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Dedication

To every little girl who dreams of a better world

Don’t wait for a hero

Be one
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Chapter One

Sisters

When all the fires go out, the dust will rise:

A cloud of hate and bleeding lies.

The choice is left to balance, love and trust:

A parasite or sister? Door or dust?

         From The Rubaiyat of the Sands, attributed to the prophet Cyrus and said to foretell the future

Cobalt, the glass falcon, spun and glittered in the air above the royal palace of the Magi Kingdom. He spread his wings, his feathers chiming against each other as he soared on the hot currents that rose from the sunbaked bricks of the Magi City and the endless Sand Sea.

As he circled, he could see the haze-shrouded deserts around the city, the far-off patches of green around the Delta Lake, and the cold black peaks of the Talon Mountains looming in the distance.

Below him, peals of laughter echoed between the high walls of the palace, and Cobalt tipped his wings and swung down toward them. On a terrace high above the city, among the peach trees and tall trellises covered with flowering peonies, two almost identical figures were sitting in the speckled shadow of a cypress tree, their heads and feet bare and their shoulders shaking with stifled laughter. They were playing a game they’d grown to love over the past few weeks, a very special kind of guessing game. They’d realized, after they met, that they had the ability to communicate through their thoughts, a benefit of their special bond. They’d quickly gotten used to using it, sending each other messages even when they were in the same room. Now, Halan was concentrating on sending Nalah an image of Lord Helavi in his yellow robes, transforming into a cheeping little chick, pecking at the ground.

Nalah must have received it, because she was consumed in a fit of giggles.

“Oh, poor Lord Helavi,” snorted Queen Halan Ali, Ruler of the Magi Kingdom. “I gave him enough trouble when he was trying to teach just me, and now there are two of us!”

“It’s a promotion, at least,” said Nalah Bardak, Halan’s twin and the Queen’s Sword, cupping her chin in her hands. “Not many Thauma lords get to go from royal tutor to chief vizier in the space of a day.”

“No, but in some ways I think he was happier as a teacher,” Halan said. “He could hide up in the tower with his books for days without being bothered. But now—” She broke off with a yelp as something smooth and solid landed on her foot, its tiny jaws closing gently on one of her toes.

“Oh, it’s just you, Chestnut!” Halan said, and reached down to scoop up the little wooden kitten. “I thought you were a scorpion or something.” He was warm from lying in the sun, and he immediately pressed himself against her throat and began to purr in his strange, creaking way.

“Someone’s happy to be out of storage!” Nalah said, reaching over to stroke the top of the kitten’s head.

Halan put Chestnut down in her lap, and he trod the purple silks down with his paws before curling up in the folds of her dress. She’d received him as a gift at one of the great showing-off banquets where the Thauma lords used to present their best work to her mother and father—

She stopped herself and put a steadying hand on Chestnut’s small, polished body.

Actually, the Thauma had brought their goods to Asa Tam, the last king—the man she had thought was her father.

That banquet seemed so long ago now. A lifetime away. So much had changed in only two months.

Now I know there’s a whole other world, just on the other side of the mirror.

Asa has been banished, I’m the queen, and I have a sister. . . .

She scooped Chestnut from her own lap and put him down in Nalah’s. The girl wasn’t really her sister—she was her tawam, her mirror-self. While Halan had been raised a princess in the Magi Kingdom, in the world on the other side of the mirror, Nalah had been a pauper. Halan lived in a land of powerful magic, but didn’t have a magic bone in her body; meanwhile, the extent of Nalah’s amazing powers had yet to be seen. After traveling to the Magi Kingdom, Nalah had discovered that she was a Fifth Clan Thauma, the kind of wonder worker who came around only once in a generation.

They were opposites, and yet they were exactly the same. Both of them had had everything and nothing. And now they had each other. In the weeks since Halan had taken the throne, she and Nalah had been almost inseparable. Whenever Halan wasn’t dealing with the trappings of being a queen, she and Nalah would steal away to explore the palace, visit Ester in the laundry to gossip, and occasionally take a couple of horses down to the market to check out the newest Thauma items the vendors had to offer. The more time they spent together, the closer they became—they were fascinated by their differences and delighted by their similarities. It was strange and wonderful, and Halan could no longer imagine a world without Nalah in it.

Nalah cradled the kitten to her chest and grinned with delight. “How was he made?” she asked. “Was he carved all in one piece? Or did his maker put him together out of parts? How did they bring him to life?” She held Chestnut up in front of her and examined his belly. He stuck out a dark wooden tongue at her and blinked.

Halan stared up at the branches of the cypress tree, watching a bird flit between the leaves. “I remember the lesson,” she said, frowning. “It was something about blood. The blood of the maker can infuse a craft with life.”

“Blood . . . ,” Nalah said, and looked up into the sky, where the glass falcon was still swooping and circling, like an indecisive shooting star. Then she looked down at her hands. Halan noticed that Nalah’s hands weren’t quite like her own: they were the same brown color and shape, but they were lightly scarred and callused from handling molten glass. Halan’s hands were unmistakably those of royalty: clean and soft and smelling faintly of sandalwood and jasmine.

“When I made Cobalt, back in New Hadar, he wasn’t alive,” Nalah said slowly. “But he did crack in my hands. The cracked glass must have cut me, and he was infused with my blood then.”

Halan nodded. “Lord Helavi said that as long as the maker lives, it’ll draw power from them. I remember a story about an ancient Thauma who carved a whole wooden menagerie, but it made her so weak she could never work again.”

Nalah shot her a shrewd grin. “I thought you said you never listened to any of Lord Helavi’s lessons.”

Halan elbowed her, but gently. “Perhaps I listened more than I let on. Anyway, it’s good that I did. I’m not just the princess anymore, I’m the queen. If I can’t make any Thauma crafts myself, I at least need to understand how my subjects do it.”

She tweaked one of the ropes of gold and amethyst that hung around her neck. Chestnut leaped out of Nalah’s hands and pounced onto a trailing golden tassel.

“Woodworking’s still a bit of a mystery to me.” Nalah sighed.

“Well, that’s why we’re here, isn’t it?” Halan said, getting to her feet and stretching. Chestnut danced around her feet, chasing the tassel as it dangled just out of his reach.

“Is it?” Nalah said. “I thought you were hiding from Lord Helavi and his accounts book.”

“How dare you?” Halan said, planting her hands on her hips and faking shock. “A queen would never try to get out of a lecture about cumulative interest loans. And anyway, don’t change the subject. We came out here to practice your woodwork. Come on.” She reached out and pulled Nalah to her feet.

Nalah got up and turned to look at the huge cypress tree, her shoulders drooping.

“You were the one who said you wanted to try it,” Halan reminded her again, stepping back. “You can do it—I’m sure you can!”

“I’ll do something,” Nalah muttered. “I’m just not sure what.”

“All the more reason to try it out while we’re alone—and on wood that’s still planted in the ground. What’s the worst that can happen?”

Nalah didn’t reply, and Halan wished she hadn’t said that.

The truth was, being a powerful Fifth Clan Thauma was . . . complicated. Halan had spent many nights as a child dreaming of what it would be like to be a Thauma. Any clan would do—wood, glass, metal, fabric—as long as she had the power to create something. When she first found out about Nalah’s ability to create with all four elements, she envied her so deeply that it hurt. But after seeing how unpredictable those powers were, and how they brought her such suffering, Halan felt only the desire to help her sister.

Halan sat down on the low wall that encircled the garden, her back to the steep drop down into the city, a light breeze stirring her long black hair.

“Go on,” she urged. “Don’t be afraid.”

Nalah stepped up to the cypress tree and gingerly put her hands up to touch it. The trunk was as wide as four adults, and in the shade of its far-reaching branches she almost felt cold, despite the beating sun just a few steps away.

She glanced back at her tawam and immediately felt steadied. Having Halan there was almost like having an external brain: someone who would always listen, even if they couldn’t really understand. It was nice not to feel alone. And as the only living Fifth Clan Thauma, she felt alone a lot. Especially since the battle with Tam in the courtyard on that beautiful, terrible day two months ago.

As soon as she had picked up the Sword of the Fifth Clan, in the midst of that chaos, everything had gone quiet. In that moment, she’d felt a deep, strange connection to the whole world, and she knew, without a doubt, what she was meant to do. She spoke with the voice of the earth and commanded the very winds to banish Tam and his cronies from the kingdom.

And it felt awesome.

But it was as if a dam within her had been opened that day, and now there was no way to close it. And the ensuing flood—of power and strength and emotion—threatened daily to consume her.

When she lived in New Hadar, her power sometimes exploded out of her when she was frightened or upset, but most of the time she was just an ordinary Thauma. Now steering her power was harder than ever, and she felt more and more like a tiny boat, tossed and beaten on a stormy sea of her own making.

I wish Papa were here. The thought came out of habit, but every time it did, it still took her breath away. Not now, she told herself. You have to concentrate. If she let those feelings overwhelm her, grief and magic would tangle up with each other and come out as a painful mess that did nobody any good.

While she was in the palace, she had to be the Queen’s Sword. For two months, she’d been learning to swordfight with Soren and getting daily history and thaumaturgy lessons from Lord Helavi’s assistant, Lady Nadia. She’d participated in a handful of formal ceremonies, standing next to Halan’s throne while she made pronouncements to the people of the kingdom. Most of the time, she felt excited and proud of what she was doing. But then there were moments, when she was alone in her chambers, when she was filled with doubt.

In those moments, in the darkest part of her mind, she began to wonder if Tam had been right. If all this power had been given to the wrong girl. Because if she were truly the hero that Fifth Clan Thaumas were supposed to be, why couldn’t she control her powers? Why did everything always go wrong?

When those thoughts filled her mind, Nalah longed for her father. He always knew the right thing to say to make her feel better. She missed him terribly, but she tried to put on a good face for Halan. Her sister already carried the burden of knowing that Tam—the father she’d defended until he betrayed her—was the one who killed Nalah’s papa. Nalah didn’t want to be a constant reminder of that pain. She didn’t hide much from her tawam, but she hid that.

Maybe later on, she could go down to the Astodan, the tombs where Amir Bardak’s bones had been interred with the greatest honors and ceremonies the Magi Kingdom had to offer. Then, and only then, surrounded by nothing and no one except stones and the dead, she might allow herself to cry.

For now, she needed to continue to work at controlling her power. Taking a deep breath, she concentrated on the cypress tree. She felt the rough bark on her fingertips and, beyond that, the sap of life pulsing through it. She sensed the way it moved all the time, growing and swaying in the changing winds. She smelled its spicy, velvety scent and allowed the whole of its being to fill her until she felt as if she and the tree were one.

Nalah hadn’t been trained to work with wood—like her father, she was a glassworker. She’d learned to use tools and magical materials to create glass Thauma objects. But as a Fifth Clan Thauma, she could create those things just with her touch. And not just glass, but wood, fabric, metal—all four of the elements. But just because she could do it didn’t mean she could do it well. Too often, her attempts blew up in her face. That’s why she had to practice. She had something in mind for the cypress tree, something she’d been wondering ever since she’d first held a piece of wood in this world and felt the life of the tree pulsing through it. She’d made little things out of pieces of wood, but she hadn’t heard of anyone manipulating wood that was still alive. What would happen? she wondered, a little thrill passing through her body.

She was about to find out.

Her heart was beating strong and steady. Nalah closed her eyes and visualized the garden she was standing in—its beautifully symmetrical paths and shady trellises, and the water that was constantly pulled from a deep well to trickle between the flowerbeds. She held the image in her mind, and then she changed it. Instead of the cypress tree in the center, there was a beautiful wooden gazebo. It was eight-sided, with elegant supports crisscrossing as they rose toward a roof of deep green leaves.

Trunk and stem, she whispered, and her voice sounded like the creaking of ancient branches in the deep forest, shelter and shadow, open for me.

A burst of exhilaration made Nalah dizzy, but she managed to control herself, focusing only on the flow of magic through her palms. Her hands moved apart as the trunk of the tree split, unwinding and spreading out around her. It felt almost as if the tree had wanted this all along—that it had been growing here all these years because it knew that one day Nalah would come along and help it transform into something more than a tree.

Soon she was standing with her hands out to her sides, still touching the bark that had been in front of her. She opened her eyes slowly and found herself staring into a green space, floored with twisting roots, with a leafy canopy above. Eight open archways faced the sunshine, perfectly framing a magnificent view of the palace’s towers rising into the sky.

“Nalah,” Halan breathed behind her. “It’s amazing!”

Nalah allowed herself a moment of triumph, a moment of pure joy, and then—there was movement on the path between one of the arches, and a voice:

“Your Majesty! Where are you?”

Nalah twitched. Someone’s coming! She sent the thought out through the air to Halan, who received it immediately and met Nalah’s eyes.

It’s all right, Halan thought back. I’ll deal with it—just focus on the tree!

But Nalah was already shaken, wondering what the newcomer might think, worried that she would lose control and ruin everything. Her pulse quickened, and the tree trembled as if it were an extension of Nalah herself. The archways twisted. A shower of leaves fell around her, and Nalah tore her palms away from the trunks and stumbled back, staring up at the cypress tree. Instead of a graceful conical roof over the gazebo, its upper branches were standing out stiff and straight, like the prickles of a frightened hedgehog.

“Oh,” said Halan softly.

“Queen Halan, there you are. I have been looking for you— Good gracious! Nalah, what on earth have you done?”

The voice belonged, of course, to Lord Helavi. He came striding down the path, his faded yellow robe fluttering around his ankles. He blinked at Halan and Nalah, and then up at the tree, trying to understand exactly what he was seeing. There was another man with him—the head gardener, Nalah realized with a sinking feeling—and he was standing with his hands clasped over his head, as if he were afraid it might fall off.

“My lady,” the gardener gasped. “That tree was hundreds of years old! It survived the Year of Storms! Now it’s a—a—” He stammered, at a loss for words.

Nalah wrapped her arms around herself and clasped her elbows. Power quivered through her, cut off suddenly with nowhere to go. It was just as she’d feared it would be.

She opened her mouth to apologize to the gardener, but Halan stepped up to her side and linked her arm through Nalah’s.

“Master Rumiya, you will not speak to the Queen’s Sword so rudely,” she said in her most stern and regal voice. Softening, she added, “The tree is still very much alive. In fact, you now have eight of the oldest trees in the Kingdom, where you used to have only one. As well as a lovely sitting area for visitors. Many things have changed around here lately—all for the better, I should think—so just consider this tree another one of our recent improvements.”

Nalah saw the man’s jaw working. Then he swallowed, as if he had eaten the words he’d wanted to say.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” he said, forcing a smile.

Halan squeezed Nalah’s arm, and Nalah nodded. The knot in her stomach loosened just a little. She was grateful for the way her tawam stood up for her, and for the confidence Halan had in her, and for everything the queen’s parents had done to make Nalah feel at home. But would any of that matter if everyone in the kingdom feared her? Would it be any different than it had been in New Hadar?

Papa, what can I do? she thought, gazing up at the spiky cypress branches. You said I was destined for great things, but how can I do anything if I ruin everything I touch?

The thought reminded her of the time she had shattered a month’s worth of glasswork on that terrible morning when she had first met Asa Tam in disguise at the market—the event that had set the whole adventure in motion. This was worse. She was supposed to be a legend to these people, a hero. But if she didn’t get control over herself, she would only ever be a problem.

“I actually like it this way,” Halan said, following Nalah’s gaze up to the splayed branches. Nalah glanced at her face. Really? she asked with her mind.

Really, Halan thought back.

If the queen was lying, she was very good at it. Halan turned and gave Nalah a wink. “Maybe we’ll start a fashion. Rebellious trees. Soon all the Thauma Lords will be trying to train their trees to grow like this.”

This time Nalah smiled for real.

What would I do without Halan? she wondered.

“Your Majesty,” said Lord Helavi again. “Not to interrupt your . . . leisure time, but your subjects are becoming restless. You are aware that today’s supplicants have been waiting in the throne room for nearly fifteen minutes?”

Halan dropped Nalah’s arm and smacked her palm against her forehead. “Oh, I’m so sorry! I completely lost track of time.”

“It is the queen’s prerogative to arrive whenever she chooses,” said Lord Helavi smoothly, one thin gray eyebrow raising. “But if you are sorry, then it is not to me you must apologize.”

Halan winced. “Of course.”

Halan was still very much getting used to the heavy burden of the crown. When she was the princess, not only did she have no responsibilities, but Tam went out of his way to keep her sheltered and ignorant of what he was really doing behind closed doors. Halan had to become a ruler basically overnight—a very young one at that—and she could sense that the nobility, as well as the people themselves, were holding their breath to see what kind of ruler she’d be. Would she be too weak to mend the pieces of her broken kingdom? Would she make foolish, naive decisions that would only make things worse? Would time and struggle reveal that she was no different from the tyrant she drove away? Halan saw those searching questions in the eyes of every person she met.

Halan wanted to be a good queen more than anything, and the worry was like a small animal living inside her chest, constantly mewling for attention and reassurance. Several nights in a row Halan had found herself staring out at the glittering stars through her chamber window, wondering what she would do if she didn’t have her mother and Lord Helavi to help her.

I want to know. But I’m afraid to find out.

The last time she had been truly independent, making her own decisions, she had escaped the palace and gotten herself kidnapped.

And I eventually returned to help the rebels who drove Tam out, she reminded herself. It wasn’t all bad.

It wasn’t all good, either, the little voice in her head added, reminding her of the terrible choices she’d made, the betrayals, the deaths . . . all for loyalty to the man she’d thought was her father.

Where is Tam now? she wondered. She’d sent her guards out into the city in an attempt to root out any Tam loyalists left within its walls, but they’d returned empty-handed. No one had any information about Tam’s whereabouts, nor of the Thauma lords who had conspired with him to murder Thaumas in New Hadar to absorb their powers. It was as if they had vanished like smoke. It gnawed at Halan, and she worried about what the scorned king might be planning.

She shook the thought away. No time for that now; she had work to do.

“I should go too,” said Nalah. “I’m meeting Soren at the Storm Quarter to help with the rebuilding.”

Halan nodded. “Duty waits for no one.” She squeezed Nalah’s hand. When you get back, maybe we can go raid the kitchen for pastries, she thought to her sister.

Nalah chuckled. It’s a date, she sent back.

Then the two girls parted, Halan following Lord Helavi’s sweeping yellow robe toward the palace, Nalah taking another path down to the lower courtyards and out into the Magi City.





Chapter Two

Halan

WHAT DO WE KNOW about our YOUNG QUEEN?

Queen HALAN ALI has NO POWERS, yet her tawam is of the FIFTH CLAN.

The QUEEN addresses audiences DAILY, yet we have CONCERNS about her leadership.

The TRAITOR ASA TAM has not been seen. We applaud the end of his CRUEL REIGN.

The YOUNG REBEL LORD Soren Ferro pledges his ALLEGIANCE to the queen.

Could the YOUNG QUEEN bring PEACE and PROSPERITY to the Magi Kingdom?

Or will she only RUIN those not already ruined by her SO-CALLED Father?

Pamphlet distributed on the streets of the Magi City

The woman knelt in front of the royal dais, her head bowed before her queen. One hand was wrapped in bandages and held tightly in her lap, and the other reached up and adjusted her head scarf, which was faded and speckled with sand. She was doing her best to hide a huge and vivid scar that marred the top half of her face.

Halan had immediately recognized the mark of the Dust, a metalwork weapon King Tam had allowed his guards to use on any citizen who made even the slightest trouble. Only a few months ago, Halan had never seen a Dust scar—nobody with one would ever have been permitted to enter the palace, let alone the great hall. Now she’d seen dozens of them, on men, women—even children. On the very first day of her reign, she’d stopped Dust production and forbidden its use. She hoped that no one would ever be hurt by it again. Still . . . for people like this woman, the damage was already done. And Halan couldn’t help but feel partly responsible.

On a whim, Halan stood and walked to the woman, kneeling in front of her. The young queen put a hand on the woman’s shoulder. The woman looked up and met Halan’s eyes, full of surprise at the unexpected closeness. “I am so sorry for your suffering,” Halan said sincerely.

The woman nodded, grateful. “Thank you, Your Majesty,” she murmured.

It’s slow, but things are changing. Halan felt a flush of pride as she looked up and saw the line of people snaking through the hall, waiting to speak to their queen. The powerless, the powerful, and everybody in between were all mixed together now, the Thauma nobility in their jewel-colored robes standing beside paupers in rags and tradespeople in their hardy work clothes. She stood up and returned to her seat on the dias.

“The problem is,” the woman continued, “without the use of my hands I cannot work, but if I don’t work, the supervisor says she’ll hire someone else—how am I to feed my family?”

Halan shifted on the pile of golden cushions where she reclined to address her subjects. She glanced over to the smaller and less brightly colored pile where Queen Mother Rani, Captain Bardak, and Lord Helavi all sat upright and attentive, carefully staying silent unless she asked their opinion.

“I will write to the workshop myself,” Halan said, and out of the corner of her eye she saw Lord Helavi’s shoulders sag slightly as he wrote this down at the end of the long, long list of things she had already promised to do today. “You were hurt at the loom, and I won’t allow your employer to punish you for his carelessness. When your hand heals, they will take you back or answer to me.”

“Oh! Thank you, Your Majesty!” the woman cried, clapping her hands to her face in joy and disbelief.

But for now, the supervisor will hire someone else to do your job, Halan thought, almost hearing the words in Lord Helavi’s voice inside her head. And what happens to them when you need it back? Will they come to me to complain about being fired? And what if the supervisor decides not to heed my orders? I am not King Asa. I will not hurt those who disobey me. What then?

Halan closed her eyes, willing the clamoring voices in her head to be quiet.

Listening to people’s problems was one thing, but solving them was quite another. Frustration bubbled away underneath her worry. There was so much to do, and so much of it stemmed from King Asa’s cruel reign. She knew all too well that she couldn’t just improve her people’s lives one at a time, little by little—the big things needed to change too.

The woman rose and was ushered out of the way by Steward Osaya, bowing as she went.

The man behind her in the line didn’t wait to be introduced. He strode forward, deep green robes flowing around his feet, and swept a low and elegant bow to Halan.

Halan’s heart sank as she watched him. They had met once before, soon after she’d become queen. Somehow, the nobles who bowed the lowest always seemed to be the least trustworthy.

“Lord Esmailian, Your Majesty,” Steward Osaya announced.

“My queen, what an honor it is to be in your royal presence once more,” said Esmailian smoothly. “I only wish I could come to you with happier news.”

“Tell me what you came to say, Lord Esmailian,” Halan said pleasantly, but what she really meant was Stop wasting my time and get on with it. It was a trick of Queen Mother Rani’s that Halan was determined to perfect.

“Your Majesty may recall that my family’s mines provide the best and purest quality metal ores to metalworkers all over the kingdom,” Esmailian began. “Black iron from the Lower Talons, gold from the Alwafira Mines . . .”

He’s listing his mines, Halan thought distantly. She glanced behind him at the queue of petitioners—how many of them would she be turning away today, their problems unheard while Esmailian droned on?

“I’m waiting for your bad news, Lord Esmailian,” she said, cutting him off in midflow.

The Thauma lord gaped at her for a moment before sweeping another bow so low the tassels around his neck brushed the flagstones.

“My queen,” he continued, his face a mask of virtue, “I cannot supply the city with these valuable resources if my workers refuse to work!”

Halan quirked an eyebrow. “And why, my lord, aren’t they working?”

Esmailian cleared his throat. “They have all gone on strike, claiming I don’t pay them a living wage. It’s ridiculous, Your Majesty! I run a competitive business, not a charity. I seek your permission to have the ringleaders imprisoned—they are the malcontents inciting all this. We need to make them see sense!”

The clamoring voices piped up inside Halan’s head once more. On one hand, the ores from those mines were essential to the kingdom’s welfare—without them, the metalworkers would have no materials, and the vendors would have no wares. The improvement projects Halan had launched would stall. But on the other hand . . . the miners were her people too.

King Asa would have given Esmailian permission to imprison whichever workers he liked and probably sent guards to help him do it. The king had valued order above everything, even his people’s lives.

What would Queen Halan do?

“Lord Helavi,” she called out as regally as she could manage without looking back at the vizier, “please instruct one of the clerks to travel to Lord Esmailian’s mines and find out just how much he is paying his workers—and how much he keeps for himself. They will then help to negotiate wages that are fair for all concerned.”

“Your Majesty!” the Thauma lord protested, but Halan held up her hand—fingers stiff and straight, no hesitation.

“Thank you, my lord.” In a moment of inspiration, she placed her hand over her heart and inclined her head slightly. “Your contribution is noted and deeply appreciated. We are all very thankful for your excellent work, and I am sure you will give my clerks everything they need to assist you in rectifying this situation, for the better of the kingdom. Now you may go.”

Esmailian’s face turned from a sickly green to red and back again. He bowed, muttering angrily under his breath. Steward Osaya had to practically manhandle him upright before she could escort him away from the dais.

Halan glanced back at the cushions where her mother and father sat with Lord Helavi. Rani gave her the tiniest of nods, and Halan let out a sigh of relief, carefully, so that the people waiting wouldn’t see.

It was a victory—but a small one. Halan couldn’t help but feel that all these little successes only served to highlight the enormity of what she needed to accomplish.

The whole kingdom was struggling—everyone but the Thauma lords who had enjoyed the king’s favor. She wanted to promise her people that she would solve all their problems, would fix everything that the former king had broken, but she knew she couldn’t. Not by herself, and not in a matter of months. It would take time, and she would need help. A lot of it.

Because it wasn’t only the Dust that Tam had kept from her. There was a bigger secret, one that took her breath away when she’d uncovered it during the first weeks of her reign.

There wasn’t enough food or water. The resources that the Magi people had been depending on since the Year of Storms ended were running dangerously low, and it was only a matter of time before they ran out altogether. Unless they found more resources, her kingdom would starve.

It was a hard truth to learn after thirteen years of living in the palace surrounded by plenty and believing that everyone else at least had enough. The wells that had been sunk during the Year of Storms had been keeping people alive for a hundred years, but who controlled them? The Thauma lords. There were farms out by the Delta Lake, where there was water to grow crops and rear animals—but the Thauma lords who owned the farms refused to sell at a price the poor could afford.

All this time, the Thauma lords had been living with reckless abandon, accelerating the kingdom’s path to ruin. There had to be a solution, Halan thought. If they made big changes, if they finally got people to work together toward a common good, maybe they could find a way to save the kingdom. But how?

“Your Majesty,” whispered Rani, interrupting Halan’s thoughts. “Perhaps this audience has gone on long enough?”

“One more,” Halan replied. She could see that the woman at the front of the line was Lady Khora, the metalworker. She was one of the Thauma ladies who had taken on the reconstruction projects with genuine enthusiasm. She was probably here to ask for more money for materials or something equally straightforward.

“Welcome, Lady Khora,” Halan called out to her. “What have you come to ask me?”

Lady Khora stepped forward and bowed smartly, her worn and practical leather jerkin creaking.

“Your Majesty, I come with a request. It’s the Queen’s Sword—your tawam.”

“I believe Lady Nalah is down in the Storm Quarter right now,” Halan said, smiling. “I’m sure she’d be willing to help with any task.”

Lady Khora suddenly looked very ill at ease. She took a deep breath before continuing. “That’s rather the problem, Your Majesty. I’m afraid Nalah is not helping—quite the contrary actually.”

Halan blinked. “What do you mean, Lady Khora?” she said, her mouth suddenly feeling very dry.

“I know that your tawam means very well, Your Majesty,” said the Thauma noble, clasping her gloved hands in front of her, “but as you know, her powers are still unstable. Whenever she tries to use them, something goes wrong. Just yesterday one of the foremen asked her to help fit glass into a window, and it shattered at her touch—as did all the other windows on the street! It was a wonder nobody was hurt. I’m sorry to say it, but Nalah is dangerous, Your Majesty.”

“Dangerous?” Halan gasped. Her face was heating up, and she was painfully aware of the crowd watching her again. How could Lady Khora say such things in front of all these people? Now every one of them would leave with this gossip on their lips! “How dare you, Lady Khora!” she snapped.

Lady Khora paled and fell into another bow. “I mean no offense, my queen, but please, you must see—”

“I must?” Halan snarled, sitting bolt upright. The Thauma lady shrank back from Halan as if she was expecting to be physically attacked. Halan stared at her, and a creeping sensation started up on the back of her neck.

Tam casts a long shadow, she thought. Even over me. I have to prove to them that none of his blood flows through my veins.

“I . . . I apologize, Lady Khora, for my outburst,” Halan said, and several of the people in the crowd gasped or muttered to their companions. “Thank you for bringing this information to me—I’m sorry if any damage was done. But I promise you, the Queen’s Sword is working hard to make sure such things do not happen again.”

That’s why she wanted to practice out in the garden, Halan thought. Away from people. Nalah’s worried about this too. So worried she didn’t tell me about the broken windows.

“If the crown can help you replace the glass,” Halan went on aloud, “or if there is anything else you need, we will do our best to compensate you for the loss. Please speak to Lord Helavi after the audience is concluded.”

Halan looked over at Helavi and at her mother.

Rani gave another small nod, but her forehead was creased with worry.

Lady Khora, who looked immensely relieved, thanked Halan and stepped aside. Steward Osaya pronounced the audience at an end. As the remaining crowd was escorted out of the palace by guards who reassured them they could try again tomorrow, Halan rose from her pile of cushions and left the hall through the huge back doors, which swung open by magic as she approached.

Finally, out of the glare of the public eye, Halan found herself chewing on her thumb.

This wasn’t the first time Nalah’s powers had gone awry. There was the incident with the wine jugs and the spare suit of armor that had . . . well . . . gone a bit rogue after Nalah had tried to practice her metalwork on it. And there was the cypress tree. As charming as its bizarre new look was, Nalah had still lost control.

But how can I help her?

“Halan, please don’t let that kitten walk all over the table,” said Rani, spearing the last slice of curried lamb on her fork just as Chestnut crouched to pounce on it, his wooden tail clacking on the table as it swished.

“Chestnut, come here,” Halan called, and clicked her tongue at the little wooden kitten who had turned and was making a big show of sniffing Omar’s empty bowl. “You don’t even eat food—come on.”

They were lunching together in the Sun Garden at a small table positioned in a patch of shade between the crisscrossing beams of light. Though the garden was in a courtyard at the center of the palace, polished mirrors reflected the sunlight from the roof down into the space so it was warm and bright. They twisted gently throughout the day, sensing when the garden needed light or shade.

The kitten, not caring that Halan was the queen, ignored her orders, and Captain Bardak scooped him up and glared at him fake seriously before handing him back to Halan. He met her eyes and, a little hesitantly, bent close to give her a peck on the cheek. Halan smiled at him awkwardly before lowering her gaze to the kitten. Things had been a little strained between them since Halan had discovered that the captain—not the king—was her real father. It had been shocking enough to find out that her mother had been secretly in love with Omar Bardak all these years, but to find out that this stranger was her father was a shock she found herself still recovering from. As was the kingdom. Rani had decided that it was best to tell the public the truth about Halan’s parentage—better to be the daughter of a loyal captain than an evil tyrant. It had been a good decision, but not everyone took it well. Some of the Thauma lords felt that Halan’s place on the throne was in question, and many of the other guards hardly knew how to speak to Omar, now that he was the queen mother’s consort. Like everything else since Halan had become queen, it was complicated.

Omar hesitated by Halan’s side, opening and closing his mouth as if he wanted to say something but couldn’t decide what. Finally he sighed and returned to his seat. Halan watched him exchange a glance with Rani, who gave him a look of loving reassurance that said, Don’t worry, my love. She’ll come around. Halan knew that the captain was trying to forge a relationship with her, wanted to start making up for all those years that he’d lost, watching her grow up from a distance. But Halan just wasn’t ready for that. Not yet.

The servants began to clear the empty trays and bowls from the table. “Thank you,” Omar said to one of them, who gave a hurried and slightly embarrassed-looking curtsey. Halan smiled. She had grown up with servants to do everything, and while she often thanked them, if you did it all
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