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​THE aroma of ginger wafted to Afshaneh on the steam from her tea. She twisted the cup between her fingers, contemplating the news she needed to impart to her friends. How was she to word it?

“He has gone,” she said quietly, the words out before she had consciously chosen them.

“He? Who?” Eskander queried round a mouthful of almond sweet. Sugar dusted his wide mouth and his chiselled features briefly settled into a frown.

“Mikos.” Afshaneh’s voice held no emotion, no particular tone. She had no idea what to think or feel.

“Mikos left?” Makali thumped her cup into its saucer. Luckily, it was half empty or the tea would have sloshed over the edge, though it had also been in danger of cracking. “And he did not even say goodbye to us!” She turned her almost black eyes to Afshaneh, her scandalously short hair swishing at chin length with the movement. 

“Well, that is a little rude,” Dastan muttered, sounding indignant. “He was a teacher; he should have had better manners.” 

“Did he say goodbye to you?” Makali demanded of Afshaneh.

Afshaneh smiled faintly. “Yes. It was rather sudden. I was there when he received word from home about a family emergency. It was already old news by the time it reached him.” She spread her hands. “He needed to leave at once.” 

Afshaneh had headed out to Shahmir’s cottage for her usual magic training just a few days earlier. When she arrived and after Shahmir had let her inside the house, Afshaneh found Mikos studying a parchment with a deep frown.

“What is that?” Afshaneh asked Shahmir.

“It arrived via a messenger this morning.” Shahmir smiled wryly. “The young boy rattled off some tale of having to find Navid first to get directions to my home and then getting lost anyway.” Shahmir paused. “It is from his family.”

From the expression on Mikos’s face, it did not seem to be good news. Afshaneh accepted a cup of tea from Shahmir as she waited impatiently for Mikos to explain the contents. Although, he did not have to. It was private.

At last, Mikos looked up, his eyes dark and blank. He did not appear to notice that his hand had fisted around the parchment and crumpled it.

“Mikos?” Afshaneh asked tentatively.

His eyes focused on her and then flicked to Shahmir.

“I am sorry. I have had bad news from home.” He paused, dropping his gaze to the floor. “I am going to have to leave.”

“Leave?” Afshaneh blinked as relief warred with horror. If he left, it would just be two mages against the Fallen. She and Shahmir. That surely could not be enough? The evil mages had grown in numbers and settled themselves in the ruins of the fortress over the last few months. A fortress that once housed mages who had left the empire to the north so they could be free of others’ rule. Some had taken that independence too far and used dark magic. This resulted in a deadly battle between those wanting to use magic for whatever they wished and those who felt there were limits to what you should do with power. Shahmir had thought she was the only mage to survive that battle and she had sworn to watch over the ruins. She had done so for over a hundred years without any issues. Shahmir had utilised a spell to increase her lifespan and looked to be no more than sixty. Her pale hair was mostly grey, but her dark blue eyes were still bright and she had plenty of strength and stamina. Now the evil was rising once more. How could Afshaneh and Shahmir face that alone? 

Yet the teaching lessons she had with Mikos were awkward affairs. Mikos was unfailingly polite and tried hard not to touch her most of the time. But sometimes, it felt as if he purposely allowed his touch to linger. Afshaneh simply did not know how to interact with him since he had tried to seduce her, and she had turned him down. Perhaps, given a little more time, she would work it out. The mage had been invited to Methisti by Shahmir, who had known his grandfather, in order to help teach Afshaneh magic skills. He was handsome and charismatic and Afshaneh had found herself attracted to him. However, she had decided she did not want the casual relationship Mikos offered. She was looking for something more meaningful.

“My sister has ... a problem, and there is an issue at the mines that my family is responsible for.” Again, Mikos paused, and his throat bobbed as he swallowed hard. “And my father is very ill.” Mikos glanced down at the scrunched letter. “This is already weeks old.” His voice faltered.

Did he fear what might have happened to his father in the meantime?

“Of course, you must go,” Shahmir said decisively. “Family comes first. We will head back to the city and fetch your horse at once.”

“But I promised to help with the Fallen,” Mikos said. “And Afshaneh’s training...”

“Afshaneh has all the basics now. She can continue to practise without your help. And as for the Fallen ... they were always my problem. Having you to help would have been wonderful, of course, but we will manage.” There was not a hint of worry or lack of confidence in Shahmir’s voice. Did she truly believe that she and Afshaneh were enough, or was this for Mikos’s benefit?

It was clear that Mikos felt bad about leaving but that he also had no choice. Everything had happened so fast after that. The last thing Mikos did was kiss both Shahmir and Afshaneh on the cheek, and then he said, “I promise I will return after this is sorted. I will be here to help defeat the Fallen.”

Afshaneh did not doubt his determination but feared that by the time his situation was resolved, it would be too late. Besides, it was a long journey, would his family let him return here?

As she sat in the tea house contemplating Mikos’s last day again, a ball of anxiety lodged in her chest once more at the thought that it was just her and Shahmir left to deal with the Fallen. Two mages against all of them...

“So it will be just Shahmir teaching you now, then,” Zerin said, his voice bringing her back to the present. He tried hard to hide the fact he was not in the least upset Mikos had left. Did he still resent the interest Mikos had shown in her?

“I am not certain that either of them could teach me much more,” Afshaneh said. “Shahmir is suggesting we head towards Isdarjan and see if we can locate my father’s people. If any still live there.” 

“You do not sound too sure that you wish to go,” Souri said, pushing aside her light brown hair. “Do you not want to meet your father’s people and maybe learn all about the Tear of Jahan?”

Afshaneh rubbed her stomach where the Tear still sat within her. It would be good to learn the full potential of her unique mage Crystal. She had swallowed it to keep it safe from thieves after discovering it in the ruined fortress a few years ago, and it had never left her.

“Of course I do. But it is not as simple as that,” Afshaneh paused and sucked in a breath. “Isdarjan is where my grandparents live. Or lived. My memories of it are angry and sad.”

“I am sorry.” Souri rested a small, slender hand on her arm. “I should have realised.”

Silence fell over the group.

“Oh well, it would have been fun with Mikos.” Makali’s smile was suggestive. Then she eyed Afshaneh speculatively. “Although, his eyes were on someone else, anyway. And we never established whether you chose to enjoy him or not.”

Afshaneh’s cheeks became heated, yet she determinedly ignored the thinning of Zerin’s lips and the blatant curiosity stamped across Eskander’s and Dastan’s faces. Instead, she tilted her head at Makali and changed the subject back to her. “Anyone else in mind, Makali?” Afshaneh teased. She was not going to discuss what had happened, or rather had not happened between her and Mikos in front of all her friends.

Makali smirked. “There might be. But I shall be keeping it to myself for now.”

Afshaneh was curious but she did not press the matter. Makali’s love life was her business. She would share when she was ready.

Zerin, Eskander, and Dastan had lost interest and were engaged in a detailed conversation regarding an upcoming hunting trip that Dastan’s family were hosting. It appeared Dastan had free rein to invite any of his friends. Afshaneh watched them for a moment, smiling at the contrasts. Eskander was larger than life, muscular with a classically handsome face that always drew second glances. His boyfriend, Dastan, had features that singularly were not remarkable, but put together became arresting. But Afshaneh’s gaze lingered longest on Zerin. He pushed his floppy hair off his face, a bronze bead swinging next to his ear. He was slim like Dastan, but each of his features were attractive. If she were being objective about it. He had an oval face with a slender nose and generous mouth. Afshaneh quickly pulled her gaze away.

Zerin and Eskander hunted together, but it was the tracking and the space for Eskander to practise with his bow that mattered. They rarely killed anything, and what they killed, they ate. Would a trip with a group of nobles be quite so bloodless? The point for them was surely to kill and obtain trophies. It seemed Dastan was reassuring the others that this was not so for many of those who would be there, and he wished to be seen with Eskander. He did not wish to hide the relationship. Afshaneh could not prevent her smile. Eskander had been so lucky to find a man like Dastan. She still struggled with the fact that such a person was part of the nobility.

Makali’s gaze flickered around the group and then she leant in towards Afshaneh conspiratorially. “So, if not Mikos, then who?” she poked a finger into Afshaneh’s upper arm. “It seems to me that you have two choices. Currently.”

Afshaneh frowned. “Two choices?” Even as the query left her lips she understood that Makali referred to Navid as one of them, though she had no idea about the second. She really should not have confided to Makali that he was only a distant cousin and that her mother appeared to be trying to push them together. Nor should she have described him in quite so much detail... 

Makali smirked at her. “Navid and Zerin, of course.”

Afshaneh’s mouth opened and shut, and she had to exercise supreme willpower not to shout Zerin’s name. “Zerin? But he is my oldest and best friend. We do not see each other in that way. Not at all.” Afshaneh could not prevent her eyes from straying back to Zerin who was laughing at something Dastan had said. She recalled the shape of his toned body and how, when his hair flopped over his forehead, she itched to smooth it away.

Makali was staring at her with raised eyebrows. She snorted. “If you say so. In which case, you should make a move on Navid,” she said decisively.

“But he is a noble,” Afshaneh said somewhat desperately. How could she explain to Makali that she was not interested in Navid as anything more than a kind relative?

“So are you, in case you had forgotten.” Makali said pointedly.

Afshaneh sighed. She did not feel like a noble. “Why do I need to do anything?” she asked plaintively. “I am perfectly fine without some romantic entanglement.”

“You were practically drooling over Mikos,” Makali reminded her. “That was your body telling you it needs something.” She smirked again. “Lots of something from someone special.”

Afshaneh refrained from rolling her eyes and turned to listen to Eskander’s conversation.

“The man is causing no end of trouble. He accuses my father of being lazy and dishonest just because his grandmother was from Ithalia and ‘everyone knows they are all scoundrels’.” Eskander scowled. “Ignorant peasant. What everyone knows is that the mistake was his and not my father’s. The man got a bit of a shock when Dastan and I turned up. He became very flustered when Dastan introduced himself.” Eskander chuckled. A thoughtful expression stole over his face. “My father thanked us. And it is the first time he has looked me in the eye for months. If not a year.” Eskander ran a hand through his perfectly cut hair. “There was something in his eyes, some thought or emotion I cannot name,” Eskander’s voice faltered.

Dastan cupped Eskander’s face with his hand. “Perhaps he is finally seeing how unfair to you he has been. Now that he is on the wrong end of prejudice. I understand it is not how you would wish for a reconciliation with your father, but if some good comes out of this...”

Eskander’s gaze met Dastan’s, and Afshaneh swallowed hard. There was such naked hope written across his face.

***
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Afshaneh meandered home as twilight fell over the city. She still kept on high alert. Anzor Mirza might have been sent away, yet he could still have left instructions with someone. Instructions to capture her, or beat her, or ... she shivered as she shut down where her next thought was headed. He must own spies around the city; otherwise, how could he have known to be at the northern gate when she and her friends had left on their mission for the satrap? A mission to locate the source of a curse and destroy it. The mission had been three months ago and when she left she had spotted the Mirza noble watching her. He had developed an unhealthy obsession over Afshaneh and had on one occasion accosted her as she walked home. If she had not been rescued she dreaded to think what he might have done to her. 

Luckily, by the time the group of friends had returned, the satrap had sent Anzor away. That was thanks to Navid, her recently discovered cousin. He was slowly changing her attitude towards the noble class. Mirza was exactly what she had expected from them, but Navid was an honourable and decent person.

Afshaneh turned into the next street where a few shopkeepers chattered with each other as they packed away the remaining produce and folded down their tables and canopies. 

A man strode from the side of the street towards Afshaneh, and she immediately tensed, her hand dropping to the dagger in her sash.

He paused six feet away. “Afshaneh khanum.” The man bowed deeply. “I have come from Abreshmina. She wonders if you have time for a small conversation?”

“I always have time for Mina,” Afshaneh said. The woman had become an ally since Afshaneh had destroyed the artefact the Fallen mage had commissioned her to locate. At first, Mina and her people had tried to prevent her from obtaining it and there had been bloodshed. But it had also been Mina’s men who saved her from Anzor Mirza and his Adrun friend.

The man bowed again and indicated that Afshaneh should follow him. He strode away, keeping his long-legged pace to one Afshaneh was comfortable with. He did not lead her to the slightly ramshackle house that she had met Mina in before, but rather to a rickety bench outside a shop that sold candles. A plump lady in a carmine and beige dress was already installed there, eating dates from a small bag. She looked up as Afshaneh arrived.

“Afshaneh!” Abreshmina gripped her hand with slightly sticky fingers. “It is good to see you once more. Sit, please.” She patted the bench beside her, and Afshaneh did as she was asked.

“How have you been? Still practising with that rather delicious young man?”

Afshaneh still marvelled at how much Mina knew. Her spies must be extensive. How could she be aware of Mikos? At least, she assumed she meant Mikos.

“You mean Mikos?”

Mina nodded enthusiastically. 

“Unfortunately, he has been recalled home.”

Mina pulled a face. “Oh, that is a shame. He really was very charismatic.” She sighed dramatically. “Never mind. I am sure Shahmir will be perfectly adequate.”

“Actually, she is thinking we need to find my father’s people. I have learned he was descended from Methistian mages. They were the original guardians of my Crystal and might be able to help me understand it more fully. I am certain there is still more it can help me do.”

Mina narrowed her eyes and sat back as she contemplated Afshaneh. “You mean to tell me that the Crystal inside you is the fabled Tear of Jahan?”

Afshaneh stared. “You have heard of it? And yes.”

“Then you should definitely go. Yes indeed. That Crystal is linked to many great deeds in the legends of our people. Legends that some ancient king decided to suppress. Mostly because it painted him in a very bad light. He was the one who began the tradition of fearing mages and their powers. It was because of him that all mages are now supposed to be sent north rather than remaining here to be taught.”

Excitement thrilled through Afshaneh. She had never heard these stories before, although Navid had alluded to lies perpetrated by an ancient king that led to the fear of mages. “How long ago was this?”

“This was when Methisti was part of a great empire. The king took advantage of a chaotic time and betrayed his cousin – the then king or I suppose it was emperor at that point – and plotted and schemed until his cousin was overthrown. His cousin had defeated many enemies with the aid of the Mages of the Tear, and the new king-emperor did not want them to challenge him or discover what he had done. So he began to spread lies and rumours regarding their powers having been bestowed by demons. He never quite went so far as to denounce them as evil; nonetheless the stories took root, and the people began to fear them and their power. The mages could have fought back, yet they chose not to. They disappeared, and history only mentions them a few times after that. But they were always linked to a region just outside of Isdarjan.”

Afshaneh sat in silence for a while, absorbing what Mina had told her. This was why mages were sent away? All because of some power-hungry ancient king who had betrayed his family. “Are our current king and satrap related to this man?”

Mina smiled. “Yes, though only because they are related to the original king-emperor. They are descended from the betrayed, not the betrayer.”

Afshaneh knew it should not matter. Who you were related to did not make you who you were. Not directly. But she still felt relief. Even a long-distant descendant of the betrayer-king might not wish to right that wrong. Although the current satrap might feel differently. It would be a huge weight off her mind if she could practise her magic in the city without fear of being sent away. Or imprisoned.

“Thank you for telling me of this. I often wondered why mages were disliked so much.” Until she swallowed her Crystal, the Tear of Jahan, and became a mage herself, she had been almost as prejudiced. Afshaneh glanced around. The light had faded further as she listened to Mina’s tale. There were no street lanterns in the Eastern District, and she did not relish returning home in the full dark. She stood. Mina took hold of her hand to stall her.

“My informants also tell me that two or maybe three mages were brought down from Yehtkala, injured. At least two are confirmed dead.” Mina cocked her head to one side and locked gazes with Afshaneh. “You and your friends, I presume?”

Afshaneh’s stomach lifted and fell as Mina spoke. She could not tell if she was glad she had not murdered them all or was concerned that so many were still alive. Should she tell Mina what they believed the mages were digging for? Mina had proven herself a loyal ally.

“We believe they are digging for Crystals under the ruins. Shahmir thinks it explains a great deal. So far, they have not found anything. I collapsed the ceiling to trap them and slow them down.”

Mina withdrew her hand from Afshaneh’s arm. “It would not be good if they found a ready supply of free Crystals.” She smiled up at Afshaneh. “Thank you for telling me.”

“Um. Mina?” Afshaneh decided that since they were chatting, she might as well ask about Fallen descendants. 

Mina raised quizzical eyebrows. “Please, ask. We are allies and perhaps even friends now, yes?”

Afshaneh’s lips curved up. “Yes, I consider you a friend, Mina.” She considered her next words. “We have now encountered nine descendants of the original Fallen. Do you think there are more out there?”

Mina pursed her lips. “Some of the information from that time is corrupted by fear, and so little was actually written down. It is hard to say.” She spread her hands. “But I would say it is likely there are more. Each male mage would have ensured they had more than one child. I am not certain that many female mages, Fallen or otherwise, became pregnant. If they had remained at the fortress, it would soon have become obvious, and almost none left.” Her expression grew tight. “I would base any plans on the assumption that these nine – now perhaps six or seven – are not the end of it.”

Afshaneh swallowed. She thanked Mina and strode home as fast as she could. Her darkened city suddenly seemed ominous.
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THE grey stones gleamed in a row on Afshaneh’s table. She had completed the day’s work for Didar an hour ago. She leant forward to examine them critically, using the magic talent she had discovered soon after obtaining her special Crystal. At the time it had not occurred to her that her affinity for gems and precious stones was related to the one inside her.

Now, of course, she understood that her Crystal, the Tear of Jahan, was a gem of ancient origin and power.

The grey stones hummed quietly, and to Afshaneh, they sounded content. Each was the size of her thumbnail, and, even to her overly critical eye, they appeared virtually identical. With a soft exhale, Afshaneh sat back. They were complete and now she needed to attach them to wires to make three necklaces. Each would hold eight stones. There was still some of the original rock left, but she had taken the parts that lent themselves to making the smaller pieces most readily.

When she had shown Didar her lump of grey rock and asked if she could use the shop’s tools on it, in her own time, of course, he had squinted at the stone and her and then simply dipped his head. A couple of times, he had remained working late as she began her task. He had occasionally peered over at her table, though he never queried what she was doing. Or why. Did he lack natural curiosity, or was he wary of trouble – he did work with the dodgy Kamyar to procure his gems after all – or was it that she had now completed a mission sanctioned by the satrap, and he wished to keep out of it? Afshaneh was not about to ask him.

After attaching the stones to wires, she slipped them into her pockets and left the shop. Didar had given her strict instructions concerning locking up, and she ensured the premises were secure before meandering homeward. 

She was not in a hurry. Her mother had invited Navid to dine with them. On the one hand, she looked forward to seeing her pleasant cousin once more, but on the other... She could not forget Makali’s words about her two choices for a romantic partner. Navid or Zerin. Afshaneh released a noise that was more of a growl than a sigh. Did she need or want a romance? And surely, if she decided she did, she could find someone else? Navid was a noble and brought all sorts of issues. And Zerin... well, he was her best and oldest friend. She did not feel that way about him, and even if she did, she would not risk ruining their friendship. If she said something and he felt nothing for her, it would be incredibly awkward. If they got together and it all went wrong – she would likely lose his friendship forever.

Afshaneh shook her head. No, romance was just not worth the risks and trouble.

***
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Afshaneh fingered the embroidery on her new tunic. She loved the deep red colour of the soft material, and her mother’s intricate work was marvellous. Now that her mother was well-known in the Northern District she received more commissions than ever before, and many were from very wealthy customers – some even of the lower nobility. Her fame was spreading. This meant she was busier than ever and also that they had more coin. Her mother now took less of the money Afshaneh earned from Didar’s jewellery shop. The pouch of saved coins beneath the saffron crocus pot in their private courtyard was satisfyingly chunky now. It also meant that once in a while, her mother treated them both. She had insisted on new outfits for this meal, which had been planned for nearly two months. Almost from the moment Afshaneh and her friends had returned from breaking the curse energy that had seeped out of Yehtkala and transformed any creature it infected. The satrap had sent out hunters, along with Shahmir and Mikos, to despatch the last of them. They had completed the task before Mikos had been recalled home.

A shudder wriggled down Afshaneh’s body as images of the terrifying beasts forced themselves into her mind’s eye. Initially, she and her friends had killed some but then she discovered that her magic allowed her to counteract the dark energy and return them to their original form. At that point, she had yet to accept who her ancestors were, and so the power within her had been partially locked away. The act of forcing it to her will had knocked her out for hours. 

Since then, she had managed to integrate much of the magical energy of her ancestors and the Crystal within her. Nevertheless, she still needed more training and information on its capabilities and how to complete the melding of herself with the magic. She needed to undertake the journey that Shahmir had proposed. A trip to the hills beyond Isdarjan, where her father’s people had lived. Whether there would still be anyone living there after all this time was unknown. Of course, her father had been there seventeen years ago, or she would not have been born! However, her grandfather had found and threatened them and presumably murdered her father, so who could say what had happened to any others?

“Afshaneh, you have been in your room for an hour,” her mother called to her from the kitchen area. “You are not usually so worried about your appearance.”

Afshaneh rushed to join her mother in the kitchen before she began to speculate on the reasons for her vanity. Reasons that would no doubt centre around her cousin, Navid. Her distant cousin.

“I was distracted by thoughts of magic and curses and Isdarjan, mother,” Afshaneh said.

Her mother’s fingers faltered as she added herbs to a salad. “Shahmir still wishes for you to try and find your father’s people, then?”

“I wish for it too, Mother,” she replied quietly. “But I am nervous about being so close to my grandparents.” Idly, she popped a cherry tomato in her mouth; her mother smacked her hand.

“That is for eating with dinner, not stuffing into your mouth now,” she admonished.

Afshaneh grinned. “I suppose I can ask Navid to check on whether they are still even alive. They would be quite old by now.”

Her mother shook her head and made a ‘tsk’ between her teeth. “Not so old, Daughter. People do not die when they turn fifty! Truth be told, I have no idea how old my parents were when they birthed me. I imagine my mother was only twenty or so, and I was seventeen when I became pregnant with you. I believe my father was quite a bit older than my mother, however.” She wrinkled her nose. “No wonder she was so meek and submissive. Her husband must have seemed so strong, wise, and experienced in life. I expect he took control, and she had no idea of how to wrestle it back.” Afshaneh’s mother sounded sad.

Did she miss her mother at all? Afshaneh only viewed her grandparents as the enemy, yet the woman was her mother’s mother. There had to be some emotion there beyond betrayal and hurt.

The bell at the front door jangled, tugging Afshaneh from her musing. Her mother shoved a tray into her hands and directed her to the inner courtyard, where the rest of the food and drink was already set out. 

Afshaneh swept her gaze around the space. Her mother appeared to have scrubbed and tidied and plucked any dead petals away. Afshaneh gave a wry smile. Her mother was definitely trying to impress Navid. The smile fell away. Was it because he was family, and for so long, it had been just the two of them? Or did she have another motive in mind, one that involved Afshaneh?

Afshaneh decided she would be pleasant to Navid, but she would not contemplate any ulterior motives nor consider him anything except her relative. 

Navid’s deep, rich voice carried from the entrance hall and Afshaneh quickly seated herself as decorously as possible amidst the soft cushions and piles of food. The rich aromas were making her stomach rumble. Her mother had made a number of her delicacies. It was lucky she made more money now, or they would not have been able to afford such a spread.

Navid entered the courtyard a step behind Afshaneh’s mother. Afshaneh began to stand to greet him, as was polite to a higher-ranked individual.

Navid smiled warmly and made a patting motion with his hand. “There is no need for that amongst family.”

Afshaneh subsided back onto her cushions.

“You look amazing, Afshaneh,” Navid said with obvious admiration in his voice as he took her in from head to toe.

Heat rose into Afshaneh’s cheeks, and she ducked her head. “Thank you.” She wished she could think of something else to say, some mild compliment. But any words that sprang to her tongue sounded banal in her mind. All she could manage was a muttered, “My mother has outdone herself with our outfits.”

“She certainly has a great deal of skill with the needle,” Navid agreed as he seated himself gracefully between mother and daughter.

They politely passed the plates and bowls of food around, exchanging darting glances. No one seemed to know what to say. Afshaneh found herself nibbling at her food as awkwardness set in.

“I assume that these last few weeks must have been overly peaceful for you, Afshaneh,” Navid said with a grin. “After a second exciting adventure.”

“It is a relief to settle back into my old routine,” Afshaneh said. “I do not crave excitement. I am perfectly happy with a settled and predictable existence.” From the corner of her eyes, she spotted her mother’s eyebrows lift in scepticism. Still, she did not verbally deny Afshaneh’s words.

“I am sure you will also be relieved to hear that, as far as we are aware, all the cursed creatures have been dealt with.” Navid turned his intense scrutiny onto Afshaneh, who had to fight not to squirm under his gaze. Heat was rising from deep inside her despite her best efforts to view Navid as nothing more than a member of her family.

“But I expect you heard the same from Shahmir,” he added. “You are still receiving training from her and...?”

“Mikos,” Afshaneh supplied. “But no, he had to return home. So it is just me and Shahmir.”

An expression fleeted across Navid’s face so quickly she barely saw it; however, it matched the one that Zerin had worn after she informed him that Mikos had left.

“Shahmir wishes to take me on a journey to the hills beyond Isdarjan,” Afshaneh found herself saying. “To see if we can locate my father’s people and learn more of the Tear of Jahan from them.” Afshaneh’s tongue refused to form the words to question Navid about her grandparents. She did not know which answer she wished to hear – that they were alive or dead. So she said nothing.

Navid’s forehead creased. “Tear of Jahan?”

Afshaneh had assumed Shahmir would have informed him about her Crystal. Though perhaps she had felt it was not her place. So, instead, Afshaneh explained as succinctly as possible about the special Crystal she had swallowed and her ancestors on her father’s side.

Afterwards, Navid sat in silence for a few minutes. “It would seem the Creator, or at least his Divine Apostles, have their hands on your fate line,” Navid said. 

There was no reply to that. It was amazing that her mother had found Kayvan, Afshaneh’s father, at all, and then Afshaneh ended up in Methisti and found the Tear. It was enough to make one believe. 

“The satrap is trying to decide what to do concerning these Fallen mages. And he has sent a letter to those in charge of the Virin Asran Crystal mines informing him of Bredon’s use of their Crystals in our kingdom. He has asked that the supply be cut off.” Navid kept his gaze fixed on Afshaneh. “It has been worded very carefully to ensure that Shahmir’s supply remains unaffected.” Navid took a gulp of lemon water. “He is also trying to formulate a plan for counteracting our ancestor’s relative’s lies regarding mages.”

Afshaneh’s hand jerked, almost spilling her drink. “He is doing this for Shahmir?” she asked. Why now, and not years ago, when she saved the daughter of a previous satrap?

Navid tilted his head, his eyes warm on hers. “Not really. I asked him to do this for you.”

Afshaneh was caught in his gaze and could not look away. Her breath was unsteady. “I...” she cleared her throat. “I do not know what to say.”

Navid smiled. “More dinners and conversation like this will suffice. Well, it will for me.” He rubbed his chin. “I am not certain what reward the satrap will require.”

Afshaneh’s mother made an indelicate noise. “I think my daughter has earned the right not to hide her magic already, Navid,” she said severely.

Navid held up his hands. “I agree, Leilyn. I was teasing. He is very grateful. Which is why he readily agreed to look into it.” Navid turned back to Afshaneh. “I cannot promise swift results. But he will act.”

Afshaneh stared at her hands where they lay in her lap. She had never believed the people in power would ever do anything like this: attempt to banish rumours and lies that had abounded for centuries, and all for her. A girl from the eastern slums. It was almost too much to take in. A lump formed in her throat, and she swallowed hard. She could practically see Zerin’s smug smile and his ‘I told you they were not all greedy and corrupt’ speech. It rocked Afshaneh to the core.

The rest of the meal passed in small talk, and Afshaneh hardly registered the conversation. At last, it was time for Navid to leave. They all rose and Navid reached to his side and held something out for Afshaneh. 

“Last time we met, you mentioned you enjoyed stories involving Kyrah and Mahsati, and I thought you might enjoy this.”

Afshaneh had previously met with Navid after she and her friends returned from their mission. The conversation included talking about the mythical creatures up on the plateau and how she had been reminded of stories from her childhood. Navid had remembered the exact ones. She stared down at the offering. It was a wood-bound book. With great care, she took it from him and flicked a few pages. Bright illuminations greeted her: Mahsati in a deep blue tunic and trousers with silver thread, the great moon smiling down at her, and a shining sword in her upthrust hand.

Without thinking, she closed the gap between them and kissed Navid on the cheek. A slightly smoky, woody scent with an underlying hint of mint greeted her nose. “Thank you,” she breathed and stepped back.

Navid’s smile was slow and wide. He leant forwards and returned the kiss. His lips lingered on her cheek. They were somehow both soft and firm. Her nerves tingled, and her stomach leapt as warmth circled lower.

For a moment, he held her gaze, and then he spun, said his goodbyes to her mother and was gone.
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​Chapter Three
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THE necklaces clinked in Afshaneh’s pocket. She had three of them, although now Mikos had left, there was only her and Shahmir to wear them. However, Souri had admired the silvery stone at one point. Would it do any harm to offer her one? Maybe she could recruit one of the Draoheach mages. Could she pay them off with knowledge of the dampening rock and prevent them from questioning her as they wished to? Afshaneh shook her head. If they knew of it, they would be here, digging it all up to steal back to the empire. 

Perhaps it was good that Mikos had never discovered whether she could make anything from the chunk of stone she had dug up. He might have taken the information back to his mages, and they might also have crept into Methisti in order to obtain more.

Of course, she had yet to test the theory of whether they could hide a mage from detection. That was why she had them with her today. She hoped she and Shahmir could prove it, one way or the other.

Afshaneh ambled through the forest towards the hollow. A gentle breeze rustled the leaves, and birds twittered from the branches. It was a pleasant day for a stroll, though these days, she never went anywhere without a purpose. Although summer was almost over, it was still a welcome relief to spend time under the canopy of trees on the ridge. The days were slightly cooler than in the previous two months, but they were still hot enough. During the last month in Mahariz, in the confined spaces of the narrow roads and alleys of the eastern sprawl, the heat had been almost a living thing, pressing down on the inhabitants. At the height of summer, Afshaneh always looked forward to autumn and even to the rain that would follow, though that would reach its peak in winter and the new year.

She smiled to herself as she contemplated her destination; they had never agreed upon a name for the place. Eskander’s last idea had been ‘the damp zone’ which led to fits of laughter from everyone and him in a huff. So it remained just ‘the hollow’. 

Afshaneh reached the hollow and scanned the area; she had arrived earlier than Shahmir. The carefully worked stones clinked again, and a secretive smile stole across Afshaneh’s face. She could test the necklaces now. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled one out and slipped it over her head. Her nerves buzzed and whined, but with only a little concentration, she could block the annoyance out. Afshaneh knew from which direction Shahmir would arrive, so she scrambled to the far side of the hollow to wait. She chose a position where she could peer around a bush and view most of the depression before her. She would spot when Shahmir arrived even if the necklace blocked her ability to sense magic as well as blocking magic aimed at her.

With a deep breath and a tiny thrill of anticipation, Afshaneh gathered her magic and thrust it outwards to search for the other mage. It encountered a barrier immediately. It was like trying to push a large rock through a small hole. She was about to shove harder when she decided to try the other way of ‘seeing’. The magic enhanced senses that allowed her to view the very building blocks of life and the connections between them, and thus the gaps. An ability enhanced in her due to her special Crystal. At once, her senses seemed to expand, and the world was a marvel of infinitesimal pieces and energy. Again, she felt the joy and wonder of life and could believe in an overarching hand that had created it all. 

In her day-to-day life, she rarely considered the Creator, the Lord Eternal. However, at moments like this, she could almost believe he guided her. Saw her. Did he judge her, too? She shook off her musings and used her new vision to send her magic out past the dampening field of the necklace stones. Once past them, her powers easily located Shahmir. She was nearly there. Afshaneh could tell she was using her own magic, searching for her. What she could not determine was whether Shahmir could sense her. Afshaneh relaxed her magic. Shahmir could not do what she had just done. She did not seem able to ‘see’ the way Afshaneh could. She was only vaguely aware of the building blocks of life and certainly could not manipulate them at that tiny scale nor slip her energy between them. Would she be able to push her magic past the stones’ aura by willpower alone? Could Afshaneh do it?

Again, Afshaneh drew on her energy, encountering the resistance but this time, she did not expand her sight. She merely shoved and the dampening effect strongly resisted. Afshaneh gritted her teeth and pushed harder. The resistance tightened, and then her magic was through. Afshaneh almost fell sideways with the release, and she let out a gasp. So, there were definite negative effects from wearing the necklace. However, if Shahmir could not sense her, even when she was close, there could be occasions when it was well worth it.

Afshaneh waited. Shahmir stepped down into the hollow, a frown creasing her brow. She stood in the centre with her hands on her hips. She appeared not to realise Afshaneh was nearby. Afshaneh bit her lip, keeping her grin under control. Shahmir would believe that, for once, Afshaneh was late. 

Slowly and carefully, she began to creep past the bush that hid her and towards Shahmir who had her back to Afshaneh. She would surely spot Afshaneh from the corner of her eye.

Afshaneh had made it ten paces into the hollow when Shahmir spun, her hands up as if to let fly with mage fire.

“It is only me!” Afshaneh cried, shoving her own hands towards the sky.

Shahmir stared, her right hand pressed to her chest. “You startled me.” Her eyes widened. “You startled me,” she repeated softly, bemusement evident in her tone.

Afshaneh reached up and removed the necklace. 

Shahmir’s expression flickered. “I can sense you again!” She rushed to Afshaneh’s side and peered at the necklace that lay across Afshaneh’s palm. Shahmir lifted her gaze to Afshaneh’s face, searching her eyes.

“It works? It works!” Shahmir ran a finger over the smooth grey stones and grinned. “What does it feel like to wear? And do you have one for me?”

Afshaneh handed over the second necklace. “I had begun to make one for Mikos, too, before I knew he was leaving, and it is complete as well, so I have a spare.” Afshaneh spread her hands in a nonchalant gesture. She was still torn about her emotions on the matter. She was disappointed the handsome mage had left and would no longer help to teach her, distract her, or charm her. But there was also relief. His very presence and magnetism on occasion had hindered her concentration, and so her learning. Sometimes, it had been very awkward between them. Even though she had made her choice that she would not fall under his spell and become intimate with him, her body had been unable to ignore his charms completely. Besides, there was little either he or Shahmir could teach her anymore. Her time here in the hollow was more about practising and refining her skills now. 

Afshaneh worried that there were now just the two of them facing Bredon and the other Fallen. How could two mages face the threat that they posed? On occasion that idea weighed down on her so heavily that she was amazed she could stand upright.

Afshaneh explained to Shahmir what she had already gleaned about the necklace and how it affected magic. 

Shahmir placed hers around her neck and practised shoving her magic through. “That is hard work,” she said. “But, you are correct. It could be worth it in the right situation.” She fingered the stones. “May I keep it?”

Afshaneh nodded. “Of course. I made it for you. We should wear them for as long as we can to see whether they give us headaches like spending time in the hollow does. And maybe we should practise using magic whilst we wear them. Maybe it will become easier.”

For the next two hours, they both raised shields and conjured mage fire in various shapes and forms. Eventually, however, they were both exhausted, and they headed for Shahmir’s cottage for refreshments.

“You seem to find that easier than I did,” Shahmir said as they meandered along.

Afshaneh eyed her sideways. There had been something in her voice... “Well, perhaps the Tear makes it easier for me.”

“I am certain it does. You were lucky to receive such a Crystal. The rest of us have to make do with ordinary ones.” Shahmir definitely sounded disgruntled. Afshaneh decided to ignore the tone as Shahmir was tired. And it could not be easy to be overtaken by your student. Though it was hardly Afshaneh’s fault.

As they arrived, someone stood from where they had been squatting in front of Shahmir’s door. It was Navid. His face was grave as he regarded them, and Afshaneh’s heart began to pound. 

“The satrap needs your help,” he said solemnly. Then, his face took on a desperate and unhappy expression. “I need your help.”

Shahmir ushered Navid inside and bade him sit before she listened to him. Afshaneh had never seen him so agitated.

“Tell us how we may assist,” Shahmir said calmly.

Navid took a deep breath. “My cousin...” he paused and glanced at Afshaneh. “I suppose she is your cousin too, though I am not sure of the exact relationship.” He waved a hand. “No matter. Tabinda has fallen ill. The royal physician says it is poison, and there is nothing he can do,” Navid’s voice cracked. “I am very fond of Tabinda, as is the satrap. He ... we request that you both come to the palace and try to help her. Maybe magic can do what potions and salves cannot.” His eyes implored the pair of them.

Afshaneh placed a hand on his arm. “Of course, we will come. Even if she had nothing to do with the satrap, we would come.”

Shahmir murmured assent, and Navid smiled gratefully, resting his large hand over Afshaneh’s.

“Has anyone any idea how she came into contact with this poison?”

Navid shook his head. “No. She returned from a trip to the library, agitated and anxious, and then, before she could speak, she became pale as death and collapsed. Her maid feared she had died. But there is breath and a pulse, though both are weakened.”

“The library?” Shahmir’s eyebrows rose. “I cannot imagine what she came into contact with in there.”

“We do not know how fast acting the poison was,” Afshaneh reminded her. “She could have eaten or drunk or brushed against something much earlier.”

“Yes. Yes, you are correct. We must not jump to conclusions. I will grab a few things, and then we will return with you straight to the palace. The sooner we see her, the quicker we can fix this.” Shahmir smiled reassuringly at Navid. The young man relaxed from his stiff posture and removed his hand from on top of Afshaneh’s. She had brought nothing with her except the knife in her sash and the three necklaces. She and Shahmir would need to remove them before they attended to Tabinda. They required their abilities unhindered.

Afshaneh recalled that Navid had mentioned Tabinda before, that she was his first cousin and that she would be very excited to hear about Afshaneh being a mage. She was the only other noble in the city that Afshaneh had contemplated meeting. But this was not how she had imagined it.

As soon as Shahmir returned, the three of them set off, hurrying back towards Mahariz. Afshaneh’s heart beat a swift tattoo behind her ribs. They had to be able to heal Tabinda. Navid would be distraught if they could not. And Afshaneh did not wish her cousin to be upset. She did not at that point particularly care about the satrap’s personal feelings; she did not know him. What she did know was that he seemed a fair man and would not hold it against them if they failed. 

However, if Navid cared as much for his cousin as he appeared to, Afshaneh would not be able to bear his pain and her guilt.
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