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Dedication

For my mother, whose battle drum has never stopped beating. My fighter, my friend, my champion.



 
Epigraph

Their ships came in on the morning mist. First, they tried to trade: coal, sugar, rubber. But while we counted coins they invaded. They pillaged our land, taking what was not theirs. They stole bloodwerk from our minds. Then they erased us. Assimilation follows decimation. Hand by hand. Tongue by tongue. And now they rule. Until we rise.

Until we rise.

—The truth of the empire signed by Dew, a Ghosting elder




A Child of Fire whose blood will blaze,

Will cleanse the world in eight nights, eight days,

Eight bloods lend strength to lead the charge

And eradicate the infidel, only Gods emerge,

Ready we will be, when the Ending Fire comes,

When the Child of Fire brings the Battle Drum,

The Battle Drum,

The Battle Drum,

Ready we will be, for war will come.

—The foretelling of the Ending Fire, preserved in oral history by the Zalaam
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[image: Section heading motif of drum, Recalling the events of The Final Strife as told by Griot Sheth]
   
The spoken word has been transcribed onto the page; the symbol of [image: Star Image] represents the beating of the griot’s drum.

It all started with a babe, stolen, on the run. A rebellion beginning, a rebellion begun.

And the tidewind, of course, with its nightly hurricane, stronger and stronger, as the days fade.

[image: Star Image]

Ember children taken.

The Sandstorm born.

The Wardens’ Keep breached.

Families torn.

[image: Star Image]

Sylah Alyana was one of those stolen for her red blood, the only caste that can rule. For over a decade she was schooled by blue-blooded Dusters to one day compete in the Aktibar trials. The winners of which determine the next four rulers, our wardens, who preside over the guilds of duty, strength, truth and knowledge.

[image: 3 Star Images]

Aho, I see you raise your eyebrows, you think I’ve missed off a fifth? Why yes, indeed the Warden of Crime does exist, but not in the Keep up there on the hill. He lives underground … well, he did … there’s more to tell.

[image: Star Image]

Sylah’s destiny was to win the Aktibar for strength. But destinies can be thwarted, especially when confronted with Uka Elsari’s vengeance. Warden Uka’s hatred of the Sandstorm ran deep, as deep as a mother’s love, for it was her child the rebels had taken, leaving Anoor Elsari masquerading as an Ember in the Keep.
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Children lost.

The Sandstorm dead.

The Wardens’ Keep sealed.

Uka’s bloodlust fed.

[image: Star Image]

Only three survived the massacre Uka reaped: Lio, Sylah and her training partner Jond. Take a bound, or a leap, skipping the years. I take us to six mooncycles ago, the tidewind stronger than ever, when Jond reappears.

[image: Star Image]

Twenty years old, with more lives behind the eyes, Sylah made a name for herself fighting in the Ring run by the Warden of Crime. She barely noticed the beginning of the Aktibar, once the culmination of her dreams, now out of reach. She traded for joba seed drugs with anything she found: a frame, a picture, or perhaps a map?

[image: Star Image]

No, the map she kept because it looked out of sorts, with a swirl in the corner where there shouldn’t be. There’s no land beyond the sea, so the wardens preach. The Ending Fire killed every lifeform, now there’s just you and them and me.

[image: Star Image]

Now back to Jond we go, with the Aktibar starting, he came to the capital to have his reckoning.
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The Sandstorm resurrected

A new master to lead

Sylah’s purpose rekindled

A secret revealed.

[image: Star Image]

Lio told Sylah that she’s the true daughter of Uka Elsari, the Warden of Strength, and encouraged her to sign up for the Aktibar. With Sylah’s curiosity set aflame, she infiltrated the Wardens’ Keep to take a look at the imposter; the girl who stole her life. But Anoor’s mind was sharper than anybody knew, and she trapped Sylah. They made a trade: Sylah was to train Anoor in order to win the Aktibar, and in return Anoor would teach Sylah how to bloodwerk, a privilege of power, only given to Embers.

There was a third deal made, unbeknownst to Anoor: Sylah would teach Jond her bloodwerk skills and spy for the new Sandstorm leader. But who was this leader?

Perhaps Sylah should have known.
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An interlude. Let us not forget the tidewind with its nightly hurricane, stronger and stronger as the days fade.
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Five trials completed

Love overcomes hate

Now Sylah must choose

What is Anoor’s fate?

[image: Star Image]

The Warden of Crime, Loot, reveals himself to be the new Sandstorm leader; Master Inansi is his true name. Inansi commanded Sylah to kill Anoor before the final trial against Jond.
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Now a predicament presented itself: the Sandstorm or Anoor? Loyalty or love?
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Aho, it wasn’t even a question in Sylah’s mind—it was always going to be Anoor. So she locked her away to stop her competing.
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Now, there’s someone who’s been lurking in the silence of my words. But without the silence, how does a sentence form? That is Hassa’s integral effect on this tale. As a Ghosting her reach is far, but her knowledge all the deeper. She knows more than Sylah of the Sandstorm’s plans, and even more than that besides. Hassa guides Sylah towards the truth. Remember the map, which had Anoor and Sylah searching? A mere quarter of the whole.
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An empire of lies

There’s a world beyond

No Ending Fire at all

The Ghostings’ land gone.

[image: Star Image]

Dusters and Embers had invaded the Ghostings’ home, taking their knowledge of bloodwerk and silencing them by severing their hands and tongues forever more. Sylah returned to Anoor, equipped with this knowledge, but the woman had burst free from her gaol, blue blood marring her exit.
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Eyoh, yes. Anoor had known she could bloodwerk with her blue blood, ever since she’d escaped her mother’s clutches. For Anoor’s childhood had been marred by the shade of ‘what could have been’ if the Sandstorm hadn’t stolen Uka’s true child.
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Anoor’s sword is levelled

Her armour bound

The empire on its knees

A winner crowned.

[image: Star Image]

But it wasn’t Anoor, was it? Dressed like her love, Sylah fought Jond for the win. Anoor was drugged and hidden, safe for a time, ready to claim her prize as the new Disciple of Strength.

And the tidewind with its nightly hurricane, stronger and stronger as the days fade.

[image: Star Image]

But what of Sylah? Anoor’s trust broken and hunted by the Sandstorm, there’s only one place she can go. A voyage, across the sea, to the lands beyond. A quest instigated by the Ghostings, to seek aid to combat the growing strength of the tidewind.

[image: Star Image]

On her journey to the Ghosting settlement Sylah is intercepted by Loot and Jond. Did they not learn? Sylah is not so easily killed. Instead, she captures Jond, and murders Loot. But Loot’s blood isn’t red or blue or clear.

It is yellow.
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A Duster disciple

The Sandstorm gone

A new beginning

A journey to come.
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The tidewind came every night.

It billowed in from the Marion Sea between the clock strikes of ten and six, clawing up sand from the Farsai Desert with invisible talons. Six mooncycles ago the tidewind only unleashed havoc for two strikes of the clock. Now, the hurricane’s chaos reigned for longer each night. It swirled through the thirteen cities of the Wardens’ Empire, wreaking destruction and scattering debris.

In the capital city of Nar-Ruta, the tidewind pummelled at the iron gates of the Wardens’ Keep but the four wardens didn’t wake from their slumber. The wardens’ seconds-in-command slept less soundly. As newly assigned disciples, the weight of the empire struck them with each gust of the wind.

To the north, the tidewind slipped through the expansive villas of the Ember Quarter, but money bought protection, and the wind found no access behind their metal doors.

Across the Ruta River the tidewind went, to the Duster Quarter where wooden shutters were easier to break. Each gale of the tidewind weaponised the sand of the Farsai Desert, splintering the wood that tried to protect the Dusters within, the sleeping bodies, exhausted from a day in the plantations.

On the tidewind blew, towards the final district of Nar-Ruta, the Dredge, the quarter that traded in sex, drugs and drink. Here the tidewind found three bodies. Death had claimed them long before the tidewind did, but still the wind ripped their skin and flesh from their bones, grinding them to mere fragments of what they once had been.

Blue blood scattered like sand.

“Sixth strike,” the clockmaster called out from his protected podium in the Dredge. Few heard his words. Even the tidewind didn’t heed him. The gusts remained, bloated with particles and cadavers as the sun rose.

Those in the Maroon tavern didn’t know the pink sun had begun to shine. The tavern was set deep into the tunnels of the city.

The patrons were drowsy with firerum, the drumbeat from the lone player on stage was without melody, but the crowd shifted slowly to it.

Most of the dancers were Dusters, field workers at that. It was clear from the oozing welts on their backs dripping blue blood to the floor. On the edges of the crowd was a handful of Ghostings, satchels held between their limbs, ready to trade.

The Ghostings’ grey-brown skin was a feature of their translucent blood. But it wasn’t the only thing that marked them. Their hands and tongues had been severed from birth, taken by Embers to silence their truth.

There were no red-blooded Embers in the Maroon.

But there was someone else there that night who was neither Ember, Duster or Ghosting.

She wore a cowl that draped her face in darkness. The sleeves of her dress were long, the skirt pooling around her ankles. But as she surveyed the Maroon, flashes of her features revealed themselves from the shadows. Her dark skin was glossed with a slight sheen of sweat from too many bodies pressed into too small a space. They made it smell too, but her nose didn’t wrinkle. She’d grown up in worse-smelling places.

She was searching for something, for someone, among the crowd. Her eyes darted left and right, assessing each face as it passed. Her hands twisted beneath the table as she fondled a silver spider brooch studded with black diamonds.

She grew careless and the pin of the brooch pricked her.

“Divine’s web.” She muttered the curse with a growl and then instantly chastised herself. Doubly careless, letting slip a phrase that would mark her out in this empire. But no one had noticed. The Maroon was the Nowerks’ small slice of freedom, and freedom was more intoxicating than anything.

She looked down at her hand with a scowl. A bead of blood grew like a drop of liquid sunshine on the tip of her finger.

Yellow.

A droplet of truth that could shatter the empire.

She wiped it on her dress and stood. The doors to the Maroon had been opened. The tidewind no longer raged.

It was time to go home.

She would keep searching. For years, if she had to. The Child of Fire would let themselves be known when they were ready.

And then war would come.

She smiled under her hood.

Let it come.




[image: Part One Explore A stone archway with the words ‘Zwina Academy’ greeted me. As I stepped under it my eyes widened with the endless vibrancy of colour. It was as if my world had been black and white until that very moment. I thought the Academy would have been a studious, quiet place, but the citadel that has built up around it is a dynamic centre of activity. I saw someone with the same pallid skin as me, and my friends, you won’t believe that there are colourless bloods here too. They hark from a land known as the Grasslands, though they grow their beards longer than I like. —Journal of Elder Petra, year 237 B.W. (Before the Wardens’ Empire)]
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Sylah


The Marion Sea is so named by the natives of the Drylands after the Eastern Star, “Marion”. Those who follow the star will find themselves at the shores of the mainland in three weeks. Celestial navigation appears to be the main form of wayfaring for the clear-bloods in the west who have made it to the continent. It is why we have struggled to map their land as precisely as I would have liked.

—Head Cartographer of the Zwina Academy, year 238 B.W.



The world bled blue. Sylah wasn’t sure why she hadn’t realised that before—the earth was a Duster.

Her toes clung to the sand, clenching and releasing the particles of dirt. Something swirled among the waves. She recognised the movement of it, the dips and twirls of the current. The laugh of a splash that she knew, she knew. Her feet left the ground, leading her towards the laughter.

Has she found me? Here at the edge of the world?

The Marion Sea curved across the horizon like an endless smile as it beckoned her closer. She waded in until her pantaloons were sodden to the waist and looked for the woman she loved between the eddies of the water.

Something sparkled beneath her and as she bent to grab it the current became more urgent. The waves that had once been frothy as lace dissipated into a foam like fresh spittle. The sea picked and pulled at her clothes, and the smile on the horizon became a gaping wound bleeding into the oncoming sunset.

“Sylah, what the fuck are you doing?” Jond was shrieking like an eru in heat. She could hear the worried pitter-patter of his sandals at the edge of the shore twenty handspans away.

Her mouth twisted into a scowl at the sound her friend’s voice. Former friend. Friends don’t try to kill each other.

Sylah didn’t indicate she’d heard him. She lifted up the shell she had found and watched the water trickle away. The water was not blue after all but colourless. Transparent.

“Of course, you’re a Ghosting,” she mused to the ocean. It seemed to tug back at her in confirmation.

The land she stood on belonged to the Ghostings: every grain of sand, every droplet of water. It was their world that the founding wardens had invaded. To silence the truth the Embers had taken the Ghostings’ tongues and hands. For over four hundred years the wardens told the lie that the Ghostings were serving a penance for a rebellion. A rebellion that never happened. All they were trying to do was defend their own home.

Stolen.

Sylah had also had her life stolen. She had thought it was Anoor who had taken it, living the life Sylah should have had. But no, that was a lie too. Anoor was exactly where she should be.

A Duster as a disciple and they don’t even know it. The bitterness of her thoughts faded as the sweetness of Anoor’s face filled her mind.

Oh, how she missed her.

She looked at the piece of shell in her hand. The conch was pearlescent green, vibrant, happy-looking like the opulent dresses Anoor wore. Each shade of dress had a name, like “emerald” or “aquamarine”. Fancier names than “puke” and “mould” like Sylah had suggested.

A swift wave struck Sylah hard, and she found herself struggling to regain balance. The shell in her hand came loose, and for a panicked moment she lost it. Lost her, all over again.

“No, no, no.”

Her inkwell flashed silver under the water as she tried in vain to part the waves. It was embossed with a sprawling cascade of poison ivy. A reminder of the Warden of Crime who had procured it for her. Though Sylah couldn’t help but wonder if it weren’t a true reflection of her nature; she had poisoned every relationship she’d ever had.

A glimmer of turquoise.

Sylah lunged for the shell, pulling it from the clutches of the ocean. She clasped it against her chest.

“Maiden’s tits,” she hissed.

In her eagerness she had squeezed the shell too tightly and the edge had sliced a fine line through her palm. The salt water prickled as it sated itself on her red blood.

Just like Anoor, the shell has bite.

Smiling wryly, Sylah reached for the sword that hung from her waist. It was sheathed in a scabbard that still smelt of Anoor. Sandalwood. As she withdrew it, the sunset illuminated the embossed gold of the hilt.

—Yellow arterial blood sprayed like warm honey—

She winced at the memory. Not because of Loot’s severed head that she held in her mind’s eye, but because of the impossibility of it. Loot had been the leader of the Sandstorm, but no one Sylah had ever met had had yellow blood.

Sylah looked up to the sky.

“Lies upon lies upon lies,” she whispered in anguish to the God the Abosom priests said lived behind the clouds. Sylah wasn’t so sure.

Crunch.

She thrust the tip of the blade through the outer shell, chipping away some of the colour. The Anoor-shell would be braided in later. Another piece of Sylah found.

“Sylah?” Splash, splash. Jond really was worried if he’d got his feet wet. The sandals he’d been wearing were threadbare enough without sea salt getting into the leather.

“What are you doing?” His voice careened into another octave.

“Waiting,” Sylah called back without turning her head. She stole another look at the horizon, wondering if the truth lay somewhere beyond it.

“What for?”

I don’t know.

She sighed and began to wade back towards the shore where Jond was standing. “Just waiting for you to start the dance.”

Jond’s eyes narrowed in anticipation of the insult that he hadn’t yet grasped. “What?”

“I heard male erus shake their balls during the mating dance. If you’re expecting to attract Boey, you’ve got to try a little harder. The shrill was pretty good though, right, Boey? Maybe on the high side?”

The giant lizard settled herself deeper into the blue sand, her third eyelid closed as if blocking out the sight of them could drown out their incessant bickering. Jond’s face screwed up in disgust, and he turned towards the carriage hooked onto Boey’s haunches. His own pantaloons were wet and clinging to his muscular legs. Sylah tilted her head and surveyed him.

Jond hadn’t weathered the four weeks of travel well. Although they never spoke of the injury he had sustained in the runebomb, he held his left shoulder closer to his chest. Sylah had seen him wince more than once. His tight curls, usually kept tall on the top of his head, had matted together with sweat and grime.

Sylah’s own black curls had just grown long enough to braid again. The plaits hung limp over her large brow. Every time they had found a source of fresh water Sylah had diligently washed her hair and rebraided in the piece of bone from the Sanctuary and the spider brooch she had taken from Loot’s corpse. Now she had another token to add to the collection.

A gale laced with salt brought tears to her eyes.

“We need to find shelter.” Jond’s words cut through her thoughts.

He was right, the tidewind was coming.

“Ood-Rahabe isn’t far from here. The Ghosting settlement is meant to be in the caves just beyond it.” Sylah reached past Jond to retrieve the map that was never far from her sight. She unravelled it on the ground and carefully avoided looking at the bottom corner, though the shape of the word “Nar-Ruta” seared into her peripheral vision. She didn’t want to see how far they had come, how far away they were from the capital. From Anoor. All she wanted to do was go back to her. But Anoor had tasked her with bringing back aid to help stop the tidewind and Sylah wouldn’t let her down.

“How long?” Jond asked.

“Half a strike, maybe less.” Ood-Rahabe was a dot of ink on the map, smaller than a coin among the towns and cities of the Wardens’ Empire, but it was a mere grain of sand in the wider world. Sylah’s hand splayed across the new world where they were headed. It could have swallowed the Wardens’ Empire ten times over.

“The tidewind will be here before then. We need to go,” Jond said.

Sylah nodded and rolled away the map, slapping Boey’s rump with the tube.

“Stop sleeping, you’ve got to get us to Ood-Rahabe in under half a strike and according to Hassa, there will be someone to greet us and lead us to the Ghosting settlement.”

Boey huffed through her nostrils but didn’t move. Sylah ground her teeth.

“Want me to drive?” Jond asked.

“Get in the carriage.” Truly, Sylah was sick of driving, but she couldn’t trust him not to turn Boey around at the first opportunity.

“Can I get some help?” The words were cruelly twisted, as if Jond’s mouth spat them out without his mind wanting them to.

Sylah rolled her eyes and grasped hold of his left shoulder. He hissed through his teeth and she lessened her grip a bit. She guided him up the steps to the metal carriage, giving him a boost on his ass when he needed it. It wasn’t graceful, but she wasn’t about to remove the restraints from his hands or feet.

Sylah locked the carriage door and withdrew her stylus from her neck. She hastily drew a series of bloodwerk runes to keep Jond trapped. A necessary precaution she had learnt the hard way. Three times he’d managed to escape his bindings, though he’d never got far enough to outrun Boey.

The small platform at the front of the carriage was the driver’s seat. It was slightly arched to allow for Boey’s tail to tuck beneath the rolling carriage. Sylah jumped on and flicked the reins connected to the harness around the eru’s waist.

“Right, Boey, final stretch. Come on, girl.”

Boey rose up on her hindquarters and farted before settling back down. Sylah could hear Jond laughing in the carriage behind her.

“Come on. Go.” Sylah flicked the reins harder. “I bet you weren’t this stubborn with Anoor—” It was as if Anoor’s name set a fire alight under the eru’s belly as Boey sprang forward in the sand, the carriage and all its contents lurching with her. There was a moment, a mere breath, where it looked like she was going to settle down again, but something in the distance caught the creature’s attention. Then they were off, Boey’s shrill sounding suspiciously like a laugh.

The tidewind had started a quarter of a strike into their journey. It raged and swirled around Sylah with the ferocity of a hurricane made deadlier with the force of debris and dirt. The blue sand of the Farsai Desert was whipped into a frenzy and began to draw blood, so she had to resort to joining Jond in the carriage. It was tidewind-protected and had been their shelter for the entirety of their journey.

“Do you think Boey will keep going?” Jond had to shout to be heard.

“I pointed her straight, so I hope so.” Erus’ thick scales had evolved to withstand the worst of the tidewind, but still Sylah worried. Anoor loved Boey almost as much as Sylah loved Anoor and she didn’t want any harm to come to the beast.

The tidewind paused for a breath and there was an unsettling silence.

“How are we going to cross the Marion Sea in this?” Jond spoke the question they had both been wondering about every night. The sea was known to be dangerous in the day, let alone in the evening when the tidewind raged. It was also said monsters roamed the deep. But Sylah gave little credence to children’s tales.

Sylah shivered. “The Ghosting elders will know … wait. Is Boey slowing down?”

She was; the rhythm of her claws in the sand had dropped in tempo. Sylah used one of the peepholes to look outside.

Village was an exaggeration. There were two houses, maybe three that Sylah could make out beyond the swirling sand. A gust blew dirt into her mouth. She hawked and spat by Jond’s feet, slamming the peephole shut.

“We’re here.”

“Oh.”

“The houses are small, shutters down already. We should sleep here tonight.”

“You promised me a bed,” Jond said.

“You promised you’d always have my back,” Sylah snapped back. “Instead, you tried to kill me, and the woman I love. Seems like neither of us are good at promises.”

Jond flinched. Sylah wasn’t sure whether it was from her words or from the weather, as a vicious gale slammed into Boey’s side. The lizard settled deeper in the sand, eventually burying so deep only her nostrils and the carriage strapped to her haunches were visible.

Sylah reached behind Jond to retrieve her waterskin. She unscrewed the lid and pulled out the small leather pouch that looped around her belt. Even in the darkness she could see the warm red of the powder within. The ground-up joba seeds were so fine her fingers could barely feel the powder as she reached into the pouch. She withdrew her hand and frowned. Only a few grains left. She tipped what remained of the powder into the waterskin.

Six mooncycles ago she had been addicted to the drug so completely that she’d been unaware that the seeds were taking an irrevocable toll on her body. Now she had come to rely on the drug and needed to take a small amount each day just to survive. She downed the waterskin. Jond’s eyes glittered as he watched her. His mouth opened. Closed. Opened again.

She waited.

“You are not blameless,” were the words he finally settled on.

Sylah snorted, rolling the phlegm in the back of her throat.

“Blame?” she whispered with an exhale. Her fingers traced the lettering in the dirt of the carriage. “You see the letters? B L A M E.” She showed off her handiwork to Jond, but his face held no expression. “Anoor taught me to write, but that word always came easy to me.” She held his gaze. “Because it has been seared into my mind with a scythe ever since that day, over six years ago now, when I caused the death of everyone in our family. I am the one who scores it across the walls of my mind every morning. Don’t for one moment assume that I think I am blameless. I am the cause and the catalyst, the kindling and the spark.”

She turned away from Jond and pulled her knees up to her chest, feigning sleep for strikes until she fell into an uneasy slumber.
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Sylah


The people of the Academy are as lively as the minds that occupy it. Every house is painted a different colour; there are greens, blues, purples and reds. Even the cobbles beneath my feet are varying hues of pink marble.

—Journal of Elder Petra, year 237 B.W.



Sylah was awoken by a gentle tap on the side of the metal carriage. She slurped in the drool that had pooled between the back of her hand and her mouth.

“Jond, wake up.”

His eyes slid open with the readiness of one of the Stolen. Only this time Azim wasn’t standing above them with an unsheathed blade, ready to pounce. Sylah shook the training exercise from her mind.

“What is it?” Jond asked.

“Someone’s at the door.” Sylah stretched her sword hand, the fingers popping. “And of course, Boey didn’t move a handspan.” She thumped her fist on the wall of the carriage. But there was no response from the slumbering beast.

“Untie me,” Jond demanded.

Sylah laughed. “Nice try.”

“They might be trying to attack us.”

“Sure, because that’s what we’d do—knock politely first.”

Jond shrugged but his eyes were brimming with mistrust. Sylah’s hand reached for the pommel of her sword just in case. She unbound the blade; it was just a slice of shadow in the dark carriage. She held it behind her as the knock came again, then opened the peephole.

A Ghosting looked up at her. She had seen less than seventy years but surely more than forty. Her face was a conundrum that had Sylah exploring her lines and dashes like a word she struggled to write.

“Hello, would you be able to lead us to the Ghosting settlement? To the elders?” Sylah asked.

“What’s going on? Who is it?” Jond was urgent behind her. Was that hope in his voice?

But there was no saviour today, not for him anyway.

The Ghosting looked at Sylah and released her muscles in a smile. Sylah settled on sixty years of age.

Welcome, the older woman signed, I am Memur, sister of Elder Dew. Her limbs circled wide as she signed the greeting. Born into servitude, Ghostings were always named by their Ember masters after animals or objects. A memur was a type of marsupial that lived in the green hills of Jin-Gernomi. The elders are waiting for you, Memur continued.

Sylah had learnt the Ghosting language a long time ago. Mute with grief after causing the death of all the Sandstorm, Sylah had met Hassa, a young Ghosting with a dry sense of humour that matched Sylah’s own. Hassa taught her to read the signs, the subtle twists of their arms and the small movements in their wrists and jaw. It was a complex language based on over two thousand gestures, and Sylah was as fluent in reading them as a non-native could be.

“The elders haven’t left yet? That’s good.” Sylah wasn’t sure if it was good. Part of her wished they had started on their journey without her. With Loot out of the picture Sylah was free to return to Nar-Ruta.

Sylah saw Anoor’s face in her mind. The wide rounded eyes, perpetually startled by the joy of life. A force of energy as fierce as the tidewind. And like the tidewind, Anoor’s power had grown, and the safety of the citizens of the Wardens’ Empire was now her responsibility.

No, I won’t return without aid, Sylah told herself fiercely.

She opened the carriage door and stepped out into the cool morning air. A dozen Ghosting faces looked back at her. Musawa, women, men; of all shapes and sizes, but connected by the mutilated arms by their sides and the severed tongues in their mouths. But there was something different about these Ghostings. They wore their hair longer than the required shaven style of a servant. Few dressed in the beige uniform that singled them out as hired help, and instead they wore faded woven patterns that Sylah was more accustomed to seeing on Dusters. Beyond the aesthetic there was something less tangible that set them apart from other Ghostings she had known. It was in the way they held themselves.

They were free.

Memur gave her a knowing smile as she gestured for Sylah to follow her towards the village.

Sylah looked around. The hamlet was even smaller than she had thought last night. The three houses were actually one, connected through enclosed corridors that protected them from the tidewind. Drying fish hung from every structure, but Sylah couldn’t smell them on the breeze so she knew they were from this morning’s catch. The shore was less than twenty handspans away and she found herself being drawn back into the depths of the sea.

This was it: the last step before leaping across the abyss.

“How is it you are all here, out in the open? Won’t the Embers grow suspicious?” Sylah looked beyond the crowd of Ghostings searching for any signs of Embers.

Someone snickered and Sylah looked for the culprit, but whoever it was had pushed their face smooth.

You need not worry about Embers, Memur signed.

“What about the imir? Is their representative here? An overseer perhaps? I’d like to see them.” Sylah fingered the ambassador token in her pocket. Her last gift from Anoor, it allowed her to use the wardens’ credit for supplies and services she might need, including mail. Anoor knew she’d be here; maybe, just maybe she’d sent a letter.

Something like mistrust slipped into the curves of Memur’s face. Why?

“I have the wardens’ seal in order to restock, it could help us on our journey.” In small villages such as these, the imirs, who were the leaders of the twelve cities outside of Nar-Ruta, sent overseers to maintain the running of the smaller towns that orbited their main strongholds.

Memur cleared her throat and signed, The elders have all they need. They have already postponed their journey enough. We must go now.

The detour to the Sanctuary must have delayed Sylah more than she’d thought. But her family’s ghosts had long yearned for rest. She pulled on the braid at her neck where the bone she had found there was braided.

“I must still see them,” Sylah said firmly.

A girl pushed through the crowd. Her skin had the ashen tinge of a Ghosting, though her eyes were darker than the usual greys and blues. Her pale brown hair had been pulled into four tight plaits. She reached out to pull on Memur’s robe with her hand.

“Memur, is she come, is she here?” And she spoke. With a tongue.

Sylah watched her with unconcealed fascination.

Yes, she is here. Go to the elders, warn them we’ll be coming, Memur signed back to the girl, who nodded and slipped away.

“How? How is it that she lives without the Embers’ knowledge?” Sylah asked.

A movement behind them drew her gaze away from the disappearing back of the girl. Something, no, someone fell out of the carriage beside Sylah. He was clutching a spoon between his two baby fingers that were bucking against his hand restraints like worms.

Sylah pinched the bridge of her nose. “Jond, did you try and attack me with a spoon?”

“No.” He spat sand from his mouth as he wriggled to sit up from his sprawled position.

“Ah, I see, you were just hungry and thought, hmm, now is the time to try a spoonful of sand.” She took a step towards him, and he brandished his weapon towards her. “How long have you been hiding that spoon for?”

“It is not a spoon.” He began crawling away on his elbows towards Memur. “Will you help me? Free me from this woman? She’s keeping me prisoner.”

The Ghostings stepped back with a look of disgust as if they knew him, knew his sins.

“Not a spoon? Oh, I’m sorry, I see now, you’ve been carefully shaving the sides to a point. You have a nice sharp spoon. Well done.” Sylah clapped her hands. “Oh, how rude of me. Everyone, this is Jond. My ex-lover.”

“Don’t call me that,” he growled under his breath as he crawled ever further away.

“And yes, I know you’re all wondering, he was an adequate lover—”

There was the sound of sliding steel and the slapping of leather straps. It took less than a breath for all the Ghostings to brandish their weapons. They levelled them at Jond, their lips pulled back in snarls. Sylah jumped in front of their blades.

“Skies above! If I wanted him dead, I would have done it before now.”

Move aside, let us kill the traitor. Even Memur had produced a dagger from the folds of her cloak. It was tied to her forearm and she held it steady, pointing at Jond’s eyes. Sylah had never seen anything quite as menacing as a Ghosting signing with a dagger strapped to their wrist. It was as if generations of anger and oppression had only made their signing more lethal.

We understand he was one of the Sandstorm, as important to you as family. You would not be able to kill him. But allow us, a young musawa countered. They were the gender of those neither man nor woman—neither, but never less. Ghostings believed that musawa were blessed by Anyme to be born with both spirits of man and woman within them. It was in this musawa’s eyes that Sylah saw the echoes of those souls, each with the same bloodthirsty look in their eyes.

“No, no, I was keeping him alive to get some truth out of him.” The sound of Loot’s spinal cord crunching invaded Sylah’s mind again. She stumbled, righted herself and looked back at Jond. “Well, I suppose he hasn’t been very helpful there so …”

“Sylah,” Jond groaned, noting the mirth in her voice.

The thing was, she was enjoying it, dangling death before him. He had after all tried to kill her first.

“No, you can put your weapons down. I mean to bring him with us on this journey.” Sylah smiled. “And leave him there.”

Memur barked out a laugh. Maybe crueller than death, no?

“That’s the plan.” Jond growled behind her, but Sylah felt no remorse. She continued, “Will you be able to take me to the overseer?”

No.

“No?”

The overseer is not in town. I will take you to the elders. Maybe you will be able to see the overseer before you go.

“But—” There could be a letter from Anoor … 

Come, bring your prisoner, let us see what the elders think of their new captive. They were not anticipating another. Memur spun on her heel, her dagger disappearing up her sleeve.

“Come on, Jond, time to drop your spoon.” Sylah pulled him up by his shoulders and pushed him ahead of her as she followed the Ghostings through the village.

They had been walking for half a strike when Sylah noticed the footsteps in the sand. Hundreds of them, of varying sizes, pressed into the shoreline, yet to be washed away by the rising tide. But the beach was empty, with no sign of a settlement or caves.

“How much further?” Sylah called out ahead. Jond had been dragging his feet, so Sylah was forced to cattle prod him to speed up. She ignored his grumbling as they came level with Memur.

“How much further?” Sylah tried again.

Memur turned to her. We’re here.

Sylah wasn’t sure if Memur had lost her wits. 

Jond laughed. “All this travelling, all your threats … and there’s nothing here. There’s nothing here,” he chortled. Sylah wanted to punch him in the throat. And she would have done it, too, if they weren’t with company. Anoor had taught her that wasn’t polite.

Sylah scanned the horizon. There was nothing. The sea to her left, the sand dunes of the Farsai Desert to her right. No cliff face, no caves, no settlement sprawling across the shoreline. It was like someone had punched her in the throat. No words could encompass her disappointment.

This way, Memur signed, leading them towards the sand dunes. A smile lifted the corners of her lips, as she enjoyed Sylah’s desolate expression.

“Jond’s right, there’s nothing—” Sylah stopped speaking, but her mouth remained open. There was something strange about the sand dune in front of them. Though this dune curved upwards like the rest, the sun shone a little differently on its surface. Still glittering like sand, but shinier, more reflective than it ought to be. And when the wind blew, not one speck, not one grain shifted from the structure, as if each granule of sand was glued in place.

No, not glued. Forged.

The sand dune was pure glass, frozen like crystal.

“How?” The word formed on her lips, but Sylah wasn’t sure any sound followed.

Memur smiled sadly. Our ancestors’ bloodwerk, knowledge lost to us long ago.

She led them towards an archway leading into the centre of the glass dune and Sylah’s awe intensified. Above them the glass swirled through the air like a river of sapphire. Shades of blue shifted in the sunlight, casting a network of refracted rays across the ground. Sylah reached up as if to catch one of the beams of light. It rippled across her fingers like water. She breathed in, trying to still her heart from the wonder, and noted how the air was even sweeter here than by the sea.

Because it was touched with the smell of home cooking.

The aroma of fried flatbread, the edges charred for flavour, flooded Sylah’s mouth with saliva. The honeyed scent of kelewele, made from overripe plantain, transported Sylah back to the streets of Nar-Ruta. But it was the smell of groundnut stew that truly made her feel like she was home. Spicy, just like Mama used to make it.

Sylah was so busy yearning for the Duster Quarter that she hadn’t realised the procession had stopped. She slammed into the person in front of her.

“Sorry,” Sylah said until she saw it was Jond and scowled. She looked past him to see why they’d faltered. There they were: the four elders of the Ghostings.

Sylah had last seen them in the Nest, the cavern deep under the ground of the city of Nar-Ruta. It was where the elders had held their court for centuries without the prying eyes of Embers or Dusters.

You never know what is under your feet until you look deeper, Sylah thought. And it seems like you never know what’s in front of you until you look within.

She stepped forward and greeted the elders. The four of them cut a fierce image in the twinkling light. They all wore the soft beige fabric of the Ghosting servant uniform, though they styled it without the woven kente belt that indicated where they worked. Rather than signposting who their masters were, the elders’ long dress-like garments were each knotted with an intricate band of silver rope in finely spun metal. Elder Dew held Sylah’s attention first. The eddies of skin around their grey eyes crinkled upwards as they gave her a welcoming grin. Their thin arms leant heavily on their crutch. It was much more worn than the last time Sylah had seen it. Dew had come a long way.

“Elders.” Sylah returned Elder Dew’s smile.

You are late. Elder Reed’s piercing blue eyes conveyed her anger. You were meant to meet us at twelve noon on the final day of the Aktibar. Then we received word you would be joining us here. But still we have waited three days longer than we intended.

“Ah, sorry about that … I had some things to attend to.” Namely, dressing up as Anoor and winning the trial of combat for her.

Elder Dew raised their eyebrows. Somehow they knew. Who is this you have brought?

“Jond, say hello.” Sylah nudged him with her elbow, but no word escaped him. Oddly enough, he looked scared. Sylah wasn’t sure she’d seen that expression on his face before, even when she’d held the sword against his neck.

“Not so chatty all of a sudden?” Sylah turned back to the elders. “He tried to kill me.”

He is the Warden of Crime’s lackey, what did you expect? Reed signed, snorting.

“Former Warden of Crime.”

Elder Dew tilted their head.

“I killed him.”

The silence in the glass cavern was absolute.

Elder Zero had never spoken to Sylah; even in that candlelit room beneath the city, Zero’s arms had stayed fast. Until now.

He tilted his head back and roared, the laugh echoing around the chamber and shivering his jowls with delight.

She killed him? This waif of a girl killed the leader of the Sandstorm? Tears streamed down his face, his silvered locs quivering around his smile.

Reed threw him an annoyed look and turned to Sylah. Why didn’t you kill that one? She pointed an arm at Jond.

She was raised with him. They were lovers once. Dew stepped in before Sylah could respond. She smarted; she would have killed Jond, should have killed Jond, but she wanted more information.

“Loot’s blood ran yellow.”

Elder Zero stopped laughing.

“I thought Jond might know something about that,” Sylah continued.

And has he told you anything? Reed asked, her emotions carefully blank for the first time.

“Not yet.”

“Ha,” Reed replied and signed, So, kill him now.

Sylah shifted her feet. “I want to exile him. Leave him in the mainland. It’s not his fault … Loot brainwashed him.”

Sylah heard Jond turn to look at her. She didn’t meet his gaze but said out of the corner of her mouth: “But it is still all your fault.”

This isn’t an eru bus that anybody can just jump aboard, Reed said.

Nor do we harbour traitors and thieves. Elder Ravenwing entered the conversation, his eyes swimming with malicious intent. His shadow of dark hair hadn’t grown since Sylah had last seen him and she wondered if it was a type of bloodink tattoo—dark hair was rare on a Ghosting.

“It’s only one more person. I can’t leave him on this island. I can’t risk—” Anoor’s name stuck in her throat. She coughed and continued, “If supplies are an issue, I have an ambassador token. When the overseer comes back, I can use it to stock up.”

The overseer? Dew asked.

In the village, they’re away at the moment, Memur interrupted.

Why do you need to see the overseer? Dew asked, expressionless.

“I thought …” Sylah couldn’t bear to lie. “I thought there might be some letters sent from the capital for me.”

Dew shook their head firmly. No, the Ghostings in the village have received no mail for you, nor has the overseer.

Sylah swallowed her disappointment.

Elder Reed rounded on Dew, blocking off the elders signing to each other. Memur averted her gaze politely, but Sylah had no time for that. She shimmied around and tried to spy in.

We do have the extra prisoner, we had counted on the warden’s daughter being here, Elder Zero signed, a laugh still hanging off his lips.

Taking on this girl is bad enough, Ravenwing responded.

Sylah couldn’t see Reed’s reply, but there was a nod in it.

Hassa asked us to bring her. Plus, if she killed the Warden of Crime, she might be helpful, Zero signed.

Hassa is a child, Ravenwing countered. Sylah frowned. Eighteen was not a child.

She has never been a child. We took that away from her when we severed her hands and tongue beneath the city. Elder Zero’s face was solemn.

Sylah winced. She had only recently learnt that Hassa had been born without the wardens’ knowledge. In order to keep her safe, the elders had maimed her just like the others. She became a spy, an undocumented Ghosting who could infiltrate any household in the guise of a servant.

“Do you think the walls could cave in during the tidewind?” Jond whispered to her right.

Sylah batted him away. “Shut up, I’m trying to read their conversation.”

“But seriously, it’s glass, right? It must be so … fragile.”

“They’re discussing your fate and you’re scared of the ceiling?” Sylah shot him an annoyed look. Jond’s eyes were glued to the roof. His harsh jawline had been softened by the thick beard he had grown during their journey.

“They can kill me if they want.” He shrugged. “As long as I don’t die under the weight of this place.”

“You want to die?”

Jond levelled his gaze at Sylah, all trace of fear gone from his features.

“No, Sylah, I want to live, I want to fight for the Sandstorm, I want to see the Embers suffer—”

“Oh, shut up, would you? Your righteousness is boring me to death. I wish I’d never taken off your gag.” Sylah turned her gaze back to the elders, but she caught the start of Jond’s smile.

The elders broke apart from their semi-circle and turned to Sylah.

Come, we have decided. Elder Dew beckoned to her, though their expression gave nothing away. The four elders turned on their heels and walked deeper into the depths of the glass dune.

Reed and Ravenwing were signing darkly to each other up front, though Sylah caught only their fevered looks in her direction.

“What have you decided?”

No one answered her.

She jogged to keep up with them. Maiden’s tits, Dew can walk fast, she thought.

Sylah was about to ask again when the sand beneath her began to slope and harden into man-made cement. They had reached a cliff edge of some kind. Sylah peered past the figures of the elders to the scene below.

“By the fucking blood,” Sylah whispered. None of her usual curses seemed strong enough, so she used one of Anoor’s. With a flourish of course.

As Sylah looked down on the scene below she was plunged into a state of stupefaction. “Settlement” was too small a word: it couldn’t encompass the splendour of what she saw. Sprawling homes were built into the hollow glass dune. And the streets, constructed of whitestone bricks but clean of any grime, resembled the Ember Quarter in scale and aesthetic. Domed roofs covered the many villas, with wide courtyards lacking the signature joba tree.

Everywhere else in the empire joba trees signified wealth and prosperity—the larger the tree the more you had. But here, in this glittering cavern, everyone had wealth. It may not have been the material wealth the citizens of the empire valued. But freedom brought a wealth with which no treasure could compare.

As light shimmered in hues of blue across the whitestone structures her eyes were drawn to an open space where children played. Children with hands and tongues. Children the empire hadn’t cut down.

Her breath caught in the back of her throat and her eyes burnt with the beauty of it.

Hungry for more, Sylah’s gaze followed the narrow streets as she took in all the surrounding buildings. Schools, market stalls, even what looked to be a library. Her eyes roamed to the shadowed edge of the cavern, a league away at least, and saw a squat collection of villas that were set apart from the town. She thought she saw the silhouette of a group of people, but she couldn’t be sure.

“Those look like barracks,” Jond breathed next to Sylah, his eyes as wild as his unkempt beard.

Elder Ravenwing gave Jond an appraising look, a sly grin spreading across his features. Yes, we’re building an army.
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The dhow is the most common boat used by emissaries from the Drylands. Though they rarely visit our shores I have hopes that we may learn their ways and traditions of seafaring.

—Journal extract from the First Sea Lord of the Queen’s armada, year 280 B.W.



The steps that led to the town below had been chipped into the glass and clinked as they walked. As they got deeper into the town, the sunlight receded, and the soft glow of runelamps began to light their way. She noted that, rather than red, the lamps glowed a clear white, and wondered who had written the runes on the glass orbs.

“What is the army for?” Sylah asked the elders. None of them turned to answer her. They lent their concentration to the steep staircase as they carefully lowered themselves down. Sylah estimated Reed was the youngest at forty years of age and Elder Dew nearing eighty, with Zero and Ravenwing claiming the years in between.

Though there was no breeze, the air hummed with activity and life and the smell of fires and stews. This was what the Dredge was meant to be like, maybe even what it had been before the founding wardens invaded.

“Elders, why do you need an army?” Sylah asked again when they reached the glass dune floor.

Ravenwing’s sharp mouth curled, and he signed, Once the tidewind is tamed, we intend to fight for our land.

Come. Elder Dew interrupted their conversation. We will leave at dawn on the first morning waves with the fishermen. For now, you will stay with me. I am sure you have many questions.

Panic struck Sylah.

“We left Boey in the village.” 

You brought another traitor? Ravenwing rounded on her.

“No, no, the eru.”

Elder Zero laughed, though he hadn’t really stopped laughing. It was like he’d been cracked open and now he couldn’t scoop the chuckles back into his shell.

The eru will be fine, though we cannot take them with us on this journey. They will be safe in the village. Elder Dew put their wrist on Sylah’s arm. Sylah was sad she didn’t get a chance to say goodbye to the blue beast. To hug her scales and whisper stories about Anoor one more time.

“They’ll look after her?”

Dew inclined their head.

“What of our belongings, our packs?” All Sylah had was the pouch of joba seed powder—now empty—and the sword that hung by her waist, the familiar weight of it pressing against her hip.

I sent my sister to organise bringing them over.

Sylah must have missed another subtle discussion. She hadn’t even noticed Memur leave.

Sylah nodded. “Thank Memur for me.”

Come, this way.

Sylah and Jond followed the elders through the streets of the city. Ghostings stopped in their work and watched with open mouths as Sylah and Jond, so clearly not Ghostings, walked through their home.

They don’t like invaders, Elder Reed signed.

“Invaders.” Sylah flinched as the word hit her in the chest. She realised for the first time that it was true. She was an invader; every red-blooded and blue-blooded citizen was. Even if it was her ancestors who had done the crime, her very existence took up a space a Ghosting should have had—if disease and servitude hadn’t killed them. Centuries-old guilt hung heavy in her heart.

But that guilt was light as a feather compared to the oppression the Ghostings felt every day.

“I can understand that,” Sylah replied quietly.

As they got closer to the buildings, she began to see the difference between this hidden world and the rest of the empire. The domed roofs had a small opening in the centre where smoke from a central hearth seeped through. Though there were no plants—there was no sunlight to sustain them—the Ghostings still decorated their homes with fine carvings of flowers and petals. The carvings hung off the doorframes and dangled in windows, as small expressions of joy. There were no metal tidewind shutters on any of the doors or windowpanes.

This wasn’t just a world free of oppression. It was a world free of the tidewind.

“How long have you lived down here?” Sylah asked.

Our ancestors found the glass dune fifty years ago. Though we didn’t have the means to turn it into a settlement until the last decade. Elder Dew looked at the glass joba flower that Sylah was gazing at which swung off the roof of the closest home. Slowly, day by day, our settlement blooms.

Sylah mashed together her quivering lips. Hassa would have loved it here. Instead, she’d stayed behind, giving up her space on the journey to help Anoor and to save the other Ghostings in Nar-Ruta.

They weaved through narrow alleyways until they came to a stop at one of the larger homes on the lane. Dew pushed open the door with their crutch.

Go in, the elder indicated to Sylah and Jond. They entered the dark home while the others signed to each other outside.

“Can you see the runelight switch?” Sylah asked.

“No.”

“Help me find it.”

“I don’t think I’m much help with my hands bound together,” Jond said.

“I’m not releasing you until we’re on the boat, leagues away from the shore—ah. Got it.” The switch had been modified with a leather strap large enough for a Ghosting’s arm to hook under their wrist.

The room was lit in a white glow. Furniture lined the walls neatly. A simple rubber-wood desk, a bed, a few stacks of books. Sylah looked for a privy but couldn’t find one.

“Maybe they don’t shit?” Jond suggested, lying back on the elder’s bed.

“Get up, you can’t just lie on Dew’s bed. Stop being an eru turd and show some respect.”

“I hardly slept last night.” Jond threw in a yawn to prove his point.

“So?”

Jond gave her a sullen look and rolled onto the floor where he proceeded to tuck his bound hands behind his head and close his eyes.

Dew entered a moment later.

They will meet up in the town hall for dinner later. For now, I have sent for a couple of pallets for you two. Dew sniffed at Jond’s prostrate form. And we shall await your belongings. I will answer any questions you have in the meantime.

“Where is your privy?”

Dew smiled. We have not managed to fine-tune our sewage system, so you will have to go outside. Follow the path around the back. It will lead to the outhouse.

“Thank you.” Sylah slipped outside, hoping that leaving Jond with the Ghosting elder wasn’t a bad idea.

Sylah heard a small sound beside her and saw the big eyes of a child watching her with an expression of fear.

“Oh, hello.” Sylah tried for a smile, but she knew she wasn’t entirely kindly-looking.

“Eeep.” The child screeched and stumbled over their feet as they tried to get away from Sylah. They fell to their knees, their hands breaking their fall. Just like the other children Sylah had seen in the town, this one hadn’t been maimed at birth either.

“Are you okay?” Sylah asked, reaching out to help the child up.

“Mama says not to talk to you,” the child whispered.

“Oh no, is your hand bleeding? Show me, I won’t hurt you.” Sylah reached for the child’s hand, but they clutched it to their chest and slipped away before she could help. But she saw the cut before they ran away. She saw the colour of their blood.

It was red.

“What have you done?” Sylah burst back into Elder Dew’s home and stood a hair’s breadth from Dew’s face.

Sylah felt the tell-tale signs of her muscle spasms. The dose she had taken the night before hadn’t been enough to sate her body’s need for joba seeds and her withdrawal symptoms were returning.

What is the meaning of your anger? Dew asked, their face blank and submissive.

“The child, I saw them, their blood ran red. You stole them.” Sylah began to pace, her mind full of memories of the Stolen. Fareen’s smile flashed beneath her blinking eyes.

“How could you? They’re just children, they belong with their family.” Sylah’s muscles were visibly shaking now. Jond watched her from the floor with slitted eyes.

I know of what you speak, child. Sit, take some water. I will tell you what you have seen.

Jond didn’t know Ghosting speak, but he knew what was happening to Sylah. He had watched her drink the dose every day on their travels. “It’s the joba seeds. She needs a small dose of joba seed powder to alleviate the symptoms of withdrawal.” He shifted on the ground and closed his eyes again, his duty done.

Sylah couldn’t even muster a scowl in his direction. She collapsed in a chair opposite Elder Dew and placed her head in her hands, waiting for the worst of the tremors to pass.

What felt like many strikes later, a warm mug of tea was thrust under Sylah’s nose. She knew it wasn’t Elder Dew giving it to her, because the person’s hands brushed Sylah’s own as she took the cup gratefully. She closed her eyes as she drank. The tea was laced with joba seed powder, and it only took a few minutes before Sylah felt her muscles relaxing. She leant back in the chair and surveyed the room. Jond still lay on the floor, seemingly asleep. Elder Dew watched her passively, perching on the edge of their bed.

In front of her, cross-legged, was the young girl that had met them in Ood-Rahabe.

“Hello, again,” she chirruped. She was small in stature, but up close, Sylah realised she was older than she had first thought. Nearer to Hassa’s eighteen years of age. The four plaits on her head were sectioned so precisely you could see the pale shade of her scalp underneath.

“Hello,” Sylah said.

“Was the tea okay? I don’t know how old the joba seeds were, we don’t get a lot of supplies. Only what we can steal on the trade routes.”

Elder Dew sighed behind the girl and she stiffened. “Sorry, wasn’t supposed to tell you that, I guess. I’m not used to strangers in the Chrysalis.”

Elder Dew snorted.

“Chrysalis?” Sylah repeated.

“This, our home, we call it the Chrysalis.”

“Oh,” Sylah said. “Thank you for the tea, it helped a lot.”

“I’m called Ads,” she said.

“I’m Sylah.”

Ads nodded in confirmation. She knew who Sylah was.

“Here’s the rest of the powder I made. I thought you would need it for the journey.”

The bag of joba seed powder was weighty. Relief flooded Sylah.

“Thank you.” She placed the bag into her pouch at her waist. It was as comforting as the sword by her hip.

Elder Dew shifted and Ads turned to look at them. Thank you for getting the tea and the powder. Please return at sunset. You can escort our guests to the town hall for dinner.

Ads nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, Elder.” The girl slipped out of the door as fast as a mouse.

“Is she always that happy?”

Yes, every day she lives is a blessing.

“What do you mean?” Sylah asked.

Her blood runs red.

Sylah made to stand, though she didn’t know where she was going.

Rest. Be still. I do not have the strength to get up and down like you. Elder Dew waved to their crutch resting on gnarled knees. She is not stolen like you were. We do not harvest children’s lives. We simply preserve them.

“How?”

Her mother is a Ghosting. Her father is a rapist.

Sylah sank deeper in her chair. “Her father is an Ember?” She puckered her mouth to spit.

Please do not soil my floor.

“I wasn’t going to.” Sylah swallowed. “So, she’s half Ember, half Ghosting?” It made sense why the girl had such dark eyes, unlike the greys and blues Sylah was used to seeing in a Ghosting. Except—

“Hassa …”

Elder Dew nodded. Her father is also an Ember, though her blood runs clear. She was able to live in Nar-Ruta without the father knowing any better.

“So, there’s a fifty-fifty chance their blood will run red or clear?”

Or blue. Not all couplings are with Embers.

“How many rapists are there in Nar-Ruta?”

Not all are violent. Some are love. Some are paid for in maiden houses.

Sylah had never heard of a child from a mixed coupling surviving the empire’s clutches—lying with another colour was illegal and penalised with a ripping if you were a Duster or a Ghosting. A sentence in gaol if you were an Ember.

Ads was one of the first children we smuggled out of the city. She has been here since the beginning.

Sylah nodded slowly. “I understand why you call this place the Chrysalis.”

Dew smiled. Change is coming.
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A stone archway with the words ‘Zwina Academy’ greeted me. As I
stepped under it my eyes widened with the endless vibrancy of colour.
It was as if my world had been black and white until that very moment.
I thought the Academy would have been a studious, quiet place, but
the citadel that has built up around it is a dynamic centre of activity.
I saw someone with the same pallid skin as me, and my friends, you
won'’t believe that there are colourless bloods here too. They hark from
a land known as the Grasslands, though they grow their beards longer
than I like.

—TJournal of Elder Petra, year 237 B.W.
(Before the Wardens’ Empire)
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