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For Zora, the best story brainstorming partner I’ve ever had. Even at seven years old, your imagination is boundless, your curiosity sharp, and your empathy a much needed thing in this world.

I would always cross the River for you.




CONTENTS


	COVER

	TITLE PAGE

	DEDICATION

	CONTENTS

	MAP

	PART 1

	CHAPTER 1

	CHAPTER 2

	CHAPTER 3

	CHAPTER 4

	CHAPTER 5

	CHAPTER 6

	CHAPTER 7

	CHAPTER 8

	CHAPTER 9

	CHAPTER 10

	CHAPTER 11




	PART 2

	CHAPTER 12

	CHAPTER 13

	CHAPTER 14

	CHAPTER 15

	CHAPTER 16

	CHAPTER 17

	CHAPTER 18

	CHAPTER 19

	CHAPTER 20

	CHAPTER 21

	CHAPTER 22

	CHAPTER 23

	CHAPTER 24

	CHAPTER 25

	CHAPTER 26

	CHAPTER 27

	CHAPTER 28

	CHAPTER 29

	CHAPTER 30

	CHAPTER 31

	CHAPTER 32

	CHAPTER 33

	CHAPTER 34

	CHAPTER 35

	CHAPTER 36

	CHAPTER 37




	PART 3

	CHAPTER 38

	CHAPTER 39

	CHAPTER 40

	CHAPTER 41

	CHAPTER 42

	CHAPTER 43

	CHAPTER 44

	CHAPTER 45

	CHAPTER 46

	CHAPTER 47

	CHAPTER 48

	CHAPTER 49

	CHAPTER 50

	CHAPTER 51

	CHAPTER 52

	EPILOGUE




	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

	BY THE SAME AUTHOR

	COPYRIGHT






[image: A map showing the regions of Peristan and Astola, divided by the Basrol River running through the center. Major landmarks include the Golden Palace, River Palace, and the Citadel. The terrain features mountains, rivers, and forests, with labeled locations such as Tashuna, Babul Woods, Khangar Pass, the Golden Vault, Queen Azari’s Vault, Bagisha’s Hut, Ginshal Village, and Charvellan City. Decorative arrows indicate the Court of Salt to the left of the map and the Angrezian Empire to the right. Symbols mark important locations.]



[image: ]

My mother told me life magic used to pass freely between our land and the faes’, like the current of the River that divided us.

Until the wall was erected, cutting us off from them.

And the invaders came.

And our crops died.

Our people starved.

And magic leaked out of our country like the drip in the rotten board of a ship.

Until nearly all the magic was gone.

All except mine.
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PART 1

THE CITADEL
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CHAPTER 1


We died in blood, their guns in our hands,

Our treasures chipped away like earth.

We died in homes, no longer our lands,

But oh, what did they birth?

—SONGS OF ASTOLA, COLLECTED AND COMPILED BY MAHIRA NAZIR



YASEEMA

The knock at the door was likely for my cousin, but she was in no shape to go gravedigging tonight.

For a moment my heart lurched to my throat, and I scrambled to pack up the scrolls and books I had littered across the kitchen table, betraying me. My mother’s two thick gold bangles lay on the table, and I wrapped them up in her old dupatta, my fingers resting on them for a moment in reverence, before sticking the bangles back in the flour tin and hiding them from sight. There was a small chance it was the Citadel patrols conducting an unplanned raid, and they certainly couldn’t find out what I had been searching for in the darkest hours of the night.

But it wasn’t the Citadel patrols.

As I suspected, I opened the door to find Bair, his sunken eyes staring darkly at me, the rusted shovel slung over a shoulder that didn’t look as if it could support the weight.

“Safiyya can’t dig tonight,” I said, adjusting the spectacles on my nose to peer through the darkness at him, wanting to usher him away as quickly as possible.

There was a limited amount of time to hunt for the key to unlock the hidden vault, and he was cutting into it.

Bair’s face didn’t change at my abrupt words, but his body swayed slightly as if he were about to faint. My stomach gave a twist. The darkness under his eyes had increased since I’d last seen him, and he had a slight rasp in his breath that spoke of more than just illness.

Exhaustion. Malnourishment. Desperation.

“Have you eaten?” I asked, despite everything in my body screaming at me to get rid of him. I couldn’t afford this type of treason as well. And I couldn’t afford the time it would waste to do it.

Bair shook his head, his eyes darting around the kitchen as if it was a trick. As if his gaze could ask, what would I have eaten?

I glanced behind me to make sure my papers and books were safely tucked away, then met his eyes once more.

That dark, desperate stare broke me.

“Come.” I beckoned him inside, chewing my lip.

If the Citadel found out that Bair and Safiyya were burying our dead, contrary to the Citadel’s edicts that prevented us from doing so, we’d have patrols on our doorstep in an hour. The Citadel—and by extension, the Angrezian Empire—viewed Astolan attempts to follow our traditional customs as both backward and rebellious. If we didn’t bury those who had died, the Citadel would cremate them, which meant they would never get their proper funeral rites. And they would never get a chance to cross over into the afterlife.

If Bair and Safiyya got caught, they’d likely be executed.

The Citadel would then have an excuse to search our tiny house in Ginshal Village at the edge of the mango orchard and would discover more than just the treason of going against the antiburial edicts. They’d discover my research, the maps to other lost fae relics I was searching for, and my mother’s bangles.

They’d find an entire revolution.

But Safiyya could barely lift her head from fever, and Bair couldn’t bury the bodies on his own. Not when he looked like he’d blow over with a strong wind.

And given that, he needed to be fed before anything else.

Nani would complain at giving away a portion of the small ration I received from my job, but if Bair died on our kitchen floor, I’d have to bury him too.

Besides, I was one of the few in the village that received the extra rations from the Citadel, due to my work there. And I was one of the few Astolans who was even allowed to work for them.

I spooned a bowl of too-thin lentils into a chipped bowl and handed him a flat piece of bread dusted with mustard seeds to accompany it. Although it wasn’t much, Bair stared down at the offering as if it were a viceroy’s feast. Looking away as he devoured the soup, the familiar buried anger rose in my blood at seeing how starved he was.

“Thank you, Haz Yaseema,” he said between hurried bites, not even pausing to consider if he should call me by the honorific.

I stiffened. “It’s just Yaseema, Bair. I’ve known you since we were both babes.”

He nodded, but didn’t look up at me when I corrected him.

After a few spoons, his hands no longer shook. I stepped into the hall, my feet pressing into the date palm mat. Pausing before Safiyya’s door, I let out an exhale before cracking it open.

“Safiyya,” I whispered, my voice soft in the darkness. She was a small mound on the bed, her black hair strewn about the pillow looking almost as wild as mine. The hoarse bark of a cough answered me, so rough it hurt my chest to listen to it.

There was no way she could go out sounding like that. I’d already spoon-fed her crushed black cardamom seeds in honey and made her a very weak kahwah tea with the last of the cinnamon and ginger, but she needed medicine, something that was in short supply to us.

She certainly couldn’t slip into the night with Bair, illegally bury bodies as our funeral rites demanded, and then run back to our house without attracting attention.

Something heavy sat in my chest at the thought of telling Bair that Safiyya couldn’t help him help the villagers, who desperately wanted to bury their dead having to burn them instead.

Could I do her job?

Should I?

I had been searching for the key to the fae vault that might change everything for Astola, that would bring the magic we once had back to us. Getting caught burying bodies against the new edicts might jeopardize that.

This might be too foolish of a risk.

It was one thing to ignore what Safiyya did when she left the house in the middle of the night, to pretend she wasn’t actively engaging in open rebellion every time she slung the shovel over her shoulder, but it was another thing to do the same.

It was so public.

Everything I did was done alone and was relatively untraceable.

But everyone in our village knew what she was up to at night. Her acts against the Citadel were smaller than mine, but no less deadly.

It isn’t treason if I haven’t pledged loyalty to them.

It isn’t treason if they invaded.

Safiyya’s sharp retort filled my mind, what she would have said had I run the options by her.

But for now, moonlight spilled across Safiyya’s supine form on the bed, and I could make out the sheen of sweat on her forehead. She coughed again, and her entire body shook.

“Safiyya,” I said softly into the room. “Bair’s here.”

“Hold on,” she croaked, trying to rouse herself. “I’m coming.”

“You shouldn’t be going out. Not when you’re so ill. Leave it for tonight. The dead will keep.”

A heavy, wet cough wracked her body, and I winced.

“No, I have to go with him. It’s the only time we have. Soon the Citadel patrols will find the body and we won’t be able to bury him anymore.” It was painful to listen to her voice, and even worse to watch her struggle to rise from the bed.

It’s the only time we have.

I felt the same every night. Poring over the ancient texts, trying to find clues to a key I didn’t know if I’d ever locate. It was the last piece of the puzzle I needed to be able to cross the wall into the fae world.

And from there I could finally find the crown that could take down the wall completely, bring the magic back to the earth, and stop the famine decimating our people.

Safiyya came to a seated position and then swayed, as if she were about to pass out.

My breath caught in my chest, and I clenched my hands tight at my side. I knew what I had to do, even if I didn’t want to. If I didn’t, I’d just be pouring over ancient texts and making myself delirious looking for the one relic I’d been searching for since my mother had left. Without a way into the vault I’d found, I had no hope of recovering the fae Queen’s bracelet before the Citadel did. How many hours had I devoted to searching for a key to an ancient fae vault, only to come up empty-handed? And here my cousin was, about to pass out on the wooden floor of her room.

In all the months I’d been looking, I’d never come any closer to unlocking the vault door, and I certainly wouldn’t be able to now, hours before the Citadel was planning to excavate.

My eyes fluttered closed for a moment, my decision easing the heaviness from my shoulders and solidifying my resolve. “I’ll do it with him.”

She froze at my words as she struggled to stand, and blinked at me in the scant light. “You will? But you hate me doing this. You hate me doing anything that goes against the Citadel.”

I frowned, but she couldn’t see my face in the darkness of the doorway. To everyone else, I was a model scholar, working in the Citadel archives and helping them unearth the magical objects that gave Astola its life magic.

Even Safiyya didn’t know the extent of my treason.

She didn’t know about my hunts for fae relics at night. Or the times when I’d even managed to steal them out from underneath the nose of the Citadel.

Because every single fae object removed from our land was a death sentence for us. The life magic imbued in every crown, necklace, goblet, ring, and all the other relics hidden in the earth kept our crops alive and our rivers flowing. And every time the Citadel dug one up and shipped it off to the Empress, more people died.

Everything depended on the lie that I embodied by day—I was a scholar for the Citadel, helping them find the ancient magical relics. If it ever got out that I betrayed them by stealing the fae objects instead, both Safiyya and Nani would suffer the consequences of such duplicity.

They might still.

“Yes, I do,” I said finally. “I’m worried about you whenever you go out, of course. And I’d rather you didn’t try to bury the dead when the Citadel has specifically declared that illegal. But you can’t go, not like this. So that leaves me.”

Safiyya chewed on the side of her lip, her eyes glassy. She didn’t want to give in, I could tell by the look on her face.

I smiled, despite myself. She’d be defying the Citadel on her deathbed, which was, fortunately, not today.

“Safiyya,” I said in a cajoling way, “I promise I won’t make a mess of it. But Bair needs someone who isn’t going to keel over the moment they try to lift a body. I’ll go. I’ll wear your cloak so no one will even know it’s me.”

That seemed to settle it for her, and she collapsed back into the pillows on her bed. “Thanks, Yas,” she murmured, her eyes fluttering closed, letting sleep claim her once more.

I closed the door and turned back to Bair, resignation on my face. “I’m coming with you tonight instead.”

He lifted his gaze from the last few lentils in the bowl, his jaw falling slack. “The Citadel won’t like that.”

“That’s an understatement,” I snapped. “With hope they’ll never find out. Besides, you can’t do this on your own.” My tone was too harsh in the faint light of the kitchen, and I exhaled, measuring my temper. It wasn’t Bair’s fault that Safiyya was sick. And he didn’t know I’d had other plans for this night; no one did.

And it wasn’t any of our faults that we were now forced to bury bodies illegally under the cover of night.

I grabbed Safiyya’s dark cloak from the hook beside the door. This needed to be done, and as much as I didn’t want to thwart the Citadel and give them another reason to reconsider my loyalties, to shine the light of suspicion on me and unveil my other secrets, I would do it.

If I didn’t, the Citadel would burn the bodies, and their spirits would be left wandering.

Like my father’s.

At least with these villagers we could do the proper burial rites and release their spirits into the afterlife.

Safiyya’s cloak was hefty, bought during a winter when the Citadel had made a rare discovery. I had done the research in my position as a scholar, hoping to get to the fae relic first. Rage burned inside me when I’d been unable to steal the delicate gold tikka that had been vital for the rice fields in our area. When the tikka had been discovered by the Citadel and shipped off to the Empress, the lush fields had dried up over the next few months, the fae life magic gone.

I wanted to scream when they congratulated us and gave bonuses to the scholar department. The Empire didn’t seem to realize the damage they did to Astola with every stolen fae artifact.

Or maybe they just didn’t care.

“Hide your hair.” Bair’s voice was rough and determined.

I glanced up at him and a flush stained his cheeks, making him look healthier than he had in years. “It’s distinctive,” he muttered as he waved his hand in my general direction, shifting uncomfortably on his feet and avoiding my eyes.

He was right, my hair was a wild mane next to Safiyya’s sleek tresses.

My fingers brushed my curls, trying to tame them under my hood. I grimaced, pushing them under the heavy fabric and having little luck. My hair wouldn’t be controlled, and I ended up braiding the thick mass over my shoulder instead and tucking it into my cloak.

Because I certainly didn’t want to be recognized this night.
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CHAPTER 2


I killed someone today.

And I don’t regret it.

What is regret for one death, when I’m standing atop a massacre?

—LETTER FROM KIYAN TO HIS FAMILY, UNSENT



KIYAN

It’s got to be here.

I’d torn up the entire room, opened all the books, emptied out every drawer, and still the map eluded me. Why did they have to hide it so well that even their own family couldn’t unearth it? I raked my hand through my hair, leaning back in the armchair of the tiny forgotten library of the palace. If the map to Queen Azari’s vault wasn’t here, I didn’t know where it would be.

And if the Viceroy got to the ancient Queen’s crown before I did, our entire Court would be decimated.

I cast my gaze out of the window, toward the towering Mountain in the distance.

Tirich Mir. The Mountain that loomed over the River Court, reminding us of what we had lost. The Mountain with a hidden door and a hidden royal family trapped in a Golden palace waiting to be found.

“Aren’t you supposed to be tracking down rebels, boy? You’re not being a very good hunting dog right now, despite your reputation.”

I jolted upright, tearing my eyes away from Tirich Mir, as General Faisal slinked into the room, picking up a piece of paper and attempting to read it before he furrowed his brow and tossed it aside.

My gaze flickered to the letter scrawled with the language of the Salt Court, a missive from one of my soldiers at the front line. Faisal likely didn’t even know how to read.

I snorted to myself, then masked my amusement. “What do you want, Faisal?”

“So touchy. You should be overjoyed I’m back.” He walked around the chair toward me and then stopped, leaning against the wooden desk, his face expectant, daring me to ask why he was here instead of fighting for Salt in the war against the other peri Courts.

I narrowed my eyes, giving in to his goading. “And why is that?”

“Because you now have help executing all those rebels you once called friends.”

My fingers pressed so hard into the wood I was surprised it didn’t crack in half.

But I didn’t react, keeping my face a smooth mask. Everything depended on me not reacting.

Instead, I stood, slowly, a calculated smile curving my lips. I planted my hands on the desk and leaned forward as though I hadn’t a care in the world.

My words were low and quiet. “There’s whispers the rebels are trying to bring back the royal family.”

All the color leached from the general’s face, and I almost laughed. Behind his monstrous exterior, he hadn’t the strength nor power to go up against the might of the River Court at full capacity, and he knew it.

I tilted my head, crossing my arms over my chest. “I’m trying to find their source and if there’s any truth to the rumors. The last thing you need is for the royal family to escape from Tirich Mir and wreak havoc on the carefully preserved peace you’ve crafted.” My words fell light and mocking—on the edge of what I could reasonably get away with.

“That’s . . . not possible.” He took half a step back, panic lacing his tone. “They’re trapped in the cursed palace by dead Queen Azari’s magic. If there was any way to find and unlock the door to the Golden Palace, the Viceroy would have found it and killed them.”

I nodded, keeping my face blank. “And that’s exactly what we’re looking for. If the rebels have the ability to bring the royal family back, we want to know.” My voice was solemn, even though my heart was hammering so loud in my chest it felt as if it were going to burst free.

So that I can get to them first.

A familiar longing settled in my stomach at the thought of my family finally being released from the Golden Palace inside Tirich Mir mountain. At the thought of us taking it all back.

At no longer having to hunt and execute members of my own Court.

“It’s impossible,” the general said again, shaking his head, the color still not returning to his face. “The curse on Tirich Mir is as impenetrable as the River wall to the human lands.”

“Nothing is impenetrable,” I muttered under my breath. The same thing I’d been telling myself all these years.

Nothing is impenetrable.

I walked past the general, but his voice stopped me, his demeanor changing back from acute fear to his usual smug vileness.

“I almost forgot to tell you. You’re needed in the dungeons.” A smile slithered through his voice, and I paused, my stomach dropping.

Faisal only experienced joy at the expense of other’s pain.

That meant whatever was in the dungeons wasn’t good.

My eyes slid to the pulse at his throat, thinking how easy it would be to use my magic to command a thorn from the roses on the desk to slash his throat clean across.

Death by flower. Fitting for such a man.

“Why? There are no new prisoners down there.” I knew every single one, and had a plan of escape for them all.

His greasy smile returned in full force. “We’ve caught more of your rebels.”
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I wove through the halls of the River Palace, keeping my footsteps brisk but measured. The general followed behind, huffing to keep up as I barreled toward the dungeon.

There was no way he’d actually caught a rebel, not with the safeguards I’d put in place to prevent that from happening. The members of my guard were all loyal to me, and when it came to it, loyal to the Court of River. They would never allow a true member of the Red Jasmine Insurgence to slip into the hands of the Salt soldiers. I’d made sure of it.

But when I arrived at the dungeon, I stopped short.

Two boys were on their knees on the stone floor, their heads bowed. They weren’t in cells with the other prisoners, but hands tied behind their back in the main room. A small window in the corner of the dungeon allowed the afternoon light to illuminate the tears on their cheeks, the blood on their mouths.

They were no older than thirteen, their limbs too big for their bodies, not yet properly grown into their skin. One had longish hair, cropped at his nape, the other a shorn head, as though he’d scraped it over with a shaving blade, the bumpy shape of his skull giving him an eerie look. Cuts and bruises marred their hands and necks, evidence that they’d already been tortured.

One was struggling to remain upright, shaking against the pain of his wounds.

The general entered the dungeons behind me and leaned against the entrance door.

I breathed through my nose and curled my hands into fists at my sides, anger heating my blood.

“Who did this?” My voice was low and violent.

“I did,” the general replied, picking his teeth with his nails. “They were caught by a Salt patrol trying to drum up support for the rebel cause. They needed a little roughing up, but I’ll still leave the real torture for the Viceroy.” A laugh tainted his words, and I nearly bared my teeth at him.

“They’re boys,” I said dismissively. “They know nothing of the rebels.”

“Weren’t you just a boy when you decided to join the Viceroy? Children can still fight. They still commit treason, can still attack our troops. Don’t be so soft, dog.”

I didn’t bother to spare him a glance. “The Viceroy entrusted me to deal with the rebels. Surely you have better things to deal with, given Salt is actively fighting wars with every other peri Court right now.” I crossed my arms over my chest, trying to calm the fury tainting my voice.

If I could, I’d rip the general’s head from his body and dump him in the River.

If killing him meant I wouldn’t damn every other peri in my Court, he would have been dead years ago.

“We’ve had a few victories of late,” Faisal said with a smug grin, his voice bouncing off the walls of the stone dungeon. “Nothing like the way the Court of River folded, though. You can’t fight Salt with water,” he said, the air between us thick with tension.

I flinched at the words, the mantra often repeated by the soldiers of the Court of Salt.

His teeth shone in the flickering torchlight, and I was reminded of the day they’d come, remembered the heel of his boot on my father’s face as the Viceroy had laughed. Right before they’d slit his throat. Run, Kiyan. Run.

My father’s last words to me before they’d taken him. Before they’d cursed him, drained his magic, his youth, his memories, his ability to form language and know who I was.

And coward that I was, I had listened to him, and I had run.

“Besides, I felt the need to bloody my own hands today.” Faisal flexed his fingers out in front of him, bringing me back to the River Palace dungeon.

I had run, but I hadn’t gotten very far.

My own fists balled tightly at my side. I’d sooner cut his hands off than let him touch these boys again. But this was about more than them. It was about their families, anyone who knew them. He’d keep them alive with torture until they turned in their own sister, brother, grandmother. It was how they rationalized their murder of us.

We were the barbaric threat, and they the civilized peacekeepers.

I looked at the bloodied boys in front of me, evidence of the Salt Court’s civilization.

“Nevertheless, if they know anything about the Red Jasmine, I will be the one to find it out,” I gritted out through clenched teeth, trying to maintain my composure.

“Really? Good. I’m in the mood to watch.”

“I won’t be doing the kind of torturing you like,” I reasoned with a grim smile.

He raised a brow at me in challenge. “I had assumed not. Not when the Viceroy is so particularly good at it. He’ll purge their minds before they can call for their mother.”

Something curdled in my stomach at his mention of Reza again. The Viceroy wasn’t due back for a few weeks yet and I didn’t want him involved in any hunt for the rebels. Better for him to be kept away defending the Empire of the Court of Salt.

But these boys wouldn’t last that long under Faisal’s torture.

The general pushed away from the door, striding from the dungeon. “Just don’t be soft on them—if they are old enough to fight, they are old enough to bear the punishment of betrayal. No one in River is really innocent anyway. You’re all guilty by birth.”

My blood boiled, a river of fire inside my veins, but still I pressed my hands to my sides and didn’t look toward him. He could needle me all he liked; he’d never get a reaction.

I waited until he left, until the Salt soldiers took their leave at my nod, until only my personal guard remained. I glanced over at them, and they turned around, their backs facing us.

And then it was just me and the two children unfortunate enough to be caught by the wrong side at the wrong time, in a Court that was no longer theirs.

I knelt down in front of them, the cold of the dungeon permeating my trousers.

The boy with the longer hair kept his eyes downcast, but the other met my gaze, defiance flashing across his face.

Regret sank into my stomach at seeing it there.

The general had seen them, tortured them. There was no helping them escape now, and not when it would endanger others by leaving them alive. The only thing I could wish for them was a quick end.

Magic rose at my fingers, the dirt under the stone listening to my call. A small green vine rose from the soil, uncurling a thorn at the edge, sharp and deadly. It started as a sapling, but then grew to a thick rope, winding around the bars of the cell nearby.

“I’m sorry,” I said to the defiant boy. “But you don’t want to be alive for what he’ll do to you.”

The thorn pierced his heart before he could respond, slicing neatly through the center of his chest. He collapsed against me when the vine withdrew, and I bowed my head onto his shoulder.

I didn’t weep, because all my tears had turned to fire.

Then I turned to my guards.

“Find his family, let them bury him. Relocate them if you must. I want them out of Charvellan City before the general finds out he’s dead.” My guards nodded to me, then left to do my bidding, lifting the dead boy up in their arms and filing out of the dungeon.

Then I turned to the other boy.

The vine hung in the air, waiting for my command.

The boy shivered, sobbing as his hair fell into his face.

“I’m sorry,” I repeated, glad he hadn’t met my eyes.

It was easier when they didn’t look at me.

But before I could summon my magic, the boy’s hand shot out, grabbing my wrist. “Your highness,” he croaked, and I jerked back.

“What . . .” My mouth fell open at the honorific. It had been a long time since anyone had called me that.

“What are you talking about?” I demanded. No one should know anything about my true identity. Not when I’d taken great pains to hide it.

“I have a message for you,” he continued, ignoring my question. “I was trying to bring it to you when we got captured. My cousin, he wasn’t as discreet as he should have been, so they caught us.”

“Who gave you this message?”

“A churail.”

I narrowed my eyes at his mention of a witch. There weren’t many witches left in the Court of River, as they had all managed to flee when the Court of Salt took over.

“She said the curse on Tirich Mir would be broken when Queen Azari’s crown is found. And then she gave me this.” He fumbled in the waistband of his trousers, revealing a hidden pocket there, and pulled out a small gold ring.

I narrowed my eyes. This felt like a trap, but if the Viceroy knew anything about my true history, I’d already be facing his wrath.

No, this wasn’t a trap from him.

But that didn’t mean this witch was innocent. They had done their share in the war between Salt and River, which made me suspicious of anything they would give me.

And why hadn’t she found me herself?

But the mention of Queen Azari’s crown nearly made my heart stop. If this witch could lead me to the crown, it was worth the risk.

“Where is this churail?”

And who was she?

“She came upon my cousin and me in the bazaar in Charvellan City. She said I should tell you she had a dream that you are the Prince that would return, that you would bring us back. That you would free the Court of River from the Salt Court and would release the royal family from the Golden Palace in Tirich Mir.”

It felt as though the ground had dropped from beneath me.

It was impossible that one witch would know so much about me when I thought no one knew who I truly was, except for a select few in the Red Jasmine.

The boy glanced up at me, his eyes glazed with something besides terror, and I realized this was why he hadn’t looked at me earlier. Not because he didn’t want me to see his fear, but rather his awe.

I wanted to stand, to leave the dungeon, to run from his eyes and the hope I saw there. I wanted to tell him all the things I was forced to do to the peris in our Court, and all the things I had yet to do.

But I couldn’t turn away.

“Will you bring us back?”

At his soft question, I closed my eyes.

“I’m trying to,” I muttered.

But I still didn’t know what to do with the information he gave me, and unease churned in my gut. “How does this churail know me?”

“I don’t know. Maybe she escaped from the Golden Palace?” the boy said hopefully. But I shook my head.

“Impossible. No one has broken the curse on Tirich Mir since it was triggered. Queen Azari’s magic is insurmountable, even if someone managed to find the entrance to the Golden Palace.”

It sounded as if I was repeating General Faisal’s sentiments from earlier. I curled my lip, not wanting to sound like him in the slightest, even with my own doubts echoing through my head.

No one had broken the curse before, despite our attempts. My family had gone to the Golden Palace in Tirich Mir to retrieve Queen Azari’s powerful weapon hidden there and they had never come out. But I wasn’t about to let General Faisal or the Salt Court tell me what I was about to do.

Nor would I let my family rot in the Golden Palace for the rest of eternity, even if I had to take their place.

The boy looked deflated at my words, and something inside me rose up—that lingering piece of resistance that wanted to be worthy of the hope I’d seen in his eyes.

“But I’m going to be the one to bring it down,” I said softly, surprised at my own confession. It was strange saying this all out loud; it felt like being closer to something I’d never been able to touch before. Like with my words I had made it more possible.

“I knew the churail was speaking the truth,” the boy said reverently. He handed me the ring, and I took it from him without looking at it.

“You can’t live,” I said, watching his eyes shine, the dread sinking in my stomach as my conjured vine crept up his chest.

“If the Viceroy has you,” I continued, holding his gaze despite how much I wanted to tear myself away. “He’ll empty your memories and turn your mind against you. And he’ll torture your entire family for the information. He’ll make you turn on your neighbors, your friends.”

I’d seen it happen, over and over again. And I couldn’t stop it.

At least not yet.

My voice shook. “And I can’t get you out. Your family, yes. But not you.”

Not if I wanted to stay in the River Palace under this mask.

He nodded, his face solemn. “I’ll live in the River, like the ancient peris,” he whispered, before my thorn pierced his heart.

I clutched the ring he gave me, the gold cutting into my palm as his body slumped to the ground and rage poured through me.

We couldn’t fight salt with water, but maybe we could drown it.
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CHAPTER 3


The savages native to this land are human too, but you wouldn’t think it. They bury their dead in the ground to rot and pollute the earth, they scoop food with their hands, believing in herbs and seeds as home remedies, and sacrilegiously, they worship the life magic imbued in ancient fae artifacts found throughout Astola.

Their condition is a barbarous one.

—THE HISTORY OF ASTOLA BY HENRY WILTSHIRE



YASEEMA

We trudged through the frigid night, the air turning colder as Astola had begun to move away from the summer months. That meant whatever meager harvest we could produce would be limited and taxed by the Angrezian Empire even more.

People were going to start getting desperate.

I clutched the rusted shovel in my hands and tried not to think of Bair’s hungry gaze when he inhaled the lentil soup I’d set out for him.

Perhaps we were already past desperate.

All the more reason to keep searching for a way across the River and through the wall to the fae world.

With every buried fae relic the Citadel stole for the Empress, the famine in Astola got worse. But the Empire didn’t care about what happened to the people of Astola after they’d taken all our life magic.

Which meant I needed a way to counteract what they were doing. I needed to bring down the wall separating the fae and the human world in order to return the life magic to our soil.

Or we would all die.

But right now I couldn’t dwell on that fact, nor that the Citadel was on their way to unearth yet another fae relic in the morning.

One I had been searching for for months. Years. Now, I was burying the bodies already impacted by the famine. Already taken from us by the Empire.

Bair led me on a familiar path, through the diseased fruit trees of the mango orchard and back toward the village.

It wasn’t so late that everyone would be sleeping, and yet there was no one standing in the streets, given the curfews imposed by the Citadel to stop the uprisings. There was no line for a funeral procession, no curious aunties watching what we were doing.

The fear of the Empire was too great.

In fact the houses were eerily quiet, the few gas lanterns installed by the Citadel all turned low. No one wanted to draw attention to themselves, not when it was past curfew and Citadel sentinels could be doing unannounced patrols, searching for dead bodies to burn, people to beat, or insurgents to execute.

Bair and I certainly counted as insurgents with what we were doing—by burying our dead we were going against a law that had been in place since the last uprising. The uprising that had killed my father in an execution firing line. The thought of it nearly froze my limbs and prevented me from walking. It was only through sheer force of will that I still followed Bair through the hollow streets devoured by silence and fear. If we did get stopped by a Citadel sentinel, we didn’t even have a weapon to protect ourselves with and it might be us this time facing an execution squad.

“Bair, did you bring a rifle?” My hushed voice fell like a cymbal crash in the quiet streets.

He snorted in response. “Traded that months ago for extra rations.” He glanced back at me, his face curious. “The other villagers won’t bother us if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“Not for them.” I shook my head, wishing I’d had the foresight to bring Baba’s gun that was hidden away under Nani’s bed.

He was quiet so long I didn’t think he’d answer me. “You wouldn’t shoot a Citadel soldier, Yaseema. Neither of us would.”

I clutched my shovel tighter at his certainty that I wouldn’t fight.

He didn’t know what anger brewed under the surface. He had no idea what I had already done to thwart the Citadel, the risks I’d already taken. I released a deep breath, a puff of smoke in the cold air.

Would I shoot a soldier?

Even after all this time, I didn’t know if I had the bravery of my father in me to directly go against them, out in the open. My treason was in the shadows, in the halls of fae vaults, deep under the earth.

But my father’s last words before his execution still haunted me, and was the reason I still worked under the cover of darkness against the Citadel.

Continue to resist, Yaseema. Resist in whatever way you can. And if they punish us for it, punish them in return.

Bair pulled to a stop in front of a dilapidated house at the edge of the village, the stone crumbling like the edge of a cliff wracked by one too many waves.

“Here?” I breathed, realizing that I knew this house. Dread sat in my stomach and began to fester, its black tendrils curling around my body.

“Yes. The man who lived here killed himself.”

“Ghassan Javed?” I gasped, taking a step back.

“You knew him?” Bair stared at me, his brow furrowing.

“Yes . . . I . . . he used to work at the Citadel.” He was one of the few Astolans who even made it to the position of excavator, before he was fired. They had claimed he’d stolen something and sent him packing.

So many Astolans had looked up to him, especially after everything he’d done to make working conditions at the Citadel better for us.

“I can’t believe he killed himself,” I whispered, looking at the little crumbled house. Sorrow filled my bones. He’d died alone, and by his own hand. That wasn’t the Ghassan I knew.

“Things are hard when the Citadel marks you,” muttered Bair. “He wasn’t allowed to be hired anywhere, and so he starved.”

My chest felt hollow, as if my heart had been pulled out of me. I remembered his smile every morning when I came into the archives at the Citadel, his little wave when he passed me in the bookstacks.

And now he was dead.

Anger and sorrow pulsed in my veins as I wondered what the end of his days would have been like, the desperation it took for him to get to this point.

Those that didn’t have the Citadel ration got less than nothing, only what they could scrape together from their own gardens and meager goats. The Citadel controlled all livestock, trade, and crops as the Empress took more and more from us. Last winter I stepped over bodies of two Astolans who had died of the famine, their corpses left to rot in the streets outside the Citadel. I tried my best to avert my eyes from their bloated bellies and protruding ribs. My heart had pounded with rage, my hands shaking so badly I had to hide them in the tan skirt of my Citadel uniform.

I hadn’t slept that night.

Instead, I’d focused my fury on trying to stop the slow leaching of life magic from Astola. I began searching for a hidden fae relic the Citadel had been seeking for over a year.

And I’d found it.

Using my mother’s journal which detailed fae history in Astola, the maps I’d unearthed in the archives, and clues I’d sifted from the folk songs my mother had collected and recorded, I’d managed to locate the ornate golden cup with an ancient fae inscription carved into the bottom. It was hidden in a small cave in the low mountains, a place the Citadel hadn’t yet searched. It had cracked my heart in two, but I destroyed the fae vault I’d taken it from, making the theft look like vandalism. I then reburied the goblet near the River, and new sprouts grew from the earth above it, yielding onions and a small harvest for the nearby village. That had been the first time I’d stolen a relic from the Empire and given it back to the people of Astola.

But my anger had nearly cost me.

The Citadel excavators had eventually found the fae vault where the relic had been hidden. Despite the fact I had covered my tracks, they still clamped down on their security when they’d discovered the relic was taken.

The senior excavators breathed down the necks of the scholars, so much so that I’d had to do my secret research at night over candlelight in my bedroom, instead of covertly in the archives. But it was probably a good thing I had to be more careful—I knew they were still watching me—the daughter of an executed rebel who couldn’t fully be trusted, despite my job at the Citadel. It had been the start of my small defiance, a way I could keep what was being taken from us. And yet, it hadn’t been enough.

I stared at the door to Ghassan’s house, wishing I’d known he had ended up like this, wishing I’d been able to stop it.

My hand shook as I lifted it to turn the handle, but it wouldn’t budge.

“It’s locked.” I glanced at Bair. “How do you know he’s in there?”

“Neighbors hadn’t heard from him in days and then looked in through the window. They got word to me as soon as they could, knowing Safiyya and I need to be quick to do the burial rites before the Citadel patrol found the body and burned it.” Bair frowned, trying to peer through the front window. “I’ll walk along the perimeter of the house to see if we can get in through another entrance.”

He left, making his way toward the back of the house, but I was still staring at the door. My fingers itched as soon as they’d felt the lock.

I could fix this problem easily, though Bair didn’t know that.

Finder of lost things. Revealer of secrets.

My mother’s voice whispered through me, urging me on, like a gentle breeze, lifting me up. I waited until Bair was out of sight, until I was sure he couldn’t see me and what I was about to do.

Don’t ever let them use your magic.

The memory of my mother slipped through my mind, one that I thought about too often. It was when my magic had first manifested, after my father had been executed. My Amma had been searching for my father’s last letter to her, desperately trying to find the final words he’d written to us before getting captured by the Citadel.

But no matter where she looked, she couldn’t locate the letter.

She sat on her knees on the kitchen floor and sobbed, clutching at the cold tiles. Seeing her like that, when she’d always been so calm, had unlocked something in me. Golden threads had burst through my fingers, pouring out of my hands and flooding our little house on the edge of Ginshal Village. They culminated around a crack in the wall, beside the divan. My mother had stopped crying and sat back, stunned, as we watched tendrils of power coil from my fingers and surround us. Something tugged at me to follow them, leading me to where my father’s letter lay in the hidden space next to the threadbare divan.

It was that day that Amma had forbidden me from using my power around anyone else.

Don’t ever let them use your magic.

The soft voice of Mahira Nazir rose in my memories like one of the songs she collected. She knew what the Citadel would do with a power like that. I would be their puppet, finding fae relics for them until there were no more to be had.

After that day my mother and I experimented with my magic—finding out that I could unlock simple locks and reveal the answers to puzzles. It had limits—complex safes or heavy-duty locks wouldn’t budge. And I had to be in close proximity to something to find it. But after Amma left, I no longer practiced my magic in my small bedroom.

Instead, I used it to find the relics the Citadel were so desperate to ship back to the Angrezian Empire.

And now I would use my power to find the dead.

Bair was rustling around the house, looking for a way in. If we weren’t careful, we’d catch the notice of the patrols soon.

I hesitated for another second before making my decision and placing my palms flat to the wood door.

Power gathered to the surface, threading through my skin like the current of a river, golden threads feeding into the fabric of the metal lock until a small clink echoed in the night. And just like that, the lock clicked open, the door releasing with a giant sigh beneath my hands.

But once I had called on my magic, it wasn’t easy to pull it back. It kept running, like a bath tap left on, overflowing past the rim of the tub. It flooded through the gap in the open door, fine gold threads pushing out of me like a gilded web, and I staggered forward with a gasp. It had been too long since I’d last used it, and it was brimming to the surface, eager to be released. With no choice but to follow, I nudged the door to Ghassan’s crumbling stone house open. Something brushed at my hair and I jerked back with shock, my eyes darting above me to see a bundle of dried Jimsonweed and Malabar nut leaves hanging above the entrance. They were often used by the villagers of Ginshal to ward off witches and ghouls, preventing evil fae from entering. Luckily for me, I was human.

My feet pulled me through the doorway and into the main living area of the house.

The air was cold, and it smelled of trodden dirt. Not the fresh, earthy scent of new growth; this was the dirt that sat at the bottom of unused cellars and decrepit barns. And underneath that, the sweetness of decay had already begun to set in. The smell that promised something far worse than neglect.

The house was in disarray, with books dumped onto the floor and papers scattered everywhere. Clothes were shredded and dishes smashed.

I remembered Ghassan as a neat and quiet man. It didn’t fit him that his house would be like this, and I doubt he had done it himself. It looked like someone had been searching for something. Food perhaps? From the state of his house, it didn’t appear the sort to have any valuables.

The golden strands of my magic still threaded through the air, spiraling throughout the room and curving over something on the floor in the corner.

A body.

No, not just a body, but Ghassan. A man I had spoken with in the archives, shared lunch with, waved to at the end of a workday.

My stomach twisted with dark horror and bile rose to my throat.

I had known this man, and now I would have to bury him.

I waved away the bright threads of my magic still hanging in the air and they dissipated like a cloud of shimmering fog. Hopefully they didn’t illuminate the little house for long and Bair didn’t catch any evidence.

Then I curled my hands back to my sides and rolled my shoulders back, feeling a little light-headed as I usually did after using my magic.

“Bair,” I called out, trying to shake off the sensation of calling on my power. “I’ve picked the lock.”

Bair came trudging around the corner of the house, his relieved face coming into view in the doorway. “Thank the River. The window I found was too small for either of us to crawl through. There’s a back door but it’s destroyed and I couldn’t get in.”

Bair stepped through the open door.

“By the River,” said Bair, taking in the chaos, his eyes wide.

“Who do you think did this?” I asked, following his gaze.

He shook his head. “Looters?”

“Doesn’t look like there’d be anything to loot.”

“Well, it certainly wasn’t the Citadel patrols. If it was, they wouldn’t have left the body.”

I nodded, though not entirely convinced. No one in our village would steal from the dead.

That was a trait distinct to the Citadel and the Empire they worked for.

Bair stood next to me, a thin sheen of sweat on his forehead after climbing around the back of the house.

On our walk over I had begun to worry that Bair wasn’t strong enough to lift a body onto the stretcher he and Safiyya had fashioned. His shoulders were too thin, and his legs looked as if they didn’t support his own weight, let alone the weight of another. But as we moved closer to Ghassan’s body, I needn’t have been concerned.

It was too small.

Too small to be the Ghassan I knew. Moonlight spilled over his frail body, clothed in trousers too loose and a ragged tunic. Bile rose in my throat, my stomach recoiling, and cold sweat prickled my skin. I began to shake, pressing my arms to my waist as I did so, a weak attempt at holding myself together. Images flashed through my mind—seeing my father’s body fall to the dirt after being shot, my mother holding me, preventing me from running to him. Then every time I imagined her dead after she’d left me, her body destroyed, floating down the River with no one to claim her. My fingers wrapped around my right wrist, feeling for the shadow of her bangles that weren’t there. Not for the first time I’d wished I could wear them publicly, if only to be reminded of her.

It might have also helped when I felt like tossing the contents of my stomach onto the ravaged floor of Ghassan’s house. Whatever treason I did in the darkness of night, digging up relics, raiding ancient fae tombs, it was not the same as coming face to face with the dead.

Bair laid a sheet to cover Ghassan quickly, glancing at me with concern.

It was as if he knew I was about to break down.

One ankle poked out from under the sheet, his bronze skin stretched unnaturally over bone and my eyes focused there, unable to look away.

“How long has he been here?” I managed to find my voice, forcing the words out to steady myself.

“A few days, but this was the first night we could come without Citadel patrols.” Bair looked through the open front door to the shadowed street beyond. “They might be back tomorrow; their shifts have been erratic lately.”

In other words, we had to do it now.

Bair had begun to set up the stretcher, attaching the poles together with bits of cloth and wrapping a small sheet around it. When he was finished, it formed a narrow bed, and he placed it alongside the body in the corner.

I hung back, twisting my fingers in my skirt.

He glanced up at me. “Are you okay?”

“I’ve never done this before,” I whispered, knowing soon my hands would have to lift the body and carry it back to the woods, and that this is what I wished I could have done for those who starved on the streets, trodden on by Citadel boots.

And still, something like fear gripped me. That once I touched his body, I would fall apart.

I had never been able to go to Baba when he’d been killed, nor bury my Amma after she’d left and likely died. How many of our people had died because of the Empire? And how many more if I couldn’t stop them?

Bair watched me for a moment, eyes darting to my shaking hands and then my face.

“I do this so often with Safiyya that I forget others aren’t as hardened to it. Especially you. You always seem so in control working for the Citadel, but you don’t often see our villagers like this, do you? Not while you are with the others, high up in their tower.”

His words weren’t judgmental, they felt observational. Which made them sting much more—like the truth of them was undeniable. I worked for the Citadel, while he buried the bodies of those they killed.

But he didn’t know the risks I took at night, while he buried the dead.

He didn’t know what I dug up.

Bair moved toward Ghassan, motioning me to join him. “Grab by the legs first. Not the ankle, because it might snap. The thicker part. Once you’ve lifted the heft of the torso onto the stretcher, then it’s safe to grab the upper part.”

I swallowed the thick lump in my throat and concentrated on his factual recitation of what we were about to do. His voice was measured, nearly dull. Like the head scholar relating instructional research techniques he’d relayed a thousand times.

But a word stood out in my mind.

“Safe?” I walked around the body and crouched down, my stomach finally settling once I focused on the practicalities of what we were about to do.

Bair gestured to the makeshift bed. “We need the bulk of the body on the stretcher so it’s easier to lift the rest. After prolonged starvation the bodies are fragile, we want to be careful.”

I nodded as if all this was perfectly normal—my cousin’s best friend giving me advice on how best to pick up a dead body of a former coworker.

I could do this.

A measured breath flooded through me as I tried to pretend this was an excavation site, that I was unearthing an ancient artifact instead of moving the fragile body of a man I had worked beside.

Lifting Ghassan’s leg onto the stretcher, I followed Bair’s lead while he hefted the rest of the body on. We worked in silence, until a strangled scream escaped my throat as we lifted the stretcher up and Ghassan’s hand swung out from beneath the sheet.

My body was frozen at seeing the horror of his dark lifeless hand drop from the stretcher.

Bair neatly tucked it back under the sheet within seconds.

He didn’t look at me. His face didn’t move. It was stone, seemingly not affected by the dead hand he’d tucked back in, as if plucking an errant vegetable from the ground and placing it back into his basket. But when I looked at Bair’s fingers curled into a tight fist, so hard the knuckles turned white, I knew he was not unaffected.

And in the midst of the awfulness of what we were doing there was something else that only I had seen.

Threads of my magic still clung to Ghassan, woven around his arm, revealing something hidden.

A thin golden chain was clasped around his wrist and on it hung a key.

My breath caught in my throat, my heart beating so fast I was afraid Bair would turn and stare.

Ghassan had a golden key dangling from his wrist.

And it certainly wasn’t a key that matched the door to his house—that was an old, battered iron lock that would take an iron key. This one was a brilliant gold, with a curving, ornate bow and an elaborate key bit that was much too big to fit the door to any house.

But it may fit a fae vault.

I tried to shake off the thought, but it took root in my mind, its tendrils curling through my brain until that was the only thing I could think of.

This was not a key anyone from our village would possess.

Unless one used to work for the Citadel and found the key to an ancient fae vault.

But where did he get it from?

Something didn’t make sense about it all, the golden key and chain incongruent with his too-frail frame, like a dried-up riverbed next to an overflowing waterfall.

If he had it, why did he kill himself to prevent starvation?

With gold like that, he could have sold it. Even if owning jewelry was forbidden by the Citadel, there was still a black market where people traded in gold every day. My own mother was a goldsmith, and even after it was outlawed provided her expertise on valuing gold jewelry for the black market weekly.

“Are you ready?” Bair’s voice cut through my thoughts. I couldn’t very well steal a golden key off Ghassan’s wrist in plain view of Bair, not without drawing attention to my magic.

“Yes, I’m ready.”

I fixed Safiyya’s cloak, making sure to cover my hair again, and we hoisted the body up and out of the house, heading in the direction of the woods. My mind was spinning, thinking of all the possibilities of why Ghassan would have a golden key on his wrist, and what it could open. I hadn’t looked at the key closely but I’d seen enough fae relics to recognize one the minute I saw one.

And I was betting whoever destroyed his house was looking for it.

And this was the reason Ghassan was dead.

I was so engrossed in my thoughts that I didn’t notice we’d already made it to the main street and almost stopped short at how different it was.

Before, the streets were empty, but now people lined the cobblestones, as if they knew we were coming, as if they had waited for us.

Some held each other’s hands, others sang songs so softly you couldn’t even hear the words, just a rush of gentle whispers. Some of them even held jasmine flowers in front of them, the traditional flower of the dead.

A normal funeral procession would have the streets filled with jasmine petals, so that the dead would have the scent of the flowers to guide their way to the afterlife and they wouldn’t be forced to become ghouls, trapped in our world.

But all public gatherings were banned after the last uprising—we could no longer honor our dead, could no longer gather together to perform our rituals.

Until now.

“Why are they risking it?” I hissed to Bair. “The Citadel could find out.”

“Ghassan was loved. When he worked for the Citadel, he often gave away his extra ration to others who needed it more,” whispered Bair, his voice holding all the awe I felt.

I clutched the stretcher poles tight in my hands, trying to walk as quickly as I could and avoid meeting the gaze of any villagers. My eyes burned at the simple act of love they’d shown and with something else.

Shame.

They wouldn’t suspect it was me holding Ghassan’s body, not with my work with the Citadel.

If they did see, if they did suspect me, I knew what they would shout.

Ghassan is dead, and you helped kill him.
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CHAPTER 4


It was hard to be without you today. The River ran red with peri blood, and still he keeps me on this leash. I never know when I will be plunging a thorn into the heart of someone I used to break bread with, laugh with, love.

But these days, it’s more likely I know them than not.

—LETTER FROM KIYAN TO HIS FAMILY, UNSENT



KIYAN

I studied the gold ring the boy had given me in the firelight, reading the inscription inside it, turning the words over in my mind. It had been a long time since I’d read the ancient language of the River Court on something other than a scroll about to be burned.

Return to the River.

What did it mean? Did it have anything to do with Queen Azari’s missing crown?

After years of searching for anything that could help fight the Court of Salt, I couldn’t help but think this was all a convenient trick. If I returned the ring to the River, if I listened to the churail, would it get me closer to freeing the peris of the River Court? Queen Azari’s crown had been lost for over a thousand years—ever since the border preventing access to the human lands was erected.

I frowned, holding the ring up to the light. The dead Queen’s crown might be enough to break the powers that Salt Court had, but if it ended up in the Viceroy’s hands, it would also solidify their rule over us completely.

Leaning back in my chair, I massaged my temples, puzzling out my options.

I still didn’t know who the churail was who had given the boy the ring, and how the witch knew so much about me.

Your highness.

That honorific had felt like a dagger to the heart when he’d said it. Or a thorn.

I was anything but a prince right now. Instead, I was killing members of my own Court, feigning loyalty to a madman all in an effort to bring back something I wasn’t sure could be saved.

My fingers curled into the wood of the desk in front of me, my rage so acute it was as though I could tear the entire palace down. I felt the urge to conjure my magic, to bring forth as much of it as I could to create a jungle of vines and thorns and wild things filling the River Palace. But when I reached for it, only the curl of a thorn grew from the desk, the pathetic symbol of my anger.

They had taken a forest from me and left a single leaf.

If I could find the crown, I might be able to turn the tide of this war.

War.

I snorted to myself. It wasn’t a war if one side was completely decimating the other.

It was annihilation.

But at least with the ancient Queen’s power in my hands, we might be able to fight back.

A knock sounded at the door and a guard who looked barely old enough to wear his uniform entered my office.

“Yes?”

“You asked to be informed when the Viceroy returned, Captain.” He looked as though he was about to pass out; sweat beaded across his brow and a flush crept up his neck. The general probably thought it was a lark, assigning such a peri to my guard. But he was from the Court of River at least—not a Salt soldier. The jasmine stamp on his neck signified him as such.

I rubbed the shadow of my own mark on the back of my neck, remembering the shape of it before Reza had burned it off.

This boy would feel that pain soon—Salt didn’t like their soldiers wearing River marks for all to see.

“And? Has he?”

That seemed to shake him from his nervousness, and he stood upright. “He sends word from the battlefield he’ll be returning by the next moon.”

“In time for the Salt festival,” I muttered.

Not enough time for me to do what I need.

I nodded at the boy and slipped the churail’s ring onto my smallest finger.

“You look familiar,” I said, eyeing him. He was avoiding meeting my gaze. He had pale hair, like many peris in River, and quite a slender frame for a member of the guard, but his features were strong, and his eyes bright and wide.
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