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Prologue

Dimma

I will start my story at the beginning, the middle, and the end. For I have lived a thousand lives and died a thousand deaths, and every time I die, I relive the same memory. The last moments of my first life, when I was Dimma: god, girl, wife, mother, traitor, monster. The unspeakable act that set the end of the world into motion. The start of the war between the gods and my beloved Daho.

I sit upon a throne of polished bone inlaid with gold and jewels that is at once grotesque and beautiful. I am high above the floor, at the top of the stairs that Daho built for me to watch the heavens. At this hour, when my brother Re’Mec rules, I am bathed in his sunlight through the amethyst sky dome above.

I hold my child. He is a small spark vibrating against my palm, tiny and precious. He has his father’s heart and my stolen gift of immortality. He tells me that he loves me through our secret language. But my vessel betrays my intentions. I can’t stop crying. He is the flaw in the Supreme Cataclysm’s design, the part of me that my brethren want to destroy. I squeeze my eyes shut, shuddering.

A cloak of darkness bleeds into the chamber, swallowing the sunshine and the sounds of the battle. One of my siblings has slipped past Daho and his army and broken through my defenses. I let out a deep, tired sigh.

So many will die because of my decisions. My sister Koré once told me that a god’s love is a dangerous thing. I know that now. I don’t want to die, but I deserve my fate.

“Oh, Dimma.” Fram’s anguished dual voices cut through me. “What have you done?”

When I open my eyes, Fram stands before me in their two forms, twins of light and dark, life and death, chaos and calm. I realize almost immediately that I have lost a slice of time—there is a hole in my memories, a piece cut out. I look down at my clenched fist, the hand that only a moment ago held my child. My fingers tremble as they unfold, one by one, and reveal an empty palm.

The amethyst ceiling cracks with my rage and rains down in shards that tear into my flesh. The walls weep my tears. “Where is he?” I demand. “Where is my son?”

“I am sorry, sister,” Fram says as their shadows cup my face. They brush away my tears, and I am flooded with relief that it is Fram who came to steal my life, not Koré or Re’Mec. Of all my siblings, they understand me best. “You shouldn’t have been the one to do it. That is cruelty that I do not wish upon anyone.”

“I killed him?” I ask, drawing the only possible conclusion. I shrink against the throne, gutted and hollow. I’ve done something unforgivable. “I killed my son.”

I remember every single moment of my first life, except this one. I’d cradled my child in my hands and then . . . he was gone. Some acts are too horrible to remember—some deeds too painful to keep.

Tears spill from Fram’s eyes, too. “Re’Mec and Koré will end the war only when both you and the child are dead. They will spare Daho and his people if you agree to our terms.”

I stare down at my hands again. I can’t live with what I’ve done—I can’t face Daho. I cannot tell him that I’ve killed our son. “Do it,” I say. “Before I change my mind.”

Fram strikes me with ribbons of light. They cut into my chest and rip out the part of me connected to the Supreme Cataclysm—my immortality. My soul withers as their shadows brush away the last of the tears on my empty vessel’s face. Even I cannot free myself from the clutches of the god of life and death. But as I’ve said, this is not the end of my story.

It is also the beginning.
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One

Arrah

Sparks of magic drift through the inn walls, chased by moonlight and shadows. It’s the hour of ösana, the sliver of time between night and day when magic is most potent. I clench my teeth as the sparks burrow underneath my skin, adding to my strength. Twenty-gods, they burn, but I can’t let go. I can’t fail again—I’ve already lost so much.

I clutch the arms of my chair, swallowing down the bile on my tongue as the last sparks melt. The chieftains’ kas stir inside me, spilling lifetimes of memories and wisdom. With their sacrifice and gift, I have more magic than I could ever dream of. It has to be enough to save Sukar.

“It will work,” Essnai says, giving me one of Sukar’s sickles. The steel flashes in the dim light of the bedchamber and Zu symbols vibrate against the blade. The worn wood of the hilt feels odd in my hand, like I’m taking something personal without permission.

Still, I find a smile for Essnai as she props her back against the wall to watch the ritual. I’m glad that she’s here with me. While we tend to Sukar, Rudjek and the others have gone ahead to the Kingdom to carry news of the battle at Heka’s Temple. Fadyi and Raëke, two of his craven guardians, stayed behind, though they’ve kept their distance as I prepared for the ritual. I don’t linger on Rudjek’s absence. I can’t let that distract me—not now, even if I want nothing more than to be with him. Essnai isn’t bemoaning Kira’s absence. Though I have caught her more than once staring longingly toward the east, in the direction of home.

Sukar’s ragged breathing and the crackle of the candle flames fill the silence in the chamber. He looks so small in the bed, tucked underneath the tavern’s dingy quilt. He hasn’t woken since the battle—since I almost killed him. Guilt gnaws at my belly, one of a tangle of emotions that cut deep whenever I let my guard down.

Koré attempted to heal Sukar before we left the tribal lands, but she didn’t wait to see if he was getting better. The moon orisha’s priority is the box that holds the Demon King’s soul, except she has no clue where she hid it. She erased her memories to keep it safe from my sister. It makes me uneasy that his soul is still out there somewhere, but he can’t escape now—not with the tribal people dead. With Heka, the god of the tribal lands, gone, there’s no one left with enough magic to free him. And my mother and sister can do no more harm. I snatch my mind back from those thoughts, too, for they cut the deepest of all.

The sun orisha, Re’Mec, had left before his twin. Not that he’s ever shown much concern for mortal life. He’s chasing the Demon King’s dagger, which Shezmu, my sister’s demon father, stole in the aftermath of the battle.

“The orishas got what they wanted out of us,” I say, my gaze pinned on Sukar’s gaunt face. Maybe I expected too much from them after all that we’ve sacrificed to help clean up their mess. “Now, they’ve gone back to playing gods.”

“Doing what they do best,” Essnai says, but with no malice in her voice.

Sukar hasn’t opened his eyes in seventeen days. I keep replaying the moment in my mind. How Efiya raised her sword over his head. How I flung his body through the air with my magic. How he crashed into the stone column at the Temple and didn’t get up. I only wanted to save my friend, but I almost killed him. I’m the reason he hasn’t awakened.

I suck in a deep breath as I lean closer to Sukar. I have the knowledge and magic of the five tribal chieftains inside me. Icarata of Tribe Mulani, U’metu of Tribe Kes, Beka of Tribe Zu, Töra Eké of Tribe Litho. And my grandmother Mnekka of Tribe Aatiri. The Litho chieftain is the most talented healer of the five, but his method requires that I merge my ka with Sukar’s. Dozens died before he perfected the practice. I can’t risk making a mistake. The Kes chieftain’s method requires three sacrifices over three days at the start of the new moon.

Sukar would want me to honor his traditions, so I have chosen a ritual relying on scrivener magic from Tribe Zu. For this, I need Beka. He stirs inside me like leaves rustling in the wind as his knowledge pours into my mind. I don’t even have to ask—his ka is waiting for me to call upon it. I once knew every ritual scroll in my father’s shop by heart, but they’d been useless when I had no way to conjure their power. Now I have magic’s secrets at my fingertips.

I come to my feet with Sukar’s sickle in my hand. “I’m ready.”

“After this, you will rest,” Essnai says, leaving no room to refuse. “You look tired.”

“Yes, Mama Essnai,” I relent.

She clucks her tongue at me, and it almost feels like old times.

I move to the table where the bowl of ink sits between three candles and a bone with one end sharpened to a needle point. The Zu chieftain’s shadow stretches against the wall. Beka was a bit taller than me, and his ado, the horned headpiece, gave him yet more height. His ka still wears a ruby mask with onyx trim around the eyes—the mask of his station as Zu chieftain.

It needs your blood, Beka whispers in a hoarse voice only I can hear, and it sends chills through me. The chieftains rarely speak, and when they do, I’m almost grateful it’s never more than a few words.

I slice the sickle across my palm and let the blood drip into the mixture of ink and herbs. Smoke curls up from the bowl. By the time I’ve put the blade aside, the cut has healed, leaving the smell of warm iron in the air. It isn’t something that I have to think about; my new magic acts on instinct. I hadn’t expected that. I still have so much to learn.

In the days since the battle, Sukar’s hair has grown in, and Essnai shaved some off for the ritual. I add a pinch of it to the ink. I take the bowl and needle and sit on the edge of the bed. Beads of sweat trickle down Sukar’s forehead as the smoke fills the room. Beka sends me images of the symbols for strength, healing, and fortification. My cheeks warm as a fourth symbol appears in my mind. Two bodies intertwined—the fertility symbol. It seems that Beka has a sense of humor.

“I bestow strength upon you in the name of the father and mother of the tribal lands.” I dip the needle into the ink. “Let Heka guide you through the dark.”

I push back the sheet from Sukar’s bare chest, revealing a dozen or so tattoos barren of magic. His skin is smooth and warm to the touch. If he were awake, he’d most definitely have a sharp remark. I miss his ability to make light of a dire situation.

Magic pulses in my blood as my palm brushes across his hip bone. I begin the long and tedious process of etching a reaper. It will become a twin to the one above his other hip to give him strength. Each prick of the needle against Sukar’s flesh draws a bead of blood. “Take courage, son of Tribe Zu.”

I tap out two more tattoos—matching antlers on his wrists imbued with healing magic. A yul with three branches in the crook of his elbow to reinforce his previous tattoos. When the yul is completed, his body pulses with light, and I smile.

“What’s happening?” Essnai asks from her perch against the wall.

“His tattoos are glowing again,” I explain, knowing that she can’t see the magic.

Essnai lets out a sigh of relief, but Sukar doesn’t move. We wait for a half bell while the light fades from his tattoos, bit by bit, stealing our hope with it. Essnai casts a desperate look at me to do something when I tell her that the tattoos have nearly gone dark. I reach toward the yul, intending to infuse it with more magic, but pain shoots through my fingers. The needle slips from my hand, and the shadow of the Zu chieftain disappears. My fingers twist and bend in impossible ways. I snatch my hand away and cradle it against my chest. I realize my mistake almost immediately. I cannot give the tattoo more magic than it can handle at once.

Essnai kneels in front of me. “Are you okay?”

The last of the light fades from Sukar’s tattoos.

“It should’ve worked,” I breathe. “I have to try something else.”

Essnai takes my hand between her palms as the pain subsides. “Try again at your father’s shop after you’ve gotten some rest. We’re less than a day’s journey from Tamar, and Sukar will hold on that long—he’s too stubborn to die.”

“I don’t need rest,” I say. “I’m fine.”

“You almost ascended into death mere weeks ago,” Essnai counters. “Give it time.” She lets go of my hand, her eyes betraying her disappointment. “I’ll see about getting us some food.”

When she opens the door, the noise from the tavern rushes into the chamber. We’re two levels up, but we might as well be on the ground floor with all the patrons filling their bellies with beer.

I put the bone needle and the blood medicine aside, and settle back in the chair. I close my eyes and massage my forehead. Did I miss something? Grandmother would make me recall the steps of a ritual in painstaking detail. I remember her sitting cross-legged with her white locs in a crown. She was always patient with me. Thinking of her adds to my resolve—maybe Essnai is right, and I just need more rest before I try a second time.

A sharp, burning smell makes me open my eyes again. Smoke curls up from Sukar’s new tattoos, and ash flakes from his skin. He inhales another ragged breath, and it takes a beat too long for me to realize that he never lets it out.

“Sukar,” I whisper as I rush to his side. “No, no, no.”

His body convulses against the bed as his face twists in pain. I hold him, not sure what else I can do. Dread untangles from the emotions buried inside me. I’d gone over the Zu ritual in my head for days. I can’t have messed this up, too.

Essnai steps into the chamber with two bowls in her arms. “The kitchen only had stale bread and cold—” She falters upon seeing Sukar shaking, then drops the meal on a table. She rushes to his other side. “What happened?”

“I don’t know,” I say, but then I notice the faintest light coming from his tattoos, growing brighter and stronger. My shoulders sag in relief as Sukar’s whole body starts to glow. “He’s . . . I think he’s coming around.”

Sukar’s face screws up into a deep frown, and Essnai laughs, her voice a sharp note. He tries and fails to speak, then Essnai shushes him and presses a cup of water from his bedside to his lips.

When he finally comes to his senses, he croaks out, “Why do I feel like I’ve ascended into death and come back?”

I smile as I squeeze his hand. He’s going to be okay. “Because you have.”
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Two

Arrah

Sukar squints against the candlelight as tentacles of ink spread out from the kaheri—the star tattoo at the center of his chest. It grows crooked branches that reach his collarbone and roots that wind down his belly. The reconfiguration is a good sign. The tree shows strength. His body has enough magic to help him recover. When his eyes finally come into focus, he grimaces.

Essnai gives him a playful slap on the cheek. “Don’t ever scare us like that again.”

I expect Sukar to say something witty or sharp, but his red-rimmed eyes glisten with unshed tears. Beads of sweat streak down his forehead as he groans, “What did I miss?”

“Efiya caught you off guard—I suppose you were daydreaming on the battlefield or something,” Essnai tells him, flicking her wrist. To which Sukar wrinkles his nose at her. “Arrah used her magic to fling you out of the way of Efiya’s killing blow. Had she not, we’d be performing a Zu burial rite for you right now.”

Sukar flinches—the movement almost imperceptible. He strains to adjust his position, and Essnai helps him sit with his back against the wall. “Did we win?”

I nod, biting back the phantom pain in my side where Efiya stabbed me. I can’t bring myself to say that I killed my sister. That I both loved and despised her. That I pitied her and hated her. That I could never forgive her for what she did to our parents, to the tribes, to Rudjek. That I failed her. Maybe if I would’ve tried harder, taught her better, I could’ve saved her, too.

“Efiya’s dead,” I say, and then shift the conversation back to him. “Sorry for almost killing you.”

Sukar stares at me, his eyes wide. I desperately want him to crack a joke like he always does, but he only massages his temples.

Essnai pats his arm. “You’ll get over it—she fixed you.”

“Let me get this right.” Sukar cocks an eyebrow—a hint of a smile finally stretching across his sharp cheekbones. “Arrah almost killed me, and I should be grateful that she saved my life.”

I’m relieved that he’s found his sense of humor, but it doesn’t wash away the guilt that aches inside me—the regrets, the mistakes, the pain. I’ve missed the husky sound of his voice and the three of us teasing each other. I should take this moment as a promise that one day things will be all right again, but I can’t just smile and pretend that the wounds in my mind aren’t still bleeding.

Essnai shrugs. “Well, you are alive.”

“Did you really break every bone in my body?” Sukar asks me, incredulous.

“I’m afraid so,” I say, glancing away.

He inches his fingers toward mine. I look up again, and a little of his old spark is back. He squeezes my hand, and he shrugs. “Like Essnai said, I am alive.”

I bite my lip. “And now you have three new tattoos to show off.”

“Please tell me you did not use scrivener magic.” Sukar groans again as he searches his body for the new ink. “For Heka’s sake, if you’ve given me ugly tattoos, I swear . . .”

“I did an adequate job,” I say, defending myself.

Sukar opens his mouth, his gaze roaming between Essnai and me, weighing his next words. “How are you still alive?” he asks, his voice cautious. “My uncle said that wielding the Demon King’s dagger would kill you.”

I exchange a look with Essnai. She and Rudjek had wondered the same in the days after the battle. I could remember Efiya bleeding on the Temple floor, reaching for me, then nothing at all until the dream. A winged beast with a jackal head had swept down from the sky and stolen me away from the world. It was only a dream, not a vision, not a shadow of what’s to come. I had to believe that. I could channel Grandmother’s gift to find out, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. There was that moment before the dream—a slice of midnight sky, serenity, a brief feeling of letting go. I cling to that shred of peace instead of reliving a memory I am glad to have forgotten. “I may have died for a little while.”

“Your magic brought you back?” Sukar asks, his eyes twinkling with curiosity.

My magic. I’ll never get used to feeling it teeming under my skin in a warm embrace.

“That or the orisha of life and death.” I clear my throat. “Koré thinks they helped me.”

“Fram?” Sukar rubs his chin. “That’s an interesting choice for a god that deals in death.”

A feeling of uncertainty edges at the back of my mind, urging me to let it go. I’m alive. It doesn’t matter how or why. I survived despite everything. I have a second chance and the magic to help fix some of the havoc my family wreaked on the world.

“You both need some sleep.” Essnai settles in the chair beside Sukar’s bed, then she raises an eyebrow at me when I don’t move. “Scat!”

“Good to know things haven’t changed,” Sukar says in a lazy drawl. “You’re still a tyrant.”

Essnai looks quite satisfied with herself, and I don’t have the energy to argue with her. Magic takes from all, and my bones ache like I’ve been on the losing side of a street fight. But it’s a small price to pay for healing Sukar. I bid my friends good night and slip into the narrow corridor. I’m assaulted by the cloying smells of tobacco and stale beer, and a flurry of laughter floating up the stairs. I encounter a patron from the tavern who fumbles with his key before half falling into his room.

Once I’m in my chamber, I lie in bed and stare up at the cracked ceiling in the dark. I’m tired, but I’m restless. I don’t know what tomorrow will bring. I have nothing to go back to in Tamar. I can’t stand the idea of living in the villa again and seeing the Mulani dancers my mother painted prancing along the wall. Or my father’s abandoned garden. After failing to save the tribes, I don’t know if I can stomach more devastation. The city had been in ruins when we left, whole neighborhoods burned to the ground. I wish I could believe that time heals all wounds, but it’s never that simple.

There’s still the matter of my banishment. Has Rudjek been able to convince his father to change his mind, or will soldiers be waiting to arrest me? If everyone knows that my mother and sister were behind the demon attacks, they might think I had something to do with them, too. Do they know the tribes are gone, cut down by my sister’s hand, the people slaughtered?

I reach for my magic, desperate for a way to lessen the pain. The chieftains’ memories rush in at once and drown out my thoughts. I sink into the noise and weep until there are no more tears inside me. When I am on the edge of sleep, one of the chieftains’ memories washes out the others. There is a boy shrouded in shadows sitting beside a frozen lake with his knees drawn to his chest. He’s whispering something too low for me to hear, and his voice is the calm of melting snow. I strain to catch his words, but they fade around the edges until they are only faint impressions that lure me into sleep.

In the morning, Sukar is still weak and complains of a headache, but he insists upon walking. Even with Essnai’s staff to support his weight, he stumbles twice by the time we are down the stairs and through the scatter of new patrons. They mingle with the night owls who’ve been drinking well past sunup with no end in sight.

“Perhaps I should go easy on the wine,” Sukar says when he stumbles a third time.

“Hmm,” Essnai replies, playing along. “Where would you be without your wonderful friends to take care of you?”

Droves of people wander the streets as the eye of Re’Mec climbs across the sky. They pace along the hardened, cracked dirt with donkeys and carts on their way to trade and sell. The air smells of dung, hay, and blood. The blood is from a butcher pushing a cart that leaks from the bottom, leaving a trail in his wake. It reminds me of the battlefield and how close we’d come to losing everything.

The cravens’ anti-magic tingles against my skin before I spot them near our wagon. Fadyi nods in our direction as Raëke runs her hand through one of the horses’ manes. Fadyi passes for human at first glance with a shock of black curls and his hair shaved on the sides. His face is someone’s idea of what a Tamaran should look like—rich brown skin, dark eyes, sharp features. With my magic, only I can see that his skin is always in flux, rearranging itself, working to hold his shape. Raëke’s impersonation of a human is almost as good except her eyes are too large and she often forgets to blink.

I haven’t gotten used to how their anti-magic scrapes against my skin like a sudden shadow on a cloudless day. My magic feels on alert in their presence, thrashing and coiling inside me. Restless. The way it reacts to the cravens is a constant warning that Rudjek and I can never be together. We can never touch, never kiss, never find comfort in each other’s arms. I push down the knot in my belly. We’d left so much unsaid, and I owe him an apology for being so awful after Efiya hurt him. I don’t deserve his forgiveness.

“You’ve been carting me around like a sack of grain?” Sukar asks, leaning on the staff.

“And what of it?” Essnai returns his question with one of her own.

Sukar rolls his eyes. “I suppose it’s better than dragging me through the dirt.”

“Oh, we did that, too,” I add, forcing a smile, “until we could find a wagon.”

“Some friends you are.” Sukar waves me off, but he looks grateful. “I suppose I’ll take the wagon since you went through so much trouble.”

My nerves are on edge most of the day, as we trek through well-worn farmlands and dirt roads. Sukar, Essnai, and I have walked this path often with my father, journeying to and from the tribal lands. We’d traveled with a caravan of more than a hundred families, heading to the Blood Moon Festival. I dig my nails into my palms, determined to keep it together. I hold on to my father’s last words.

Little Priestess, I need you to be strong a little longer.

It’s hard to be strong when I will never hear another one of his stories or see his smile.

When we’re on a stretch of road alone, Raëke shifts into a sunbird. The transformation is almost immediate. Her body becomes gray liquid that shrinks to take a blank shape. The details start to come together—wings, black feathers, beady eyes, a beak. Her underbelly is bright yellow and her long tail, iridescent. The cravens’ anti-magic may feel overwhelming, but it’s also extraordinary. Raëke lets out a high-pitched chirp, then takes to the sky to carry news to Rudjek that we will be arriving soon.

The rest of the way, Essnai and Fadyi fill Sukar in on everything he missed at the end of the battle while I stay quiet. They tell him that Shezmu and some of the demons escaped after stealing the Demon King’s dagger. Every time I think of it, my blood goes cold. I keep telling myself that we’ve stopped Efiya, and Shezmu can’t release the Demon King without her. But the demons can still do so much harm on their own. It’s only a matter of time before Re’Mec and the other orishas hunt them down, if they haven’t already.

“And what of the tribes?” Sukar asks, his voice breaking.

“We searched each of them,” Fadyi says, lowering his gaze. “There were no survivors.”

The cravens found the remains of the tribal people picked over by scavenger birds, and Koré burned the bodies out of respect. I’m ashamed to admit it, but I’m glad I didn’t have to see the tribes that way. I was too weak to help with the search.

I couldn’t stand to see my cousins Nenii and Semma, who’d always been so kind to me, or Great-Aunt Zee with her snide remarks. They didn’t deserve to die like that—cut down and left to rot in the sun. I swallow my tears, holding on to my last memories of them. Nenii flirting with a Kes boy at the Blood Moon Festival. Semma sashaying in her beaded kaftan. Great-Aunt Zee laughing while the five tribes danced and celebrated as one.

The conversation falls silent as we come upon a single crowded road that leads into the city from the west. It sits in the shadow of the Almighty Palace and the watchtowers stationed along the cliffs. Ahead of us, there is a checkpoint that hadn’t been there before and a long line of caravans.

Red-clad gendars in silver breastplates shout orders. “Those with horses, mules, and caged animals to the left. Everyone else to the right!”

“This is new,” Sukar says from his perch in the wagon bed.

He doesn’t seem concerned about the checkpoint, but then again, he has no reason to be. I’m nervous that Rudjek hasn’t been able to clear my name—that at any moment one of the gendars will execute me on sight. We move to the left line. A scribe at its head records names and reasons for visiting the city. Meanwhile, the gendars search everything. “Let me see your eyes,” a soldier demands of the woman in front of us traveling with a mule weighed down with sacks of grain.

“See my what?” the woman asks, flustered.

“Your eyes,” the soldier repeats in a slow, mocking tone.

The woman tilts her head up, and the gendar stares down at her.

“All clear,” he says after a pause.

I don’t know what the gendars’ orders are, but they seem specific.

When it’s our turn, the scribe asks for my name. I could lie, but I don’t. I won’t hide who I am. “Arrah N’yar.”

“From where?” the scribe asks.

“From the city,” I say. “I’m Tamaran.”

“Hmm, name sounds Aatiri or Kes,” the scribe remarks. “Where do you reside?”

I can’t go back to the villa, so I give him the address of my father’s shop.

“Show me your eyes,” the gendar working alongside the scribe says.

As I tilt my head up to him, I ask, “What are you looking for?”

The man stares into my eyes intently, searching. “Demons.”

I shudder at his admission. “Are there still demons in the city?”

“No, and we’d like to keep it that way,” the gendar says. “It’s all in the eyes.”

He’s right, I realize. Months ago, the sun orisha, Re’Mec, disguised as the Temple scribe Tam, said that all demons had glowing green eyes. It was the mark of their race. Even when they possessed others, their eyes changed to some shade of green. I’d seen it for myself the first time my sister raised a hand to the sky and caught a demon’s ka. She’d put his soul in a stray cat, then later in the body of a fisherman from Kefu. His eyes had been the same eerie glowing jade in both of his vessels before I ended his life.

After we pass the checkpoint, we pour into the crowded city. It’s so congested that we move at a snail’s pace. Most people head toward the East Market and the docks, where they can set up free trade, but we stay to the west. Once we arrive at my father’s shop, I’ll find some concoction to help Sukar with his headache.

The third afternoon bells toll as we reach the pristine cobblestones of the West Market. Attendants bustle back and forth with baskets of food, textiles, and supplies. Some wear silk elaras, embroidered and jeweled, almost as fancy as the families they serve. Others don modest, rough-woven tunics with no personal effects. They all bear one thing in common: their employers’ crests, sewn on sleeves or shirttails. Never higher, so no one mistakes them above their station.

Head attendants command troupes of apprentices nipping at their heels as they carry out their duties. Even if I’ve never liked the idea of parading around with attendants, I’m relieved to see the market back to normal. When we’d left for the tribal lands, it was all but abandoned.

At the courtyard near the coliseum, our progress slows to a halt. Tension chokes the perfumed air, and it’s too crowded to move. There are more scholars, scribes, and families of import than I’ve ever seen in the market at once. People of high stations hardly ever come to the markets unless there’s an assembly in session. These people swarm around like a hive of angry bees.

I catch snatches of conversations. “Traitor.” “Liar.” “Heretic.”

“We won’t stand for this disrespect,” says a man in a green elara with double rings on each of his fingers. “We have been patient long enough!” My eyes travel to his crest—a ram’s head—the emblem of the royal family and homage to the sun god, Re’Mec. A Sukkara, here—in the market and not inside a fancy litter?

I can hardly believe who’s causing all the fuss. It’s Prince Derane—uncle to the new Almighty One, Tyrek Sukkara. He’s surrounded by others from the royal family and flanked by a dozen guards. Second Son Tyrek became the Almighty One after his father’s and brother’s deaths. Once he took the throne, he let the demons run amok in the city and kill countless Tamarans.

A woman in a scribe’s robe almost runs straight into me, too busy gossiping to watch where she’s going. When she glances up, she stops in her tracks. “It’s her!” the woman shouts, backing away. “The owahyat who set the demons upon us.”

She flings the word like an insult, and I flinch. My heart aches for Ty, our matron, and Nezi, our porter—both former women of the streets, abused by Ka-Priest Ren Eké. He wouldn’t have gotten away with hurting so many women if not for people like this scribe who thought them less. Nezi gave her soul over to a demon, and I haven’t seen Ty since I left the villa in Kefu.

“Watch your tongue, scribe,” Essnai warns, “or I’ll relieve you of it.”

“That’s not the Ka-Priestess, fool,” someone else says. “That’s her daughter.”

“The one who set the demons free?” asks another, distressed.

“No, that one is dead,” comes the answer.

I guess I no longer have to worry about what people know of my mother’s and sister’s crimes. They got the gist of it. Before long, we’re surrounded by people pointing and sneering, and I bite back a curse. The voices from the crowd rise to a deafening chorus. As the mob presses in closer, the magic stirs inside me, and the chieftains’ kas come alive.

Burn them. The Kes chieftain’s voice drowns out the crowd. He’s gifted me with the power to call firestorms. And my fingers ache as clouds swell in the sky over the market. Some of the patrons take note and back away, but most are too furious to notice. Bring them to their knees.

I don’t want to hurt these people, but I won’t let them hurt me, either. Grandmother’s words cut through the rage rushing through my body. Speak your truth, Little Priestess. “I had nothing to do with bringing the demons back,” I say, finding my voice.

“Keep your lies, girl,” someone snaps.

Essnai points her staff at a balding man easing closer with a kobachi knife in his hand. “Another step and I’ll shatter every bone in your arm.” He spits at her feet but heeds her warning.

Sukar climbs from the wagon and hunches over with his sickles in his hands. “I’ve been itching for another fight.”

People in gray tunics push through the angry crowd. A woman in the sheer white headscarf favored among those who’ve chosen Koré as their patron god leads them. I recognize Emere, the head of the Temple attendants.

“Leave her be!” Emere shouts. She and her companions form a line between us and the mob. “The Temple will not let harm come to this girl.”

“We’re supposed to listen to you?” someone screams. “A Temple loyalist who sat back while that girl’s mother killed our children?”

My heart leaps in my chest, remembering the night my mother sacrificed Kofi and the others to Shezmu. She’d done it so that he could beget a child strong enough to free the Demon King. My friend died so Efiya could be born, and I’d been too weak to save him. My knees almost give out, but Essnai leans against my side and her reassuring presence gives me strength.

“I make no excuses for the vile things the Ka-Priestess did,” Emere says. “Nor do I make excuses for her predecessor, Ka-Priest Ren Eké. So many people knew of his perversions and kept his secrets for decades.”

“Let the Almighty One be the judge of her,” someone else yells.

“Acting Almighty One,” Prince Derane corrects, “until I reclaim my birthright.”

“You conspired with Tyrek to cheat your way to the throne,” comes another voice.

“How dare you!” Prince Derane says, pressing a hand over his heart to show offense.

The crowd throws around so many accusations that I can’t keep track of them.

The gong rings atop the coliseum and a contingent of gendars marches into the courtyard. I go still as the first brush of anti-magic pricks against my skin. But the feeling pales in comparison to the wild hope that flares inside me at the sight of Rudjek.

He makes his way through the crowd on horseback with Kira and Majka riding on his heels. All three wear fancy elaras of fitted tunics and matching pants. Majka in royal blue, Kira in black, and Rudjek in white and gold silks, the Vizier’s colors. His elara is even more beautiful than the one he wore at his Coming of Age Ceremony. A flush of warmth creeps into my cheeks. It’s only been a few weeks since we last saw each other, but, oh, how I’ve missed him.

Rudjek’s obsidian eyes find me and seem to say that things will be okay—that I only have to trust him. His horse stops abruptly, and he frowns, looking decidedly annoyed. I bite back a smile at seeing him so out of his element. Kira leans close to him and mumbles something. Rudjek nods as he tightens his grip on the reins and nudges the horse. This time the horse walks forward until the three of them reach the center of the crowd. I notice, then, that Rudjek’s horse is bedecked in a white garment with his family’s crest, a lion’s head, stitched in gold thread.

“I am Majka of House Kelu,” Majka addresses the crowd first. He wears the crest of a leopard pinned to his collar. “I am here to attest that Arrah N’yar saved our country from a great evil.”

Kira’s gilded plume crest glimmers in the sunlight. “I am Kira Ny—daughter of Guildmaster Ny of House Ny.” She adds her voice. “I second that Arrah is the only reason any of you are alive.”

“And I am Rudjek Omari, of House Omari,” Rudjek says, his deep timbre projecting over the crowd with ease. “Your Crown Prince.”

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Crown Prince? I feel like I’ve fallen out of one nightmare into another one.

“I am a descendant of the sun god like my Sukkara cousins,” Rudjek continues. His horse takes an impromptu side step and almost butts into Kira. Rudjek clears his throat. “Magic and charms cannot influence my mind or my words.” He holds on to the horse’s reins tightly—his other hand squeezing his shotel so hard that his knuckles are pale. “So hear my words now. I, too, attest that Arrah put an end to Efiya’s tyranny and the demon threat. She saved us all.”

The crowd deflates upon hearing Rudjek’s decree, but I am breathless. I can’t stop staring at him, realizing what this must mean. His father, Vizier Suran Omari, has seized control of the Kingdom.
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Three

Rudjek

Let it be known that I, Rudjek Omari, survived the cravens, a demon army, and meddling gods only to be bested by a horse. But how could I deprive the people of seeing their Crown Prince? Now that I’ve made a show of proclaiming Arrah’s innocence, I can’t dismount without making a fool of myself.

It’s hard to keep my composure when my thighs are burning like a blazing inferno, but the mob has stopped advancing. Arrah stands between Sukar and Essnai. I ignore the sting of her magic, which feels like needles poking into my spine. She’s dusty from the road, but she still looks like she could snap her fingers and bring this pathetic mob to its knees. I have half a mind to encourage her. She quirks an eyebrow like she knows that I’m thinking of something wicked, but I keep my expression neutral. I need these people to accept my authority without question.

“No harm shall come to Arrah N’yar,” I declare. “Be thankful that she saved our Kingdom and go back to your lives.”

I’m prepared for the crowd to reject me and call me a fraud. I am a fraud—I have no illusion about that, though I’ll be the best fraud they’ve ever seen. By no stroke of luck, they do heed me—their acting Crown Prince. I’d be lying if I said that I couldn’t believe my father arrested Tyrek Sukkara and seized the Kingdom. I’m only surprised that he didn’t do it sooner. I want no part in his political posturing, but I have no choice but to play his game for now.

“Well, if it isn’t the wayward son,” sneers a voice from the thinning mob. The gendars part to reveal Prince Derane looking like a complete ass in his opulent jewels. “Returned from the dead twice now.”

I flourish a half bow. “It is good to see you, too, cousin.”

Behind him, Jahla slips from her place disguised among the Temple loyalists. A lock of her silver hair falls from beneath her gray hood as she leans close to Arrah to deliver a message for me. I squeeze the pommel on the saddle, annoyed to no end that I can’t go to her myself, but this is not the place nor the time. Not with Prince Derane riling people up.

“Talk some sense into Suran before this goes too far,” Prince Derane says, like I have a shred of influence over my father.

The Temple loyalists fuss over Sukar and pull him into their ranks. I’m surprised to see him alive, considering his poor state in the tribal lands. Arrah had vowed to heal him—and she’d finally done it. I bite back my contempt in knowing the same magic that saved Sukar could kill me.

Arrah and Essnai head in the opposite direction with the cravens—Jahla and Raëke. Fadyi remains hidden in the crowd, watching out for me. Now that Arrah’s safe, I turn my attention back to Derane, who’s in the middle of a tirade. “Perhaps we should speak in private, cousin.”

Derane Sukkara throws back his head and laughs. “I’m done with talking in private. Your father would have me cower at his feet and beg for my throne, but I will not stand for it.”

I ward off a yawn, bored. If Derane had any power, he would’ve already raised an army to take back the Kingdom. The news of his little outburst will get back to my father and only make things worse, and I haven’t more time to waste here. I nudge my horse to leave. “I am sure things will work out for the best.”

Prince Derane grimaces as another Sukkara whispers something in his ear. At that, he storms off with his family and attendants trailing behind him.

“We should’ve taken litters.” Majka sits astride his horse, writhing like a worm on a hook. “It would’ve made for a more striking entrance.” He brushes a hand across his messy curls and a few girls near the edge of the crowd giggle. It’s not my imagination that they’re greedily eyeing all three of us—Kira, Majka, and me. Majka waves at them, and one actually squeals.

I clear my throat and glance away from our admirers. “It’s important for people to see me as one of them. Not some pretend royal hiding behind a curtain.”

“I suppose,” Majka grumbles, “but I could do without the flies.”

Kira blows out an exaggerated sigh, making it a point to show her distaste. She is the picture of respectability in the saddle, her back arched, her shoulders squared, though her light skin is flushed in the heat. “Well, we know one thing for sure,” she says, her tone cutting. “Neither of you will be winning a prize for horsemanship. That’s what you get for skipping lessons with your riding scribes.”

A gendar pushes through the ranks and interrupts our bickering. “Crown Prince,” the soldier addresses me in a brisk voice, “your father summons you to the palace at once.”

With the fourth afternoon bells striking on top of the coliseum, I shove down my frustration. I’d planned to see Arrah after this debacle, but I can’t ignore my father. “That didn’t take long.”

“Good.” Majka shoos away a fly buzzing in his face. “We can finally take a litter.”

I don’t answer the soldier as we set off for the Almighty Palace. With a few hours in the saddle under my belt, my legs finally adjust to the horse. It’s a subtle shift, nothing visible to the naked eye—but I can feel my body changing to relieve my discomfort. After a moment or two, the soreness in my thighs and backside dissipates. I cannot shift my appearance like the cravens, but this new part of me—this anti-magic—does have a way of making itself known. It’s been like that since my awakening in the Dark Forest—the night Jahla killed me, and I became something else.

We dismount at the bottom of the mountain, underneath where the Almighty Palace looms above the city, and gendars take our horses. The only way up is by litter and a sophisticated pulley system. I was still a little runt, no more than seven or eight, the first time I visited the palace. An attendant had hauled me into a litter next to my older brother. Jemi spent the entire time pointing out buildings in Tamar as we soared over the city.

That was years before he and our brother Uran volunteered for the Rite of Passage—before they returned home broken men. I still resent Father for sending Jemi away after the altercation in the market that left a merchant dead. He needed his family, and Father abandoned him.

I shake off thoughts of the past as two gendars lead us to a golden litter with edges that curve into ram’s horns. “Sorry for getting you both into this mess,” I tell my friends.

“No, you’re not.” Kira slips onto the red velvet seat and slides to the far side. “You have a talent for trouble.”

Majka leans back against the plush cushion next to her. “That mob was lucky they didn’t piss Arrah off, or we’d have a bloodbath on our hands.”

“That’s not funny,” Kira scolds him.

“It wasn’t meant to be,” says Majka.

I shut my eyes as the litter lifts from the ground and ascends the mountain. I had felt a spike in Arrah’s magic when the crowd closed around her. She would’ve been well within her rights to defend herself.

I’d seen the devastation of her wielding magic firsthand at the sacred Gaer tree when those spineless thugs had thought us an easy mark. She picked up a handful of dirt and tossed it in one of their faces. It had melted the flesh from the man’s bones. Gods. Again, when she’d struck the shotani down with lightning on the way to the tribal lands. And I could never forget the demon at the Almighty Temple. By the time I found the two of them, there was nothing left of his body, only ashes.

“Your father is not going to be happy when he hears of your stunt today,” Majka says as our litter pitches to a stop on top of the mountain. “I wonder how you’ll weasel your way out of trouble this time.”

“When is he ever happy about anything?”

The captain of the guards opens our litter door. Two dozen gendars stand at attention, forming a path to the palace’s steps behind him. They are in red elaras and silver armor, a shotel on each of their hips—two per soldier. “I’m here to escort you to the Almighty One, Crown Prince—” Captain Dakte curses when he sees Kira and Majka. “Why are you out of uniform?”

“I requested a favor of them that required it,” I answer on their behalf.

Captain Dakte is up in years, silver haired, brown skinned, and broad shouldered, an officer who’d climbed the ranks. “That’s quite unfortunate,” he says disapprovingly.

I have no patience for his incessant nagging today as Kira, Majka, and I climb from the litter. The Almighty Palace sits at the center of the mountain, crowned by a gold dome and surrounded by four towers, with ivory walls trimmed in vibrant blue stone. The Sukkaras still live at the palace alongside our Omari cousins who’ve taken up residence. Contrary to what Prince Derane thinks, my father has no intention of ever giving up the throne.

The palace grounds are elaborate, with endless gardens and ponds. A lion roars from one of the stables. Tyrek’s father, Jerek Sukkara, had liked parading them around in the city on occasion. A dog bounds across my path. It’s Fadyi—he insists that at least one of my craven guardians is close by at all times. He must have turned himself into a bird and flown from the coliseum here before taking the dog’s form.

As we cross the gardens and enter the grand tower, attendants stop and bow. They’re worse than the attendants at our old villa who averted their eyes when my parents were around. I don’t like this place—or how everyone treats me like I’m a goose egg balanced on a stick. Majka and Kira leave me to change back into their uniforms.

Captain Dakte leads the way to a private chamber, and two gendars push open the doors. I walk in with my hands on my hips. I will not cower in front of my father. My parents sit at a low table, having afternoon tea. Father studies a scroll splayed out next to a platter of sweets while my mother stares contemplatively through the windows into the gardens.

Neither acknowledges me in front of the guards, but my mother climbs to her feet once they leave. She clasps my hands and offers me a warm smile. “Join us for tea, son.” As always, her quiet voice disarms me, and I almost forget that I am here for a scolding.

“Of course, Adé,” I say, using the Delenian term of endearment. Then I turn to my father. “You summoned me?”

The acting Almighty One looks up from his scroll and lets out a frustrated sigh. It would be an understatement to say that I resemble my father—his impressive height, eyes the color of a moonless night, the Omari high cheeks and prominent jaw. The only notable difference is that his skin is darker, while mine is a shade between his and Adé’s light brown, and I inherited my mother’s distinct northern traits. “I’ve gotten word that the Ka-Priestess’s daughter has arrived in the city via the western checkpoint.”

Straight to business, then. Right. I remove my shotels and take a seat on a cushion at the table. Adé pours me a cup of tea, and I nod to show her my thanks. An attendant rushes into the salon with a bowl of warm water for me to wash my hands. I wait until she leaves before speaking. “I trust that our agreement still stands. Arrah is free to move about the Kingdom.”

“I said that I would lift her banishment if she caused no trouble.” Father clutches the scroll in his fist. “According to this report, she nearly started a riot in the West Market. It was no happenstance that you were there, gallivanting around like a fool, to come to her rescue.”

“Only the second part of that statement is true.” I add a pinch of cinnamon to my tea. “I was indeed gallivanting around the city, making a fool of myself for her.”

Father grits his teeth, but Adé speaks up in her gentle, quiet way, her words placating. “Stop antagonizing each other, lest you leave a door open for the Sukkaras to win back the throne. We can all agree that no one wants that. Derane Sukkara cares more about his indulgences than he does the Kingdom.”

Ah, my mother’s Delenian princess side rears its head. Her tactics aren’t as obvious as Father’s, but she wants the throne as much as he does.

“Speaking of Derane Sukkara.” I clear my throat. “He was the one who nearly started the riot in the West Market, rallying his supporters to win back the throne. You should worry about him before he does something drastic.”

Ignoring me, Father remarks, “The girl should be easier to handle than her mother.”

“She doesn’t need handling,” I say, my voice low.

When I brought him the news of the Ka-Priestess’s death, my father showed contempt for a brief moment, then pretended not to care. It had infuriated me how he turned to the next order of business in the same breath. He was more interested to learn the fate of the tribes, since it meant no more trade with the Kingdom. That’s why I’ve kept the news about our craven lineage a secret. He’d just find a way to exploit it to his advantage. Best he not know.

Father glances at the dregs at the bottom of his teacup, his brows furrowed together. “I did not summon you without reason. We have bigger problems to discuss. The Guard patrolling the East Market reported four people murdered this morning. A witness saw the culprits—two demons.”

My hand slips, and hot tea spills on my fingers before I regain control. I squeeze my eyes shut, and Efiya’s there, lurking in my mind. She’s wearing Arrah’s face as she climbs into the furs. My belly burns like someone’s twisting a knife inside me. I hear the echo of her words when she stopped time on the battlefield. Words that I have never repeated to anyone.

“Are you okay, son?” My mother’s soothing voice brings me back to the here and now.

“Yes, of course.” I put down the tea. “The news caught me off guard.”

“We need to take care of the problem before word spreads across the city,” Father says, getting straight to the point. “Derane will try to use it to strengthen his position.”

Some of the demons had escaped after the battle, but I never thought them brave enough to come back to the Kingdom. It worries me that they’ve appeared upon Arrah’s return. That can’t be a coincidence. She killed their mistress—could they be out for revenge? “I have the most experience with the demons. Let me hunt them down.”

Adé pauses, cradling her teacup. “There’s no need to put yourself at undue risk, son.”

“For once, I agree with Rudjek.” Father picks up a new scroll and a quill from his pile beside the table. “It will serve our cause to have the Crown Prince about the city to win the people’s hearts. I will send some gendars to assist you. You’re not to go anywhere outside the palace grounds at any time without them—do you understand?”

“I prefer to pick my own guards,” I say, keeping my tone even for the sake of peace.

“It’s not up for discussion,” Father snaps, but Adé catches his eye. My mother’s expression is neutral, some might even call it benign, but I know better. A faint tapestry of veins presses against her skin along her forehead. They stand out more when she is of ill-temper—like right now.

Father turns his attention back to me. If his looks could cut, I’d already have a dozen slashes across my chest. “We’ll choose your guards together,” he concedes, his voice bristling with resignation. I give him a winning smile. “Take care of the demon problem and keep that tribal witch under control while she’s in my city.”
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Four

Arrah

My father’s shop is on a quiet street in the West Market. I smooth my hand across the door, my fingers catching on the chipped yellow paint and splintered wood. It looks like someone’s taken an ax to it, but my father’s magic kept them out. It lingers even now, a faint rustling in the wind, a hum, an unfinished song. The whole building pulses with it.

Before I had the chieftains’ gifts, I could only see magic, floating in the air in little colorful sparks. This is something entirely different. I can sense the flavor of my father’s magic, his unique impression. I wrap myself in the feeling of it, knowing that each time I walk into the shop, it will greet me with open arms.

Essnai pats me on the shoulder and sets off for the East Market. At this time of day, her mother and siblings will be hard at work, measuring patrons for the next batch of sheaths. I imagine them showering Essnai with hugs and kisses as they push a dress into her arms that needs her keen eye.

“Would you like one of us to stay with you?” Jahla asks from beneath her gray Temple hood. I’m still surprised by how well she blended in with them. “It may be some time before Rudjek can come.”

I shake my head as I step forward in a daze. I want to be alone.

“We should make sure it’s safe first,” Raëke suggests.

I place my hand on the latch, and magic tingles against my palm as the door gives. I smile to myself, remembering a morning when I was very young and visiting my father’s shop. “The door will always open for you, Little Priestess,” Oshhe said, lifting me onto his hip.

“Will it open for Arti, too?” I asked.

“What did I say about calling your mother by her name?”

“She doesn’t like it when I call her Mama.”

My father drew in a deep breath and kissed my forehead. “To answer your question, no, the shop will only open for you and me when it’s locked. One day when I’m too old to run it, it will be yours.”

Even then, my father had done so much to make up for the distance between my mother and me. This shop has always been my safe place, and now it will be my home. I always dreamed of working with my father, not crushing herbs or cleaning bones, but doing real magic. I’d heal people of their ailments, but I’d make frivolous things, too, like hair color for Essnai. I never thought any part of that dream would come true until now.

The door creaks open as Oshhe’s promise echoes in my mind. Hints of thyme and lavender and lemongrass underpin the stale air. “I’ll be okay here,” I tell Jahla and Raëke.

“We’ll stay close,” Jahla says as I step across the threshold.

I thank them and shut the door behind me. The strap from my sack slides from my shoulder and drops to the floor, kicking up a fury of dust. The jars of oil set about the shop flare to life, and sparks of magic in brilliant colors rise from the shelves. I imagine my father sitting on the empty cushion at the back of the shop, sipping tea, waiting for me to join him. But that part of my dream will never come true—it will always be wishful thinking.

I move through the shelves, taking stock of the pots of dried flowers and herbs, the animal bones, and the charms. Except for the dust, the shop’s the same as it was the night I first traded my years for magic. In the little room at the back, the pot I used to brew the blood medicine sits where I left it.

With a few changes, I can turn the room into an apartment. Rudjek won’t be happy with my decision to live here, and neither will Essnai and Sukar. Rudjek, the new Crown Prince. His father has everything he’s ever dreamed of now—control of the throne and no more Arti to oppose him. Rudjek looked uncomfortable with the crowd’s undivided attention. Gods. He also looked the part—unwavering in his authority, beautiful, and charming. I wondered for days what I would say when I saw him again—what I would do. With this news, it feels like we have yet another thing to keep us apart.

I take to dusting the shop to push aside my thoughts. Magic flounces around in a frenzy as I wipe down jars and pots and bones. I’m halfway through the task when it occurs to me that more sparks have floated through the shop’s walls. It crowds the air, vibrating with energy, pulsing with light, singing a silent song. “Why is it coming here?”

I hold my hand out, and a ruby spark leaps onto my palm. I stumble back, almost bumping into a shelf. I didn’t call the magic, not like when I was healing Sukar. I only wanted to touch it. I look to the chieftains for an answer, and they draw me into a memory of the sacred circle at the Blood Moon Festival. The rolling beats of the djembe drums move through me, and I twist and leap, the magic in the night air shadowing my every step. The leaders of the tribes—the edam—danced at the start of the festival. I see it now through the Kes chieftain’s eyes.

I thought they had called the magic that night, but, no, it willingly came to them like it’s coming to me now. I smile as more magic dances around the shop like an instrument awaiting a player. We could make beautiful music together—music to heal, bring rain to crops, and build something new. The possibilities are endless. I lose track of time as I put away the items from my traveling sack. It’s near nightfall when there’s a knock at the door. A rush of excitement sets my nerves on edge. Gods. I have to pull myself together.

On the way to answer, I stop by the mirror and startle at my reflection. I hardly recognize myself. The face staring back at me is gaunt, with sunken cheeks and eyes rimmed in dark lines. My braids are fraying with the first signs of gray sprouting at my roots. I poke my tongue into the gap where my tooth fell out after I summoned my ancestors in an attempt to stop Efiya. I can take away these scars with the chieftains’ magic, but I wouldn’t have the reminder of what I’d lost—my father, my grandmother, my whole world. Magic can’t erase the past or bring my family back. I won’t put on a more pleasant face. This is who I am now.

The knock comes again, and I grimace, feeling self-conscious. I open the door, but it’s not Rudjek. A round woman stands with her hands on her hips. It’s Chima’s mother—a friend of my father. “Mami!” I say, hiding my disappointment.

She bustles into the shop, and I catch a glimpse of Raëke and Jahla behind her, their looks questioning. I raise a hand to let them know it’s okay. “I came as soon as I heard,” Mami says, her eyes bloodshot from crying. “I’m so sorry, Arrah. May your father’s soul become one with the mother and the father.”

I wrap my arms around my shoulders—pushing back the sobs that threaten to burst from my chest. I don’t tell her that my father can never ascend because Efiya ate his soul. “If not for Arti, he’d still be here.”

Mami glances at a shelf of charms, her gaze roaming across the trinkets. “Despite the bad your mother did in the end, she wasn’t always like that. She opened the orphanage, educated the poor, and fed the hungry.”

“Spare me the speech, Mami.” I temper the anger in my voice. “I do not need reminding of my mother’s deeds, good or bad.”

Mami clicks her tongue and removes a bag from across her shoulder. “Never mind that. I brought you something to eat.” She sets bowls and food wrapped in cloth on an empty shelf, and I catch a whiff of tomato, onion, and cumin. “I was hoping that you’d come stay with us—no reason for you to go back to that big villa alone. I have grandchildren your age . . . and Chima thinks of you as a daughter.”

I force a smile, thankful for her offer. “I have a place to stay.”

Mami’s face creases in heavy lines like she’s got something else on her


















OEBPS/images/map.jpg
ERTRATRIBAL K
m ’ Hcka’sTelnple ’

BN e
wiis- KINGD
%%Mﬁgﬁ%EutM“km .
”& Vizi;x:’sE?s;%_e' =

S o~
~
~

o

H\'\ -
\
y SUOG
b N
AR N

5
"z

&
Q9 ‘v:;





OEBPS/images/ch.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780062871008_Cover.jpg
POWER IS A GIFT—AND A CURSE.

AUTHOR OF KINGDOM OF S®ULS





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
REAPER
OF
SOULS

RENA BARRON

HARPER =SSN
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





