
[image: image]

This Cursed Earth

Selina J. Eckert

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2024 by Selina J. Eckert

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any manner without written permission of the copyright owner except for the use of quotations in a book review. For more information, address: papercraneswriting@gmail.com.

First paperback edition November 2024

First e-book edition November 2024

Book design by DragonPen Designs

Cover Image: Deposit Photos

ISBN (paperback) 978-1-954466-37-1

ISBN (e-book) 978-1-954466-36-4

selinajeckert.com

NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

No generative AI was used to create this book.

Table of Contents

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

One Year Later

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Chapter Fifty-Three

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Also by Selina J. Eckert

For those who seek to heal what has been broken

For those who seek to heal themselves
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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Janan

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

––––––––
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“Breaking news: Sources close to the heart of the Candrani empire have informed us that Alem was found dead early this morning.”

The reporter’s voice cut through all the other voices in the room, and Janan, along with everyone else, froze and pivoted toward the TV. Blake was projecting the morning’s news from the Djinn Realm onto the screen, some variation of Bluetooth Janan didn’t really understand, and in the week since Lacey had returned with a few hitchhikers, the djinn news had become part of the morning routine.

“Dead?” Jessenia, Blake’s wife, said.

Blake merely held up a hand, his eyes fixed on the screen and eyebrows lowered.

“The Arbitrators’ investigative division is currently looking into the death,” the reporter continued, “but in the meantime, Commander Auretta, daughter of Lieran, will step in to lead.”

Someone snorted behind her, and Janan turned to see Lacey standing in the doorway, arms crossed. Lacey’s eyes were fixed on the screen, carefully avoiding anyone else’s stares. It seemed she’d been ignoring most of them ever since she’d returned. For the most part, it didn’t seem intentional. She’d been buried in files and papers and reports, trying to pin down the location of a legendary location that might be key to fixing some issues.

Like the breaking of all magic. Nothing too serious.

Janan nearly laughed to herself at that, but the fear under Lacey’s stare subdued it. Something had happened while she’d been away. Something bad that Lacey hadn’t shared with the rest of them.

Not that she would share it with Janan anyway. Janan got the feeling that Ghadir’s granddaughter barely tolerated her, and only enough to keep her from succumbing to the empty void where Janan’s magic was supposed to be.

That thought sobered her the rest of the way. Janan could die unless Lacey figured out this Well of the Ancients thing. And the Well might not even exist anymore, if it had ever been real to begin with.

Blake switched off the screen, and the room fell into an uncomfortable silence. They all knew the stakes, and Auretta taking control of the forces in the Djinn Realm—whether magic was haywire or not—wasn’t a good sign. No one had to say it. Its presence was as heavy as an avalanche of boulders.

Just as heavy as Ghadir’s absence, though Janan still had mixed feelings after what her once-mentor had put her though.

Janan sighed and stood, clearing the dishes that held what was left of her breakfast. She couldn’t even look at food now, not after that. Everything was just... so much.

Tears pricked her eyes, and she blinked quickly before anyone could see. But then Safiyya was at her feet, rubbing her ocelot head against Janan’s leg even though she didn’t say anything.

Safiyya knew. She knew everything.

Her chest suddenly ached, the void stretching within her, and she winced. And now there was something more than the void. Something dark and oily that had moved into the space her magic once occupied. She tried to hide it, to pretend it wasn’t there, but Lacey caught her. Lacey pushed off the doorway and beckoned to Janan with a nod of her head, turning toward her bedroom. As casually as she could, Janan followed.

Lacey was already clearing space on the edge of her bed when Janan stepped through the door, closing it softly behind her.

“Can’t hide anything, can I?” Janan said with an almost smile.

Lacey glanced up at her, a forced smile on her own face. “It’s the training. Don’t worry, everyone was pretty distracted by the news.” She patted the empty space on the bed, adjusting her glasses. “Come. Sit.”

Like a dog obeying its master, Janan did just that.

And then they fell into the routine they’d established when Ghadir first brought Janan here: eyes closed, Lacey’s hand so close to Janan’s face she could feel the heat, and the writhing of the oily black inside her.

And Lacey’s magic, pushing, squeezing, forcing the dark void back into the smallest patch of flesh she could manage.

Janan gasped, clutching at her heart. It felt like something was squeezing it so tightly it would burst. “Has it gotten worse?” she barely managed.

Lacey leaned back, face stoic. The girl was good at hiding her expressions, but they were too similar to Ghadir’s.

Lacey was worried.

Janan turned away, swallowing past the lump in her throat at the pity in Lacey’s eyes. “Any progress on the Well?” She leaned back on Lacey’s bed, adding some distance between them while she caught her breath. She didn’t dislike Lacey, but it still felt like she was holding Ghadir’s actions against Janan, even though Janan had been at Ghadir’s mercy, too.

Lacey twisted in her desk chair and shuffled through the papers littering it. She extracted a worn book that looked a bit like someone’s journal and flipped a few pages before turning it to face Janan. A watercolor image of a pool surrounded by gray rocks filled one side while the other side was overflowing with text in a language Janan couldn’t read. Rising over the pool was a figure that looked like it was made of water and light, though that didn’t make much sense to her.

“There are clues all over this journal,” Lacey said, stabbing at the nearly illegible text. “It’s the closest I’ve come to finding real directions. But it’s still nothing but guesses, and half this stuff doesn’t make much sense.” She stabbed a finger at the painting of the water lady. “Like this. Some kind of... Oracle? Even the Candrani hadn’t nailed it down, and they were actively looking for it.”

Janan sat up straighter at that. “They were? Why?”

Lacey lifted a shoulder in a half shrug. “I’m not really sure. But it seemed like Ahriman had started collecting powerful objects, and once Auretta found out, she couldn’t help but take over.”

Janan shivered at the mention of Ahriman’s name. It had been months since their confrontation, since she’d... since he’d died. But it was still like it had only been yesterday. Her heart gave a lurch in her chest, and she pressed her eyes closed, breathing like Safiyya taught her. Once the feeling passed, she returned her attention to Lacey.

Lacey hadn’t even noticed. She was back to flipping through the book, her nose so close to the pages that she was practically falling into it.

“What happened back there?” Janan said. “With Auretta?”

Lacey lowered the book, leaning back. She blinked at the corkboard over her desk, staring without reading the notes she’d pinned there. “A lot.” She turned in the seat. “Rydak apparently used to date her, and then she was the one who put him on a bounty list.”

Rydak. The Abidon that came back with Lacey—an ifrit without fire but with the power to create portals.

And if Janan wasn’t mistaken, there was a glimmer of something in Lacey’s eye when she spoke of him... something like affection, maybe?

But Rydak wasn’t here, at least not at the moment. He was off somewhere with Senka, a Soul Shadow whom Lacey had also picked up on her journey, checking on the protections they’d tried to set up against the magic and the Arbitrators. She’d been able to use some kind of Shadow magic that didn’t fight back as much as the rest of the broken magic around them.

Lacey kept talking. “I thought Auretta was dead. When we left her back in that warehouse.”

Janan didn’t answer. She wasn’t sure what to say, but she could feel the pain. Lacey hadn’t killed the woman directly, not the way Janan had killed Ahriman, but she felt the guilt all the same.

Until they learned Auretta had survived. And that she was slowly taking over corners of the Djinn Realm, piece by piece. And now, she ran the whole dang thing.

“What are we going to do?” Janan eventually said instead. “What if we can’t find the Well?”

Lacey sighed and turned back to the desk, staring absently at the open journal. “We have to. We don’t have any other choice. For you, for Senka, for all of magic.”

Silence stretched between them, and Janan wasn’t sure Lacey wanted to fill it anymore. They could talk, and Lacey’s work was keeping the oily darkness at bay, but it seemed they would never be able to talk freely, comfortably. Maybe they weren’t meant to be friends.

“I’ll leave you to it,” Janan said, pushing herself up. The pain had settled back into an ache like it always did when Lacey wasn’t prodding at it.

“Hmm?” Lacey glanced up. “Oh. Right. Let me know if you need me again.”

“Sure,” Janan said, already halfway across the room and sure Lacey wasn’t even listening anymore.

And then it was just her and a house that wasn’t hers. Blake and Jessenia were leaving for their jobs as if they weren’t mythical creatures. Ferox, their two-year-old, was at the babysitter’s, and Safiyya was out nowhere to be found—probably gathering intel again.

And Janan’s parents—the biological ones—were back in Lancaster, unaware of how deep the corruption in their daughter’s body went. It seemed they had just found each other again, thanks to Laurelin, when everything started falling apart yet again.

As the thought of her biological family and their peaceful farm crossed her mind, Janan pulled out the cell phone they’d given her, sending off a text to check in. Telling them everything was fine, even though it really wasn’t.

Would she never have peace? Did she stand any chance at leading a normal life? At this point, she couldn’t even imagine what that would look like. Not after she’d been kidnapped at eleven, chased for six years by a monster, and then killed someone. Even if that someone had been that very monster.

Maybe she deserved whatever was happening to her. Maybe it was only fair. Her punishment. Her chest squeezed again, only this time it was from the rising anxiety, the brink of another panic attack.

Then the doorbell buzzed, jarring her out of her spiraling thoughts.

Janan glanced back down the hall at Lacey’s room, but when the other girl didn’t appear, she went to answer the door herself. She rose up on her tiptoes to peek out the high window, then smiled at the familiar figure waiting on the doorstep.

Janan threw open the door. “Laurelin!”

Laurelin turned to her with a smile so bright it put the sun to shame. The freckles across her nose were darker than they’d been even a week ago, her eyes bright green against the summer tan of her skin. “Janan!”

Janan practically leapt into Laurelin’s embrace, squeezing her like it could force the pain from her body, her mind. Laurelin obliged, holding her tight and bouncing them in energetic circles that made Janan laugh. Already, the pain eased, the anxiety dissipating.

What a wonder a friend was.

Finally they pulled apart, and Janan led her friend inside. But her own smile faded a bit as a breeze of too-cold air followed them into the house.

There shouldn’t be air so chilly this late in summer.

Laurelin had already disappeared, and Janan shut the door quickly against the cold reality of the world. She hurried in the direction of clanking glass and ice, finding Laurelin mixing a pitcher of pink lemonade in the kitchen. She’d certainly made herself at home here over the last few months, hadn’t she?

Janan settled into one of the seats at the kitchen table. “What brings you here? Don’t you have camp?”

Laurelin poured a small amount of lemonade into a cup, taste testing it with a smack of her lips before pouring two full glasses and setting one in front of the genie. “Nah, it’s over now. School starts back up in a week.”

Janan’s heart sank. “Oh. Already?”

Did that mean Laurelin would be leaving her alone? To face all this on her own?

Laurelin nodded and sank into the opposite chair. “I know, the summer really flew by. But it was amazing! I learned so much at that chemistry camp, but...” She gave Janan a guilty smile. “I can’t stop thinking about the energism I learned with you.”

Janan nodded, though her heart still felt like it weighed a ton. Laurelin had done an impressive amount of work recreating ancient gem tech research to capture and store different kinds of magic. And to be honest, the human had a knack for it. And a passion.

If circumstances were different, if the Candrani hadn’t overrun the Realm and broken magic, it might have even been a career.

Janan’s heart started pulsing again, pumping too fast, too hard. An invisible hand seemed to creep around her throat, the grip of her anxiety, and she swallowed.

“Anyway, how are you doing?” Laurelin continued, sipping from her glass.

Janan wrapped her hands around her cup, letting the cold sink into her fingers. It felt good, grounding her, bringing her back to this moment rather than dwelling on everything they’d been through together. Another of Safiyya’s tricks, one that seemed to help her the most. Noticing the things in the moment, all the sensations her body detected, kept her from falling into her fears and her guilt and her anxieties.

“That good, huh?” Laurelin said wryly. She sipped at her lemonade again.

Janan flashed her a half smile. “It’s been... a journey.”

Laurelin’s face grew more serious than Janan had seen it in a long time. “What has Lacey said about it?”

“Lacey... is really only trained as a medic. Physically, she says I need a real doctor, one who is trained in magical ailments. But coming by one of those while the Candrani are still in charge will be impossible.”

“And other than physically?”

Janan raised one shoulder. “Safiyya has done what she can to help me.”

“But she’s not a therapist. Are you sure we can’t find someone here? There has got to be someone around here who can help you.”

Fire flashed in Janan’s heart, too quick to take hold but painful nonetheless. “So they can think I’m delusional? I can’t even prove to another human that I am magic right now. Not unless they don’t mind me accidentally setting them on fire.”

Laurelin didn’t respond to that one. There was nothing else to say.
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Chapter Two
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Senka

Senka’s shadowed form drifted across the ground alongside Rydak. Her cursed arm pulsed with heat despite the chill in the air, a chill that wasn’t normal for this part of the human realm in the summer. Even Rydak wore a coat, the cold chilling his ifrit body faster.

A blinking red light caught her attention at the far side of the yard. “There’s one,” she said.

Rydak followed her wispy finger toward the light and adjusted his stride. “That makes five in the last hour. How long can we keep this up?”

“As long as we have to. Do you want Echoes in here?”

Rydak sighed. “No. But it would be nice if the wards could stabilize the magic, too.”

Senka’s arm pulsed in pain as if in agreement, but she didn’t say anything. Instead, they diverted toward the malfunctioning ward. They had to recast a number of the wards every day, just because even here in the human realm, the broken magic leaked through and corrupted whatever magic it touched.

But five in an hour? That was a record. They would run out of the small stores of energy they had sooner rather than later, and then there would be nothing keeping the Echoes from breaking through into their little safe haven.

Senka pulled herself back together into a humanoid form, then, merging the magic she could with Rydak, they focused radiant gold energy on the malfunctioning ward. It was a form of Rydak’s portal magic, something that would transport any Echoes to the bottom of the ocean—or maybe to another pocket realm, like Deiari. She didn’t really know, and she didn’t much care to find out.

The red pulse of light on the ward began to slow, then turn a steady red before fading. The gold of the new ward grew stronger, brighter as Senka added shadow weaving to the barrier.

And then a spark popped off the ward, followed by a louder explosion the size of Rydak’s head as a dark shadowed form appeared on the other side, face cast in red features matching Senka’s curse.

Senka squeaked and jumped back, dropping her hold on the magic threads while Rydak ground his teeth together. The red color on his cheeks darkened, and she could feel the heat of his anger boiling off of him.

The Echo lunged for them, and they impulsively leaned back, prepared for it to break through. But there was only another pop as part of the ward flared into a brilliant light nearly as bright as the sun, before fading completely. The Echo was gone, and another piece of their protection failed along with it.

She reached a hand toward Rydak, resting it on his arm. If she were corporeal, he might have burned her. “Rydak, it’s okay. At least it did its job before dying. We’ll try again.”

“What’s the point?” He threw his hands up, backing away from the barrier. “No matter what we do, Auretta’s corrupted spells break it! It’s only a matter of time until we have no options left. The Echoes will come, this time in bigger numbers, and so will the Arbitrators. Especially now that we know Auretta is still alive and well. And leading half the world.”

“Rydak—”

He spun on his heel and stormed back toward the shed they were using as a workshop, muttering under his breath the whole time.

Probably best to let him cool off.

Senka blew out a breath, turning back to the broken ward. At least it was only one in the meshwork they’d built around the house. It would be fine for a bit yet.

Another flash of red caught her attention out of the corner of her eye. Another broken ward, this time without an Echo nearby. She groaned, then raised her hands, attempting to mend it on her own.

What were they going to do? They certainly couldn’t keep this up forever—not that Senka had forever left. Every day, the work Leryan had done to suppress the curse was fading, and it grew stronger little by little, pulling her closer to death.

And if Leryan couldn’t heal her... maybe no one could.

She shook her head lightly, refocusing on what she was doing. She couldn’t think of that now, or she’d definitely fry the wards. Or herself.

One thing at a time.

Once they finally got the wards stabilized, Senka joined Rydak in the shed. She sat down at the small table, pouring power into what Blake kept calling her Shadow battery, a small device she built with Rydak to maintain the wards without their constant patrolling. It was untested—between the wards constantly failing and their preoccupation with finding solutions to the much bigger problems, they hadn’t had much time to try it out—but if things kept getting worse like this, it seemed like they weren’t going to have a choice much longer.

Senka jumped back from a flying spark of magic, the curse on her arm flaring hot, and tossed a look to Rydak next to her. He was turning a screw in the side of another prototype, this one for something much different. Instead of maintaining the wards, he was convinced there was a way to stabilize the magic around them so they could use it safely again.

It seemed to be working, at least in part, since only a single spark had tried to rebel against Senka in the last half hour.

Rydak caught her glance and lowered the screwdriver. “What? I’m still working on it.”

She shook her head fiercely. “No, you’re doing fine. I’m sure we’ll figure it out eventually.”

The sparks didn’t bother her, but there was a nagging anxiety plaguing her. And it had nothing to do with the larger problems of the world.

He set the box down on the workbench. “Then what is it?”

Senka bit her lip, searching for words. “Have you talked to Lacey lately?”

He frowned. “Sure. We talk all the time.” Were his cheeks flushing? “Why do you ask?”

Senka sighed, pushing her own device away. “I’m worried about her. She’s so obsessed with finding the Well, and what if...”

“What if it doesn’t exist?”

“Exactly! What is she going to do if she can’t solve everyone’s problems? She’s doing the same thing she did when we were traveling together, taking responsibility for the whole world’s problems.”

Rydak sighed. “It did take me weeks to get her to stop blaming herself for breaking magic.”

“See? It’s like she wants to take the blame from everyone. Like she thinks she’s the only one who can fix things.” Senka took a deep breath, measuring her next words. “I’m worried... I’m worried she’s going to do something stupid. At best, drive herself into a depression spiral. At worst, somehow get herself killed.”

Rydak frowned again, studying Senka carefully. “She is pretty intense about it.”

“Right? It’s like she can’t put down the weight on her shoulders, even for a minute. I don’t think she’s sleeping.”

He rubbed at his chin, still watching her. “I can try talking to her?”

Senka sighed. “I’ve tried. But maybe she’d take it better from you.”

“Me? Why?”

Senka had to resist rolling her eyes. “Come on. It’s clear you’re smitten with each other.”

Rydak picked up the box in front of him again. “Could’ve fooled me. All she does is study.”

“Rydak. You just said you talk to her all the time. You might be the only one she puts those stupid articles and journals down for.”

“Maybe...” He didn’t seem convinced, but he put the box down again. He turned to face her, again studying her for several long moments. “And what about you?”

Her stomach flopped. This wasn’t about her. This was about Lacey. “What about me?”

His expression softened. “How are you holding up, Sen?”

She swallowed, looking away. She couldn’t bear those ifrit eyes burning into her, as if he could somehow see the truth. But she could feel his eyes flick to the pulsing crimson light of the curse on her arm.

“I’m fine,” she said, leaning over the battery again. “You don’t need to worry about me.”

“But you’re doing that for Lacey. Who will worry about you, if she’s so preoccupied with her own problems and you won’t talk to any of us?”

“It’s not worth it. I don’t even know what to expect with it.”

Then he said the hard truth she’d been avoiding.

“Senka, we both know it’s been getting worse again, ever since we left Leryan in Deiari. Do you think if you’d stayed it would have stuck?”

“I...”

“What do you want to do? Do you want to go back? We can find him again. The portal should still be there, and it shouldn’t be affected the way our magic is now. We’re not giving up on you.”

“I never said you were.” She tapped the side of the battery, sending another pulse of magic into it, but this one bit her. She yanked her hand back, sticking her finger in her mouth as it stung.

Rydak’s eyes were back on her curse as it flared bright red. “At least think about what you’d like to do. Ignoring it won’t make your curse magically go away.”

She didn’t think it was going to go away. She knew it was getting worse. But she was also afraid there was no hope left, if Leryan’s treatment hadn’t stuck. She was afraid she’d never see her realm again—or her uncle.

With that, he stood and left her alone in the shed, surrounded by cold tools and colder air.

[image: image]

Janan and Laurelin were sitting at the kitchen table when Senka finally gave up working on the battery for the day. They were chatting amiably, an overtone of cheer in their conversation, but there was also a heaviness there, a pall hanging over the genie.

Much like Senka, Janan also seemed to be dying. They were two beings on the same trip to the afterlife, sooner than they should be. All because of the actions of other beings around them, beings with malicious intent.

She shook her head again, trying to dislodge the train of thought. It had been harder and harder in the last few weeks to keep from spiraling into such depressive thoughts, and once the spiral started, she found herself sinking into the farthest shadow she could find for hours. Once, it took days for her to pull herself back together—literally.

She waved a hand at the girls, not wanting to interrupt them, then drifted toward Lacey’s room. Maybe her friend had made some progress while she was outside. Maybe she had some idea of how to fix the magic or fix her curse or fix Janan. Anything, really, especially since Rydak was still off somewhere blowing off steam.

But Lacey’s room was empty. Papers and notes were scattered across her desk, and Senka drifted closer, shuffling through whatever archaeology articles were on top. They all discussed the Well Lacey had been obsessed with since they’d returned, since she’d found that file in the Arbitrators’ archive. She was convinced it was the only thing capable of fixing the magic that Auretta broke.

The only thing missing from the desk was the journal. And Lacey.

Senka’s heart beat hard as she looked at the notes. It seemed like it was capable of magic on a scale no one could really imagine. Something that could restore, reset, revive.

Something that required a sacrifice, or a being called an Oracle. But if that sacrifice could be given, or if they could figure out who the Oracle was... maybe it would actually be enough.

That was, if they could find the Well in the first place.
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Chapter Three
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Lacey

Lacey propped her chin on her hand, staring at the swirling portal from where she sat cross-legged in front of it. The asphalt was cool under her, too cool for August, and if she stared long enough, she could swear snowflakes spun away from the portal. She was only a few blocks from home, but just on the other side of the twirling light, the Djinn Realm spread far and wide.

And last she knew, it was cracking, breaking to pieces as Echoes flooded the Realm and the entire web of magic shattered. Sure, for now the magic was still accessible, but for how long? When would she be cut off entirely?

And all of it was Auretta’s fault. How had that woman even survived the mess she’d made?

She sat up straighter, holding up her palm. She reached for her marid magic, trying to pull water from the air into her hand, but just like when she’d tried back in the Realm, it immediately froze into a spear of ice, aiming its point directly at her.

She leapt to her feet, heart pounding, and summoned a spark of ghul electricity to break it to pieces before it could stab her. But even the ghul magic was wild, arcing for her and shocking her before she could step out of the way. Had she been anything other than part ghul, it might have stopped her heart.

Her pulse thrummed, and she placed a hand over her chest, willing it to calm. She dismissed the magic entirely, letting the crackling air settle around her as she pondered the portal in front of her.

This was bad. The cracks in the magic web were definitely reaching out of the Realm now, entering the world of humans. And if the djinn could no longer use their magic, what would that mean for them? Would they wither away like her mother, bereft of magic, robbed of their vitality?

And how was she ever going to find that Well—the one thing that just might solve it all—if magic was this unpredictable? Unreliable?

Dangerous.

Lacey settled back onto the asphalt of the alley, already reaching for the stack of papers and her father’s journal. She’d pored over them countless times already, but there had to be something she’d missed.

“Hey, watch it!” came a shout from under her, just before her butt hit the pavement.

Lacey stumbled back, managing to fall to the side and catch herself with the hand that had been reaching for the papers. “Senka?”

The shadows pooled together where she was about to sit, coalescing into the shape of a girl not much different from Lacey. She was made almost entirely of shadows with bright white light dancing across her body in pulsing, flashing patterns—except for the angry red runes that still shone too brightly on one arm. They’d climbed again since the last time Lacey had seen her, and Lacey swallowed as she took in her friend’s grim expression.

Senka settled onto the ground, legs crossed. “How’s it going?”

Lacey’s heart did another leap. How was it going? Well, Janan was getting worse by the day, Senka’s curse was building, magic was broken, the Candrani were under the sway of Auretta, and everything could completely collapse at any moment. And if she didn’t find that Well—and soon—it probably would.

But Senka knew all that.

“Weight of the world and all that,” Lacey said, half smiling, as if it would be enough to convince even herself.

Senka nodded, flashing a small smile before it disappeared back into the shadows that made up her body.

But then her curse flared on her arm, ruining the moment of camaraderie. Senka didn’t make a sound, but her entire body tensed as she gripped her cursed arm, lowering her head to hide her expression.

Lacey could still see the pain, though. Still knew how badly her friend suffered. Even after they had found the one healer who could have helped her.

In the end, it appeared that hadn’t been enough.

“We should probably go back inside,” Lacey said, eyes up on the sliver of sky she could see over the alley, studiously refusing to acknowledge Senka’s pain. It would only embarrass the Shadow. “The sun will be gone soon, and it is too cold for August.”

As the flare of the curse subsided and Senka straightened again, the girls rose together and made their way back toward Blake’s front door. The walk back was too peaceful for the turmoil in the air, the pricks like static shock where the magic usually flowed. It was still good to be together.

They stepped through the wards Senka and Rydak had set up, and Lacey noted the flickering red light in the air nearby. Another piece was failing as the corrupted magic from the Realm reached out. How much longer would it hold?

She glanced at Senka, and the Shadow glared at the light. Probably best not to ask. It was a never-ending task, and Senka spent all her free time trying to keep it going. The rest of the time, she was trying to reestablish some kind of connection with the Shadow Realm, if for nothing else but contacting her uncle.

The fact that she hadn’t said a word about it must mean that her attempts at contact were also failing.

The Shadows were in just as much trouble as the rest of the realms. They may be free of the malevolent Echoes that had been trapped with them—Echoes that were now flooding the other realms thanks to Auretta—but their world was just as subject to the breaking magic as the rest of them.

Lacey tore her eyes away from the red blink of the ward, trying to bring herself back to the present moment, rather than dwelling on everything that was going wrong. A few birds called nearby, but it seemed like even they could feel the wrongness of everything, the way the breeze was cold, not cool, the way the air sparkled with something other than fireflies.

Lacey rubbed at her arms, trying to ward off the chill setting into her bones. A chill not from the cold.

Finally they reached the door, and Senka misted and slipped under the crack. Lacey shivered. What were the chances an Echo would do something like that if the wards did fail? Shaking off the thought, she turned the knob and let herself in, setting the papers down briefly on the entry table while she pulled off her boots. Senka reappeared next to her, drifting down the hallway ahead of her and toward the chaos that could only come from a toddler.

They found the rest of the household in the living room, Ferox screaming at the top of his lungs and Jessenia trying to distract him with his favorite toy.

“What happened here?” Lacey said, taking in the scene. Besides the mother and child on the floor, Blake sat on the couch next to their mom, Janan was curled into a chair, and Laurelin stood with Safiyya close to the kitchen, a coffee in hand. Rydak wasn’t visible, but he had to be around somewhere. Not to mention the rest of their ragtag group of outcasts: Janan’s adoptive parents, Irina and Mahtab, and Ghadir. Not that Lacey cared where Ghadir was—they still weren’t really back on good terms.

Jessenia looked up with a long-suffering smile. “Oh, you know. He wanted carrots, so I gave him carrots. But he didn’t want them to be orange.”

Even Lacey had to smile at that. It was so... normal compared to everything else that had been going on lately.

And then Lacey’s gem started flashing and buzzing at her neck, drawing everyone’s attention away from the normal family drama of a normal family and straight to Lacey.

Heat rushing to her face at the attention, she picked up the gem and sent the smallest shock she possibly could into it. Would even that small amount of magic be too much soon? How much time did they really have left?

The gem pulled up a screen in front of her, and the last face she expected to see appeared in the video feed.

“Grandma?” she said, blinking at Ghadir.

Ghadir almost smiled on the other end of the call, but perhaps she could feel Lacey’s anger, her disgust, through the connection because the smile faded almost as fast as it had appeared. The connection was weak, staticky, and Lacey didn’t recognize whatever was behind her. “How... how is everyone? How is Janan?”

Lacey resisted the urge to roll her eyes, but only because she had actually come to kind of maybe sort of like the genie girl. After all, it wasn’t really her fault that Ghadir had put her through so much on the off chance it could rescue the Realm.

It wasn’t her fault it hadn’t worked.

And now Janan had that spot on her soul, that void where her magic should have been, to show for it. And a guilty conscience after killing her abuser.

And still, despite all that, she was thoughtful and kind and considerate. Lacey wasn’t sure she’d be able to say the same if she had been in Janan’s shoes. She could barely look Ghadir in the eye now, after her grandmother had bailed on finding her father and then bailed on the rest of them without warning.

Through a jaw clenched as tightly as a vice, Lacey managed, “She’s fine. For now.”

Ghadir nodded thoughtfully but didn’t bother answering.

Lacey couldn’t stop herself from asking the burning questions. “Where are you? Why did you leave?” Her voice cracked on the last word, and she swallowed past the lump in her throat. Maybe Ghadir had hurt her more than she cared to admit.

Lacey tried to get a look past Ghadir’s shoulder, but it was nothing but a plain, nondescript white wall.

Ghadir looked down for a moment, and Lacey could feel the shame. At least Ghadir felt something. Half the time she seemed like an unfeeling, selfish, prejudiced robot.

“I had to,” Ghadir finally said, her voice smaller than Lacey had ever heard it, as if the woman herself were trying to disappear. “It wasn’t fair to the rest of you. I... I didn’t deserve to enjoy your hospitality.”

Lacey blinked. That wasn’t even close to the answer she had expected. Something in her ached, trying to tell her to forgive, to tell her grandmother that no matter what either of them had done they were still family.

But a bigger part of her waited for an apology that might never come, an acknowledgment of the pain Ghadir had caused, validation that Lacey wasn’t obligated to forgive a person who hurt her.

Biting back her impulse to comfort, she said, “So where did you go?”

Ghadir shook her head, finally looking back up at her granddaughter. “Back to the Realm, but the specifics aren’t important. I... I’ve been trying to figure out how to fix things.”

Understatement of the year.

“And?” Lacey stepped a few feet away, closer to some kind of privacy. She couldn’t bear to get anyone’s hopes up, and they were all staring at her—no, at Ghadir—like she was about to save the worlds.

Ghadir took a deep breath, looking away. The screen flashed with static, then stabilized. “I may be going to Deiari. I mean, I’m not there yet, but soon. I have more to do here first.”

She blinked, again surprised. “Deiari? Why?” Her heart thrummed. Was Ghadir finally going to right her wrongs and find Lacey’s dad?

Ghadir still didn’t meet Lacey’s eyes. “I just have a feeling. Maybe there are some clues there about something we can do to stop the Candrani. Something the Ancients knew that we didn’t.”

Lacey’s shoulders sagged. Not about her dad, then. “Oh.”

Ghadir looked at her again. “Have you found anything on your end?”

Lacey glanced down at the journal pages in her hand. Ghadir didn’t deserve to know about those. “No.”

Ghadir sighed. “Well, I’ll check in when I can. Thank goodness you and that Abidon fellow created a stable portal. I’ll head there as soon as I finish up here, see if I can make contact with Deiari.”

If it hasn’t collapsed like the rest of the magic. Lacey didn’t say it, but the thought must have been obvious on her face. Ghadir suddenly looked uncertain.

“I have to go. Let me know if you find anything.” Ghadir’s finger came into the screen as she pointed toward the spot to end the call.

Not even a goodbye. Not even an “I love you.”

Lacey dropped the necklace against her chest and huffed out an irritated breath. She didn’t want to think about it anymore. Not about Ghadir, not about her father.

But maybe Ghadir was onto something. Maybe Deiari was a good place to start. After all, it had been magically corrupted eons ago. Maybe it was somehow similar to the corruption spreading through the realms now.

Gathering her notes again, Lacey turned from the room where everyone still watched her and headed for her own space, her own desk, the weight of the worlds on her shoulders.
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Chapter Four
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Janan

Janan slowly dropped her hand from where it had rested over her heart at Ghadir’s voice. Her pulse was galloping, too fast, her breath coming in gasps.

Panic attack. All from hearing Ghadir’s voice.

What had they done? What... what had Ghadir convinced her to do?

She closed her eyes and took some deep breaths, hoping to calm the panic. Hoping for once no one else would notice.

“Wanna take a walk, maybe get some ice cream?” came Laurelin’s voice from behind her.

Janan’s eyes snapped open, her heart still unsettled. She tried to force her face into a neutral expression, then turned toward her friend. Safiyya stood at her feet as well, eyes expectant.

And all too knowing.

“Ice cream sounds good,” Janan said with that wobbly smile.

She followed Laurelin and Safiyya to the door and slipped on a pair of sandals, then they all went outside.

The air was cool, nowhere near what Laurelin had said it should be this late in the summer. More evidence of how everything was broken. But Janan tried her best to shove the thought out of her mind. If she didn’t, the panic would definitely overtake her. And she really did not feel like explaining herself again. They’d all heard it from her countless times already this summer.

Honestly, it was starting to get embarrassing.

Once they made it about a block from the house, Janan glanced at Laurelin. “So, how was chemistry camp, really? I know you said you had fun, but you didn’t really say much else.”

Laurelin beamed at her. “That’s because it’s hard to compare chemistry camp with the energism we learned together.”

Well, the energism that Laurelin learned while they were on the run. Janan didn’t do much learning in that department. She’d been pretty focused on survival.

Even the thought of those days at the beginning of the summer made her pulse spike, and she shook her head quickly, trying again to banish the feeling.

“Yes, but what did you do?” she tried again, wishing Laurelin would talk about something that felt more normal, more human.

Laurelin took the opening and launched into an explanation of labs and classes and excursions around the city to various university labs. The camp had really packed in a full activity list, keeping her busy, from the way she told it.

Janan smiled to herself, letting her friend talk. It was good to see her excited. She deserved it. And it was a good distraction from Ghadir, from the way Janan’s magic had turned against her, just from... well, everything.

Safiyya padded along next to them, nodding appropriately at Laurelin’s stories and thankfully not interrupting to check in on Janan. The ocelot had been more than accommodating in teaching Janan as much as she could to regulate her emotions and her anxiety, though she still wished Janan would see a therapist, like Laurelin had suggested.

Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea.

The wind gusted as they approached the ice cream stand, and Janan shivered, rubbing her arms. “I wish it was a little warmer today.”

Laurelin’s excitement dropped down a few notches. “Me too. Lacey said it was because of the Realm. Have you been back lately?”

Janan shook her head and looked down at Safiyya. “What about you?”

Safiyya sighed, her steps slowing. “Unfortunately.”

But she didn’t say anything else. The two girls waited several moments, until they were only about twenty feet from the ordering window, but Safiyya didn’t elaborate.

“Well, what is it like? What’s going on?” Laurelin pushed.

Safiyya bared her teeth toward the ground and came to a stop. Luckily, it seemed like no one else wanted ice cream in this unseasonably cool summer air. “You heard the news reports. You feel the changes in the weather and the magic. It’s not good. Djinn are losing their magic, and those that aren’t are losing control. The cities are dangerous, and the wards that should protect them are malfunctioning. Echoes are all over, hiding in plain sight until they attack, and the djinn don’t really know how to protect themselves. And Auretta and her minions aren’t doing much to help. They seem intent on letting the riffraff solve it on their own.”

They all feel silent at that. It was bad. That was the long and short of it.

Janan chewed her
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