talent, and I can’t imagine losing it.

I stare so long I have to blink back tears gathering in the corners of my eyes. It helps the burning but not by much. My vision isn’t what it used to be—yet another not-so-subtle side effect of trading my years in exchange for magic. Another consequence I must live with to the end of my days. I let out a soft sigh when the lines of the crossroads finally shimmer underneath the sun. The tightness eases in my chest.

Rudjek’s guardians perch high in a tree, waiting for us. One is iridescent brown, the other snow white. Before I lost the chieftains’ gift, I could see the way the cravens worked to hold their physical shape—their skin always moving like water washing over the hull of a ship.

My friends don’t question our route as we pick up the trail again, though it loops, circles, and takes random turns through thorned bushes that sting our ankles. We cross into a thick part of the forest that offers relief from the sun. In the shadows, the magic is much more pronounced. It clings to the trees like silky moss and drifts lazily between the branches. It makes me ache for the nights when it came to me willingly.

After everything that’s happened, I should be repulsed by it, but I still feel a sense of wonder like when I was a child during Imebyé in Tribe Aatiri and tried to pluck it from the air. I swallow my bitterness. If I can’t tap into Dimma’s gifts, the only way I can possess magic again is to trade my years. That could lead to nothing good. If recent events have taught me anything, it’s that I want the chance to live my life on my own terms, for however much time I have left.

“There’s something strange about the magic here,” Rudjek says almost to himself. He stops in the middle of the path and slowly turns, frowning at a single sapling in a clearing bathed in the amber of the afternoon light.

I stop, too. I don’t sense anything amiss, but I trust his instincts. The sun orisha made cravens to hunt down magic, so his perception of it is much stronger than mine. I look ahead at a tangle of lines on the crossroads that intersect near a tree. They pulse and writhe, but that isn’t unusual. It’s by design: the entire crossroads is a maze meant to keep anyone from finding the tribal people.

“What is it?” Kira asks.

Rudjek rests his hands on his hips, near the hilts of his swords. “I don’t know. All I can say is that it feels strange.”

“Maybe it’s best if we keep going and not stay here.” I point to the lines as if my friends can see them. “I just need some time to study the intersection.”

“I think we’ll scout the area,” Rudjek says, but it’s an excuse to give me more distance from his anti-magic. His guardians, Fadyi and Jahla, land nearby, and their shapes stretch from feathers and wings into arms and legs. Their human forms look much like the hawks’: Fadyi with rich brown skin and dark hair; Jahla with paler skin, light eyes, her hair now silver instead of white.

Essnai thrusts a waterskin in my hand. “Drink this before you pass out from the heat.”

I take it from her, but I hesitate, my hand shaking. The supple leather reminds me of the night when she, Sukar, Tyrek, and I sat around a campfire, sharing a wineskin and playing the drum. That was before Tyrek revealed that he was a snake. Sukar had danced with Essnai, the two of them ethereal underneath the moonlight.

Only it wasn’t Sukar.

Essnai’s eyes meet mine as if she knows what I am thinking. Her touch is gentle as she guides the waterskin to my lips. “Drink.”

Always so bossy, Sukar used to tease her. And he was always cynical but warm and funny.

“Fine.” I sigh. After taking a sip, I turn back to the path. The magic of the crossroads is clever. Sometimes it pulses like a heartbeat; sometimes it flows like water over smooth stone. I kneel and run my hand along the tangle of lines, feeling the throb of the magic.

It takes a moment, but one of the lines shimmers, suddenly standing out from the others, revealing the right path. I get to my feet. “I’ve found the next leg of our journey.”

“Time to go,” Essnai calls to the others.

Rudjek returns to the clearing with his guardians. They stay back while Kira and Essnai keep me company, chattering away. Now that we’re following the shimmering line, I see the strangeness that Rudjek sensed earlier. The magic is disjointed, as though it’s held together by a fraying rope.

As the sun sinks low in the sky and then finally slips below the horizon, I take a fork on the path and immediately know that something is wrong. I’m hit with a blast of rank air that twists my belly in knots. The stench is of death and decay, things that I have become intimately familiar with.

Shadows pass in front of the flickering lines of the crossroads. Familiars, I tell myself. Until recently, they’d been harmless—shapeless, wandering souls trapped between life and death by Dimma’s hand. But when Efiya released Daho, he commanded them to attack Rudjek. Another rush of rank air sweeps across my path, and I see staring, hollow eyes in the dark. Dozens of them, faintly glowing.

Familiars don’t have eyes.

I stumble back and collide with Rudjek, and he catches me in his arms. The crossroads blink out, blocked by his anti-magic. “I take it we took a wrong turn . . . ,” he says as he pulls away from me and draws his swords. His guardians flank him, searching the darkness unfolding in front of us. Essnai readies her staff.

“Demons?” Kira asks as she retrieves two of the many daggers strapped to her body.

“No,” Rudjek murmurs, and Fadyi nods in agreement.

Magic swells in the forest. Sparks fly from the trees to join with the shadows, swarming like wasps, until they illuminate the faces of decaying carcasses. Dread crawls across my skin at the realization: before us stand a dozen akkaye.

“So much for looking forward to a moment’s rest,” Rudjek says as he and the cravens move between the akkaye and me.

“Burning fires,” Kira curses. “What kind of perversion is this?”

I swallow down my horror as the akkaye shudder. Their long spindly arms quake, and their skeletal fingers stretch and flex as they fully awaken. Ghastly shrieks tear into the night as, one by one, the creatures lurch forward, each step smoother and faster than the last. The akkaye are almost inconceivably thin, with pocked, gray skin stretched tight over protruding ribs and clavicles. They heave in gulps of air, gasping before their hollow, unblinking eyes seem to find us all at once.

“We have to go.” I back away from Rudjek so his anti-magic doesn’t keep me from finding the path again. I frantically search. I should see something, a glimmer, a stray spark of magic, but the crossroads have gone dark.

Too late I realize that I’ve led my friends into a trap meant for the demons. The akkaye have only one instinct: to kill. And we’ve been caught in their snare.
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Two

Arrah

If ndzumbis are the living dead, then the akkaye are the undying. They were legends from a time when the tribes fought each other in vicious wars. When magic was little more than a weapon to wield against your enemy—the way my mother had wielded it against the orishas and against me.

An impression of the Litho chieftain stirs in my mind, like an echo of a memory. From the remnant of white ash on the akkaye’s withered faces, I can tell they had come from his tribe. Töra Eké was talented with magic that could twist souls in unimaginable ways. He had done this before Efiya killed him and the other chieftains. He sacrificed his own people.

“Are those . . . corpses?” Kira remarks, interrupting my thoughts.

These had once been people with families and friends, and Töra Eké had turned them into abominations. How could he do something so vile? This was no better than the demons—maybe it was even worse. “They are corpses,” I say as the akkaye lurch forward another step. “They’re more dangerous than they look.”

“They look plenty dangerous to me,” Essnai mumbles.

“How do we kill them?” Rudjek asks, cutting to the point.

“According to the stories, the akkaye cease to exist by killing the witchdoctor who made them, but that witchdoctor is already dead,” I answer, rushing my words. “The only other way is to destroy their bodies, completely, so they can’t draw more magic to them.”

“That shouldn’t be so difficult.” Rudjek rotates his wrists, and moonlight shines off his curved blades. “I’m rather good at destroying things.”

This is my fault. We wouldn’t be facing the akkaye had I not made another mistake. Maybe if I retraced our last steps, I could find the path again. I scan the clearing, looking for any sign. We’d crossed it from north to south, then thrice circled the whispering tree—where the akkaye stand now—before doubling back. Where was the exact spot the magic had blinked out? I bite the inside of my cheek hard enough to taste blood, and an akkaye snaps its head in my direction. There’s awareness in its hollow eyes, a keen sense of foreboding as if it can smell death clinging to me.

“Here.” Kira hands me one of her knives. “In case one gets by us.”

The blade is slick against my sweaty palm, its weight unfamiliar and awkward, yet I had wielded the Demon King’s dagger with deadly precision. With that dagger, I had killed. Now the compulsion to reach out and snatch magic from the sky to destroy the akkaye overwhelms me. I can do it if I pay the price—if I offer up my years. I push that thought away. The dagger will have to be enough.

“Just what we need.” Jahla utters the first words I’ve heard her say in well over a month. Her voice is small and raw. “More monsters who refuse to die.”

Near the front of the advancing horde, an akkaye arches its back and brays at the sky. Spiny appendages with curved claws wiggle from between its shoulder blades, and oily black wings unfurl. More akkaye sprout wings as the terrible sound of splitting flesh fills the forest.

Rudjek quirks an eyebrow at me. “Well, that certainly makes things interesting.”

As the akkaye transform, I finally catch a glimpse of the crossroads behind them—a single spark of magic on the ground near the whispering tree. The akkaye watch us with sunken glowing eyes, standing between us and our path to safety.

“We have to go through them,” I say desperately. “It’s the only way.”

Rudjek lifts his shotels, resigned. “Let’s get on with it, then.”

He, Fadyi, and Jahla spread out along the ragged line of akkaye that chitter with anticipation. Their appendages twitch, and bone scrapes against bone as they lurch forward. But when Rudjek signals his guardians to stop, so do the akkaye. It’s a grotesque game of jackals and hounds. Who will strike first?

“They’re protecting the crossroads!” I shout. “They won’t venture away from the trap.”

“Then we’ll hold them off while you find the path,” Rudjek says a split second before he, Fadyi, and Jahla disappear. The place where they stood is empty, and I experience a jolt of horror before they reappear behind the akkaye. Rudjek’s ability to bend time and space, even if temporarily, still leaves me breathless.

The changes in the akkaye are instant, their bodies straightening like threads pulled taut. Leathery lips stretch across jagged teeth as they swarm Rudjek and his guardians. Rudjek roars in pain as a claw slices open his chest. He slams the akkaye into the whispering tree so hard that flesh is torn from its body, left to hang from the bark. He relieves another akkaye of its head and acrid green blood sprays on his arm. His skin sizzles and smokes. The smell taints the air and turns my stomach—but in seconds, his wounds have healed.

Fadyi and Jahla let go of their physical shapes, becoming two gray amorphous masses that race through the akkaye, twisting into sharp edges that cut and sever and impale. The cravens slip from the creatures’ grasp with ease. When the akkaye are nothing more than a heap of rotting corpses spread about the ground, Fadyi and Jahla return to their human forms.

“Well, that was a nice distraction,” Rudjek says with a deep sigh.

But his relief is short-lived as magic alights on the akkaye. Roots spring up from the ground and weave together to replace their missing heads, limbs, and wings. New grotesque creatures rise from their broken bodies, and Jahla lets out a growl.

Rudjek shrugs. “And here I thought it would be easy.”

The akkaye attack again, and a narrow gap opens between them and the crossroads. “There’s our chance,” I tell Essnai and Kira, and we dash toward the whispering tree. I keep my gaze on the single spark of magic, desperate not to lose sight of it as Essnai and Kira fight off a handful of akkaye who have peeled away from Rudjek and his guardians.

When we reach the spark of magic, my breathing slows and my eyes slip out of focus. Another spark careening in the air descends and lands in front of me. Light spreads out along the ground, seeping into the undergrowth, around the rocks and exposed roots, illuminating the path again.

“Here!” I yell, but as I turn to the others, an akkaye sinks its teeth into my shoulder. Hot, searing pain cuts through me, and I scream. The creature stares in confusion as if there’s some shred of consciousness left inside it. Blood oozes around its mouth, but the akkaye doesn’t let go. Finding my strength, I manage to stab it in the neck. Kira’s blade glows—imbued with the sun orisha’s magic. The akkaye stumbles back, my flesh still between its teeth.

“We’re not the enemy,” I whisper.

Essnai splits the akkaye across the skull with her staff. “Arrah, watch out!”

Too late, I see the shadow sweeping down from the sky. An akkaye slams into me, and Kira’s dagger slips from my hand. I stare at the blood soaking through my tunic—at the claws clutching my sides. The world is a blur as the akkaye takes flight, hauling me with it.

The wind howls in my ears, and tree branches sting my skin. I struggle to free myself, but it’s no use. We land in another part of the forest, separated from the others. The akkaye pins me to the ground, and a thin, rank string of drool drips from its mouth.

I scream again, succumbing to pain and frustration. Only a small trade, and I could have magic again. I could call upon it to destroy the akkaye—but instead, I’m reduced to sheer terror. Without Kira’s dagger, I have no other means to defend myself. The orishas never intended for mortal kind to possess magic, and I’ve begun to understand why. We twist it in horrible, horrible ways, just like Töra Eké did with his own people.

I brace myself for the akkaye’s next move, but it only perches on my chest, clicking its teeth and sniffing the air. I can’t die, not after coming this far. Not before I’ve found a way to use Dimma’s magic to stop Daho. Gods. If I die, she’ll be free.

The akkaye cocks its head and stretches its long neck. It’s listening intently but to what? The forest is quiet except for the fighting in the distance. While it’s distracted, I run my hand across the dirt until I find a rock. When I raise my arm to strike, the akkaye lowers its face to mine, leering at me through the fetid fog of its breath. Its hollow eyes pierce my soul. But like the first akkaye that attacked me, a flicker of uncertainty crosses its face.

Another akkaye crawls toward us, mouth open in anticipation. I grit my teeth and choke out a desperate cry. “Don’t!”

Magic shudders in the trees, eager to come to me. I resist calling it, even as the temptation grows stronger. The akkaye both stop at my command, but something else has their attention. A gush of warm air; a shift in the space around us. Bending shadows. I follow their gaze and stare into the darkest part of the forest. My heart leaps in my chest, summoning an image of beautiful, outstretched wings the color of a snow dove. I push down the longing that stirs inside me, but I can never fully suppress Dimma’s yearning for her ama. Then the shadows shift again, leaving cold emptiness in their wake.

Rudjek suddenly appears behind the akkaye pinning me to the ground. The creature shrieks as he plunges his shotel through its chest. Blood splashes on my face and sears my cheek, but the akkaye stiffens, its skin turning papery. Rudjek’s anti-magic pours off him like the hot lash of the sun. In moments, the akkaye turns into ashes. No amount of magic will bring it back this time.

The second akkaye moves to attack, but I yell, “Stop!”

Again, it freezes in place.

Rudjek frowns at me, but I can’t explain it, either. I sag against the ground, deflated and relieved that it hadn’t come to trading my years. I swallow hard as I issue another command to the creature. “Sleep.”

The akkaye tilts its face to the sky and brays, then more cries ring out across the forest. The akkaye backs away until it’s swallowed whole by shadows. “They’re fleeing,” Rudjek stutters. He narrows his eyes, looking at me suspiciously. “Did you . . . ?”

“No,” I say, inhaling a breath that’s cut off by the pain in my sides. The best I can guess is the akkaye had sensed that Töra Eké’s ka once resided inside me, the same way I knew that he had made them. “What took you so long to rescue me?”

Rudjek leans over me, mischief dancing in his dark eyes. “I’ll be faster next time.”

“See that you are,” I say, but there’s no bite in my words.

He reaches for my wounds, but he hesitates. I press my palm against his chest. Not so long ago, we could have killed each other with one touch. He smiles down at me as he slides his hands to my waist, his calloused fingers ever so careful.

I go slack, comforted by the warmth of his embrace. He smells of blood and sweat and rot, but I don’t care. I can feel my skin responding. I can feel him. At first, my body resists his anti-magic, but soon the tide turns, and a soothing tingling spreads through me . . . and the pain recedes.

He quirks an eyebrow. “To think that I’ve been hoping to get you alone for weeks.”

“And now here we are,” I say with as much dignity as one can muster while wallowing in dirt and blood.

He smiles. “This is nice.”

“I’m bleeding to death, and all you have to say is ‘this is nice’?”

“We’re alive, Arrah,” he says quietly, and I don’t miss the layers of meaning in his words. We’re alive, and our friends are dead. We’re alive, and we don’t know how much time we have left. “I plan to keep us that way.”

It’s a promise that I want so desperately to believe will come true, and even though I know better, I let myself bask in this moment. Rudjek makes to pull away once my wounds are healed, but I grab his arm. I can’t let this chance go by like all the others. It isn’t as I imagined it—I’m not as I imagined, with my hair graying and my missing tooth, the cost of trading my years. But I am beyond caring about things I cannot change. “Are you sure we’re alive?”

Rudjek grins, and he lowers his lips to mine. “There’s only one way to find out.”
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Three

Efiya

I am not meant to be idle. I need to do something—anything—that isn’t wasting away in this barren land. I am meant for greatness.

How can the demons call this pathetic place home? The sun is a burning eyesore, and the twin moons bleed across the sky at night. My father expects me to stay in Ilora while he waits for the Demon King to move against the orishas.

He clearly doesn’t know me very well.

Since I cannot stand another moment cooped up in the palace without setting it on fire in a fit of rage, today I’ve decided to take a stroll. I wander through a scattering of dwellings in what was once Jiiek. The soil is ash against my bare feet, which only annoys me more. I don’t get why these demons even bother to put on this charade. They should crush these relics from the past and build something new. Better yet, they should stop licking their wounds and make the orishas pay. That’s what I would do.

My father and the Demon King control the gate between worlds; they can take their people away from here. There must be any number of homes the orishas made for their little pets that we can claim for ourselves. I personally prefer Zöran. I have a few scores to settle there.

I pause when I come upon a sickly tree with festering wounds in its gray bark. It’s been dying for a very long time. “Did you do this, Ugeniou?” I whisper. The many souls I’ve consumed stir inside me. Their anger and despair rise to the edges of my thoughts. I rather enjoy their protests. It reminds me of my power. Ugeniou—the harvester—is only one such soul that lingers within me now. “You would have needed Nana’s help—your counterpart, the mother of the land. She poisoned the soil first, and you poisoned the plants. . . . That was rather nasty of you both but quite clever. Though I might have done something more . . . exciting.”

Ugeniou doesn’t answer. He can’t. He’s very much dead—not that he was particularly hard to kill. What is left of him is only an impression, a compulsion. I press my hand against the tree, and its bark crumbles. A sadness passes over me. Regret. “It hurt you to destroy your harvest,” I realize. “But you still did as Re’Mec and Koré asked like a good little sibling.”

Bitterness rises in my throat. My sister wanted me to obey her, too.

I slowly turn around the tree, scraping my nails across the bark. I’m keenly aware that I have an audience. The demons that I freed from Kefu know me—they’re grateful, but the demons that have been trapped on Ilora for five thousand years treat me like an outsider even after everything I did for them. I alone reunited their people and freed their king. My hand begins to pulse with light as I pour magic into the tree. The poison resists my efforts, but in the end, it succumbs to my will. Everything always does.

The bark grows firmer underneath my touch, and it turns from sickly gray to a rich black. The roots writhe in the dead soil as my magic brings life back to them. Pink buds blossom on the bare limbs. I am filled with a profound sense of pride, but I snatch my hand away. I don’t care about this tree. All I care about is my revenge, and I’m tired of waiting.

I take back my magic and leech the last bit of life from the tree. I smile when the demons watching me slink away in the shadows. It seems that I have given them something to talk about.

I storm back across the dead land to the palace. Perhaps I’ll pull apart the bones of Dimma’s throne and make something new of them. But when I reach the chamber, I feel even more restless than before my stroll. I slump into the throne, which sits on a raised platform above the chamber. Light filters through the stained-glass sky dome and shimmers against my skin. I conjure a mirror on the wall to see myself. I look marvelous, truly, considering that my sister destroyed my vessel and forced my soul into the Demon King’s dagger. I shudder, remembering that dark, lonely place.

After the Demon King released me, I remade my body, just as it was before, in all its perfection and glory. I can’t wait until the moment Arrah sees it. She’s going to be beside herself to learn that her efforts were for nothing. I’m still mad that she wouldn’t let me out of the dagger, but I’m looking forward to our reunion. I’ve missed her.

To think that she once sat upon this throne, back when she was Dimma. Her presence lingers here even now, impressions from the day she died. I smooth my palm across the armrest made of bones that have long ago turned to crystal. The design of the throne is morbid, even for my taste. Dimma’s grief still chokes the air. If you ask me, this palace could use a spiritual cleansing—too many sad memories. I wonder what will happen if Arrah returns here. Will she become Dimma again—or will she still be my sister?

My forearms tingle: the gate between worlds is about to open. The air shifts to make space for it. I sense my father’s overbearing presence at once and roll my eyes. The Demon King isn’t with him, so he must still be on Zöran pining after my sister when he should be putting an end to the orishas. Spending five millennia in their prison has made him feeble. Like this decaying world, the gods are relics, too, that must be put down.

My father says I should abandon my quarrel with them now that I’ve freed the Demon King. I guess he wants only to keep me safe, but he doesn’t get it. I like games, and I’m not done playing.

When the Demon King is here, he spends most of his time at the frozen lake in the little cabin waiting for Arrah . . . Dimma. Whatever. What an absolute fool he is—a complete and utter tragedy. I sigh and lean my head back against the throne. His people, our people, still love him, even after he helped my sister kill the demons loyal to me.

That was an unfortunate mistake.

“Efiya!” Shezmu shouts from the base of the throne, as if I’m a child he can order around when I’m the one who helped him regain his strength. “Come down from there.”

“I’m busy, Papa.” I play along for now. A spoiled child left too long to her own devices. “I’m paying my respects to your beloved queen.” I don’t bother hiding the contempt in my voice.

I can tell from Shezmu’s silence that he’s flustered, but when he speaks again, it’s obvious that he’s trying not to show it. “Will you please come down, daughter?” He is so restrained—the pillar of patience.

I soften at the gentle plea in his voice. If there is a weakness in me, it’s this—I’m vulnerable to the occasional show of kindness, even though I know it can’t be trusted. Mother never asked; she only demanded. Nothing I did was ever good enough for her.

But Shezmu is different. He doesn’t demand anything of me. I step to the edge of the raised platform and peer down at him. In appearance, he could be the Demon King’s distant cousin. They both have white wings that shimmer silver in the right light and silvery skin, though the Demon King’s has purple undertones. His hair is dark and wavy, while my father’s snow-white locks are pulled back into a perfect knot at the nape of his neck. The Demon King is single-minded when he wants something, but my father is clever. He is always planning and watching, biding his time. I must take after him, for I am biding my time, too, sizing up the players in the game. The vengeful Demon King. The wrathful orishas. The enigmatic Heka. And, of course, my traitorous sister, Arrah.

“Is your king still avoiding me?” I ask nonchalantly.

Shezmu answers my question with one of his own, his wings twitching. “Why would Daho avoid you? He owes you a debt of gratitude for freeing him from Koré’s prison.”

I hate how the orishas have immortalized the Demon King. They filled their scribes’ heads with visions of his great evils, so much that people have told stories about him for countless generations. Whether he deserves it or not, the Demon King has become a legend. I wonder if people are telling stories about me in Zöran. They should. I am far more capable than he will ever be.

“Perhaps because I disobeyed him.” I shrug. “He warned me not to challenge my sister, but I did anyway. I tried to kill the vessel that holds his precious Dimma’s soul.”

“We all have done awful things, Efiya,” Shezmu says, his eyes the same shade of glowing emerald as mine. “I don’t make excuses for my mistakes, and neither should you. We can’t linger in the past. Our queen is alive.”

Your queen, not mine, I think spitefully, but know better than to say it. He is loyal to the Demon King and Dimma to a fault.

“Don’t you regret eating those children’s souls?” I ask, aiming a strike at his heart. He shrinks into himself, and he looks so small down there, so powerless. I almost feel bad. Almost.

“I do,” Shezmu answers, and his voice falters. “I have to live with my decision to help Arti, but I do not regret you. You—” He pauses to search for the right words. “You are my second chance, Efiya. You are all that matters to me now.”

It does feel nice to be cherished. But it won’t last. Eventually, I will disappoint him just like I disappointed Mother.

I step off the edge of the platform, intending to take my sweet time drifting down to him, but instead, a sharp pain cuts through my belly, and I plunge toward the floor. My father is swift as he catches me in his arms, his grip too tight. Even if I could die from a frivolous accident, he would never let me, not after everything he’s sacrificed. I am his one and only child. A true miracle—the first demon born in a very long time. Everyone says I’m special.

He is shaking as he cradles me in his arms, and I bury my face against his shoulder. He is warm, and I know I will always be safe with him. “Is it the pain again?”

“Yes,” I admit. “It’s getting worse.”

“You need to rest, daughter,” Shezmu says. “You’re still weak from the dagger.”

It’s true that I haven’t felt like myself since the Demon King brought me back. I am pretty sure that one of the orishas I ate is attempting to poison me. I can’t tell which one, but no matter what, I won’t give in. I always win.

“Take me to my chamber.” Shezmu tenses at my not-so-subtle command, so I add a gentle, “Please, Papa.”

My father carries me through the cavernous halls of the Demon King’s palace. The Iloran demons have kept it pristine over the millennia, but it’s plain compared to the palace in the Almighty Kingdom. Veins of silver and gold run through the marble walls. The large windows that once overlooked a lush forest open onto a barren wasteland.

When we pass demons in the halls, they step aside with heads bent in respect. Already, they are drawn to me despite their trepidation: the beautiful daughter of Shezmu, the beloved first general to their king. It’s only a matter of time before they love me, too.

While the Demon King is still moping around, pining for Dimma, there is a hunger inside these people. They crave revenge. In the right hands, that appetite can be stoked and strengthened.

I can give them the vengeance they deserve.

I let myself imagine how they might address me. So many possibilities . . . Beloved Queen, The Divine, The Goddess.

Shezmu carries me up two flights of stairs, and my chamber door opens before we reach it. Like the Demon King, my father is talented with his gifts—much more talented than most of the other demons. I suppose it’s because of all the souls he ate.

I climb from his arms. “I can walk from here.”

“Of course.” Shezmu releases me. “I’ll come back this evening to check on you.”

“I’m sure I’ll be much better by then.” I give him a reassuring smile. Otherwise, he won’t leave, and I really need him to go.

Shezmu hesitates, his eyes searching mine. “Stay out of trouble, Efiya. I know that look.”

I stand on my tiptoes and hug him. “Of course, Papa.”

Once in my bedchamber, I drop to my knees. The souls inside me simmer with rage. They’re trying to claw their way out as if that were ever possible. I ignore the echoes of their pleas. Instead, I focus on the one soul that doesn’t yearn for revenge—the one that only yearns for me. Then I heave and heave until a cold tendril reaches up through my throat and emerges from my mouth. It’s a difficult and demanding task, this disgorging, and I am left shaking as the soul settles into a shivering gray puddle on the floor.

I’ve always known that I could release the souls inside me, but I haven’t had a reason to. Until now.

I sit with my knees drawn to my chest, watching the soul begin to float up, caught in the Supreme Cataclysm’s compulsion to be unmade. I feel that pull occasionally, but it’s easy enough to dismiss. I draw on my magic to weave a new vessel and force the soul inside it. When I’m done, a familiar body is balled up on the floor, naked and trembling, drawing in shallow breaths.

He is as beautiful as the first time I visited him in the desert—dark skin, perfectly symmetrical features, eyes that dance with mischief. “My queen,” Tyrek gasps. “How I have longed for this day.”

I sigh, bored. Couldn’t he come up with something more original? My queen—there is a note of possessiveness in the way he says it, as if he wants me to belong to him. But I belong to no one. He should’ve realized that already.

The Demon King would have never freed him from the dagger after what he did to Arrah, so he’s lucky that I took the precaution of eating his soul for safekeeping. That doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten.

I glare at him. “You hurt my sister.”

“I am sorry, Efiya.” Tyrek sits up finally, but he doesn’t look sorry at all. He looks quite proud of himself. “Wasn’t that why you gave me a piece of your soul? So that I could save you?” When I narrow my eyes, he clears his throat. “I couldn’t do that without hurting Arrah . . . a little bit. I did it for you. I would do anything for you.”

“That might be true,” I say, not ready to let him off the hook, “but you failed.”

“I underestimated her,” Tyrek admits, not bothering to mask his frustration. “We both did. Your sister is quite the trickster.”

That little jab should be of no consequence to me, but I don’t like it when others speak of Arrah that way. She’s still my sister. “We’ll see who the trickster is in the end.”

Tyrek gives me a lazy smile. His overconfidence is still going to be a thorn in my side, I see. “I do appreciate you rescuing me,” he says, “but I could use some clothes.”

He can wrap a bedsheet around himself for all I care.

Another sharp pain cuts across my belly, but I return his smile with one of my own. I can’t let Tyrek see my weakness. He worships me, and I intend to keep it that way. I need him if I’m going to win this game. There’s nothing worse than playing without an audience.
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Four

Arrah

The forest is so dark that we must tread carefully. My eyes are tired from tracking the crossroads all day and now from trying to see by the weak moonlight shining through the canopy. Rudjek takes point, having no problem navigating through the darkness, but every snap of twig underfoot and every rustle in the bushes put my nerves on edge. Frogs croak in the trees, and somewhere hyenas cackle with hunger. I’m anxious to get back to the clearing, back to Essnai, Kira, and the others.

The smell of rotten corpses chokes the air, making it difficult to breathe, a not-so-gentle reminder of the akkaye. It was a gamble trying to control them. They could easily have killed me. Next time, I might not be so lucky. Next time, we might encounter something that will not hesitate.

I peer into the wall of shadows ahead of us. “Are you sure this is the right direction?”

Rudjek squeezes my hand as he leads me around a tangle of bushes. “Yes—I can hear them. Kira was hurt during the fight. Jahla is healing her while Essnai attempts to distract her from the pain. Fadyi is standing guard.”

“You can hear all of that?” Not for the first time, I wonder how much of my own hearing I’ve lost from trading my years. “From here?”

“I suppose my superior craven senses are useful for something,” he says, and I scoff at the smile in his voice.

He’s dismissive of his anti-magic like it’s nothing special. When I still had my magic, we could never touch, never kiss, never be more than friends. The only reason we can be this close is because I gave up the chieftains’ gift. I dread having to reveal the truth to the tribal people if we ever make it off this gods-awful crossroads. How could I look into their eyes—knowing how much they’ve sacrificed and tell them that I willingly let the souls of their beloved chieftains go? They won’t understand why I did it—they won’t care. I can’t bring myself to guess how they might react to the news. Then again, if Daho keeps his promise to me, maybe they don’t have to know.

“I still don’t understand how you were able to control the akkaye,” Rudjek muses.

“It’s complicated,” I say, knowing that the answer will fuel a long-standing argument between us. “They recognized me, or at least I think they did.”

“Recognized you.” Rudjek stops when we reach the edge of the clearing. “That’s interesting.”

A wave of rot washes over us on the breeze. I tense, bracing for more trouble, but the smell is fleeting, like a brush of death. I’m relieved to see that our friends are okay—and a tad annoyed that they are as Rudjek described. Standing watch, Fadyi spots our return first and nods in our direction. Kira sits with her back against a tree. Her trousers have been shredded into bloody strips, but Jahla has healed her wounds. Essnai is next to her ama, stroking her hair.

“Perhaps not as interesting as you think.” I lower my voice, even though I know that his guardians can still hear me. “I believe that the former chieftain of Tribe Litho, Töra Eké, created the akkaye. If he was their master, they must have sensed that his ka once resided within me.”

Rudjek cocks an eyebrow. “What is it with Tribe Litho? As if Ka-Priest Ren Eké wasn’t bad enough. He used his magic in such depraved ways to hurt people.” It’s not the real reason for his curious expression—nor the real question he wants to ask.

“You mean he used his magic to violate the minds of his victims,” I say, not dancing around the subject. My mother. Ty. Nezi. Countless others. I bite back my dread, my disgust. In the end, he got what he deserved. I walk toward our friends, ready to put any conversation about the former Ka-Priest behind us. “At any rate, the Litho have an affinity for magic that afflicts the soul.”

“Those things were already dead,” Kira says, overhearing the last bit of our conversation. “How could they have souls?”

“Remember what I told you about ndzumbis?” Essnai tells her. “Some witchdoctors could force people to serve them—something that was considered unconscionable even in the five tribes. It was no different with the dead. A powerful witchdoctor could stop a person’s soul from ascending into the afterlife and infuse their corpse with magic.”

Rudjek crosses his arms. “You mean to say a witchdoctor would have to commit murder to make these akkaye?”

“We don’t know that for sure,” I interject, an edge of uncertainty creeping into my voice. “They could’ve already been dying before Töra Eké bound their souls.”

“You know the Litho chieftain best,” Rudjek says. “Was he capable of such a deed?”

Before I can answer, Kira groans, frustrated. “The tribal people could’ve sent akkaye to the North to help us fend off the demons. If they had, our friends would still be alive.” She locks eyes with Jahla, and I wonder if they both are thinking about Majka. “But no, they set up booby traps in forests to protect only themselves.”

“Do you still think the tribal people should sit out this war?” Rudjek asks, looking pointedly at me.

He says it as if I could decide such a thing—as if it were up to me. Daho had promised to spare the tribal people if they didn’t side with the orishas against his army. That’d been two months ago, and we’d spent half of the time since then navigating the crossroads with no word from the outside world. But I know Daho, or at least Dimma knew him. If he hasn’t attacked the orishas yet, it’s only because he’s biding his time. Can I really trust that he’ll convince all of his people to leave the tribes alone—when so many of the demons have already proven themselves to be treacherous? “What I think doesn’t matter.”

“Doesn’t it, though?” Rudjek argues. “You once carried the souls of their chieftains, and as we saw with the akkaye, that means something. You could convince them to act.”

“What will it mean when they find out that I gave up those souls?” I shoot back. It would mean that I failed—that I chose you over them. I turn away from him.

“We don’t even know what’s going on back home,” Kira grumbles. “The Kingdom could be in ashes by now if the demons have attacked again.”

“They haven’t,” Jahla interjects quietly. “Lord Re’Mec would have sent a message.”

“Not if he’s dead,” Essnai says.

“Jahla’s right,” Rudjek chimes in. “As much as Re’Mec is an annoying pest, he would come to fetch us himself if he needed our anti-magic. One can only assume that the Demon King hasn’t made his move for some reason.”

I have to wonder, too, why Daho hasn’t kept his promise to lay waste to the orishas. He has his army again and Fram’s children at his command. I shudder, remembering the shadows that had emerged from Fram the moment Daho killed them. The reapers, Koré had called them. The destroyers of worlds.
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