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The letters had stopped arriving three nights before the mark appeared on Zahra's wrist, and she was almost certain the two things were connected, though she had no proof beyond the particular dread that had settled into her chest since sundown.

She found it while unlacing her sleeve for evening prayers — a thin line of gold beneath the skin, faint as a vein of light trapped under glass, curling in a pattern she didn't recognize from any text in her father's library. It didn't hurt. That unsettled her more than pain would have. Things that changed you without cost were rarely as harmless as they first appeared.

"Lady Zahra." Her handmaid Soraya's voice carried through the door, careful in the particular way it had carried every message for three nights now. "Your father requests you in the receiving hall. He says it cannot wait until morning."

Zahra covered the mark with her sleeve before she answered, an instinct she didn't examine too closely. "I'll come at once."

The receiving hall was lit low when she arrived, most of the household staff already dismissed for the night, and her father stood near the hearth with the particular stillness she associated with decisions already made and simply not yet spoken aloud. Beside him stood a woman Zahra didn't recognize — travel-worn robes, a healer's satchel at her hip, and eyes that moved to Zahra's covered wrist the instant she entered the room, as though she'd known exactly where to look before anyone told her.

"This is Mestra Alaya," her father said. "A royal physician, sent from the capital on the king's own authority. She arrived an hour ago with news I need you to hear directly, rather than through my retelling of it."

"The mark has appeared," Mestra Alaya said, without preamble, in the tone of someone who'd traveled too far and too fast to have patience left for careful phrasing. "I can see it beneath your sleeve even now, Lady Zahra, though you've hidden it well. I won't ask how long you've carried it. I need only confirm that it has, in fact, arrived."

Zahra's hand went still against her covered wrist. "How could you possibly know that?"

"Because you are not the first woman in this kingdom to carry it this season, and every one of them has tried, just as instinctively, to hide it the moment it appeared." Something grave settled into the physician's expression. "Three others. Two in the eastern provinces, one in the capital itself. All marked within the same nine days, all with the same pattern, though none of them share blood, birth season, or any single thread of fate I've yet been able to trace between them."

"What does it mean?"

Mestra Alaya exchanged a glance with Zahra's father, brief and weighted, before she answered. "It means the Ember Crown has chosen to wake for the first time in three centuries, and it has marked four women across this kingdom as candidates for a binding no living scholar fully understands anymore. The last time it happened, the marked woman who accepted the crown's calling ended a war that had bled this kingdom for eleven years. The mark itself isn't dangerous. What comes after, if you choose to answer it, may be considerably more than that."

Zahra's father crossed to her, something torn and careful in his expression. "I want to be honest with you, since I have never once lied to you about anything that mattered. I do not fully understand this calling. I do not know what it will ask of you, beyond what the old records suggest, which is considerably more legend than fact at this point. But I know the king has summoned all four marked women to the capital within the fortnight, and I know that whatever you decide once you arrive, it will not be a decision anyone else in this house can make for you."

"And if I refuse the summons?"

"Then you remain here, unmarked in every way that matters to the kingdom, and the crown chooses among the three who did answer." Mestra Alaya's voice carried no judgment in the observation, simply plain fact laid out for consideration. "No shame attaches to refusal, Lady Zahra. The old records are equally clear that the crown does not force its calling on anyone unwilling to carry it."

Zahra looked down at her covered wrist, at the faint warmth she could feel now that she knew to look for it, gold light pulsing so gently beneath her skin it might have been mistaken for simply the beat of her own pulse.

"You said a binding," she said slowly. "Bound to what, exactly? The crown itself, or something the crown represents?"

Something flickered across Mestra Alaya's face, careful in a way that told Zahra the physician was choosing her next words with unusual precision. "The old records call it a binding to the crown's chosen guardian — a warrior sworn to the throne long before your grandmother's grandmother was born, kept in a sleep older than this kingdom's oldest recorded history, waking only when the crown itself determines the realm requires his particular strength again." She paused, weighing something further. "The last binding ended a war, Lady Zahra. It also, according to the same records, began as nothing more than two strangers meeting for the first time in a receiving hall very much like this one, neither of them having any idea yet what the crown intended for them to become to each other."

The fire cracked once in the hearth, and Zahra felt the mark on her wrist warm further, as though it had been listening for exactly those words and had only now decided she was ready to feel their weight fully.

"I need until morning," she said finally. "To pray on it properly, and to understand what I'm actually agreeing to before I agree to anything at all."

"That," her father said, something proud and frightened both moving behind his eyes, "is precisely the answer I was hoping you'd give."
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The road to the capital took six days, and Zahra spent most of them praying for clarity that didn't fully arrive until the palace gates were already in sight, gold-capped towers catching the late afternoon sun like something out of the old stories her grandmother used to tell before the lamps were extinguished.

Mestra Alaya rode beside her for most of the journey, patient with questions Zahra hadn't realized she'd been saving until the physician's steady presence made them feel safe to ask.

"You said three other women were marked," Zahra said, on the fifth day, when the silence between them had stretched comfortable enough to risk breaking it. "Do we know anything about them? What kind of women the crown chose?"

"Only what the summons required us to share, which admittedly isn't much." Mestra Alaya kept her eyes on the road ahead, the particular carefulness of someone who'd learned not to promise more certainty than she actually possessed. "One is a scholar from the eastern academy, known for translating texts older than this kingdom's founding. One is a blacksmith's daughter who's apparently inherited her father's forge and runs it better than he ever did. The third I know less about — a merchant's widow, recently arrived from across the strait, with a reputation for shrewd trading and very little patience for nonsense."

"None of them sound like women a legend would choose."

"Perhaps that's precisely why the crown chose them." Something thoughtful crossed the physician's face. "The old records I've managed to study suggest the crown looks for a particular kind of steadiness, Lady Zahra — not birth, not beauty, not even courage in the way ballads usually mean it. Something closer to the willingness to keep choosing what's right when no one else is watching to reward you for it. That's a harder quality to spot in advance than a scholar's cleverness or a blacksmith's strength."

Zahra turned that over for the rest of the day's ride, uncertain whether it comforted her or simply gave her something new to worry over.

The palace, when they finally reached it, was more overwhelming than any description had prepared her for — marble halls, gardens laid out in patterns that seemed to follow some logic beyond simple beauty, and everywhere, the particular hush of a place accustomed to carrying weighty decisions without letting the weight show on its surface. She was shown to modest quarters near the physician's own rooms, and it was there, the following morning, that she finally met the other three.

The scholar, Imani, arrived first, ink still faintly staining her fingers despite what had clearly been an attempt to scrub it away before the meeting, and greeted Zahra with the particular directness of someone more comfortable with texts than pleasantries.

"You're the healer's daughter from the southern provinces," Imani said, settling into the chair across from her without waiting for an invitation. "I read your father's treatise on desert medicine last year. It was better argued than half what passes
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